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EDITORS' INTRODUCTION 

To RECKON WITH THE DEAD: JACQUES 

DERRIDA'S POLITICS OF MOURNING 

Philia begins with the possibility of survival. 
Surviving-that is the other name of a mourning 

whose possibilit)' is never to be awaited. 
Politics of Friendship 

One musr always go before the orher. In the Politics of 
Friendship, Jacques Derrida demonstrates that this is the 
law of friendship--and thus of mourning.' One friend 
musr always go before rhe other; one friend must always 
die first. There is no friendship without the possibility 
rhat one friend will die before the other, perhaps right be­
fore the other's eyes. For even when friends die togerher, 
or rather, at the same time, their friendship will have been 
srructured from the very beginning by the possibility that 
one of rhe two would see the orher die, and so, surviving, 
would be left ro bury, ro commemorare, and ro mourn. 

1, Jacques Dc:rrida, Politio of Frinuiship, trans. George Collins (New 
York: Verso, 1997). 
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While: Jacques Derrida has formalized this law in numerous texts 
over the past few decades, he has also had to undergo or bear witness to 
it, as friends--and there are now many of them-have gone before him, 
making explicit or effective the structural law that will have determined 
all his friendships from the beginning. Over the past couple of decades, 
then, Derrida has not only continued to develop in a theoretical fashion 
this relationship between friendship and mourning but has, on several 
occasions, and in recent years with greater and greater frequency, been 
called upon to respond at a determined time and place to an unrepeatable 
event-the death of a friend. Each time this has occurred, Derrida has 
tried to bear witness to the singularity of a friendship, to the absolute 
uniqueness of his relationship with a friend, in a form that varies between 
a word or letter of condolence, a memorial essay, a eulogy, and a funeral 
oration. Each time, he has tried to respond to a singular event, a unique 
occasion, with words fit for the friend-words that inevitably relate life 
and friendship to death and mourning. This volume gathers together these 
various responses, written over a period of some twenty years, in order to 
draw attention to a series of questions and aporias concerning what we 
have risked calling Jacques Derrida's "politics of mourning." 

The idea of bringing these texts together first grew out of a confer­
ence with Jacques Derrida at DePaul University in October of 19¢ on the 
theme of mourning and politics. During that conference, it became clear 
that while these texts were not originally destined to share the same space, 
they have come: to resemble a sort of corpus within the corpus ofDc:rrida. 
Having prevailed upon Jacques Derrida to allow us to gather these texts 
of mourning into a single volume, we have asked in essence for a sort of 
reckoning between them. From the very first of these essays, "The Deaths 
of Roland Barthes," written in 1981, Derrida has been concerned with the 
relationship between the singularity of death and its inevitable repetition, 
with what it means to reckon with death, or with the dead, with all those: 
who were once close to us but who are no longer, as we say, "with us," 
or who are "with us" only insofar as they are "in us." By bringing these 
various tributes together under a single cover, by drawing up a sort of 
account of those whom Derrida has mourned, we have in effect asked 
each of these texts to reckon not only with the singular death that each 
addresses but with one another, and with the inevitable repetition and 
betrayal that each represents in relation to the others. 

To reckon: that is to say, to recount, relate, or narrate, to consider, 
judge, or evaluate, even to estimate, enumerate, and calculate. Such a 
reckoning is perhaps to be expected when it comes to politics, where 
accounts must be given, judgments rendered, and calculations made. But 
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when it comes to mourning, to texts uf mourning, texts written after the 
deaths of close friends and dear colleagues, to ask for a reckoning, to ask 
someone not only to recount but to take account, even to calculate, may 
seem indecent or at the very least lacking in taste. If we have persisted, then, 
in asking for such a reckoning, it has been in order to learn something more 
from Jacques Derrida about taste, about a taste for death and about taste 
in death or mourning, about whether one can ever be politic in mourning, 
and whether it makes any sense to talk of a politics of mourning. In these 
introductory pages we would simply like to give a brief overview of these 
texts in order to raise a few questions about the necessity of such reckoning, 
of taking stock of the dead, of calculating and negotiating between them, 
of giving them their due in a language that is repeatable, even predictahlt", 
and that perhaps cannot help but commit what is called near the end of 
Proust's R~brance ofThings Past a kind of"posthumous infidelity."• 

Risking the impolitic, we have gathered together not those texts that 
speak of the work of mourning, of phantoms and specters, in a more or 
less theoretical fashion but those that enact the work of mourning-and 
of friendshiJr-in a more explicit way, texts written after the deaths of 
friends and colleagues to recall their lives and work and bear witness to 
a relationship with them. Written over the past two decades on figures 
well known in France and the United States (Roland Barthes, Paul de 
Man, Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser, Edmond JalXs, Louis Marin, 
Sarah Kofman, Gilles Deleuze, Emmanuel Levinas, and Jean-Fran~ois 
Lyotard), as well as figures less well known (Max Loreau, Jean-Marie 
Benoist, Joseph Riddd, and Michel Serviere), these texts not only speak of 
or about mourning but are themselves texts of or in mourning. 

We realize that in drawing attention to these so very personal texts 
we run the risk of a sort of morbid taste or shameless curiosity. Yet these 
are, after all, public texts, published texts, which most likely could not be 
radically distinguished from other works of Derrida. We have, however, 
for reasons of both tact and coherence, excluded from this series of public 
texts about public figures those texts that mourn more private figures, such 
as family members, e\'en though works like "Circumfession" and Memoirs 
of the Blind have themselves been published, and thus made public, and 
probably could not in all rigor be completely distinguished from tht"~ 
other texts of mourning) 

1. Marcd Proust, Remnnbrrma of Things Past, trans. C. K. Scou MoncriefT, Terence 
Kilmanin, and Andreas Mayor (New York: Random House, r91Jr), 3:940. 

3· 5« Jacques Dcrrida, MCircumfession," in Ja~q~s lkrriJa, by C.,ofTrey Bennington and 
Jacques Dcrrida, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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By gathering these works of mourning-by incorporating them­
into a single volume, we hope to make even more apparent the ways in 
which the oeuvre or corpus of Derrida has, to cite Proust once more, come 
to resemble ''a huge cemetery in which on the majority of the tombs the 
names are effaced and can no longer be read," a cemetery where some of 
the names are nonetheless still legible because of these acts of mourning 
and friendship, even if these names mask ur refer tu others that have 
long been obscured.4 We will ultimately be asking, therefore, about the 
encryption of names and friends in an oeuvre, about the way in which an 
oeuvre does not simply grow larger but thickens with time, ages, comes 
to have time written across it, becomes wrinkled, furrowed, or folded, its 
volume worked over like a landscape or, indeed, like a cemetery. 

While the texts of mourning that Jacques Derrida has written 
over the pasr twenty years on friends from Roland Barthes to Jean­
Fran~ois Lyorard seem to agree with and confirm much that is said about 
writing and death in so many early texts,~ it is a banal but nonetheless 
incontrovertible observation that these texts could not have been written 
before they were. For them to have been written, time was required-and 
not just the passing but the ravages of time, time for one's teachers to begin 
to pass away, and then one's colleagues and friends, slowly at first, but 
then with an ever-increasing regularity. This is all so commonplace, and 
yet how does one reckon it, and what does it do to an oeuvre? Does it 
give it not simply a chronology but, perhaps, a temporality, not simply a 
signification but a force? 

If these essays in and on mourning appear very much in accord with 
several early essays, they are surely not wholly continuous with or already 
contained within them, as if there were a sort of tdeology to the Derridean 
corpus, as if a kind of biological preformationism were at work in his 

1993) (hc:rc:aftc:r abbreviated as Cl. and Mm10irs ofrlt~ Blind, trans. Pa~lc:-Annr Brault 
and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19')3). 

4· Proust, Rm~embrunc~ ofTitings PllSf, 3:940. While: lkrrida might find such a claim about 
his corpu• highly problematic, hr would not find it totally foreign, for he: himsdf has 
circ:d a similar phrase in a relarivdy recent tc:xl on Jean-Paul Sartrc: in which Sa nrc: circs 
this well-known phrase of Proust (sec: w•11 courait mort': Salut. salur: Notc:s pour un 
courric:r aux Temps MoJnn~s." U$ Temp$ MoJnn~s 51 (March-May 1<)96): 7-541. 

5· See, for example:, Jacques Dc:rrida, "Signature Event Context," in Margins of PltikMoplty. 
lrans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19li:z), 309-30, or pt. 1 of Of 
Grummatology, uans. Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Prc:ss, '974). For a fascinating analysis of Dc:rrida's work on art and mourning, sec: 
David Farrell Krc:ll, Tit~ Purest of &urarrl.s: Works of Mouming, Art, and Affimulfion in rA~ 
Tlwugltt of/acq~s /krritlll (University Park: Pt'nnsylvania State: Univc:rsity Pre ... :zooo). 
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oeuvre. It is precisely this kind of teleology that Jacques DcrriJa takes 
issue with in his 1«}63 essay "Force and Signification," where, in a critique 
of Jean Rousset's analysis of the aesthetics and temporality of Proust, he 
opposes a teleology and a theology of signification to a new thinking 
of force.(' We will thus not be asking here about an unfolding meaning 
to the Derridean corpus, a meaning implicit already in the beginning 
though not yet revealed, but about the intrusion of the unexpected and 
the unanticipated in an oeuvre, about what happens when proper names 
become engraved on tombs, each name joining the others and yet each 
naming a singular mourning. We will be asking about the force of time 
and the time of force, about the relation between force and language, 
between time and the force of mourning . 

• 
In conformity with the genre, Derrida begins many of these powerful 
and moving texts by admitting how difficult it is to speak at such a 
moment of mourning, difficult to get the words out and difficult to 
find the right words. "So much to say, and I don't have the heart for 
it today. So much to say about what has happened to us ... with the 
death of Gilles Deleuze" (192). Three years after writing these words for 
the newspaper Lib!ration, Derrida writes in that same paper, just hours 
after receiving word of Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's death: "I feel at such a 
loss, unable to find public words for what is happening to us, for what 
has left speechless all those who had the good fortune to come near this 
great thinker-whose absence will remain for me, I am certain, forever 
unthinkable" (214). 

In mourning we find ourselves at a loss, no longer ourselves, as if 
the singular shock of what we must bear had altered the very medium in 
which it was to be registered. But even if the death of a friend appears 
unthinkable, unspeakable, we are nonetheless, says Derrida, called upon 
to speak, to break the silence, to participate in the codes and rites of 
mourning. "Speaking is impossible," writes Derrida in the wake of Paul 
de Man's death, "but so too would be silence or absence or a refusal to 
share one's sadness."7 

6. Sc=e Jacques Derrida, "Force and Signification" in Writing and Diffn-mce, trans. Alan 
Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 3-30. 

7· Jacques ~rrida, MnnoirN for Paul de Man, rev. ed., trans. Cecile Lindsay, Jonathan 
Culler, Eduardo Cadava, and Peggy Kamuf (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1Qll9), xvi (her.,-dfter abbreviated as M). 
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And so Derrida broke the silence, first in 1981, following the death 
of Roland Barthes, and thirteen more times between then and now. He 
thus did what he thought he would never do; having spoken so often of 
death, of the theme of death, having written on so many occasions of those 
whom he knew living but who had subsequendy died, Derrida had more 
or less vowed never to speak just after the death of a friend: 

What I thought impossible, indecent, and unjustifiable, what long 
ago and more or less secretly and resolutdy I had promised mysc:lf 
never to do ... was to write following th~ tkath, not after, not long 
after the death by "turning to it, but just following the death, upon 
or on th~ occasion of th~ tkath, at the commemorative gatherings 
and tributes, in the writings "in memory" of those who while living 
would have been my friends, still present enough to me that some 
"declaration," indeed some analysis or "study," would seem at that 
moment completc:ly unbearable. (49-50) 

In all these essays of mourning Derrida is acutely aware of the 
dangers involved in speaking of the dead in the wake of their death, the 
dangers of using the dead, and perhaps despite one's own best intentions, 
for one's own ends or purposes. It is a question of both tact or taste 
and ethical responsibility. Derrida's "Circumfession" is emblematic in this 
regard. Writing in 1989 and 1990 about or "for" his mother, who, though 
still living, no longer recognizes him, and who, though she had never 
really read him in the past, is now blind and near death and so surely will 
not read him in the future, Derrida speaks of feeling "guilty for publishing 
her end," for "exhibiting her last breaths and, still worse, for purposes that 
some might judge to be literary" (C, 25, 36). 

Perhaps even more disturbing, and even more common, than these 
"literary" purposes are the personal or political uses to which a death is put 
with the intent not simply of reckoning but of winning or scoring points. 
Derrida thus recalls the desire on the part of some "still to maneuver, 
to speculate, to try to profit or derive some benefit, whether subtle or 
sublime, to draw from the dead a supplementary force to be turned against 
the living" (51). Whereas Derrida might rather easily avoid these more 
egregious forms of bad taste or bad faith, he finds others more difficult to 
avoid or even recognize. Derrida thus speaks in several of these works of 
the dangers inherent in what might appear to be: simple acts of fidelity, 
dangers inherent in all commemorative gatherings and tributes, all funeral 
orations. "There are of course lesser offenses, but offenses nonetheless: to 
pay homage with an essay that treats the work or a part of the work 
bequeathed to us, to talk on a theme that we confidendy believe would 
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have interested the author who has passed away (whose tastes, curiosities, 
and projects should, it seems, no longer surprise us). Such a treatment 
would indeed point out the debt, but it would also pay it back" (51). 

If there are dangers in speaking of the deceased in a certain way, 
there are equally grave dangers in speaking of one's own relations with 
them, in offering, as Derrida says in his homage to Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard, 
"an homage in the form uf a personal testimony, which always tends 
toward reappropriation and always risks giving in to an indecent way 
of saying 'we,' or worse, 'me"' (225). In other words, there is always in 
mourning the danger of narcissism, for instance, the "egotistical" and no 
doubt "irrepressible" tendency to bemoan the friend's death in order to take 
pity upon oneself by saying, as Derrida was tempted to say after the death 
of Althusser: "A whole part of my life, a long, rich, and intense stretch of 
my living self has been interrupted today, comes to an end and thus dies 
with Louis in order to continue to accompany him, as in the past, but this 
time without return and into the depths of absolute darkness" ( 115). 

The funeral oration is a genre beset on all sides by bad faith, self­
delusion, and, of course, denial. For even when we use the dead for some 
end or purpose of our own, even when we speak to the dead simply to ask 
for their forgiveness, it is often because we do not wish to admit that the 
dead can no longer respond to us, can no longer, for example, offer us their 
forgiveness. Even though "nothing is more unbearable or laughable than 
all the expressions of guilt in mourning, all its inevitable spectacles" (44), 
even though it appears "naive and downright childish to come before the 
dead to ask for their forgiveness" (44), since the admission of guilt seems 
aimed always at its expiation, at giving oneself a good conscience, Derrida 
himself does not refrain from expressing regret at having let certain things 
cloud a friendship or at having been too discreet in the declaration of his 
admiration or affection. He writes in his essay on Jean-Marie Benoist, "I 
blame myself for this more than ever today, and for having taken these 
things much more seriously than they deserved to be, as if death were not 
keeping watch" (110). 

Political calculation, personal retaliation, narcissism, attempts at 
achieving a good conscience-these are just some of the dangers to which 
these texts are, by their very nature, exposed. But can one ever write with 
perfect tact or in perfect taste? In "Circumfession" Derrida dreams of one 
day writing with a syringe rather than a pen, so that all he would have 
to do is find the right vein and let the writing come on its own, a writing 
that would no longer have to choose, inscribe, and calculate, that would 
be "without any labor or responsibility, without any risk of bad taste or 
violence" (C, 12). This is, of course, just a dream, for it seems that for 
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Jacques Derrida there never is any writing without responsibility, without 
an other to whom it must respond. In each of these texts of mourning, 
then, Jacques Derrida must struggle to avoid such bad taste, to refrain 
from using a death for his own advantage. That is, he must continue 
to reckon. 

And what is our own responsibility in reading these texts of mourn­
ing? Can we ourselves avoid using them for our own purposes, either 
simply to add to our knowledge or, more perversely, to satisfy our curiosity 
about the deaths of famous teachers, writers, thinkers, and philosophers 
and the reactions they elicited from Jacques Dc:rrida? Since we are reading 
texts that mourn the passing of people who, in most cases, were not 
our own friends or colleagues, are we not destined-are we perhaps not 
even invited-tu use these deaths and the lessons learned from them to 
understand the deaths of those dear to us? 

By pronouncing these texts of mourning in a public forum, by 
publishing them, Jacques Derrida has, it seems, made unavoidable this 
slippage from one death to another, this repetition and transference of 
the rhetoric and perhaps even the sentiments of mourning. We cannot 
mourn for those another has mourned--or at least not in the same way. 
They could not have touched us in the same way, and so we betray them 
in reading-though this betrayal will have been made possible, if not 
inevitable, as we will sec, by the very publicity, the very readability, of 
mourning's inscription. 

Despite all the dangers of the genre, all the dangers of memory 
and recognition, Derrida remembers and pays tribute. He recalls not 
only what is public but what is personal, not only what concerns us all 
but what concerned only him. In several of these texts, Derrida recounts 
personal memories of the deceased: traveling on a plane to Baltimore with 
Roland Barthes, driving through Chicago with his son and Paul de Man, 
recounting stories with Sarah Kofman at dinner, speaking with Louis 
Althusser and Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard for the last time on the telephone, 
receiving a final letter from Michel Serviere. He recounts and recalls but 
then asks in almost every case about the tact or taste of doing so, trying in 
each case to avoid the insidious pathos of personal memory. 

One way to temper this pathos is to refuse to present a picture of one's 
relations with the friend that excludes all difference or conflict. Derrida 
thus often says that he owes it to the truth, and "so as not to give in too much 
to the genre" (56), not to whitewash the stormy aspects of his friendships. 
He thus speaks openly of the difficulties in his friendship with Foucault 
beginning in 1972, and of his differences with Althusser, Max Loreau, 
and Jean-Marie Benoist. In each case, however, he wishes to reaffirm that 
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none of these difficulties c:vc:r jeopardized his "friendship" or "admiring 
attention," that none: of this "c:vc:r compromised in the: least the foundation 
oflthc:] friendship" (116). 

Trying to bear witness to a unique friendship without giving in to 
some narcissistic "we" or "me," being willing to return to the troublesome 
aspects of the past without wanting to claim the: "last word" on it (98), 
Derrida lays out not so much a middle ground as a series of aporias, 
aporias that, curiously, do not paralyze speech but inhabit and mobilize 
it. In his essay on Roland Barthc:s, for example:, Derrida wonders whether 
fidelity to the: friend consists in reading or acting like: him, or in giving 
to him or to his memory something completely different and unexpected. 
The answer, it seems, is to be found not in dissolving the aporia but in 
clarifying and undergoing it: .. 1 was searching lik~ him, as him, tor in the 
situation in which I have been writing since his death, a certain mimetism 
is at once a duty (to take: him into oneself, to identify with him in order 
to let him speak within oneself, to make him present and faithfully to 
represent him) and the worst of temptations, the most indecent and most 
murderous. The gift and the revocation of the gift, just try to choose" ( ~8). 

Derrida suggests that it is only "in us" that the dead may speak, that 
it is only by speaking of or as the dead that we can keep them alive. "To 
keep alive, within oneself," asks Derrida, "is this the best sign of fidelity?" 
(36), and he seems to answer in the affirmative:, so long as we understand 
that this "within oneself' is always already a response to the friend we: 
mourn. "Each time:," writes Dc:rrida, we must acknowledge "our friend 
to be: gone: forever, irremediably absc:nr ... for it would be unfaithful to 
dc:ludc: oneself into bc:lic:ving that the other living in us is living in hims~lf" 
(M, 21). 

Fidelity thus consists in mourning, and mourning-at least in a first 
moment--consists in interiorizing the other and recognizing that if we: are 
to give the dead anythingitean now be only in us, the living. Dcrrida writes 
in "By Force of Mourning," in the: context of a reading of Louis Marin's 
work: "ever since psychoanalysis came: to mark this discourse, the image 
commonly used to characterize mourning is that of an interiorization (an 
idealizing incorporation, introjection, consumption of the other)" (159).8 

8. l:Xrrida writes in Mmwif't's for Paul tk Man: "Memory and inreriorization: since Freud, 
this i• how the 'normal' 'work of mourning' is often described. It entails a movement 
in which an interiorizing idealization takes in itself or upon itself the body and voice 
of the olher, the other's vis.-.ge and person, ideally and quasi-literally devouring them" 
(M, .Hl· For a more developed analysis of the rdation•hip berwcen introjection and 
incorpora1ion in mourning, sec "Fon: The Anglish Words of Nicolas Ahraham and 



I 0 INTII.OPI.:CTION 

Not to recognize the intractable reality that the dead are now only "in us" 
would be not only a form of denial but a betrayal of the dead friend, a 
failure to accede to the unique event the friend has undergone. "He is no 
more, he whom we see in images or in recollection .... And nothing can 
begin to dissipate the terrifying and chilling light of this certainty. As if 
respect for this certainty were still a debt, the last one, owed to the friend" 
(lo;q.-6o). The dead can and must be only "for us," and everything we 
receive from and give to them will remain among ourselves. In the text 
written "for" Roland Barthes, Derrida reminds himself that the thoughts 
he dedicates and destines for Barthes "will no longer reach him, and this 
must be the starting point of my reflection" (35). What we must recognize 
in every funeral oration, in every memorial gathering and tribute, is that 
everything we say of and even to the friend "remains hopelessly in us 
or betwea~ us the living, without ever crossing the mirror of a certain 
speculation." In other words, "All we seem to have left is memory ... " 
(M, 32-33). 

Even the proper name seems to refer, in the wake of death, not to 
the deceased but only to him or her in us, in memory. "When I say Roland 
Barthes it is certainly him whom I name, him beyond his name. But since 
he himself is now inaccessible to this appellation, since this nomination 
cannot become a vocation, address, or apostrophe ... it is him in me that I 
name, toward him in me, in you, in us that I pass through his name" (46). 

But what does it mean to say that the dead are "in" us? Reflecting 
on Louis Marin's final book on the powers of the image, Derrida describes 
the topology and orientation of this supposed interiority of the mourning 
self before demonstrating their limits in the very assumption of a limit. 
"When we say 'in us,' when we speak so easily and so painfully of inside 
and outside, we are naming space, we are speaking of a visibility of the 
body, a geometry of gazes, an orientation of perspectives. We are speaking 
of images . ... (The other) appears only as the on<" who has disappeared or 
passed away, as the one who, having passed away, leaves 'in us' only images" 
( 159). Mourning consists in recognizing that the dead are now only "in us," 
now only images "for us." And yet there is a limit to this interiorization, 
one that comes not from some impermeability of a boundary between two 
homogeneous spaces but from a different organization of space. For the 
p3rt that is "in us" comes before and is greater than the whole, that is, 
comes before and is greater than us; the part that is seen by us first sees 

Maria Torok," Dcrrida's foreword to Abraham aod Torok's Wolf Man$ Magic Wort/. 
lrans. Nicholas Rand (Minn.-apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1(Jil6), xi-xlviii. 
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and looks at us as our origin and our law. Derrida argues throughout these 
essays that the living are who they are only in and through these others, 
their interiority, even their narcissism, constituted always in relation to 
them, their memory itself formed, as Derrida writes remembering Louis 
Althusser, "only through this movement of mourning" ( 115). Though "the 
modes of interiorization or of subjectification that psychoanalysis talks 
about are in some respects undeniable in the wurk of mourning" (159), 
interiorization is never completed and, because of this reorganization of 
space, remains in the end impossible. According to Derrida, interiorization 
cannot-must not--be denied; the other is indeed reduced to images "in 
us." And yet the very notion ofinteriorization is limited in its assumption 
of a topology with limits between inside and out, what is ours and what is 
the other. "Roland Barthes looks at us ... and we do not do as we please 
with this look, even though each of us has it at his disposal, in his own way, 
according to his own place and history. It is within us but it is not ours; we 
do not have it available to us like a moment or part of our interiority" (44). 
Derrida invokes throughout these essays of mourning the possibility of an 
interiorization of what can never be interiorized, of what is always before 
and beyond us as the source of our responsibility. This is the "unbearable 
paradox of fidelity" (159). The look that is "in us" is not ours, as the images 
within us might seem to be. We look at the dead, who have been reduced 
to images "in us," and we are looked at by them, but there is no symmetry 
between these gazes. There is thus a "dissymmetry that can be interior­
ized only by exceeding, fracturing, wounding, injuring, traumatizing the 
interiority that it inhabits or that welcomes it through hospitality, love, or 
friendship" (16o).ln other words, "Ghosts: the concept of the other in the 
same ... the completely other, dead, living in me" (41-42). 

In mourning, we must recognize that the friend is now both only 
"in us" and already beyond us, in us but totally other, so that nothing we 
say of or to them can touch them in their infinite alterity. The other who 
has been reduced to images looks at us, looks "in us," but at an infinite 
remove. "We are all looked at, I said, and each one singularly, by Louis 
Marin. He looks at us. In us . ... He is completely other, infinitely other, 
as he has always been, and death has more than ever entrusted him, given 
him over, distanced him, in this infinite alterity" (161). The friend must 
be interiorized, but the singular alterity or "infinite transcendence" that 
marked our friendship and constituted the very friendship of the friend 
cannot. "Upon the death of the other we are given to memory, and thus 
to interiorization, since the other, outside us, is now nothing. And with 
the dark light of this nothing, we learn that the other resists the closure 
of our interiorizing memory .... death constitutes and makes manifest 
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the limits of a mt: or an us who are obliged to harbor something that 
is greater and other than them; something outside of tht:m within tht:m" 
(M, 34). We can thus understand why Derrida in Mt:moirt:s for Paul dt: 
Man would say that "the possibility of the impossible" commands "the 
whole rhetoric of mourning," and why the aporia of mourning dictates 
that "success fails" and "failure succeeds" (M, 34-35). "For this is the law, 
the law of mourning, and the law of the law, always in mourning, that it 
would have to fail in order to succeed. In order to succeed, it would well 
have to foil, to fail wt:ll . ... And while it is always promised, it will never 
be assured" (144). The work of mourning is thus not one kind of work 
among others; it remains, says Derrida, "the name of a problem. For if 
mourning works, it does so only to dialectize death, a death that Roland 
Barthes called 'undialectical'" (5o). 

We thus return to the question of responsibility and fidelity, of how 
to mourn and how to speak in mourning, how to bear the aporia, the: 
impossible: choice between two infidelities. "Is the most distressing, or 
even the most deadly infidelity that of a possible mourning which would 
interiorize within us the image, idol, or ideal of the other who is dead and 
lives only in us? Or is it that of the impossible mourning, which, leaving 
the other his alterity, respecting thus his infinite remove, either refuses to 
take or is incapable of taking the other within oneself, as in the tomb or 
the vault of some narcissism?" (M, 6). 

This is the aporia in which we are left at the death of a friend, the 
aporia in which we are caught when every successful strategy of mourning 
would well have to fail, an aporia that becomes most palpable at the: death 
of the friend but was already in force well before. For the mourning that 
follows death had already been prepared and anticipated-and thus had 
already begun-well before death itself, the anticipation of death coming 
"to hollow out the living present that precedes it" (151 ).Indeed, friendship 
would be but another name for this anticipation, for "that twilight space 
of what is called mourning: the mourning that follows death but also the 
mourning that is prepared and that we expect from the: very beginning 
to follow upon the death of those we love. Love or friendship would be 
nothing other than the: passion, the endurance, and the patience of this 
work" ( 146). Mourning begins before: death, already with friendshit>­
and, in some cases, even before: "friendship proper." Derrida invokes 
both friendship and mourning in relation to Edmond Jabes even before 
actually meeting him, that is, after having only read him: "There was 
already in this first reading a certain experience of apophatic silence, of 
absence, the desert, paths opened up off all the beaten tracks, deported 
memory-in short, mourning, every impossible mourning. Friendship 
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had thus already come to be reflected in mourning, in the eyes of the 
poem, even before friendship--( mean before the friendship that later 
brought us together" ( 122). 

We began by saying that one friend must always go before the other, 
that one must always die first. For Derrida, this is not just some law 
of destiny to which we all must succumb but a law of friendship that 
friends must acknowledge. Derrida begins his text in memory of Jean­
Marie Benoist, "To have a friend, to look at him, to follow him with 
your eyes, to admire him in friendship, is to know in a more intense way, 
already injured, always insistent, and more and more unforgettable, that 
one of the two of you will inevitably sec the other die" ( 108). There is "no 
friendship without this knowledge of finitude," says Derrida in Memoius 
for Paul d~ Man, "and everything that we inscribe in the living present 
of our relation to others already carries, always, the signature of memoirs­
from-bryond-th~-grav~" (M, 2~29). The aporia of mourning in which we 
seem to be caught following the death of the friend, at the end of a living 
relationship, is already there, virtually at work, from the very inception of 
that friendship. Writing in the wake of Sarah Kofman's death, Derrida 
explains that a knowledge of her death, of her possible death, filled the very 
air their friendship breathed: "From the first moment, friends become, as 
a result of their situation, virtual survivors, actually virtual or virtually 
actual, which amounts to just about the same thing. Friends know this, 
and friendship breathes this knowledge, breathes it right up to expiration, 
right up to the last breath" ( 171 ). 

We prepare for the death of a friend; we anticipate it; we see ourselves 
already as survivors, or as having already survived. To have a friend, to 
call him or her by name and to be called by him or her, is already to 
know that one of the two of you will go first, that one will be left to speak 
the name of the other in the other's absence. Again, this is not only the 
ineluctable law of human finitude but the law of the name. As Derrida 
has shown in numerous texts, the name is always related to death, to 
the structural possibility that the one who gives, receives, or bears the 
name will be absent from it. We can prepare for the death of the friend, 
anticipate it, repeat or iterate it before it takes place, because "in calling or 
naming someone while he is alive, we know that his name can survive him 
and alr~ady surviv~s him" (M, 49); we know that "the name begins during 
his life to get along without him, speaking and bearing his death each 
time it is pronounced ... " (M, 49). Mourning thus begins already with 
the name. "Even before the unqualifiable event called death, interiority 
(of the other in me, in you, in us) had already begun its work. With the 
first nomination, it preceded death as another death would have done. 
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The name alone makes possible the plurality of deaths" (46). Yet another 
aporia. For while the proper name "alone and by itself forcefully declares 
the unique disappearance of the unique," it also bespeaks the possihk 
death--or death~f the one who bears it, saying "death even while the 
bearer of it is still living." It says death, and so lends itself already to 
the work of mourning, lU all the "cuJc:s and rites" that wurk tu take away 
the "terrifying" privilege of the proper name to declare "the singularity of 
an unqualifiable death" (34). The proper name speaks the singularity of 
death, and, in speaking, already repeats that singularity, already survives 
it. "The name races toward death even more quickly than we do," says 
Derrida in his text remembering Joseph Riddel, "we who naively believe 
that we bear it .... It is in advance the name of a dead person" (130). 

In "The Deaths of Roland Barthes," Derrida insists on recalling that 
"Roland Barthes is the name of someone who can no longer hear or bear it" 
(45). Indeed, death appears to sever the name from the bearer of it; it is the 
event or operation that lifts or peels the name off the body that once bore 
it. But as Derrida recalls some sixteen years after this text on Barthes, in 
the context of an analysis of Sarah Kofman's last work on the relationship 
between the book and the body, the corpus and the corpse, this operation 
severing the name from the body is already at work among the living. The 
operation "proper to death" happens everywhere a name can be cited or 
used without or in place of the body. It becomes possible with the very 
giving of a name, and so happens to us "all the time, especially when we 
speak, write, and publish" (179). The name is separable from the body, 
the corpus from the corpse. This is the case when others use or speak our 
name, either before or after our death, but also when we ourselves use our 
name. Derrida comments on Michel Serviere's work on the signature: "a 
signature not only signs but speaks to us always of death," of"the possible 
death of the one who bears the name" ( 136). 

Though many of these claims and propositions about the proper 
name or signature can be found, as we said, in innumerable early works 
of Derrida, never have they been put to the test as they are in the texts 
gathered in this volume. In 1999, for example, Derrida recalls a phrase 
written some nine years earlier by Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard in a text that 
was, in some sense, destined for or addressed to him. He recalls this 
curious phrase, "there shall be no mourning," one year after the death 
of Lyotard, in part to show that the very possibility of reading it, not only 
in 1999 but already in 1990, was determined by the structural possibility 
that its addressor, as well as-for no one knew who would in fact go 
first-any of its addressees, and first of all Derrida, would be absent from 
it. "Readability bears this mourning: a phrase can be readable, it must be 
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able to become readable, up to a certain point, without the reader, he or she, 
or any other place of reading, occupying the ultimate position of addressee. 
This mourning provides the first chance and the terrible condition of all 
reading" (220). 

In mourning, the unqualifiable event is repeated; the proper name 
bespeaks a singular death and yet allows us to speak of that death, 
to anticipate and prepare for it, to read it. Derrida begins his text on 
Emmanuel Levinas, "For a long time, for a very long time, I've feared 
having to say Alii~ to Emmanuel Levinas" (200). Though the text was 
clearly written in the emotion immediately following Levinas's death in 
December of 1995, this opening indicates that certain words must have 
already been half-formed, that mourning must have already been at work, 
virtually at work, long before, no doubt as long as there was friendship. 

We thus imagine, even before the fact, a world without the friend or 
without us, a world that will have absorbed either absence. And yet when 
the event itself comes, the event we thought we knew and had prepared 
ourselves for, it hits us each time uniquely-like the end of the world. 
"What is coming to an end, what Louis (Aithusser] is taking away with 
him, is not only something or other that we would have shared at some 
point or another, in one place or another, but the world itself, a certain 
origin of the world-his origin, no doubt, but also that of the world in 
which I lived, in which we lived a unique story" (115). In "each death" 
there is an end of the world, the phrase "each death" suggesting that the 
end of the world can come more than once. For Jacques Derrida, it came 
at least three times in the year 1990 alone. The world, the whole world, is 
lost, and then, impossibly, the catastrophe is repeated. Speaking after the 
death of Jean-Marie Benoist, Derrida recalls how "death takes from us 
not only some particular life within the world ... but, each time, without 
limit, someone through whom the world, and first of all our own world, 
will have opened up in a both finite and infinite-mortally infinite-way" 
(107). And again in 1990, the same year he spoke of the end of the world 
in the deaths of Althusser and Benoist, Derrida writes after the death of 
MaK Lareau: "each time it is nothing less than an origin of the world, each 
time the sole world, the unique world" (95). 

In "each death .. there is an end of the world, and yet the rhetoric of 
mourning allows us to speak of this end and multiply it, both to anticipate 
it and repeat it-with regard not only to one friend, one proper name, but 
many, one death after another. The "death of the other" is the "first death" 
(204), as Levinas says, and yet the first death gets repeated. With ~ach fi,.st 
d~ath the whole world is lost, and yet with each we are called to reckon 
our losses. 
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Each time we mourn, then, we add another name to the series of 
singular mournings and so commit what may be called a sort of "posthu­
mous infidelity" with regard to the others. Even worse, if friendship is 
always structured by the possibility that one friend will die before the 
other, then simply to have friends-more than one-would already be 
to commit this infidelity. The infidelity that occurs after death will have 
begun already before it. The singular friendship, the singular mourning, 
the first mourning, will have already been repeated; posthumous infidelity 
would thus ~tructure all our friendships from the very beginning. 

If our friendships, and thus our mournings, end up being inscribed 
or iterated in a series relating each unique death to others, then this series 
would also appear fatally to presage other mournings of its kind. This 
would be yet another form of infidelity, another way of reckoning, against 
which Jacques Derrida struggles in each of these texts. Though "each 
death is unique" (193), as Derrida writes in his text on Deleuze, though 
each strikes us as the first death, as the end of the world, can we not predict 
what future mournings will look like for Jacques Derrida, what reserve 
will be found in them, what texts cited--on death, or force, or absence? 

Inasmuch as Jacques Derrida has himself written not just one but 
several texts of mourning, the betrayal of the unique other, of the friend, 
appears not only spoken about but enacted, played out. Already in "The 
Deathr of Roland Barthes," the question of the iteration of death is posed, 
and it is put to the test in all the texts of mourning that follow. We began 
by saying that Derrida has tried "each time" to respond to the death of a 
friend with words fit for that friend, words that inevitably relate life and 
friendship to death and mourning. But how does one respond to a singular 
event "each time," and how is one's response compromised if, "each time," 
it ends up relating life and friendship to death and mourning? How can 
one mourn the singular event all the while knowing that there have been 
and probably will be other friends to mourn, other singular events to which 
to respond? 

In his Politics of Frimdship Derrida explores the question of the 
number of friends it is good or possible to have, following a line of 
investigation from the Nicomach~an Ethics, where Aristotle claims that 
we can have true friendship with only a few.9 If friendship is essentially 
related to mourning, how many friends may we or are we able to mourn? 
What happens when one friend must "each time" go before the other, when 
a singul:tr relation with a friend ends up being repeated, put into relation 
with others, compared and contrasted-in a word, reckoned-with others 

<J· Sec: Aristotle:, NitvmachNn Ethin, 1171a IT. 
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that are, we: have to assume, just as unique? What happens when the 
unique death is taken up into all the codes and rituals of mourning, when 
the singular event comes to be marked by the designated spaces and times 
of mourning, when all talk of death comes to be inflected by a prescribed 
rhetoric? Can there be other words in which to mourn? 

Because of the possibility, indeed the ineluctability, of iteration, we 
should perhaps not assume that we can ever identify with absolute certainty 
the object of our mourning. For we might think we are mourning one 
friend when we are in fact mourning another, or think we are mourning a 
colleague when we are in fact, or in addition, mourning a child, or, as we 
see in the essay on Barthes, a mother. Or perhaps all our mournings are but 
iterations of the one death that can never be idemifieu-thc first death, the 
total, undialectical death-so that what is mourned is a singularity that 
exceeds any proper name, making posthumous infidelity the very work of 
mourning. Perhaps what we mourn is thus always nothing other than our 
very ability to identify, our mastery over the other and over death, as we 
yield to a force that is not ours, a force that always exceeds the rhetoric 
of mourning. 

In "The Deaths of Roland Barthes," the first essay in this collection 
and the one that, to borrow a word from it, "irradiates" and punctuates all 
the others, announcing, in a sense, all these other deaths, Derrida analyzes 
the "metonymic force" that allowed Barthes's analysis of his own mother's 
death in one of his last works to become meaningful for us. This force, 
he argues, while able to assure "a certain generality to the discourse," 
that is, while able to make it understandable to us, is also what makes it 
"poignant to us," striking and piercing for us. Such a force cannot simply be 
"mistaken for something that facilitates the movement of identification," 
for "the alterity remains almost intact; that is the condition" (58). 

It is this metonymic force of alteriry-along with the movement of 
identification that "almost" immediately inscribes it-that allows what is 
poignant and striking in each of these deaths of Jacques Derrida to be 
repeated. And it is this force, along with the moment of reckoning that 
accompanies it, that, at the end of two decades, allows all these so striking 
deaths to be put into a series, gathered together not only into a volume but 
into something like a "generation." In his 1995 text on the death of Gille~ 
Deleuzc, Derrida writes: "Each death is unique, of course, and therefore 
unusual. But what can be said about the unusual when, from Barthes to 
Althusser, from Foucault to Dcleuze, it multiplies, as in a series, all these 
uncommon ends in the same 'generation'?" ( 193). Derrida goes on to speak 
of those of "my 'generation'" who were fortunate enough to share their 
thought and time with Ueleuze. Indeed it seems that Derrida has been in 
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the process of mourning an entire "generation" of French and American 
intellectuals in philosophy, literature, and literary theory. But can one 
really speak of mourning a "generation," the singularity of a generation, 
or would this be yet another way of reckoning and thus betraying all the 
singularities within it? What is the force of time or language that allows the 
unique death to become absorbed, evaluated, compared, or reckoned, to 
become simply part of an epoch or part of what we call-with this "terrible 
and somewhat misleading word"-a '"generation'"? (193). Dc:rrida's use 
of quotation marks already puts us on guard, alerting us to his suspicion 
that it would not be difficult "to show that the times of those who seem to 
belong to the same epoch, defined in terms of something like a historical 
frame or social horizon, remain infinitely heterogeneous and, to tell the 
truth, completely unrelated to one another" (55). 

And yet, near the end of a "generation," time appears marked by a 
different rhythm, as "you reach an age ... where more and more friends 
leave you" ( to8), so that, even if terrible and misleading, this word perhaps 
speaks a certain truth about the gathering force of memory and mourning. 
For it is no doubt this multiplication of deaths within a generation, this 
metonymic force of mourning, that allows us to identify a generation in the 
first place, and the multiplication of deaths within and across generations 
that allows us to gather and compare our various responses to death and 
to identify them as already belonging to agmr~. 

While these texts vary greatly in form, from letters of condolence 
auuressed to family members to eulogies read at the grave site, from words 
of tribute first published in newspapers in the hours immediately following 
a death to memorial essays read at colloquia a few or even many months 
after the death, and while any rigorous analysis of these texts would have 
to reckon with all the differences in tone, style, audience, and context, these 
texts are nonetheless part of a recognizable genre, even if there is no single 
apt term to describe it. Attentive as always to questions of style and genre, 
Derrida reflects in these essays on the very genre of the eulogy or funeral 
oration, all the while himself giving orations or eulogies, pronouncing 
them, working within the codes and tropes of such speech acts and yet 
referring throughout to what exceeds them. Derrida has thus opted, it 
seems, to forsake or abandon neither the concept of mourning given to us 
by psychoanalysis nor the genre of the funeral oration that has been handed 
down to us in the West from at least the time of Pericles. Eulogizing the 
singularity of the friend, he has tried to inhabit and inflect both the concept 
and the genre of mourning differently. He has tried to reinvent, always in 
public and always in context, that is, always from within, a better politics 
of mourning. 
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Near the end of a "generation," then, we have these texts, gathered 
together, selected by means of certain criteria, already part of a genre. And 
yet the genre of the eulogy or funeral oration is not one genre among others 
but the one that, it could be argued, opens up the possibility of a political 
space to accommodate all the others. Though it is beyond the scope of 
this introduction, which has focused essentially on the politics ;, or of 
mourning, to show how politics or the political is related to or perhaps 
even arises out of mourning, out of the rites and rituals of mourning, it 
is important to note that Derrida is not unaware of these larger stakes. 
In Aporias he writes: "In an economic, elliptic, hence dogmatic way, I 
would say that there is no politics without an organization of the time 
and space of mourning, without a topolitology of the sepulcher, without 
an anamnesic and thematic relation to the spirit as ghost, without an open 
hospitality to the guest as ghost, whom one holds, just as he holds us, 
hostage. 10 In the long essay in this volume devoted to Lyotard, Derrida 
speaks of Lyotard's own analyses, in Til~ Diffa-rod and elsewhere, of the 
political dimensions of the funeral oration. Since Plato's Mro~xrous, or 
since the funeral oration of Pericles that Plato parodies in this dialogue, 
politics is related to, or founded on, mourning. In the Athenian context, 
for example, it is related to a rhetoric of mourning that tries to complete or 
even foreclose mourning by lifting death up, sublating it in the fulfillment 
and glory of the "beautiful death." 

The genre of the funeral oration is thus more than a powerful 
genre within an already given social and political context; it constitutes 
or consolidates the very power of that context, with all the promises and 
risks this entails. In his essay on Barthes, Derrida says he himself was 
tempted, out of a kind of fidelity to Barthes, who was a master of the 
genre of looking at genres, to analyze the genre of funeral tributes and 
declarations, not necessarily its historical origins but "what in this century 
has come to replace the funeral oration ... the corpus of declarations 
in newspapers, on radio and television ... the rhetorical constraints, the 
political perspectives, the exploitations by individuals and groups, the 
pretexts for taking a stand, for threatening, intimidating, or reconciling" 
(51). Derrida does not carry out such an analysis in any of these texts. One 
could, however, on the basis of these texts, ask a number of political, social, 
or historical questions that Derrida does not, questions not only about the 

to. Jacques Derrida, Aporias, tran~. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford: Stanford University Prc:u, 
1993), 61-62. In Sf1«1"' of Marx, trans. Pew Kamuf (New York: Roudcdge, 11)94). 

xix, Dcrritb speaks of learning to live with ghusu or spcctcn a> a "politics of memory, 
inhc.-it..J.ncc. and ~cncr.ttiun)." 
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practices of mourning in the West, and particularly in France, but about, 
for example, the role of the intellectual in French society, or the place of 
the university in France and the constitution of its members. The fact, for 
instance, that only one woman--Sarah Kofman-is spoken of here surely 
tells us something about the educational institutions in France during the 
twentieth century. The role tht" United States has played in the intellectual 
itim:raries of several thinkers spoken of here, from de Man to Lyotard to 
Oerrida himsett: is also noteworthy. And one is constantly reminded in 
reading these texts and the biographies appended to them just how much 
this "generation" has been marked in one way or another by two world 
wars and by the event named "Auschwitz." There would be much to say 
as well abuut the kinds uf death gathered here, from deaths in relative 
old age by "natural causes," to premature deaths from sudden illnesses, to 
accidents, AIDS, and suicide. 

As we have seen, there arc numerous dangers inherent in the genre 
of the funeral oration-not the least of which is precisely that it is a 
genre. For "the discourse of mourning is more threatened than others, 
though it should be less, by the generality of the genre" (95). It should be 
less threatened because it is each time a response to an absolutely unique 
event, so that any recourse to common usage or convention seems either 
"intolerable or vain," and silence appears to be "the only rigorous response" 
(72, 95). And yet, as we have seen, since 1981 Derrida has refused silence, 
and so has opened himself and his words up to the generality of the genre, 
to an unavoidable rhetoric of mourning. Even to approach the death of 
a friend as an example of "impossible mourning" would be to betray the 
uniqueness of that friend, as one attempts to transfer what is unique and 
poignant, as Derrida says in his essay on Sarah Kofman, "onto someone 
else," or worse, "onto some conceptual generality that would not be Sarah, 
Sarah Kofman hersdr' (172). 

Despite all the dangers of the genre, of genres in general, these texts 
of mourning enact many of the rhetorical gestures of other eulogies or 
words of remembrance: in each case, Derrida at once bears witness to a 
unique, personal relationship with the deceased and pays tribute to their 
public life and accomplishments, their words and deeds, sometimes even 
attempting to draw inspiration from the way they approached life and 
death in word and deed. Derrida is, of course, well aware of both the 
danger and the necessity of speaking not simply of the dead, of the "dead 
themselves," but of their works, their deeds, or their signature. In his 
analysis of a short text written by Sarah Kofman just before her death, 
Dcrrida speaks of the repression-the no doubt irrepressible repression­
involved in speaking of the works of the deceased rather than the deceased 
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themselves, of the book rather than the body, of the corpus rather than 
corpse, and yet, foiJowing Kofman's analysis, Derrida sc:es in this tendency 
not simply a form of repression but an affirmation oflife. There is surely a 
kind of infidelity in the biography or obituary, which tries to encapsulate 
a life, to reduce the dead to their accomplishments, to a series of dates 
and plan~s. but Dt>rritJa courts this infiddiry (as do we in tht> biographical 
accounts accompanying these texts), noting dates and places, works and 
days, not so as to absorb the singularity of the deceased into some literary 
or philosophical history but so as to mark their unique time and place 
among us, the only ones they ever had and will ever have. The singularity 
and punctuality of the date ("In 1930 Levinas ... ") can, of course, be 
reduced to history, but before such a reduction they are the inscriptions of 
an event. 

Again as a concession to the genre, Derrida cites in every one of 
these texts the words of the dead-and often at length. But considering 
all that has been said about interiorization and the status of the other 
"in us," it would seem that citation is actually being used here as a 
form of textual interiorization, that the words of the dead are being 
incorporated not merely to become part of the text, to be "in it," but 
to act as that point of infinite alterity "within" the text, to act as its law. 
It would sc:em that Derrida's "rhetoric of mourning" is borrowing from 
the schema of interiorization in order to convert citation from a gesture 
simply dictated by the genre into another consequence of the metonymic 
force of mourning. 

Because there is no first death available to us, no protos thana/os 
to become the sole and incomparable object of our mourning, iteration 
is unavoidable, the slippage between deaths inevitable:, our language for 
speaking about these: deaths repeatable and, thus, open to citation." In 
"Circumfession" Dc:rrida himself follows the mourning of anotht>r, citing 
words of Augustine: in the first person, and in another language, as he 
mourns the death of his own mother: "Ego silebam et Return frcnabam" 
II remained silent and restrained my tears! (C, 20). Dc:rrida is himself, at 
this point, tending to his own dying mother, trying to put into words what 

11. In the L)•JiJ Socrat~obj«ts in the course of J conversation abuutthc nature offriendship 
that if the friend is always a friend for the sake of something dsc. thcn they will he 
forced to follow the chain of friends back to the "ori~:inal friend lprotrm phi/on I .fur 
whose .akc all the other thin~ can he said to be friends." This would mc:1n th:1t :~II 

those others whom they had cited as friends t<•r thc s.1ke uf that une friend "may he 
deceiving us like"" many phantoms of it, while that original thing may he the vcrital>le 
friend lalith& philonl" (Plato, Lysis, tr:~ns. W. R. M. Lamb IC~mbridgc, Mass.: Harvard 
University Pres., 1<)13!. :u<)C-d). 
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is w corm:; he thus turns to Augustine for words about silence and tears to 
address his own imminent loss. Yet it is not just Augustine's mother's death, 
or his own mother's, that he seeks to address in this way, but his own. For 
through the tears he tries to restrain in mourning for his mother he sees, 
foresees, his own children faced with his own death: "I weep like my own 
children on the edge of my grave" (C, 41). In his own tears, in Augustine's, 
there are already those of his children-the tears of yet another generation. 
Throughout this text, citation appears as the vehicle by which Derrida both 
recalls Augustine's singular mourning for his mother, for her alone, and 
links this mourning to others, allowing for both singularity and relation, 
something absolutely unique and yet nonetheless shared. 

The interiorization of the friend in mourning, the reduction of that 
friend to signs and images "in us," is thus paralleled, it seems, by Derrida 's 
use and incorporation of citation in these texts of mourning, as if, in a first 
moment, such citation would allow Derrida to let the friend speak, to give 
the one he is mourning the last word. Derrida writes near the beginning 
of his text for Louis Marin, "ut us begin by letting him speak. Here are 
a few words, his words, that say something difficult to understand" (143), 

and he then cites Marin's words on force and the mourning of force. In his 
text on Levinas, he says, "allow me once again to let Emmanuel uvinas 
speak, him whose voice I would so much love to hear today when it says 
that the 'death of the other' is the 'first death,' and that 'I am responsible 
for the other insofar as he is mortal"' (w4)." 

Is there, then, we might ask, a law of citation to which we must an­
swer and before which we are responsible? What are the responsibilities of 
citation, of adorning, concealing, or protecting oneself beneath quotation 
marks? To whom or what are we responsible: in mourning? To the friend 
him- or herself? To his or her words? His or her memory? What is the 
best way of remaining faithful? In remembering Sarah Kofman, Derrida 
says he was "tempted to approach Sarah's last text" in order "to make 
linger, these last words leaving her lips" (175). Are we responsible: for 
endlessly citing or repeating the words of others so as to allow them to 
live on? Or are we responsible to something else, to the unique: gesture 
that first produced such words and allowed such citations? Do we cite 
merely to repeat the words of the other, or do we do so in order to enact 
or reenact an inimitable gesture, a singular way of thinking, a unique: 
manner of speaking? If the latter, then the quotation would in each case 

u. La1.,r in thi•l.,xl Ikrrida ac!Ually stag"" a bri.,f~convcr•.llinnh b.,rwccn Blanchot and 
uvinas by citing Blancho!"s words from Tit~ lnfinit~ ConWN~Jtion abou1 uvina>--an 
incnrpurarinn nr inrrrinr17...ation of :.an intC"rioriZ2tion. 



INTilOI>UCTION :lj 

mark a limit, the place where the inimitable gesture of the dead friend 
becomes inscribed, and thus repeatable, comparable to other gestures, put 
into a series, perhaps even reckoned as part of a "generation." Each time, 
citation would mark the beginning of a unique and singular life as well as 
its brutal interruption. 

Now, it is not insignificant that in citing the dead in these texts it 
is often an explicit reference to death or mourning that Derrida recalls. 
For in each of these works Derrida mourns not only a friend but a writer 
or thinker who inevitably had something to say about death or mourn­
ing. Hence, Derrida turns in these essays to the deceased's own words 
about death (Foucault, Deleuze, Levinas), or mourning (Marin, Lyotard, 
Benoist), or the relationship between death and literature (Aithusser, 
de Man, Jabes, Lareau, Riddel) or photography (Barthes) or painting 
(Kofman, Serviere). Citing the one who is no longer, borrowing from 
them what they have to say about mourning or death, appears to be a 
way of bearing witness to the friend so as to say or enact with their own 
words an Adieu, or rather, an "Adieu"-itself a citation, since it was 
Emmanuel Lcvinas, Derrida recalls, who "will have taught [him] to think 
or to pronounce [this word] otherwise" (2.00). 

Citing works on death and on mourning, Derrida frequently turns 
here to the last words of the dead, that is, to their final works, those 
written just before death that speak of death in general or, uncannily, of the 
anticipated or intimated death of their author. In "The Deaths of Roland 
Barthes," Derrida writes, just after having cited Harthes on the death of 
his mother and on his own death: "I could feel a sort of autobiographical 
acceleration, as if he were saying, 'I feel that I have little time left.' ... 
While still living, he wrote a death of Roland Barthes by himself' (5.1). 
In ''I'm Going to Have to Wander All Alone," Derrida cites a passage in 
which Deleuze is speaking not only of death but, in some sense, of the very 
manner of his death ( 19.1). Citing the other speaking of death, of their own 
death, here allows the dead a sort of survitJance, a kind of living on, not 
only after their death, their actual death, but even before, as if they were 
already living on posthumously before their death, as if they had found 
a way not simply to utter some prophetic intimation of their own death 
but to enact the impossible speech act from P~ citt"d at the beginning of 
Speech and Phenomn~on: "lam dead." 

Yet the question of fidelity and responsibility remains. In a first 
moment, citation seems to be a way of avoiding the indecency or irre­
sponsibility of speaking simply of the dead, of them as a subject or object. 
Whence the possibility of simply citing them, ofletting them speak without 
interference or interruption. But to do only this would be to offer no real 
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recognition or tribute, no genuine gift to the other. Derrida writes in his 
text for Barthes, reformulating, it seems, one of the aporias of mourning 
into an aporia of the rh~toric of mourning: 

Two infidelities, an impossible choice: on the one hand, not to 

say anything that comes back to oneself, to one's own voice, to 
remain silent, or at the very least to let oneself be accumpanicu or 

preceded in counterpoint by the friend's voice. Thus, out of zealous 

devotion or gratitude, out of approbation as well, to be content 

with just quoting, with just accompanying that which more or less 

directly comes back or returns to the other, to let him speak, to 

efface oneself in front of and to follow his speech, and to do so right 
in front of him. Bm this excess of fidelity would end up saying and 

exchanging nothing. h returns to death. h points to death, sending 

death back to death. On the other hand, by avoiding all q1wtation, 

all identification, all rapprochement even, so that what is addressed 

to or spoken of Roland Rarthes truly comes from the other, from 

the living friend, one risks making him di5appcar again, as if one 
could add more death to death and thus indecently pluralize it 

We are left then with having to do and not do both at once, with 

having to correct one infidelity by the other. From one death, the 

other: is this the uneasiness that told me: to begin with a plural? (45; 

our emphasis) 

By citing the other, by recalling the other's words and then cutting 
them off, Derrida attempts to negotiate the passage between these two 
infidelities. The work or labor of mourning would seem to consist in 
attempting to dialectize, as Roland Barthes said, the undialectical death, 
and in so doing, to be faithful by means ofbetrayal. Speaking at a memorial 
gathering for Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard in 1999, one year after his death, 
Derrida again gives voice to the double imperative to let the friend speak, 
him alone, and yet not leave him alone as he speaks:" A double injunction, 
then, contradictory and unforgiving. How to leave him alone without 
abandoning him?" (225). 

And so Derrida cites and interrupts the citation, the point of this 
interruption, the inrersr-ctinn of these two infidelities, being perhaps the 
point or force that wounds us, that pierces us, the punctum or point of 
singularity that will have organized or given force to the friend's work. 
It is this point, perhaps, and not their words, that Derrida mourns, so 
that citing and imcrrupting the words of the dead is the only way, the 
only chance, for the punctum to make its mark. "I return to this because 
punct11m seems to say, to let Barthes himself say, the point of singularity, the 
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traversal of discourse toward the unique, the 'referent' as the irreplaceable 
other, the one who was and will no longer be" (56). 

Everything would thus be interiorized save that which touches 
us most-that which is most poignant. In Cammz Lucida, the text in 
which Barthes develops his theory of the punctum and the studium in 
relation to the phntographic image, a text written not long after Barthes's 
mother's death, the photograph that strikes him most, the "Winter Garden 
Photograph" of his mother as a child, is the one photograph described 
by Barthes that is not reproduced in the text, that is not framed, cited, 
or incorporated by it. For it can exist, he says, only for him: a singular 
photograph, a singular death, a punctum that strikes and wounds only 
him. And yet, as suun as it strikes, as soon as it makes its mark, in words 
if not in images, the singular death is pluralized, opening up a space and 
time that can be read and so reckoned with other times and other deaths. 

In his analysis of Barthes's book, Derrida calls this photograph that 
does not appear, that is not incorporated or interiorized into the text, 
the punctum that irradiates the entire field or studium of the book. It is 
beyond every frame, escapes every interiorization, and yet makes possible 
the series of photographs and the relations that Barthes finds between 
them. Similarly, in each of the texts of mourning gathered here, there is 
an interiorization of what cannot be interiorized, a citation punctuated 
or bordered by that which gives this volume its force of mourning. One 
might thus think of Derrida's essay on Barthes as not only the first in the 
series but the punctum of the entire collection. As the first of these essays 
on rhe deaths of friends and colleagues, it has itself become repeated and 
pluralized, its themes and claims as well as its gestures and rhetoric, so 
thar the plurality of "deaths" in its title already names the deaths of all 
these others. 

"Each time"-a phrase that we now see both marks a site of iteration 
and substitution and punctuates a singular time and place--one must 
speak so as to give voice to the friend's singularity, so as to respond both 
for and to the alterity that first makes one's response possible. Whence 
the desire, and the responsibility, to speak not only of but with or even 
to the dead, the desire to tear the fabric of language that would reduce 
the dead to the living, the other to the ~arne. Though we must recognize 
that death has made the friend inaccessible except "in us," that the other 
whose name I still use can no longer ''become a vocation, address, or 
apostrophe" (46), our desire to speak again to the other, to the other 
uniquely, correspond~ nonetheless to a responsibility. Such a responsibility 
is secretly acknowledged, it appears, by the very genre of the eulogy 
or funeral oration, where one is allowed to ''speak tamiharly to the 
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other who keeps silent, calling upon him without detour or mediation, 
apostrophizing him, even greeting him or confiding in him" (200). Though 
this may seem to be done merely out of"respect for convention," "simply 
part of the rhetoric of oration," it also testifies to the need "to traverse 
speech at the very point where words fail us, since all language that would 
return to the self, to us, would seem indecent, a reflexive discourse that 
would end up coming back to the stricken community, to its consolation 
or its mourning, to what is called, in a confused and terrible expression, 
'the work of mourning'" (200). In another concession to the genre, then, 
Derrida speaks not only of but to the friend. Always a response to a unique 
occasion, always occasioned by others and by events that are beyond his 
control, the eulogy or funeral oration provides Derrida with the occasion 
to bear witness to the singularity of the friend in the midst of all these 
iterable codes by means of a unique apostrophe. Even if, within the genre, 
this apostrophe is always a "supplementary fiction, for it is always the dead 
in me, always the others standing around the coffin whom I call out to ... 
[the) caricatured excess, the overstatement of this rhetoric at least pointed 
out that we ought not to remain among ourselves. The interactions of 
the living must be interrupted, the veil must be torn toward the other, 
the other dead in us though other still" (51-52).•1 The eulogy or word of 
condolence, pronounced always at the limits oflife and death, provides the 
unique occasion to turn to the dead-"in us though other still" --one last 
time in tribute, in memory. one last time in friendship. 

Such a turn to the friend is, in the end, all we have to give. And if this 
turn is not completely ours, that is why it is a gift. For in turning toward 
the friend who has died, we turn not as already constituted beings toward 
someone outside us, or simply inside us as part of our interiority, but 
toward our law, toward what first forms our very interiority. As Derrida 
says of Louis Althusser, "he hears me only inside me, inside us (though 
we arc only ever ours~lv~s from that place within us where the other, the 
mortal other, resonates)" (117). It is only through memory and mourning 
that we become ourselves, indebted even before we can owe anything to 
ourselves. "Louis Marin is outside and he is looking at me, he himself, 
and I am an image for him. At this very moment. There where I can 

•3· Thus, even when one speaks a final time 10 !he dead and n01 simply of them, it is 
only to the dead in us !hat we speak. Though Dcrrida says he wishes to say adieu to 
Lcvinas IJinudf. he knows 1ha1 he must "call his name, his first name, what he is called 
at the moment when, if he no longer responds, it is because he is responding in us, 
from !he bottom of our heuts, in us but before U>, in us righl before us-in calling 
us, 10 recalling to us: a-Diru." 
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say cogito, sum, I know that I am an image for the other and am looked 
at by the other, even and especially by the mortal other .... Louis Marin 
is looking at me, and it is for this, for him, that I am here this evening. 
He is my law, the law, and I appear before him, before his word and his 
gaze" (r6o). 

Yet another danger in mourning, perhaps the greatest, is that when 
the friend has died, when he or she has become infinitely distanced from 
us, we tend to forget this law and shy away from this gaze. We have 
seen how, for Derrida, the mourning that follows death is prepared for 
and anticipated even before death, how this anticipation is the very time 
of friendship. But after the event of death, after the singular event, the 
loss that had been anticipated risks becoming strikingly presem, leveled 
off, in a word, reckoned. We recall what Maurice Blanchot, speaking of 
Georges Bataille, writes near the very end of Frirodship, an exemplary text 
of mourning and of friendship. While it might seem that in death the 
friend becomes truly other, even more than they were in life, Blanchot 
seems to suggest the opposite, for "when the event itself comes, it brings 
this change: not the deepening of the separation but its erasure; not the 
widening of the caesura but its leveling out and the dissipation of the void 
between us where formerly there developed the frankness of a relation 
without history."•4 

The drama, it seems, is not so much that we lose the friend after 
death but that we can no longer lose them; they who were once so distant 
become all too close, too close because now only within us--in us as a part 
of us and of history and no longer as the singularity that called us out of 
ourselves and first made us responsible before them. What Blanchot seems 
to suggest is that the apostrophe becomes more and more effaced as the 
friend becomes absorbed by history, their name put alongside others in 
a series, compared and analyzed, in short, reckoned-gathered together 
in a volume. Since we can no longer turn toward them, no longer say 
"Adieu" to them in an apostrophe, they become simply present to us, no 
longer our friend but just another name in the cemetery, or just another 
figure in the pantheon of French and American intellectuals of the past 
few decades. 

·By gathering these texts of mourning into a volume, by reading, 
analyzing, even dissecting them as we have done here, we inevitably avert 
our gazes from the dead to Derrida's words about them, avoiding the 
corpse in order to learn from the corpus. And yet what else can we 

'4· Maurie~ Blanchot, Frimdship, trans. Eliza~th Rottcn~rg (Stanford: Sunford 
Univcrsiry Press, 19fJ7), 292. 
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do? In a special issue of a journal dedicated to the memory of Sarah 
Kofman, Derrida recalls Kofman's comments on Rembrandt's painting 
The Anatomy Usson in order to describe the very situation in which he and 
the others participating in the memorial issue have found themselves. Like: 
the: doctors attending the anatomy lesson, they are looking at books rather 
than the body, "as if, hy reading, by observing the signs on the drawn 
sheet of paper, they were trying to forget, repress, deny, or conjure away 
death-and the anxiety before death" (176). This, it seems, is the risk the 
living must always run. Since: 1981 Derrida has run it numerous times, 
and from the very first words of the very first text. Indeed the "indecent" 
and somewhat "violent" title "The Deaths of Roland Barthes" already 
seemed to suggest that Derrida was "resisting the unique," trying to avoid, 
deny, or efface: Barthes's unique death in the plural; but "how do we: speak 
otherwise and without taking this risk? Without pluralizing the unique 
or generalizing what is most irreplaceable in it?" (58--s9). 

How else do we speak and how else do we let the dead speak? 
At the death of a friend, we feel it is almost indecent to speak, and yet 
the substitution of the name: for the body, of the corpus for the corpse, 
appears to be the only chance the dead have left. That is why Derrida 
so often cites the dead in these texts and, near the end of so many of 
them, turns to the dead for a final word. While the: bodies of these friends 
and thinkers have been spirited away, their bodies of work remain; they 
remain with us, though it is not certain that we understand or can ever 
completely understand them, that is, interiorize them. Just as, for Derrida, 
those whom he calls "friends" remain in some way "forever unknown and 
infinitely secret" (225), just as the debt that binds him to them is "in some 
sense incalculable" (224), so the works of these friends remain unknown 
and our debt to them incalculable, undecided, open to a future. Because 
Derrida always recognizes not only the systematicity and cnhert"ncc: of a 
corpus but its openness, its unpredictability, its ability to hold something 
in reserve or surprise for us, one of the ways he: pays tribute to a work is by 
bearing witness not just to what it has taught us but to the questions 
it has opened up and left us. Derrida concludes his text on Foucault 
and his History of Madness: "What we can and must try to do in such 
a situation is to pay u-ibutc: to a work this great and this uncertain by 
means of a question that it itself raises, by means of a question that it 
carries within itself, that it keeps in reserve in its unlimited potential, one: 
of the questions that can thus be deciphered within it, a question that 
keeps it in suspense, holding its breath-and, thus, keeps it alive" (88). 
The question keeps the text open, keeps ir alive, assures it a future, or at 
least opens it toward the future, so long as we are ready and willing to 
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take it up, patient enough to read and reread it. "In the end this is the 
question Marin leaves us. It is with this question that he leaves us, like 
rich and powerless heirs, that is, both provided for and at a loss" (144). 

We are the heirs of questions, Derrida suggests, responsible for and before 
them; only by remembering them, by returning to them, arc we to have 
a future. Speaking "in memory" of Paul de Man, Derrida thus promises 
to "speak of the future, of what is bequeathed and promised to us by the 
work of Paul de Man" (M, 19). Hence Derrida's insistence in so many of 
these texts that we go back and reread what we have already read, take 
up again what has been left us. He writes of Max Loreau: "I am rereading 
him right now in wonder, better no doubt than ever before. I would like 
to quote everything, read or reread everything aloud. Everyone can­
everyone should-do this" (99). "For me everything still remains to come 
and to be understood" (170), says Derrida of Sarah Kofman's work after 
her death. Derrida thus reads and rereads, analyzes and questions, and 
then often ends by citing the words of his friend one final time. He says 
at the end of his eulogy of Althusser, "I wish now to turn it over to him, 
to let him speak. For another last word, once again h1s" (11H). Again in 
conformity with the genre, Derrida recalls the words of the deceased in 
an attempt to hear them or bring them back to speak to us one last time. 
And in each case he asks whether it is politic to be doing this, whether 
he is acting with tact or in good taste, whether he is being faithful to the 
friendship he mourns. 

In each of these texts of mourning, Derrida begins by saying that he 
is at a loss, that he cannot find the words. We have seen how "this being 
at a loss also has to do with a duty: to let the friend speak, to turn speech 
over to him, his speech, and especially not to take it from him, not to 
take it in his place-no offense seems worse at the death of a friend" (95). 
And yet, as we have also seen, this duty is countered by another, the duty 
to pay tribute to the friend in one's own words, to give something back, 
even when speaking in such circumstances is almost indecent, in bad taste. 
Thus Derrida speaks, for in speaking, in giving an account, in reckoning 
with the dead, and with the rhetoric of mourning, that which exceeds the 
account, the apostrophe that refuses to be absorbed by any reckoning, by 
any of the rites of mourning, is given the chance to come on the scene for 
an impossible performative. Such is the duty of the friend, a duty whose 
call must always be met, and yet one the friend must never get used to. 
Derrida writes in his essay devoted to Jean-Marie Benoist: "One should 
not develop a taste for mourning, and yet mourn we must. We must, hut 
we must not like it-mourning, that is, mourning its~/f, if such a thing 
CKi:.ts" (I I o). 
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One must respond even when one does not have the heart or is at a loss, 
lacking the words; one must speak, even reckon, so as to combat all the 
forces that work to efface or conceal not just the names on the tombstones 
but the apostrophe of mourning. Derrida's oeuvre or corpus, assuming 
that it can be identified as such and that it is singular, has become marked 
throughout by these performatives, marked by proper names that recall the 
unique, many uniques, and that give to this oeuvre a certain temporality 
and force of mourning it did not and could not have had years ago. Like the 
photograph, which, as Roland Barthes says in Camn-a Lucida, "is literally 
an emanation of the referent," its unique force the result of being not a 
representation of the referent but a record of its having been there "on 
that day," an imprint of its very light on the day of reckoning, this volume 
is filled to the point of being consumed by the light of these extinguished 
luminaries.·~ And this is perhaps its force, its force of mourning, a force 
that "gathers" only by dispersing more and more of the Pleiades into 
the night, by interiorizing and recalling a singular inC3ndescence that no 
volume and no memory can contain. 

Each time Derrida is faced with having to speak in mourning, 
one imagines him saying to himself with words that resemble those of 
another, "A reckoning? No, no reckonings. Never again."•(• And yet, each 
time, he will have reckoned, and reckoned with what is always beyond 
all reckoning, eliciting in so many of us who remain to read him an 
incalculable gratitude. 

15. Roland Barthes, Camnu Luniltl: Refl~nions on Photography, trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill and Wang, t()St), 8o-8:z. 

t6. 5« Maurice Blanchol, Til~ Madn~ss ofth~ Day, trans. Lydia Davis (Barrytown, N.Y.: 
Station Hill Press, •9il•l. 18. 



CHAPTER I 

ROLAND BARTHES 

NOVEMBER 12, 1915-MARCH 26, 1980 

Acclaimed literary critic and essayist Roland Barthes 
was born in Cherbourg, into what he described as a 
"bourgeois family," to a Protestant mother, Henriette 
Binger, and a Catholic father, Louis Barthes. Barthes was 
scarcely a year old when hi:s father, a naval lieutenant, 
died in combat in the North Sea. Much of Barthes's 
childhood was spent in Bayonne, in the southwest of 
France, until he moved to Paris in 1924, where his 
mother earned a modest living as a bookbinder. From 
1930 to 1934 Barthes attended the Lycees Montaigne and 
Louis-le-Grand, obtaining two baccalaureates. He then 
studied classics and French literature at the University 
of Paris, Sorbonne, and founded the Groupe de theatre 
antique. 

Throughout his life Barthes suffered bouts of ill 
health, the most devastating being an illness in his left 
lung that first began in 1934 and would affect the next 
ten years of his life, dashing his hopes of ever attending 
the Ecole Normale Superieure. In 1937 he was exempted 
from military service after contracting tuberculosis. De­
spite his poor health, Barthes visited Hungary and Greece 
before starting to teach at the lycec of Biarritz in 1939 . 

.Jl 



j:l CHAPTER ONE 

He eventually obtained a Jicrocc tk /~ttr~s cklssiques in 1939 and a dip/6mc 
d'ttudcs suplrirorcs (based on his work on Greek tragedy) from the 
Sorbonne in 1941. From 1940 to 1941 he taught intermittently at the Lycees 
Voltaire and Carnot in Paris. A relapse of his pulmonary tuberculosis 
in 1942 caused him to enter the Sanatorium Saint Hilaire in the lsere 
region. He spent the next five years in and out nf various sanatoriums and 

convalescing in Paris. During these years he read Michelet voraciously, 
developed an interest in existentialism, and wrote for Camus's journal, 
Combat. Due to his ill health, the future professor at the College de France 
and renowned expert in semiology was never able to take the agrtgation 
exam and never held a degree higher than a ct>rtijicat dt: licmct: in grammar 
and philology (obtained in 1943).• 

With improved health, Barthes taught French at the lnstitut Fran!;ais 
in Bucharest, Romania (1948), and at the University of Alexandria in Egypt 
(1949-50), before returning to France. Between 1952 and 1954 he wrote a 
regular column for Lt:s kttrt>s nouvt:lks and cofounded a radical journal, 
Thtatr~ populairt:. From 1952 to 1959 he worked at the Centre National de 
Ia Recherche Scientifique, doing research in lexicology and sociology. His 
first book, Writing D~gret Zao, appeared in 1953, followed by Micht:kt 
(1954) and Mytho/ogit:s (1957), all of which displayed innovative uses of 
Saussurean structural linguistics. 

In 1g00 he entered the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, where, 
in 1962, he became director of studies in the "sociology of signs, symbols, 
and representations." A year after the publication of his controversial 
On Rat:int: (1963), Raymond Picard, a professor at the Sorbonne and 
editor of the Pleiade edition of Racine's works, published a pamphlet 
criticizing Barthes. The ensuing "war of the critics" (Barthes responded 
in Criticism and Truth in 11)66) had the unintended result of increasing 
Barthes's burgeoning reputation. 

In the early 196os Barthes befriended members of the journal Tt:l 
Que/ {to which he also often contributed), in particular Philippe Sollers and 
Julia Kristeva (who became his student in 1965). In 11)66 he visited Japan 
for the first time and attended the famous conference at Johns Hopkins 

1. Gro!Trey Bennington offers the following explanation of the agrlgation: "The agrlgation 

is a competitive examination that qualifies successful candidates for higlu~r teachin~t 
pc:nts. Success in this examination jtuarantees the candidate a stale job for life, and 
it is consequently highly prized. A first stage of the examination consists in wrinen 
papers; those achieving a high rnough mark in th~se move on to the oral examination at 
which the final resuiL' are decided" (Geoll'rey Bennington and Jacques Dc:rrida,fat·q'"'J 
lkrrida, trans. Geoffrey fknnington JChicaj<;o: University of Chicago Press, 19'J31. 329). 
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in Baltimore along with a number of other leading French intellectuals, 
including Jacques Derrida. From 1CJ6cj to 1970 Barthes lectured at the 
Mohamed V University of Rabat in Morocco and later taught rhetoric at 
the University of Geneva. 

His famous essay "The Death of the A~thor" appeared in 1¢8, v 
around the same time he began criticizing structuralism in his seminars. 
In the early 1970s Barthes published a string of innovative books: SIZ 
(1970; a reading of Balzac's novella "Sarrasine"), Empir~ of Signs (1970), 
Sad~/Fouricr/Loyola (1971), New Critical Essays (•9T~). and The Pkasure 
ofthe T~xt (1973). His interest in painting, in particular Giuseppe Arcim­
boldo, Erte, and Cy Twombly, also dates from the same period. In 1972 
Barthes met the young film director Andre Techinc, who would become 
a lifelong friend. (Barthes played a minor role, as William Thackeray, in 
TC:chine's us sorors Bronte· ( 19781). In 1974 Barthes accompanied Sollers 
and Kristeva on their trip to China and became a champion of the nouveau 
roman, especially the work of Robbe-Grillet and Sollers (Barthes's Solkrs, 
Writer appeared in 1979). 

The 1970s saw Barthes's increasing rise to prominence with the 
publication of an "autobiography," Roland Barthcs by Roland Barthcs ( 1975).. v 
after which he made several radio and television appearances. Barthes was 
then appointed to the chair of"literary semiology" at the College de France 
(his inaugural lecture, delivered in January 1977, was later published as 
l.Lron ). He conducted a number of important radio interviews during this 
time with Bernard-Henri Levy and Jean-Marie Benoist and, from 1978 
to 1979, contributed a regular column toLL nouv~l observatcur. A Lover's 
Discourse, published in 1977, became a best-seller, and Barthes appeared on 
Bernard Pivot's popular television show Apostrophe. In 1978 a colloquium 
was devoted to Barthes's work at Cerisy-la-Salle (at that time, an honor 
usually hestowed only upon the deceased). 

The death of Barthes's mother on October 2 1 sa devastating v 
blow from which Barthes, accor ing to his own account, never fully 
recovered. His last book, Camera Lucida, written artl in memory of 
his mother, was pu rs e m rg8o. On February 25, 1980, after leaving a 
luncheon organized by Jack Lang for the presidential candidate Fran\ois 
Mittcrand, Barthes was hit by a truck while crossing the rue des Ecoles 
near the College de France. He was taken to the Salpetrii:re Hospital 
where he was treated for trauma and later developed severe pulmonary 
complications. Already handicapped by chronic respiratory problems, 
Barthes died on the afternoon of March 26, rg8o. 



THE DEATHS OF ROLAND BARTHES 

How to reconcile this plural? How to concede, grant, or accord it? And to 
whom? How to make it agree or bring it into accord? And with whom?• 
And such questions must also be heard with an ear to music. With a 
confident obedience, with a certain abandon that I feel here in it, the plural 
seems to follow: an order, after the beginning of an inaudible sentence, like 
an interrupted silence. h follows an order and, notice, it even obeys; it lets 
itself be dictated. h asks (for) itself. And as for myself, at the very moment 
I allowed myself to order a plural for these deaths, I too had to give myself 
over to the law of the name, the law of numbers.• No objection could resist 
it, not even the modesty immediately following an uncompromising a~d 
punctual decision, a decision that takes place in the almost no time of a 
(camera's) click: it will have been like this, uniquely, once and for all. And 
yet I can scarcely bear the apparition of a tide in this placeJ'rhe proper 
name would have sufficed, for it alone and by itself says death, all deaths in 
one. It says death even while the bearer of it is still living. While so many 
codes and rites work to take away this privilege, because it is so terrifying, 
the proper name alone and by itself forcefully declares the unique disap­
pearance of the unique-1 mean the singularity of an unqualifiable death 
(and this word "unqualifiable" already resonates like a quotation from one 
of Roland Barthes's texts I will reread later). Death inscribes itself right in 
the name, but so as immediately to disperse itself there, so as to insinuate a 
strange syntax-in the name of only one to answer (as) many,f' 

• 
I do nor yet know, and in the end it really does not matter, if I will 
be able to makr- it clear why I must leave these thoughts for Roland 

R~primed, with changes, from "The Deaths of Roland Barthes," translated by Pascale-Ann~ 
Brault and Michael Naas, in Continmtol Plrilosoplly 1 ( 1¢7): :159--¢· Republished in Plrilosoplty 
onJ Non-Philosophy sine~ Mn-kau-Ponty. edited by Hugh J. Silverman (Evanston, Ill.: North­
wntern University Press. 1997), :159"-¢. Copyright C 198!l by Hugh). Silverman. Northwntern 
University Press edition published 1997 by arrangement with Hugh J. Silverman. All rights 
rnerved. First French publication, "us morts de Roland Banhes," Poltiqw 47 (Septem~r 
1!)81): :~~. R~published in Prplrl, by Jacques Derrida (Paris: Galil~. •¢7), :173-304. 

1. Derrida is working here with several different meanings of the verb 11ccordt-r: to bring 
into harmony or accord; to concede, grant, admi1, or avow; to put in grammatical 
agrecmenl; to tune.- Ttr~ns. 

:1. LJ foi Ju nom (the law of the name) suggests lo loi Ju nombr~ (the law of num~rs. 
the rule ot the maJonty).-Ttrlns. 
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Barthes fragmentary, or why I value them for their incompleteness 
even more than for their fragmentation, more for their pronounced 
incompleteness, for their punctuated yet open interruption, without even 
the authoritative edge of an aphorism. These little stones, thoughtfully 
placed, only one each time, on the edge of a name as the promise of 
return. 

• 
These thoughts arc for him, for Roland Barthes, meaning that I think 
of him and about him, not only of or about his work. "For him" also 
suggests that I would like to dedicate these thoughts to him, give them to 
him, and destine them for him. Yet they will no longer reach him, and 
this must be the starting point of my reftectionj they can no longer reach \1 

him, reach all the way to him, assuming they ever could have while he 
was still living. So where do they go? To whom and for whom? Only for 
him in me? In you? In us? For these are not the same thing, already so 
many different instances, and as soon as he is in another the other is no 
longer the same, I mean the same as himself. And yet Barthes himself is 
no longer there. We must hold fast to this evidence, to its excessive clarity, 
and continually return to it as if to the simplest thing, to that alone which, 
while withdrawing into the impossible, still leaves us to think and gives us 
occasion for thought. 

• 
(No) more light, leaving something to be thought and desired.J To know 
or rather to accept that which leaves something to be desired, to love it 
from an invisible source of clarity. From where did the singular clarity 
of Barthes come? From where did it come to him, since he too had to 
receive it? Without simplifying anything, without doing violence to either 
the fold or the reserve, it always ~anaud from a certain point that yet 
was not a point, remaining invisible in its own way, a point that I cannot 
locate-and of which I would like, if not to speak, at least to give an idea 
of what it remains for me. 

3· Plus tk can mean both Mmor.,·· and Mno mor.,." This undecidability is discussed by Alan 
Bass in a translator's note in Dc:rrida"s MargiN of PltiiDsoplty (Chicago: Univtrsity of 
Chicago Prt"SS, 1 ¢.z), .119.-1TanJ. 



• 
To keep alive, within oneself: is this the best sign of fidelity? Uncertain 
whether I was in fact going to what is most living, I just read two of his 
books I had never read before. I thus secluded myself on this island as if 
to convince myself that nothing had been finalized or had come to an end. 
And so I believed this, and each book told me what to think of this belief. 
I had, for quite different reasons, postponed reading these two books, the 
first and the last. First, Writing Dt'gree Zero: I understood better its force 
and necessity beyond all that had previously turned me away from it, and 
it was not only because of the capital letters, the connotations, the rhetoric, 
and all the signs of an era from which I hacl then thought I was taking 
kave (sorrirj and from which it seemed necessary to take and rescue [sortir) 
writing. But in this book of 1953, as in those ofBlanchot to which he often 
refers us, the movement that I awkwardly and mistakenly call the taking 
leave or the exit [Ia so11ie) is underway. And second, Camera Lucida, whose 
time: and tempo accompanied his death as no other book, I believe, has 
ever kept watch over its author. 

• 
For a first and a last book, Writing Degree Zero and Camnu Lucida are 
fortunate titles. A terrible fortune, vacillating terribly between chance and 
predestination. I like to think of Roland Barthes now, as I endure this 
sadness, that which is mine: today and that which I always thought I felt 
in him, a sadness that was cheerful yet weary, desperate, lonely, refined, 
cultivated, epicurean, so incredulous in the end, always letting go without 
clinging, endless, fundamental and yet disappointed with the essential. I 
like to think of him in spite of the sadness as someone who never renounced 
any pleasures (iouissancel but, so to speak, treated himself to them all. And 
I fed certain-as families in mourning naively say-that he would have 
liked this thought. Or to put it differently, the image of the I of Barthes 
would have liked this thought, the image of the I of Barthes that Barthes 
inscribed in me, though neither he nor I is completely in it. I tell myself 
now that this image likes this thought in me, that it rejoices in it here 
and now, that it smiles at me. Ever since reading Camera Ltu:ida, Roland 
Barthes's mother, whom I never knew, smiles at me at this thought, as at 
everything she breathes life into and revives with pleasure. She smiles at 
him and thus in me since, let's say, the Winter Garden Photograph, since 
the radiant invisibility of a look that he describes to us only as clear, so clear. 
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• 
For the first time, then, I read the first and last Barthes, with the welcomed 
naivete of a desire, as if by reading the first and last without stopping, back 
to back, as a single volume with which I would have secluded myself on 
an island, I were finally going to see ancl know e-ve-rything. Life was going 
to continue (there was still so much to read), but a history was perhaps 
going to come together, a history bound to itself, History having become 
Nature through this collection, as if ... 

• 
I just capitalized Nature and History. He used to do it almost all the 
time. He did it frequently in Writing Degr~~ Zero, and from the very 
beginning: "No one can without formalities pretend to insert his freedom 
as a writer into the resistant medium of language because, behind the 
latter, the whole of History stands unified and complete in the manner 
of a Natural Order."1 And again in Cam~ra Lucida: "this couple who I 
know loved each other, I realize: it is love-as-treasure that is going to 
disappear forever; for once I am gone, no one will any longer be able 
to testify to this: nothing will remain but an indifferent Nature. This is a 
laceration so intense, so intolerable, that, alone against his century, Michelet 
conceived of History as love's Protest."~ These capital letters that I myself 
used out of mimetism, he too played with, in order to mime and, already, 
to quote. They are quotation marks ("this is how you say"), which, far 
from indicating an hypostatization, actually lift up and lighten, expressing 
disillusionment and incredulity. I believe, in the end, that he did not believe 
in this opposition (Nature/History), or in any others. He would use them 
only for the time of a passage. Later, I woulcllikr- to show that the concepts 
that seemed the most squarely opposed, or opposable, were put in play by 
him, the onefo,. the other, in a metonymic composition. This light way of 
mobilizing concepts by playing them against one another could frustrate 
a certain logic while at the same time resisting it with the greatest force, 
the greatest force of play. 

-1· Roland Barth~. Writing fkgrn 7.no, 1rans. Annctlt" l.avt"rs and Colin Smi1h (Nt"w 
York: Hill and Wang, 19ll_4), 9-10 (ht"n·after abbrc\·ialnl as W/J7.1. 

5· Roland Barthcs, CammJ l..uciJa: R4f«tiom on Plwtogrrzphy. lrans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 19ll1), 9-1 (hcreaflcr abbrcvialcd as CL). Th<" Frrnch 1idc 
is La dwmbrt" clair~ (Paris: Scuil, l<jl!c.>). 
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• 
/!As if: I read the~ two booksoneaftn-theoth"- as if the negative of an idiom 

were finally going to appear and develop before my eyes, as if the pace, step, 
style, timbre, tone, and gestures of Roland Barthes-so many obscurely 
familiar signatures, already recognizable among all others-were all of a 
sudden going to yield their secret to me as one more secret hidden behind 
the others (and I call secret not only what is inttmate but a certain way of 
doing things: the inimitable); I read the~ two books as if the unique trait 
were all of a sudden going to appear in fulllight.6 And yet I was so grateful 
for what he said about the "unary photogra_eh," which works naturally 
against its~lf as soon as it n;gat~s th~ "poignant" in th~ "!itudied," the 
punctum in the studium. I was dreaming: as if the point of singularity, even 
before becoming a line, though continuously asserting itself from the fir_st 
bOOk nght up to ttlat wh1ch m the last bOOk w~~ its interruption, resistini in 
d1tterent ways, though res1sung nonetheless, the mutations, u heavals, or 
displacements of terrain, the dtverslty of o JC:Cts, o corpora and contexts, 
as tf the ms1stence ofilie invaria6fe ~fi~.;uY. going to bC revealed to me 
as It IS tn lt~lf-and tn samedllng lik:e a detail. Yes, it was from a detaV 
that I asked for ilie ecstasy ofrevefation; the instantaneous access to Roland 
Barthes (to him and him alone), a free and easy access requiring no labor. I 
was expecting this access to be provided by a detail, at once very visible and 
hidden (too obvious), rather than by the great themes, subjects, theories, 
or strategies of writing that, for a quarter of a century, I thought I knew 
and could easily recognize throughout the various "periods" of Roland 

• iJ Barthes (what he called "phases" and "genres" in Roillnd Barthes by Roillnd 
ltt' Barthes). I was searching like him, as him, for in the situation in which I 

I ,Ahave been writing since his death, a certain mimetism is at once a ducy_ {!Q_ 
l~ /. / ~ke him into one~ If, to identi wi~~ him in order to let him speak \Vi thin 

,; fT onese , to rna ent and faithfull tore resent him) and the worst 
' A't of temptations, the most indecent and most murderous. The gift and the 

revocation of the gift, just try to choose. Like him, I was looking for the 
freshness of a reading in relation to detail. His texts are familiar to me but I 
don't yet know them-that is my certainty-and this is true of all writing 
that matt~rs to me. This word "freshness" is his and it plays an ess~nrial 
role in the axiomatics of Writing Degree uro. The interest in detail was 
also his. Benjamin saw in the analytic enlargement of the fragment or 
minute signifier a point of inter~ction between the era of psychoanalysis 

6. The word trail can be heard here and in what follows in several different senses: as line, 
trace, IC,ature, retC,rrncr, draught, or even musical passage.-Twns. 
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~d that of technical reproduction, in cinematography, photo~~~-~d 
so on. (Moving through, extending beyond, and exploiting the resources 
of phenomenological as ~11 as structural analysis, Benjamin's essay7 and 
Barthes's last book could very well be the two most significant texts on 

)he so-called guestion of the Referent in the modern technological age.) 
/The word punctum, moreover, translates, in Camnu Lucida, one meaning 

of the word "detail'': a point of singularity that punctures the surface of,. 
~e reproduction-and even the production--of analogies, likenesses, and 
codes. It pierces, strikes me, wounds me, br'!ises IJ!e, and, first aT all..a_!~j]ls 

6 , to co~~c_~~-o~ly ~~lt~ry defi~iti~n i~ that it addresses itself to me. The 
- absoTUtesmgutarify of the other addres~sj~~!f~c:>._!ll~. the &fu:~J)t that, 

in Its very 1mage, I can no longer suspend, even thoug~ !!S "presence" 
forever ·esca~~- !!\e-L fi.avtf!g_ ~l~~cfi_~ft=CJeiij_l!tq ~~-p~st. (Th~t -~;why 
the word "Referent" could be a problem if it were not reformed by the 
context.) This solitude, which rends the fabric of the same, the networks 
or ruses of economy, addresses itself to me. But it is always the singularity 
of the ~ther insofar as it comes to me without being directed towards me, 
with~':_l!_li~~g_prc:sent t~-~~; ~[h; oth~;:-~~ even-be~~e h~_ ... ing 
been or having had to be, m~ alread_yjc;a~ i~ _t~~ ft:l!~re ante rio! and past~ 
anterior of m_y phot~!~h. And, I would add, in my name. Although it 
seems, as always, only lightly marked, this range of the dative or accusative 
that addresses tom~ or destines form~ the punctum_!!.. I think, essential to 
the very category of the punctum, at least as it is put to work in Camnu 
Lucida. If we were to bring together two different as~cts or exposures 
of the same concept, then it would appear that the punctum aims at me 
at the instant and place where I aim at it; it is thus that the punctuated 
photograph pricks me, points m~n its minute surface, the same point 
divides of itself: this double punctuation disorganizes right from the start 
both the unary and the desire that is ordered in it. First exposure: "It is 
this element that rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and 
pierces me. A Latin word exists to designate this wound, this prick, this 
mark made by a pointed instrument: the word suits me all the better in 
that ... " (CL, 26). (This is the form of what I was looking for, something 
that suits him, that concerns only him; as always, he claims to be looking for 
what comes to him and suits him, what agrees with him and fits him like 
a garment; and even if it is a ready-made garment, and only in fashion for 
a certain time, it must conform to the inimitable habitus of a unique body; 
thus to choose one's words, whether new or very old, from the storeroom 

(:~ Wah~r Benjamin. wTh~ Work of An in th~ Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in 
Illuminations, tr.,ns. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, t~). 217-51. 
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of languages, as one picks out a garment, taking everything into account: 
the season, fashion, place, fabric, shade, and cut.) "The word suits me all 
the better in that it also refers to the notion of punctuation, and because the 
photographs I am speaking of are in effect punctuated, sometimes even 
speckled with these sensitive points; precisely, these marks, these wounds 
are so many points. This second element that will disturb the studium I 
shall therefore call punctum; for punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, little 
hole-and also a cast of the dice. A photograph's punctum is that accident 
that pricks me, points me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)" (CL, 26-
27). This parenthesis does not enclose an incidental or secondary thought: 
as it often docs, it lowers the voice-as in an asid~--out of a sense of 
muuesty. And clsc:whcrc, several pages later, anoth~:r exposur~. "Having 
thus reviewed the docil~ inl~rests that certain photographs awaken in me, I 
deduced that thestudium, in so far as it is not rraversed, lashed, striped by a 
detail (punctum) that attracts or distresses me, engenders a very widespread 
type of photograph (the most widespread in the world), which we might 
call the unary photograph" (CL, 4o) . 

• 
His mann~r, the way in which he displays, plays with, and interprets the 
pair stutiiumlpunctum, all the while explaining what he is doing by giving 
us his notes-in all of this we will later hear the music. This manner 
is unmistakably his. He makes the opposition studiumlpunctum, along 
with the apparent "versus" of the slash, appear slowly and cautiously 
in a new context, without which, it seems, they would have had no 
chance of appearing. He gives to them or he welcomes this chance. The 
interpretation can at first appear somewhat artificial, ingenuous, elegant 
perhaps, but specious, for example, in the passage from the "point" to the 
"pointing me"lm~ poindre) to the "poignant," but little by little it imposes 
its necessity without concealing the artifact under some putarive nature. 
It demonstrates its rigor throughout the book, and this rigor becomes 
indistinguishable from its productivity, from its performative fecundity. 
He makes it yidd the greatest amount of meaning, of descriptive or analytic 
power (phenumcnological, structural, and beyond). The rigor is never 
rigid. In fact, the supple is a category that I take to be indispensable to any 
description of Barthes's manners. This virtue of suppleness is practiced 
without the least trace of either labor or labor's effacement. He never did 
without it, whether in theorization, writing strategies, or social intercourse, 
and it can even be read in the graphics of his writing, which I read as the 
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extreme refinement of the civility he locates, in CamN'll Lucida and while 
speaking of his mother, at the limits of the moral and even above it. It 
is a suppleness that is at once lite, linked, and delite, unlinked, flowing, 
shrewd, as one says of writing or of the mind. In the liaison as well as in 
the undoing of the liaison, it never excludes accuracy, what is just right 
(iustesse~r justice; it must have secretly served him, I imagine, even in 
the impossible choices. The conceptual rigor of an artifact remains supple 
and playful here, and it lasts the time of a book; it will be useful to others 
but it suits perfectly only the one who signs it, like an instrument that 
can't be lent to anyone, like the unique history of an instrument. For alx1vc 
all, and in the first place, this apparent opposition (studiumlpunctum) does 
not forbid but, on the contrary, facilitates a certain composition between 
the two concepts. What is to be heard in "composition"? Two things 
that compose together. First, separated by an insuperable limit, the two 
concepts compromise with one another. They compose together, the one 
with the other, and we will later recognize in this a m~tonymic operation; 
the "subtle beyond" of the punctum, the uncoded beyond. composes with 
the "always coded" of the stuaium (CL, 59, 51). It belongs to it without 
belonging to it and is unlocatable within it; it is never inscribed in the 
homogeneous objectivity of the framed space hut instead inhabits or, 
rather, haunts it: "it is an addition (supplimrot): it is what I add to the 
photograph and what is none the kss already there" (CL, 55). We are prey 
to the ghostly power of the supplement; it is this unlocatable site that 
gives rise to the specter. 'The ~eellltor is oursdves,~l_l of us who glance 
thr~h collections of_J?hotograp~s-in magazines and newspapers, in 
books, albums, archives .... And the person or thing photographed is the 
target, the referent, a kind of little simulacrum, any eidolon emitted by 
the object, which I should like to call the Spectrum of the Photograph, 
because this word retains, through its root, '!. relation to 'spectacle' and 
adds to it that rather terrible thing that is there m every photograph: 
the return of the dead" (CL. 9). As soon as the punctum ceases to oppose 
the studium, all the while remaining heterogeneous to it, as soon as we 
can no longer distinguish here between two places, contents, or things, 
it is not entirely subjugated to a concept, if by "concept" we mean a 
prrriicative neterminatinn that is nistinct and opposable. This concept 
of a ghost is as scarcely graspable in its self (ro personnel as the ghost 
of a concept. Neither life nor death, but the haunting of the one by the 
other. The "versus" of the conce tual o position is as unsubstantial as a 
camera's click. "Lifr!Death: the paradigm is re uce to a simple clic · ,_thl· 
one_.~eparatiog the: initial pose from rhc final print" (CL. 92). Ghosts: the 
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concept of the other in the same, the punctum in the stwiium, the completely 
ot~er, dead, living in me. This concept of the photograph pnotograf"S every 
conceptual opposit10n; Jt captures a relationship of haunting that is perhaps 
constitutive of every "logic." 

• 
I was thinking of a second meaning of composition. In the ghostly oppc?si­
tion of two concepts, in the pair SIP, studiumlpunctum, the composition is 
also the music. ·on~ could open here a long chapter on Barthes as musician. 
In a note, one would begin by locating a certain analogy between the two 
heterogeneous elements S and P. Since this relation is no longer one of 
simple exclusion, since the punctual supplement parasites the haunted 
space of the studium, one would discretely suggest, parenthetically, that 
the punctum gives rhythm to the studium, that it "scans" it. "The second 
element will break (or scan) the studium. This time it is not I who seek it 
out (as I invest the field of the studium with my sovereign consciousness), 
it is this dement that rises from the seen~. -~h,QOts om of it like an 
arrow, and pierces me. A Latin word exists .. ~pu_nctum" (CL, 26). With 
the relationship t~-~~sio~--:iire-ady-;t~es~d, music returns, from some 
other place, at the bottom of the same page. Music and, more precisely, 
com position: the analogy of the classical sonata. As he often does, Barthes is 
in the process 6f describing his way of proceeding, of giving us an account 
of what he is doing while he is doing it (what I earlier called his notes). 
He does so with a certain cadence, progressively, according to the tempo, 
in the classical sense of tempo; he marks the various stages (elsewhere he 
emphasizes in order to stress and, perhaps, to play point counter point, or 
point counter study: "at this point in my investigation" [CL, 55]). In short, he 
is going w let us hear, in an ambiguous movement ofhumility and defiance, 
that he will not treat the pair of concepts Sand Pas essences coming from 
outside the text in the process of being written, essences that would then 
lend themselves to some general philosophical signification. They carry the 
truth only within an irreplaceable musical composition. They are motifs. 
If one wishes to transpose them elsewhere, and this is possible, useful, and 
even necessary, one must proceed analogically, though the operation will 
not be successful unless the other opus, the other system of composition, 
itself also carries these motifs in an original and irreplaceable way. Hence: 
"Having thus distinguished two themes in Photography (for in general the 
photographs I liked were constructed in the manner of a classical sonata), 
I could occupy myself with one after the other" (CL, 27). 
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• 
It would be necessary to return to the "scansion" of the studium by a 
punctum that is not opposed to it even though it remains completely other, 
a punctum that comes to stand in or double for it, link up to it, and compose 
with it. I am thinking of a musical composition in counterpoint, of all the 
sophisticated forms of counterpoint and polyphony, of the fugue . 

• 
The Winter Garden Photograph: ~e invisible punctum of the book. It 
does not belong to the corpus of photographs he exhibits, to the series of 
examples he displays and analyzes. Yet it irradiates the entire book. A 
so':!2f_~diaJ:!~ serenity~~CJ~~s _from his mother's eye~,_ ~hosdirighto~s q-;: 
cla~ity ~e describes, f!t()ll,gb_we_ncv.er see. The radiance composes with the 
wound that signs the book, with an invisible punctum. Althis point, he is 
no longer speaking of light or of photography; he is seeing to something 
else, th_e_y()ice of the othe_!', the accQID_p<\nim_~(l!, -~c:_s_o_~g. the accord, the 
"last music;;: ;.Or ag~ <foL! _l!__ll}__!~ir1gJ9_~_l(pr_ess _thiH.rlitbJ rh~~Tnier 
G~rd~n Ph~tograph was for me like the last music Schumann wrote before 
collapsing, that firs-t Gesang tkr FrOb~ thataccord_s_w.iibJ~>th-my __ JP:o!her's 
bei~_ and my grief at her death; I could not express ~his __ a~c~~d -~x':_e_~t 
by 'an infi_~ite -~ric;$ of adjectiye&" (CL, 70). And elsewhere: "In a sense 
r never 'spoke' to her, never 'discoursed' in her presence, for her; we 
supposed, without saying anything of the kind to each other, that the 
frivolous insignificance oflanguage, the suspension of images must be the 
very space of love, its music. Ultimately I expenenced her, strong as she 
baa bttn, my mnerr:aw,-as my feminine chi!d'' (CL. i2f- ·-

• 
For him, I would have wanted to avoid not evaluation (if this were 
possible or even desirable) but all that insinuates itself into the most 
implicit evaluation in order to return to the coded (once again to the 
studium). For him I would have wanted, without ever succeeding, to write 
at the limit, as close as possible to the limit but also beyond the "neutral," 
"colorless," "innocent" writing of which Writing Degru Zero shows at 
once the historical novelty and the infidelity. "If the writing is really 
neutral ... then Literature is vanquished .... Unfortunately, nothing is 
more unfaithful than a colorless writing; mechanical habits are developed 
in the very place where freedom existed, a network of set forms hem in 
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more and more the pristine freshness of discourse" (WDZ, 78). It is not a 
question here of vanquishing literature but of preventing it from neatly 
and cleverly sealing up the singular and flawless wound (nothing is more 
unbearable or laugllaofe i:han all the expressl~ns of guilt in mourning, all 
its inevitable spectacles). 

• 
To write-to him, to present to the dead friend within oneself the gift 
of his innocence. For him, I would have wanted to avoid, and thus spare 
him, the double wound of speaking of him, here and now, as one speaks of 
one of tht> living nr of onf" of the cleacl. In hoth cast"s I disfigure, I wound, 
I put to sleep, or I kill. But whom? Him? No. Him in me? In us? In 
you? But what does this mean? That we remain among ourselves? This 
is true but still a bit too simple. Roland Barthes looks at us (inside each 
of us, so that each of us can then say that Barthes's thought, memory, and 
friendship concern only us), and we do not do as we please with this look, 
even though each of us has it at his disposal, in his own way, according lU 

his own place and history. It is within us but it is not ours; we do not have 
it available to us like a moment or part of our interiority. And what looks 
at us may be indifferent, loving, dreadful, grateful, attentive, ironic, silent, 
bored, reserved, fervent, or smiling, a child or already quite old; in short, 
it can give us any of the innumerable signs of life or death that we might 
draw from the circumscribed reserve of his texts or our memory . 

• 
What I would have wanted to avoid for him is neither the Novel nor 
the Photograph but something in both that is neither life nor death, 
something he himself said before I did (and I will return to this-always 
the promise of return, a promise that is not just one of the commonplaces 
of composition). I will not succeed in avoiding this, precjsely because this 
point always lets itself be reappropriated by the fabric it tears toward the 
other, because the studied veil always mends its way. But might it not 
be better not to get there, not to succeed, and to prefer, in the end, the 
spectacle of inadequacy, failure, and, especially here, truncation? (Is it not 
derisory, naive, and downright childish to come before the dead to ask for 
their forgiveness? Is there any meaning in this? Unless it is the origin of 
meaning itself? An origin in the scene you would make in front of others 
who observe you and who also play off the dead? A thorough analysis of 
the "childishness" in question would here be necessary but not sufficient.) 
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• 
Two infidelities, an impossible choice: on the one hand, not to say anything 
that comes back to oneself, to one's own voice, to remain silent, or at the 
very least to let oneself be accompanied or preceded in counterpoint by 
the friend's voice. Thus, out of zealous devotion or gratitude, out of ap­
probation as well, to be content with just quoting, with just accompanying 
that which more or less directly comes back or returns to the other, to 
let him speak, to efface oneself in front of and to follow his speech, and 
to do so right in from of him. But this excess of fidelity would end up 
saying and exchanging nothing. It returns to death. It points to death, 
sending death back to death. On_!~~ offier-hand.~y !1~~-dif!g ~ll_quotation, 
all identification, all rapprochement even, so that what is addressed to or 
spoken of Roland Barthes truly comes from the other. from the living 
friend, one risks making him disappear again, as if one could add more 
death to. death and thus indecently pluralize it. We are left then with 
having to do and not do both at once, with having to correct one infidelity 
by the other. From one death, the other: is this the uneasiness that told me 
to begin with a plural? 

• 
Already, and often, I know that I have written for him (I always say "him," 
ro write, to address, or to avoid "him"); well before these fragments. For 
him: but I insist here on recalling, for him, that there is today no respect, no 
living respect, that is, no living attention paid to the other, or to the name 
alone now of Roland Barthes, that does not have to expose itself without 
respite, without weakness, and without mercy to what is too transparent 
not to be immediately exceeded: Roland Barthes is the name of someone 
who can no longer hear or bear it. And he will receive nothing of what I 
say here of him, for him, to him, beyond the name but still within it, as I 
pronounce his name that is no longer his. This living attention here comes 
to tear itself toward that which, or the one who, can no longer receive it; it 
rushes toward the impossible. But if his name is no longer his, was it ever? 
I mean simply, uniquely? -

• 
The impossible sometimes, by chance, becomes possible: as a utopia. This 
is in fact what he said before his death, though for him, of the Winter 
Garden Photograph. Reynncl analogies, "it achieved for me, utopically, 
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th~ impossible scima ofth~ uniq~ b~ing" (CL, 71). He said this uniquely, 
~d toward his mothc:r.!!rrci_not tow_ar4_ili_e}tiother. But the poignant 
singularity does not contradict the generality, it does not forbid it from 
having the force of law, but only arrows it, marks, and signs it. Singular 
plural. Is there, then, already in the first language, in the first mark, another 
possibility, another chance beyond the pain of this plural? And what about 
metonymy? And homonymy? Can we suffer from anything else? Could 
we speak without them? 

• 
What we might playfully call the mathcsis singularis, what is achieved for 
him "utopically" in front of the Winter Garden Photograph, is impossible 
and yet takes place, utopically, metonymically, as soon as it marks, as soon 
as it writes, even "before" language. Barthes speaks of utopia at least twice 
in Camcrz Lucida. Both times between his mother's death and his own­
that is, inasmuch as he entrusts it to writing: "Once she was dead I no longer 
had any reason to attune myself to the progress of the superior Life Force 
(the race, the species). My particularity could never again universalize itself 
(unless, utopically, by writing, whose project henceforth would become the 
unique goal of my life)" (CL, 72). 

• 
When I say Roland Barthes it is certainly him whom I name, him beyond 
his name: But -since he himself is now inaccessible to tnis-appellation, 
since this nomination cannot become a vocation, address, or apostrophe 
(supposing that this possibility revoked today could liavee-verheen pure), 

it is him in me that J ~~af!!t"•_ toward h~~i_!!__'!'_e·Y!~YE!l_. iE us that I 
pass through his name. What happens around him and is said about him 
remains between us. Mourning began at this point. But when? For even 
before the unqualifiable event called death, interiority (of the other in me, 
in you, in us) had already begun its work. With the first nomination, it 
preceded death as another death would have done. The name alone makes 
possible the plurality of deaths. And even if the relation between them 
were only analogical, the analogy would be singular, without common 
measure with any other. Before death without analogy or sublation, before 
death without name or sentence, before that in front of which we have 
nothing to say and must remain silent, before that which he calls "my total, 
undialectical death" (CL, 72), before the last death, all the other movements 
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of interiorization were at once more and less powerful, powerful in an 
otlur way, and, in an othn- way, more and less certain of themselves. More 
inasmuch as they were not yet disturbed or interrupted by the deathly 
silence of the other that always comes to recall the limits of a speaking 
interiority. Less inasmuch as the appearance, the initiati\"e, the response, 
or the unforeseeable intrusion of the living other also recalls this limit. 
Living, Roland Barthes cannot be reduced to that which each or all of us 
can think, believe, know, and already recall of him. But once dead, might 
he not be so reduced? No, but the chances of the illusion will be greater 
and lesser, other in any case. 

• 
"Unqualifiable" is another word I borrow from him. Even if I transpose 
and modify it, it remains marked by what I read in Camn-a Lucida. 
"Unqualifiable" there designated a way of life-it was for a short time 
his, after his mother's death-a life that already resembled death, one 
death before the other, more than one, which it imitated in advance. This 
does not prevent it from having been an accidental and unforeseeable 
death, outside the realm of calculation. Perhaps this resemblance is what 
allows us to transpose the unqualifiable in life into death. Hence the psych~ 
(the soul). "It is said that mourning, by its gradual labor, slowly erases 
pain; I could not, I cannot believe this; because for me, Time eliminatt-s 
the emotion ofloss (I do not weep), that is all. For the rest, everything has 
remained ~~otio~less. For what I have lost is not a Figure (the Mother), but 
a being; and not a being, but a quality (a soul): not the indispensable, but the 
irreplacea61C:: lcould live withou~ the MQthe.~s ~.e .all dq, soo~er or later); 
but what life remained would be absolutely ~and entirely unqualijiabk 
(without quality)" (CL, 75). "A soul"---come from the uthcr . 

• 
La chambr~ claiu, the light room, no doubt says more than camnrz Iucida, 
the name of the apparatus anterior to photography that Barthes opposes to 
camnrz obscura. I can no longer not associate the word "clarity," wherever 
it appears, with what he says much earlier of his mothefis face when she 
was a child, of the distinctness or luminosity, the "clarity of her face" (CL, 
~). And he soon adds: "the naive attitude of her hands, the place she had 
docilely taken without either showing or hiding herself." 
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• 
Without either showing or hiding herself. Not the Figure: of the Mother 
but his mother. There should not be, there should not be, any metonymy 
in this case, for love protests against it ("I could live without the Mother") . 

• 
Without either showing or hiding herself. This is what took place. She had 
already taken her place "docilely," without initiating the slightest activity, 
according to the most gentle passivity, and she neither shows nor hides her­
self. The possibility of this impossibility derails and shatters all unity, and 
this is love; it disorganizes all studied discourses, all theoretical systems 
and philosophies. They must decide between presence and absence, here 
and there, what reveals and what conceals itself. Here, there, the unique 
other, his mother, appears, that is to say, without appearing, for the other 
can appear only by disappearing. And his mother "knew" how to do this 
so innoantly, because it is the "quality" of a child's "soul" that he deciphers 
in the pose of his mother who is not posing. Psyche without mirror. He 
says nothing more and underscores nothing . 

• 
He speaks, moreover, of clarity as the "evidential power" of the Photograph 

(CL. 47). But this carries ~t.h_ E_r~s~n_ce and abse!l~_e; it f!~~t}t~r shows nor 
hiQ_es itself. In the passage on the cam"a Iucida, Barthes quotes Blanchot: 
"Th~~~sence of the image is to be altogether outside, without in~~~Y· and 
yet more inaccessible and mysterious than the thought of the innermost 
being; without signification, yet summoning up the depth of any possible 
meaning; unrevealed yet manifest, having the absence-as-presence that 
constitutes the lure and fascination of the Sirens" (CL, 106).8 

• 
He insists, and rightly so, upon the adherence of the "photographic 
referent": it does not relate to a present or to a real but, in an oth~r way, 
to -the other, and each time differently according to the type of "image," 
whether photographic or not. (Taking all differences into account, we 

H. Maurie.- Rlanchot, LL livr<" a wnir (Paris: Gallimard, 1~9), 25. 
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would not be reducing the specificity of what he says about photography 
were we to find it pertinent elsewhere: I would even say everywhere. It is a 
matter of at once acknowledging the possibility of suspending the Referent 
[not the reference!, wherever it is found-;-~ncluding in photography, and of 
suspending a naive conception of the Referent, one that has so often gone 
unquestioned.) 

• 
Here is a brief and very preliminary classification drawn simply from 
common sense: there are, in the tim~ that relates us to texts and to their 
presumed, nameable, and authorized signatories, at least three possibilities. 
The "author" can already be dead, in the usual sense of the term, at 
the m~ment we begin- to read "him," or when this reading orders us 
to write, as we say~aooud1im, whether it be about his writings or 
about himself. Such authors whom we never "knew" living, whom we 
never met or had a chance to like or love (or the opposite), make up 
by far the greatest number. This asymbiosis does not exclude a certain 
modality of the contemporaneous (and vice versa), for it too implies a 
degree of interiorization, an a priori mourning rich in possibility, a whole 
experience of absence whose originality I cannot really describe here. A 
second possibility is that the authors are living when we are reading them, 
or when this reading orders us to write about them. We can, knowing 
that they are alive, and this involves a bifurcation of the same possibility, 
know them or not, and once having met them, "love" them or not. And 
the situation can change in this regard; we can meet them after having 
begun to read them (I have such a vivid memory of my first meeting 
with Barthes), and there are any number of means of communication 
to bring about the transition: photographs, correspondence, hearsay, tape 
recordings, and so on. And then there is a .. third" situation: at the death 
and after the death of those whom we also "knew," met, loved, and so 
forth. Thus, I have had occasion to write about or in the wake of those 
texts whose authors have been dead long before I read them (for example, 
Plato or John of Patmos) or whose authors arc still living at the time I 
write, and it would seem that this is always the most risky. But what I 
thought impossible, indecent, and unjustifiable, what long ago and more 
or less secretly and resolutely I had promised myself never to do (out of a 
concern for rigor or fidelity, if you will, and because it is in this case too 
serious), was to write following the tkath, not after, not long after the death 
by r~turning to it, but )ust-foll~~~ng the death, U/!Qtl__~ the ~:casio'L!J.f 
the tkath, at the commemorative gatherings and tributes, in tht· writings 
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"in memory" of those who while living would have been my friends, still 
present enough to me that some "declaration," indeed some analysis or 
"study," would seem at that moment completely unbearable. 

But then what, silence? Is this not another wound, another insult? 
To whom? 
Yes, to whom and of what would we be making a gift? What are 

we doing when we cx~hange these discourses? Over what arc we keeping 
watch? Are we trying to negate death or retain it? Are we trying to put 
things in order, make amends, or settle our accounts, to finish unfinished 
business? With the other? With the others outside and inside ourselves? 
How many voices intersect, observe, and correct one another, argue with 
one another, passionately embrace or pass by one another in silence? Are 
we going to seek some final evaluation? For example, to convince ourselves 
that the death never took plac~. or that it is irreversibleand._wc:.ar.~~ed 
from a return of the dead? Or are we going to make the dead our ally 
("the dead with me"), to take him by our side, or even inside ourselves, to 
show off some secret contract, to finish him off by exalting him, to reduce 
him in any case to what can still be contained by a literary or rhetorical 
performance, one that attempts to turn the situation to its advantage by 
means of stratagems that can be analyzed interminably, like all the ruses 
of an individual or collective "work~o_f mourning"? And this so called 
"work" remains here the name of a problem. For if mourning works, 
it does so only to dialectize death, a death that Roland Barthes calkd 
"undialcctical" ("I could do no more than await my total, undialectical 
death") (CL, 72). 

• 
JA piece [moret•au] of myself like a piece of the dead [mort]. In saying 

"the deaths" are we attempting to dialectize them or, as I would want, the 
contrary-though we are here at a limit where wanting is, more than ever, 

.10- found wanting. Mourning and transference. In a discussion with Ristat 
about the "practice of writing" and self-analysis, I remember him saying: 
"Self-analysis is not transferential, and it is here that psychoanalysts would 
perhaps disagree." No doubt. For there is, no doubt, still transference in 
self-analysis, particularly when it proceeds through writing and literature, 
but it plays in an other way, or plays more-and the difference in play 
is essential here. When we take the possibility of writing into account, 
another concept of transference is needed (that is, if there ever was one!./ 

;I 
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• 
For what was earlier called "following the death," "on the occasion of the 
death," we have a whole series of typical solutions. The worst one~r the 
worst in each of them-are either base or derisory, and yet so common: still 
w maneuver, to speculate, to try to profit or derive some benefit. whether 
subtle or sublime, to draw from the dead a supplementary force to be 
turned against the living, to denounce or insult them more or less directly, 
to authorize and legitimate oneself, to raise oneself to the: very heights 
where we presume death has placed the other beyond all suspicion. There 
are of course lesser offenses, but offenses nonetheless: to pay homage with 
an essay that treats the work or a part of the work bequeathed to us, 
to talk on a theme thai we confidently believe would have interested the 
author who has passed away (whose tastes, curiosities, and projects should, 
it seems, no longer surprise us). Such a treatment would indeed point out 
the debt, but it would also pay it back; and one would tailor one's remarks 
according to the context. For example, in Poitiq~. to stress the essential 
role Barthes's works have played and will continue to play in the open field 
of literature and literary theory (this is legitimate, one has to do it, and I 
am doing it now). And then, perhaps, to undertake some analysis, as an 
exercise made possible and influenced by Barthes (an initiative that would 
gain approval in us through the memory of him). For example, to analyze a 
genre: or discursive code:, or the rules of a particular social arrangement, and 
to do so with his meticulousness and vigilance, which, as uncompromising 
as they were, still knew how to yield with a certain disabused compassion, 
a nonchalant elegance that would make him give up the fight (though I 
sometimes saw him get angry, for reasons of ethics or fidelity). But what 
"genre"? Well, for example, what in this century has come to replace the 
funeral oration. We could study the corpus of declarations in newspapers, 
on radio and television; we could analyze the recurrences, the rhetorical 
constraints, the political perspectives, the exploitations by individuals and 
groups, the pretexts for taking a stand, for threatening, intimidating, or 
reconciling. (I am thinking of the weekly newspaper that, upon Sartre's 
death, dared to put on trial those who deliberately, or simply because they 
were away, had said nothing or had said the wrong thing. Using their 
photographs to bring them to justice, the newspaper accused them all 
in the headline of still being afraid of Sartre.) In its classical form, the 
funeral oration had a good side, especially when it permitted one to call 
out directly to the dead, sometimes very informally [tutoyer[. This is of 
course a supplementary fiction, for it is always the dead in me, always 
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the others standing around the coffin whom I call out to. But because of 
its caricatured excess, the overstatement of this rhetoric at least pointed 
out that we ought not to remain among ourselves. The interactions of 
the living must be interrupted, the veil must be torn toward the other, 
the other dead in ttS though other still, and the religious promises of an 
afterlife could indeed still grant this "as if." 

• 
The deaths of Roland Barthes: his deaths, that is, those of his relatives, 
those deaths that must have inhabited him, situating places and solemn 
moments, orienting tombs in his inner space (ending-and probably even 
beginning-with his mother's death). Hti deaths, those he lived in the 
plural, those he must have linked together, trying in vain to "dialectize" 
them before the "total" and "undialectical" death; those deaths that always 
form in our lives a terrifying and endless series. But how did he: "live" 
them? No answer is more: impossible or forbidden. Yet a certain movement 
had quickened in those last years; I could feel a sort of autobiographical 
acceleration, as if he were saying, "I feel that I have little time left." I must 
concern myself first with this thought of a death that begins, like thought 
and like death, in the memory of the idiom. While still living, he wrote 
a death of Roland Barthes by himself. And, finally, his deaths, his texts 
on death, everything he wrote, with such insistence on displacement, on 
death, on the theme of Death, if you will, if indeed there is such a theme. 
From the Novel to the Photograph, from Writing Degru Zero (1953) to 
Camera Lucida ( 1980), a certain thought of death set everything in motion, 
or rather set it traveling, on a sort of journey toward the beyond of all 
closed systems, all forms of knowledge, all the new scientific positivisms 
whose novelty always tempted theAu~/arc-r and discoverer in him, though 

only for a time, the time of a passage, the time of a contribution that, after 
him, would become indispensable. And yet he was already elsewhere, and 
he said so; he would speak openly about this with a calculated modesty, 
with a politeness that revealed a rigorous demand, an uncompromising 
ethic, like an idiosyncratic destiny naively assumed. In the beginning of 
Cammz Lucida he tells-and tells himself--of his "discomfort'" at always 

being the subject torn between two languages, one expressive, 

the other critical; and at the heart of this critical language, be­
tween several discourses, those of sociology, of semiology, and of 

psychoanalysis-but II tell myself! that, by ultimate dissatisfaction 
with all of £hem, I was bearing wimcss m £he only sure lhing £hal 
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was in me (however naive it might be): '!__d~sperate r~sis!ance to 
any re<!_~~tive ~.Y~~m. For each time, having resorted to any such 
language to whatever degree, each time I felt it hardening and 
thereby tending to reduction and reprimand, I would gently leave it 
and seek elsewhere: I began to speak differently. (CL. 8) 

The beyond of this journey is no doubt the great headland and enigma 
of the Referent, as it has been called for the past twenty years, and death 
is clearly not in this for nothing (it will be necessary to return to this in 
another tone). In any case, as early as Writing D~gree Zero, all this passes 
through the Novel and "The Novel is a Death" (WDZ, 38)-the beyond 
of literature as literature, literary "modernity," lit~ratt!re producing irsdf 
and pr<><:Jucing its essence as its own disappearance, showi~g and hiding 
itself at the sa~Ctime (Mallarme, Blanchot, among others): ''Modernism 
begins with the search for a Literature that is no longer possible. Thus we 
find, in the Novel too, this machinery directed towards both destruction 
and resurrection, and typical of the whole of modern art .... The Novel 
is a Death; it transforms life into destiny, a memory into a useful act, 
duration into an orientated and meaningful time" (WDZ. JS--39). And 
it is the modern possibility of photography (whether art or technique 
matters little here) that combines death and the referent in the same 
system. It was not for the first time, and this conjugation of death and 
the referent did not have to wait for the Photograph to have an essential 
relationship to reproductive technique, or to technique in general, but the 
immediate proof given by the photographic apparatus or by the structure 
of the rmwins it leaves behind are irreducible events, ineffaceably original. 
It is the failure, or at any rate the limit, of all that which, in language, 
literature, and the other arts seemed to permit grandiose theories on 
the general suspension of the Referent, or of what was classified, by a 
sometimes gross simplification, under that vast and vague category. By 
the time-at the instant-that the punctum rends space, the reference and 
death are in it together in the photograph. But should we say reference 
or referent? Analytical precision must here be equal to the stakes, and the 
photograph puts this precision to the test: in the photograph, the referent 
is noticeably absent, suspendable, vanished into the unique past timt' of irs 
event, but the reference to this referent, call it the intentional movement of 
reference (since Barthes does in fact appeal to phenomenology in this book), 
implies just as irreducibly the having-been of a unique and invariable 
referent. It implies the "return of the dead" in the very structure of both 
its image ~nd the phenomenon of its image. This does not happen in 
other types of images or discourses, or indeed of marks in general, at least 
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not in the same way, the implication and form of the reference taking 
very different paths. From the beginning of Camn-a Lucida the "disorder" 
introduced by the photograph is largely attributed to the "unique time" 
of its referent, a time that does not let itself be reproduced or pluralized, 
and whose referential implication is inscribed as such right on the very 
structure of the photog ram, regardless of the number of its reproductions 
and even the artifice of its composition. Whence "this stubbornness of 
the Referent in always being there" (CL, 6). "It is as if the Photograph 
always carries its referent with itself, both affected by the same amorous or 
funereal immobility .... In short, the referent adheres. And this singular 
adherence ... " (CL. s-6). Though it is no longer th~r~ (present, living, 
real), irs having-bccn-thcrc presently a part uf lhc referential or intentional 
structure of my relationship to the photog ram, the return of the referent 
indeed takes the form of a haunting. This is a "return of the dead," whose 
spectral arriv~JD the V~_!Y_sp_a<:~~f the p~~tqg.r.l!m.ind~~4.r~se.J!Ib~t 
ofan emission or emanation. Already a sort of hallucinating me~onymy: 
it is somethingelse;a piece cQ_m_c;_[r_<.?~ _t_~ _ot,~er {fr_()m the ref~rent) that 
finds itself in me, bctore me, but ai_S() jn _ _me like a piece of me (since the 
referential implication is also intentional aQd_goema!i~.; it belongs ncith_er 
to the sensible body nor to the medium of the pbotogram). Moreover, the 
"target," the "referent," the "~idolon emitted by the object," the "Sp~ctrum" 
(CL, 9), can be me, seen in a photograph of myself: "I then experience a 
micro-version of death (of parenthesis): I am truly becoming a specter. 
The Photographer knows this very well, and himself fears (if only for 
commercial reasons) this death in which his gesture will embalm me .... I 
have become Total-Image, which is to say, Death in person .... Ultimately, 
what I am seeking in the photograph taken of me (the 'intention' according 
to which I look at it) is Death: Death is the tidos of that Photograph" (CL, 
14-15)-

• 
Carried by this relationship, drawn or attracted by the pull and character 
of it (Zug, Bczug), by lhc n:fercnce to the spectral referent, Roland Barthes 
traversed periods, systems, modes, "phases," and "genres"; he marked 
and punctuated the studium of each, passing through phenomenology, 
linguistics, literary mathesis, semiosis, structural analysis, and so on. His 
first move was to recognize in each of these their necessity or richness, 
their critical value and light, in order to turn them against dogmatism. 
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• 
I shall not make of this an allegory, even less a metaphor, but I recall 
that it was while travding that I spent the most time alone with Barthes. 
Sometimes head to head, I mean face to face (for example on the train from 
Paris to Lille or Paris to Bordeaux), and sometimes side by side, separated 
by an aisle (for example on the trip from Paris to New York to Baltimore 
in 1¢6). The time of our travels was surely not the same, and yet it was 
also the same, and it is necessary to accept these two absolute certainties. 
Even if I wanted or was able to give an account, to speak of him as he was 
for me (the voice, the timbre, the forms of his attention and distraction, 
his polite way of being there or elsewhere, his face, hands, clothing, smile, 
his cigar, so many features that I name without describing, since this is 
impossible here), even if ttr.ied. to reproduce what took pla,e. what place 
would be reserved for the reserve? What place for the long periods of 
silence, for what was left unsaid out of discretion, for what was of no use 
bringing up, either because it was too well known by both of us or else 
infinitely unknown on either side? To go on speaking of this all alone, 
after the death of the other, to sketch out the least conjecture or risk the 
least interpretation, feels to me like an endless insult or wound-and yet 
also a duty, a duty toward him. Yet I will not be able to carry it out, at least 
not right here. Alwa~~ the promise of return . 

• 
How to believe in the contemporary? It would be easy to show that the 
times of those who seem to belong to the same epoch, defined in terms 
of something like a historical frame or social horizon, remain infinitely 
heterogeneous and, to tell the truth, completely unrelated to one another. 
One can be very sensitive to this, though sensitive at the same time, on 
another level, to a being-together that no difference or differend can 
threaten. This being-together is not distributed in any homogeneous way 
in our experience. There are knots, points of great condensation, places 
of high valuation, paths of decision or interpretation that are virtually 
unavoidable. It is there, it seems, that the law is produced. Being-together 
refers to and recognizes itself there, even though it is not constituted there. 
Contrary to what is often thought, the individual "subjects" who inhabit 
the zones most difficult to avoid are not authoritarian "superegos" with 
power at their disposal, assuming that Power can be at one's disposal. 
Like those for whom these zones become unavoidable (and this is first 
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of all their history), they inhabit them, and, rather than ruling there, 
take from them a desire or an image. It is a certain way of relinquishing 
authority, a certain freedom in fact, an acknowledged relationship to their 
own finitude, which, by an ominous and rigorous paradox, confers on 
them an additional authority, an influence, radiance, or prc:sence that 
leads their ghost to places where they are not and from which their ghost 
will never return. It is this, in short, that makes one always ask, more 
or less explicitly: What does he or she: think about this? Not that one: 
is ready to agree that they are right, a priori and in all cases, not that 
one awaits a verdict or believes in a lucidity without weakness, but, evc:n 
bet(,rc looking for it, the image of an evaluation, look, or affect imposes 
itself. It is difficult to know then who addrc:sses this "image" to whom. I 
would like to describe, patiently and intc:rminably, all the trajectories of 
this address, especially when its reference passes through writing, when 
it then becomes so virtual, invisible, plural, divided, microscopic, mobile, 
infinitesimal, specular even (since the demand is often reciprocal and the 
trajectory easily lost), punctual, seemingly on the verge of the zero point 
even though its exercise is so powerful and so diverse . 

• 
Roland Barthes is the name of a friend whom, in the end, beyond a certain 
familiarity, I knew very little, and of whom, it goes without saying, I have 
not read everything, I mean reread, understood, and so on. And my first 
response was most often certainly one of approval, solidarity, and gratitude. 
Yet not always, it seems, and as insignificant as it may be, I must say this 
so as not to give in too much to the genre. He was, I mean he remains, 
one of those of whom I have constantly wondered, for almost twenty years 
now, in a more or less articulated way: What does he think of this? In the 
present, the past, the future, the conditional, and so on? Especially, why 
not say it, since this should surprise no one, at the moment of writing. I 
even told him this once in a letter long ago . 

• 
({' ret_u_rn_JQ.~hc:_ ~·pl)igl_l_<!nt,~'t() this pai~_<>f £Oncepts, this opposi!io~_ that is 

not one__,th':_ghost of this pair, punctumlstudium. I return to this because 
punctum seems to say, to let Barthes himself say, th~ p<>i_n.~ ()[~n~l_a~i_cy, the 
travers~! of di~~~~r~e tow;~n~ the uni_que,_~he "referent" as the irrc:placeable 
other, the one who was and will no longer be, who returns like that which 
will never come back, who marks the return of the dead right on the 
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reJ!rMu~!!ve iJ!l~_g~ return to this because Roland Barthes is the name 
of that which "points" me, or "points" (to) what I am awkwardly trying to 
say here. I return to this also in order to show how he himself treated and 
properly signed this simulacrum of an opposition. He first highlighted the 
absolute irreducibility of the punctum, what we might call the unicity of 
the referen_tia}_(l ;ppeal to tl~is word so as not to have to choose between 
reference and referent: what adheres in the photograph is perhaps less the 
referent itself, in the present effectivity of its reality, than the implication 
in the reference of its having-been-unique). The heterogeneity of the 
punctum is rigorous; its originality can bear neither contamination nor 
concession. And yet, in other places, at other times, Barthcs accedes to 
another descriptive demand, let's call it pMnommological since the book 
also presents itself as a phenomenology. He accedes to the requisite rhythm 
of the composition, a musical composition that, to be more precise, I 
would call contrapuntal. It is indeed necessary for him to recognize, 
and this is not a concession, that the punc:tum is not what it is. This 
absolute other composes with the same, with its absolute other that is 
thus not its opposite, with the locus of the same and of the studium (it 
is the limit of the binary opposition and, undoubtably, of a structural 
analysis that the studium itself might exploit). If the punctum is more or 
less than itself, dissymmetrical-to everything and in itself-then it can 
invade the field of the studium, to which, strictly speaking, it does not 
belong. It is located, we recall, outside all fields anc:J_c_()_des. As the place 
of irreplacea~-g~iirity and ~f the unique rc:fercnti~i, -th~ pundum 

irradiates and, what is most surprising, lends itself w-metonymy. As soon 
as it allows itself to be drawn into a network ofsubstitution-s;il can invade 
everything, objects as well as affects. This singularity that is nowhere 
in the field mobilizes everything every~her~ it-plurahzes ttseU. If the 
photograph &speaks-the unique death, the death of the unique, this death 
immediately repeats itself, as such, and is itSC'Ttelsewhere. I said that the 
punctum ali(;ws.ltseirt~ be drawn into metonymy. Actually, it induces it, 
and this is its force, or rather than its force (since it exercises no actual 
constraint and exists completely in reserve), its dynamis, in other words, 
its power, potentiality, virtuality, and even its dissimulation, its latency. 
Barthes marks this relationship between force (potential or in reserve) and 
metonymy at certain intervals of the composition that I must here unjustly 
condense. "However lightning-like it may be, the punctum has, more or less 
potentially, a power of expansion. This power is often metonymic" (CL, 
45). Further: "I had just realized that however immediate and incisive 
it was, the punctum could accommodate a certain latency (but never any 
examination)" (CL, c:;3). This metonymic power is essentially related to the 
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supplementary structure of the punctum ("it is a supplement") and of the 
stuJium that receives from it all its movement, even if it must content itself, 
like the "examination," with turning round the point and never getting 
down to it.9 Henceforth, the relationship between the two concepts is 
neither tautological nor oppositional, neither dialectical nor in any sense 
symmetrical; it is supplementary and musical (contrapuntal) . 

• 
The metonymy of the punctum: scandalous as it may be, it allows us to 
spe<:~k, to speak of the uniqu~, to speak of and to it. It yields the trait that 
relates to the unique. The Winter Garden Photograph, which he neither 
shows nor hides, which he speaks, is the punctum of the entire book._T~e 
mark of this unique wound is nowhere visible as such!_b_u_t~s unlocatable 
brightness or clarity (that of his mother's eyes) irradiates the entire study. It 
makes ofthis book an i!r~place~ble event. And yet only a-metonymic force 
can continue to assure a certain generality to the discourse and offer it to 
analysis by submitting its concepts to a quasi-instrumental use. How else 
could we, without knowing her, be so deeply moved by what he said about 
his mother, who was not only the Mother, or a mother, but the only one 
she was and of whom such a photo was taken "on that day"? How could 
this be poignant to us if a metonymic force, which yet cannot be mistaken 
for something that facilitates the movement of identification, were not at 
work? The alterity remaim almost intact; that is the cum.litiun. I do nut put 
myself in his place, I do not tend to replace his mother with mine. Were I 
to do so, I could be moved only by the alterity of the without-relation, the 
absolute unicity that the metonymic power comes to recall in me without 
effacing it. He is right to protest against the confusion between she who 
was his mother and the Figure of the Mother, but the metonymic power 
(one part for the whole or one name for another) will always come to 
inscribe both in this relation without relation . 

• 
The deaths of Roland Barthes: because of the somewhat indecent violence 
of this plural, one might perhaps think that I was resisting the unique; I 
would have thus avoided, denied, or tried to efface his death. As a sign of 
protection or protest, I would have in the process accused and given over 

9· Toumn- autour J,. point is a play on toumn- autour Ju pot, uto bc:at around the: 
bush."-Trons. 
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his death to the trial of a studied metonymy. Perhaps, but how do we speak 
otherwise and without taking this risk~ Without pluralizing the unique 
or generalizing what is most irreplaceable in it, his own death? And didn't 
he himself speak right up until the very last moment about his death and, 
metonymically, about his.Aeaths/ Didn't he say what is essential (especially ~ 
in Roland Barth~s by Roland Barth~s, a metonymic title and signature 
par excellence) about the undecidable vacillation between "speaking and 
keeping silent"?•o And one can also remain silent by speaking: "The only 
'thought' I can have is that at the end of this_ first death, my own de~tfis 
inscribed; between thetwo, n~thing more than waiting; I have no other 
resourc~s tha!_l_ t!}is-~rony: to spe:~k _of th~ ·~~thing to saY'" (CL, 93). And 
ju!ir hefort": "The horror is this: nothing to sa-y about the death of one 

whom I love most, nothing to say about her photograph" (CL, 92-93) . 

• 
Friendship: from the few pages at the end of the volume that bears this title, 
we have no right to take anything for ourselves.'' What linked Blanchot to 
Bataille was unique, and Friendship expresses this in an absolutely singular 
way. And yet the metonymic force of even the most poignant writing 
allows us to r~ad these pages, which does not mean however to expose them 
outside their essential reserve. It lets us think that which it nonetheless 
never forces open, never shows or hides. Without being able to enter into 
the absolute singularity of this relationship, without forgetting that only 
Blanchot could write this and that only of Bataille could he be speaking, 
without understanding, or in any case without knowing, we can think 
what is being written here. Though we should not be able to quote, I 
nonetheless take upon myself the violence of a quotation, especially of one 
that has been necessarily truncated. 

How could one agree to speak of this friend? Neither in praise 
nor in the interest of some truth. The traits of his character, the 
forms of his existence, the episodes of his life, even in keeping 
with the search for which he felt himself responsible to the point 

10. Roland Banhc:s, Rokmtl &rtlr~s by Roillntl BartMs, trans. Richard Howard (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1977), 14.:11 (herc:aftc:r abbrc:viated as RB). 

11. Maurice Blanchot, Frinulship, uans. Elizalxth Rottc:nlxrg (Stanford: Sranford 
University Press, 199j), .;zllc) (hereafter abbreviated as F). [As Derrida latc:r explains, 
both the book and the l:ast section of the book (.llll<r-9.ll), which is entirely in iralics, 
bc,gr thi• title.- Trans.) 
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of irresponsibility, belong to no one. There are no witnesses. Those 

who were closest say only what was close to them, not the distance 

that affirmed itself in this proximity, and distance ceases as soon as 

presence ceases .... We arc only looking to fill a void, we cannot 

bear the pain: the affirmation of this void .... Everything we 

say tends to veil the one affirmation: that everything must fade 
and that we can remain loyal only so long as we watch ovc:r this 

fading movement, to which something in us that rejects all memory 

already belongs. 

• 
In Camm1 Lucida, the value of int~nsity (dynamis, force, latency), which 
I have been following, leads to a new contrapuntal equation, to a new 
metonymy of metonymy itself, a new metonymy of the substitutive virtue 
of the punctum. And this is Time. For is not Time the ultimate resource for 
the substitution of one absolute i~stant by;nother,for ~cepht~t of 
th_e_i~~j,iac-eahle, the replac~ment of thi·~ 'uni~!_efc:~ent by ang_!her that 
is ~t ~not~er instant, completely other a;;d~~utilLtlu: same? Is not time 
the pu~u.~~_lfo~m and force of all rr.t~J9D.Yill.Y-its irutant ucoursc?. Here 
is; p~ssage wherein the passage from one death to another, from that of 
Lewis Payne to that of Roland Barthes, seems to pass (between others, dare 
one say) through the Winter Garden Photograph. And on the theme of 

Time. There is here, in short, a terrifying syntax, from which I pick out 
first a singular accord, at the point of transition between S and P: "The 
photo is handsome, as is the boy" (CL, 96). And here is the passage from 
one death to the other: 

I now know that there exists another punctum (another "stigma­
tum") than the "detail." This new punctum, which is no longer of 

form but of intensity, is lime, the lacerating emphasis of the IIONTI~ 

("that-has-b~m"), its pure representation. 

In t865, young Lewis Payne: tried to assassinate Secretary 

ofStatc: W. H. Seward. Alexander Gardner photographed him 
in his cell, where he was waiting to be hanged. The photograph 

is handsome, as is the: boy: that is the: studium. But the: punctum is: 

h~ is going to di~. I read at the: same: time: tiris will h~ and this has 
h~m; I observe: with horror an anterior future: of which death is 

the stake:. By giving me to the absolute past of the pose (aorist), the: 
photograph tells me death in the: future. What points mc:,pric~s me, 
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is the discovery of this equivalence. In front of the photograph of 

my mother as a child, I tell myself: she is going to die: I shudder, 
like Winnicou's psychotic patient, ovn- a catastroph~ that has alr~ady 

occurr~J. Whether or not the subject is already dead, e\·cry photo­

graph is this catastrophe. (CL, 96) 

And further on: "It is because each photograph always contains this 
imperious sign of my future death that each one, however attached it 
seems to be to the excited world of the living, challenges each of us, one 
by one, outside of any generality (but not outside of any transcendence)" 
(CL, 97>· 

• 
Time: the metonymy ofthe instantaneous, the possibility of the narrative 
magnetized ~i~~;n-rilrut. Tlj~_i_t!stanraneou~- in photography, the 
snaps-hot; w~~ld -ltsd(bebut the most striking metonymy within the 
mcXi;;;te~hnological age o{~n older instantaneity. Older, even though 
it is never foreign to the possibility of uchni in general. Remaining as 
attentive as possible to all the differences, one must be able to speak of a 
punctum in all signs (and repetition or iterability already structures it), in 
any discourse, whether literary or not. As long as we do not hold to some 
naive and "realist" referentialism, it is the relation to some unique and 
irreplaceable referent that int~usts u~-a-nd animates our mnst ~cm~d and 
st~ied readings: what took place only once, while dividing itself already •. 
in the slgfits-or in front of th~-lens of the Pha~do or Finn~gans Wak~. 
the Di.rcours~ on Mithod or Hegei's LOgic, John's Apocalyps~ or Mallarme's 
Coup d~ db. The photographic apparatus reminds us ofthis irreducible 
referential by means of a very powerful telescoping . 

• 
The metonymic force rhus divides the referential trait, ~mwQLthc ~ 
referent and leaves it to be desired, while still maintaining the reference. It 
is at work ii'ftlie mostloyarorfriendships; it~l_lln_ge~ !f{~ckillnJ\I:fon into 
mourning while Cf,_t_~~~ same time engaging_i! . 

• 
Frirodship: between the two titles, that of the book and that of the final 
farewell in italics, between the titles and the excrgue ("quotations" of 
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Bataille that speak twice of"friendship"), the exchange is still metonymic, 
though the singularity does not lose any of its force; quite the contrary.,. 

I know there are the books .... The books themselves refer to an 

existence. This existence, because it is no longer a presence, begins 

to be deployed in history, and in the worst of histories, literary 
history .... One wants to publish "everything," one: wants to say 

"everything," as if one were anxious about only one thing: that 

everything be said; as if the "everything is said" would finally allow 

us to stop a dead voice .... As long as the one who is close to us 
exists and, with him, the thought in which he affirms himself, his 

thought opens itself to us, but preserved in this very relation, and 
what preserves it is not only the mobility oflife (this would be very 

little), but the unpredictability introduced into this thought by the 

strangeness of the end .... I also know that, in his books, Georges 

Bataille seems to speak of himself with a freedom without restraint 

that should free us from all discretion-but that does not give us the 

right to put ourselves in his place, nor does it give us the power to 
speak in his absence. And is it certain that he speaks of himself? ... 

We must give up trying to know those to whom we are linked 

by something essential; by this I mean we must greet them in the 
relation with the unknown in which they greet us as well, in our 

estrangement. (F. .1~1) 

• 
Where does the desire to date these last lines (the 14th and 15th of 
September, rg8o) come from?•3 The date-and this is always something 
of a signature-accentuates the contingency or insignificanc-e of the in­
terruption. Like an accident and like death, it seems to be imposed 
from the outside, "on that day" (time and space are here given together, 
the conditions of a publication), but it no doubt also indicates another 

12. Blanchot begins F,jnu/s/oip (ix) with two epigraphs from Bataillc:: "My complicirous 
friendship: !his is what my ~mpcramc:nt brings to other men";" ... friends until !hat 
stat~ of profound friendship where: a man abandoned, abandoned by all of his friends, 
c:ncounu:rs in life: !he: one who will accompany him beyond life:, himself without life:, 
capable: of free friendship, detached from alltic:s."-Tnzn.t. 

13. Dc:rrida is referring here: to his own tc:xr. First published in Poltiqur in September 
1981, ir was written about a year before thar, approximately six months after Barthes's 
dc:.arh in March. t <)lin.-Tnlnt. 
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interruption. Though neither more essential nor more interior, this in­
terruption announces itself in another register, as another thought of the 
same one ... 

• 
Having returned from the somewhat insular experience wherein I had 
secluded myself with the two books, I look today only at the photographs 
in other books (especially in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes) and in 
newspapers; I cannot tear myself away from the photographs and the 
handwriting. I do not know what I am still looking for, but I'm looking 
for it in the direction of his body, in what he shows and says of it, in what 
he hides of it perhaps-like something he could not se~ in his writing. 
I am looking in these photographs for "details"; I am looking, without 
any illusion, I believe, without any indulgence, for something that regards 
me, or has me in view, without seeing me, as I believe he says at the end 
of Camera Lucida. I try to imagine the gestures around what we believe 
to be the essential writing. How, for example, did he choose all these 
photographs of children and old people? How and when did he choose 
these Lines for the back cover where Marpa speaks of his son's death?·~ 
And what about these white lines on the black background of the inside 
cover of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes?•~ 

• 
Today somebody brought me a note (less than a letter, a single sentence) 
that had been destined for me but never given to me twenty-four years ago, 
almost to the day. On the eve of a journey, the note was to accompany the 
gift of a very singular book, a little book that even today I find unreadable. 

I of. Like so many other things that do not survive translation, the passage on !he back 
of Lo chamm cblire has ~n omiued in Crzmnu Lucith. We thus restore here this 
"gesture around what we believe to be !he essential writing": "Marpa was very shaken 
when his own son died, and one of his disciples said to him, 'You have always said 
that everything is an illusion. Is not the death of your son an illusion as well?' And 
Marpa responded, 'Certainly, hut the: death of my son is a super-illusion.'" -A Pracuce 
of !he Tibetan Way.-Trans. 

15. In the English edition th1:11: handwritten lines of Barthes appear in black on a white 
background and have been incorporated into the opening and closing pages of the text 
rather than printed on !he front and back inside covers. Howard translates these two 
inscriptions: "It mu•t all be considered as if spoken by a character in a novel"; "And 
afterward? /-What to write now? Can you still write anything? /-One writes with 
one's desires, and I am not through dcoiring."-Ttvns. 
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I know, or I think I know, why this gesture was interrupted. Actually, it 
was detained (and the little book ended up being placed inside another) as 
if to preserve the memory of the interruption itself. This interruption, for 
reasons at once serious and playful, in fact concerns something I would be 
tempted to call the whole of my life. This note (which I thus received today 
on the eve of the sam~ journey, I mean to the same places) was found by 
chance, long after the death of the one who destined it for me. Everything 
is very close to me, the form of the writing, of the signature, these very 
words. Another interru{ltion makes all this as distant and unreadable 
as that little, insignific~nt ~faticum. But in the interruption, the other, 
returning, addresses himself to me, in me, the other truly returning, truly 
ghostly.'6 The paper retains the folds of these twenty-four years; I read rhe 
blue writing (and more and more I am sensitive to the color of writing, 
or at any rate, I am now more aware that I am sensitive to it) of someone 
who, speaking about death, had told me in a car one day, and I recall these 
words often: "It will happen to me soon." And it was true . 

• 
That was yesterday. Today, another strange coincidence: a friend sent me 
from the United States a photocopy of a text by Barthes that I had never 
read before ("Analyse textudle d'un conte d'Edgar Poe," 1973).•7 I will 
read it later. But while "leafing" through it, I picked out this: 

Another scandal of enunciation is the reversal of the metaphor 
in the letter. It is indeed common to utter the sentence "I am 
dead!" ... [Butl the transposition of the metaphor into the letter, 
pm:is~ly for this mnaphor. is impossible: the utterance "I am dead" 
is, literally, according to the letter, foreclosc:d .... It-is a question, if 
you like, of a scandal of language ... of a pcrformative utterance, 
to be sure, but one that neither Austin nor Benveniste had foreseen 
in their analyses .... the extraordinary sentence "I am dead" is by 
no means the incredible statement, but much more radically, the 
impossibl~ utt~ra"£~· 

16. Rn'NIIInl as a gerund means "returning" or "coming back." and as a noun. "ghost"" or 
"phantom." Two sections further, Derrida uses the phrase rrwnant,; Ia lt:trtr, which 
can be translated as "returning to the letter," "literally returning," "ghost to the letter," 
or rven "literally a ghost."-Tntr~s. 

17. Roland Barthc:s, • Analy.., textudle d'un come d"Edgar Poe," in J."awntuiT llmiologiq~ 

(Paris: S..uil, 1985), P'F-59· 
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• 
Would the impossible utterance ") am dead" really never have taken 
place? He is right when he says that, "literally, according to the letter," 
it is "foreclosed." Yet one understands it, one hears its so-called literal 
meaning, even if only to declare it legitimately impossible as a performarive 
utterance. What was he thinking at the moment he referred to "the letter"? 
Probably, to begin with, that in the idea of death, all other predicates 
remaining questionable, one might analytically deduce the inability to 
utter, to speak, to say I in the present: a punctual I, punctuating in the 
instant a reference to the self as to a unique referent, this autoaffective 
reference that defines the very heart of the living. To return from this 
point to metonymy, to the metonymic force of the punctum, without which 
there would undoubtably be no punctum as such .... For at the heart of 
the sadness felt for the friend who dies, there is perhaps this point: that 
after having been able to speak of death as plural, after having said so often 
") am dead" metaphorically or metonymically, he was never able to say 
"I am dead" literally or according to the letter. Were he to have done so, 
he would have again given in to metonymy. But metonymy is no mistake 
or falsehood; it does not speak untruths. And literally, according to the 
letter, there is perhaps no punctum. Which makes all utterances possible 
but does not reduce suffering in the least; indeed, it is even a source, the 
unpunctual, illimitable source of suffering. Were I to write r~wnant a Ia 
kttr~ and were I to try to translate it into another language ... (All these 
questions are also questions of translation and transference.) 

• 
1: the pronoun lpronom I or the first name lprmom I. the assumt>d name 
lpr€1~-nom I of the one to whom the uturance "I am dead" can never 
happen, the literal utterance, that is, and, assuming this is possible, the 
nonmetonymic uturance? And this, even when the enunciation of it would 
be possible? 

• 
Wouldn't the utterance "I am dead," which he says is impossible, fall into 
the province of what he calls elsewhere-and calls on as--utopic? And 
doesn't this utopia impose itself in the place, if one can still say this, where 
metonymy is already at work on the I in its relation w itself, the I when it 
refers to nothing else but the unc who is prcst:nt/y speaking? There would 
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be: something like a sentence of the/, and the time of this elliptical sentence 
would leave room for metonymic substitution. To give ourselves time, we 
would have to return here to that which implicitly links, in Cam~ra Lucida, 

)lj- Time as a punctum to the metonymic force of the punctum ... 

• 
"What must I do?" In Camera Lucida Barthes seems to approve of the 
one who places-<~f she who placed-"civil value" above "moral value" 
(CL, 67). In Roland Barth~s by Roland Barth~s he says that morality must be: 
understood as "the precise opposite of ethics (it is the thinking of the body 
in a state oflanguage)" (RB, 145) . 

• 
Between the possibility and the impossibility of the "I am dead" there is the 
syntax of time and something like a category of imminence (that which 
points from the future and has reached the point of taking place). The 
imminence of death presents itself; it is always at the point-in presenting 
itself--of presenting itself no longer, so that death then stands between the 
metonymic eloquence of the "I am dead" and the instant when death ushers 
in absolute silence, allowing nothing more to be said (one point and that's 
it, period [un point c'~sttout)). This punctual, punctuating singularity (and I 
understand "punctuating" here as an adjecti\·e but also as a type of verb, the 
enduring syntax of a sentence) irradiates the corpus from its place of immi­
nence and allows one to breathe, in Cam~ra Lucida, this "air" that becomes 
more and more dense, more and more haunted and peopled with ghosts. I 
use his words to speak of this: "emanation," "ecstasis," "madness," "magic." 

• 
It is inevitable (tQto/], both just and unjust, that the most "autobiographical" 
books (those of the end, as I have heard said) begin at death to conceal all the 
other books. What is more, they begin with death. Were I myself to yield 
to thill movement, I would no longer leave this Roland Barthes by Roland 
Barthes, which, on the whole, I never knew how to read. Between the 
photos and the graphics, all these texts I should have talked about, started 
with, or come closer to .... But didn't I do this without realizing it in the 
preceding fragments? For example, just a moment ago, almost by chance, 
under the titles "His Voice" ("inflection is the voice in so far as it is always 
past, silenced," "the voice is always alr~ady dead"), "Plural," "Difference," 
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"Conflict," "What Is a Utopia For?" "Forgeries ('I Write Classic')," "The 
Circle ofFragments," "The Fragment as Illusion," "From the Fragment to 
the Journal," "Pause: Anamneses" ("The biographnn~ .. . is nothing but 
a factitious anamnesis: the one I lend to the: author I love"), "Limpness 
of Important Words" ("History" and "Nature," for example), "Passing 
Bodies," "Foreseeable Discourse" (example: T~rt ofth~ lkaJ: a litaneutical 
text, in which no word can be changed), "Relation to Psychoanalysis," "I 
Like/1 Don't Like" (one line before the end, I try to understand how he 
could have written "/don't lik~ ... fidelity"; I know that he also said he 
liked it and that he was able to make a gift of this word; I suppose-it's a 
matter of tone, mode, inflection, and a certain way of saying quickly but 
incisively "I like, I don't like"-that in this case he did not like a certain 
pathos with which fidelity is so easily charged, and especially the word, the 
discourse on fidelity, which so quickly becomes tired, drab, listless, stale, 
forbidding, unfaithful), "Choosing Clothes," "Later .. .'' 

• 
Ct?J1tr<lp~ntaL theory or a procession ~f stigmat~: a WQl1D!:Ln_o doubt comes 
in (the) place of the point signed by singularity, in (the) place of its very 
instant V"tigml), at its point, its tip. But in (th~) plac~ of this event, place is 
given over, for the same wound, to subst!!!IJion._~hich repeats it~Jf !flere, 
re~J~ng of the irreplaceable only a past desire . 

• 
I still cannot remember when I read or heard his name for the first time, 
and then how he became one for me. But anamnesis, even if it breaks 
off always too soon, promises itself each time to begin again: it remains 
to come. 





CHAPTER 2 

PAUL DE MAN 

One of the most influential figures in American lit­
erary criticism and theory, Paul Adolph Michel de Man 
was born in Antwerp, Belgium, in 1919. He was raised by 
Magdalena de Brey and Jan Robert de Man in a well-to­
do, liberal, nonreligious Flemish family. His grandfather, 
Jan van Beers, was a popular poet and his father a man­
ufacturer of medical instruments and X-ray equipment. 
His uncle Hendrik de Man was at one time the Bel­
gian minister of finance and the chairman of the Social 
Democratic Party. De Man attended high school at the 
Koninklijke Athenaeum in Antwerp, from which he 
graduated in 1937 magna cum laude. Two tragic events 
marked his early life: in 1936 his brother was killed in a 
bicycle accident at a railroad crossing, and the followin~ 
year his mother committed suicide. 

De Man cntcrcu the Eculc Polytcchniquc at the 
Free University of Brussels in 1937 to study engineering 
but transferred the following year to chemistry. He read 
widely in philosophy and literature during these years 
and attended weekly literary discussions at the university. 
In 1939 he joined the editorial boards of Lt-scahiersdu librt 
c-xamm (where he later became chief ediror) and feudi. 
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De Man received a bachelor's degree with di5tinctiun in chemical science 
in 1940. In the same year, he met Ann Baraghian, a Romanian who had 
settled in Belgium, with whom he had a son, Hendrik. They married in 
1944 and had two more sons, Robert, in 1945, and Marc, in 1946. 

From December 1940 to November 1942 de Man contributed I iterary 
articles to the newspapers u soir and Het Vlaamsche Land. Though he 
resigned his position at Le soir to protest the German editorial control of the 
paper, these articles were later to become the center of much controversy 
because of their anti-Semitic content. De Man then worked for the Agence 
Dechenne, a book distributor and publisher and, in 1945, cofounded a 
publishing firm of his own, Hermes, specializing in art books. The venture 
was short lived, however, when de Man's attempt to establish the firm in 
the United States proved unsuccessful. In 1945 he also published a Flemish 
translation of Melville's Moby-Dick. 

After World War II de Man visited Paris, where he met such literary 
figures as Georges Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, and Henri Michaux. He 
went to the United States in 1948 and took a job as a clerk at the Doubleday 
bookstort> in Grand Central Station in New York, before becoming an 
instructor of French at Bard College (1949-51). It was at Bard that de 
Man met his second wife, Patricia Woods. They were married in 1950 
and had two children, Patricia and Michael. In 1951 de Man started 
teaching languages at the Berlitz School in Boston. He was admitted to 
Harvard's Comparative Literature program in 1952 and received his M.A. 
in 1954, becoming a member in that same year of Harvard's Society of 
Fellows. De Man earned money during these years translating articles for 
Henry Kissinger's journal Conflumce. From 1955 to 1g6o de Man taught 
courses in general education and comparative literature at Harvard in a 
non-tenure-track position. While working on his doctorate he spent six 
months in Ireland studying Yeats and a year in Paris, where he presented 
a paper at Jean Wahl's College philosophique. He received his doctorate in 
196o with a dissertation entitled "Mallarme, Yeats, and the Post-Romantic 
Predicament." 

From 1g6o to 1967 de Man taught at Cornell, and from 1g63 to 1970 
he was an ordinarius in comparative literature at the University of Zurich, 
where he counted among his colleagues Emil Staiger and Georges Poulet. 
Between 1g68 and 1970 de Man held the post of professor of humanities 
at Johns Hopkins, before moving to Yale in 1970. His presence at Yale, 
along with that of a number of other outstanding scholars, brought fame 
and prestige to what was considered the center of deconstructive theory 
in the United States in the late 1970s and early 198os. This reputation was 
enhanced by the 1979 publication nf D~construction and Criticism, which 
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collected essays by de Man, Harold Hloom, Geoffrey Hartman, J. Hillis 
Miller, and Jacques Derrida. 

De Man's first book, Blindn~ss and Insight, written during the 196os, 
was published in 1971. Although de Man's early essays had appeared in the 
1 950s in French, it was not until some of these essays were included as part 
of the second edition of Blindn~ss and Insight that they began to be widely 
known. In 1972 de Man edited the French edition of Rilke's Ckuvr~s for 
Editions du Seuil in France. All~gori~s of R~ading, a "rhetorical" reading of 
Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust, was published in 1979· De Man 
remained at Yale for the rest of his academic career, where he became Ster­
ling Professor and Chair of Comparative Literature and French in 1979. 

Though a prominent teacher and significant voice in American liter­
ary criticism throughoutthe 1970s and early 1 C)Bos, de Man published a rel­
atively small body of work during his lifetime. A number of important col­
lections of essays have been published posthumously, most of which engage 
in a critique of"aesthetic ideology." Rh~toricofRomanticism, written over a 
twenty-seven-year period ( 1956-83), contains the bulk of de Man's writings 
on romanticism and includes essays on Keats, Yeats, Wordswunh, Shelley, 
and Holder) in. Th~ Resistance to Theory, which remained unfinished at the 
time of de Man's death, examines the work of theorists such as Michael 
Riffaterre, Hans Robert Jauss, Walter Benjamin, and Mikhail Bakhtin. 
Critical Writings, comprising twenty-five essays and reviews (most of which 
appeared before 1970), represents de Man's "critical" phase. Romanticism 
and Conumporary Criticism includes de Man's previously unpublished 
Gauss Seminar lectures given at Princeton in 1¢7. Aesth~tic Ideology, 
de Man's major project at the time of his death, includes lectures given 
between 1977 and 1983 on Pascal, Kant, Hegel, and Schiller, among others. 

De Man died of cancer in New Haven on December 21, 1983. 



IN MEMORIAM: OF THE SOUL 

Forgive me for speaking in my own tongue. h's the only one I ever spoke 
with Paul de Man. lr's also the one in which he often taught, wrote, and 
thought. What is more, I haven't the heart today to translate these few 
words, adding to them the suffering and distance, for you and for me, of a 
foreign accent. We are speaking today less in order to say something than 
rp assure ourselves, with voice and with music, that we are together in the 
same thought. We know with what difficulty one finds right and decent 
words at such a moment when no recourse should be had to common 
usage since all conventions will seem either intolerable or vain. 

If we have, as one says in French, "Ia mort dans l'ame," death in the 
soul, it is because from now on we are destined to speak of Paul de Man, 
instead of speaking to and with him, destined to speak of the teacher and 
of the friend who he remains for so many of us, whereas the most vivid 
desire and the one which, within us, has been most cruelly battered, the 
most forbidden desire from now on would be to speak, still, to Paul, to hear 
him and to respond to him. Not just within ourselves (we will continue, 
I will continue, to do that endlessly) hut to speak to him and to hear him, 
himself, speaking to us. That's the impossible, and we can no longer even 
take the measure of this wound. 

Speaking is impossible, hut so too would be silence or absence or 
a refusal to share one's sadness. Let me simply ask you to forgive me if 
today finds me with the strength for only a few very simple words. At 
a later time, I will try to find better words, and more serene ones, for 
the friendship that ties me to Paul de Man (it was and remains unique), 
what I, like so many others, owe to his generosity, to his lucidity, to the 
ever so gentle force of his thought: since that morning in r9fl6 when I 
met him at a breakfast table in Baltimore, during a colloquium, where 
we spoke, among other things, of Rousseau and the F..ssai sur /'origin~ d~s 
langu~s. a text which was then seldom read in the university but which 
we had both been working on, each in his own way, without knowing 
it. From then on, nothing has ever come between us, not even a hint of 

Titis hom;~gr was ddivcred January 18, •<Jli-J. at Yalc University during a cercmony in mcmury 
uf Paul de Man. Rcprintcd, with changes, from "In Mcmori;~m: Of thc Soul," translat~l by 
Kevin Ncwmark. in Mmmi"s for Paul dr Man, by Jacques [)crrida (Ncw York: Columbia 
Univer.ity Pres.. t91i<J), xv-xx. {) tljllh Columbia University Press. Reprintcd by permission 
uf the publisher. First published in Yair Prroch Srlldirs, no. t"l (New Hav<"n: Yale University 
l'rr", &q/lc;). Fir.r French publication, "In m<"muriam: [)to l'oime." in Mtmoirrs: Pour Paul dc 
M11n, hy Jac<JUt·s l:>t-rrida (Paris: Galil&, &<J811). 1 ~-•'1· 



disagreement. It was like the golden rule of an alliance, no doubt that of a 
trusting and unlimited friendship, but also the seal of a secret affirmation, 
a kind of shared faith in something that, still today, I wouldn't know how 
to circumscribe, to limit, to name (and that is as it should be). As you know, 
Paul was irony itself and, among all the vivid thoughts he leaves with us 
and leaves alive in us, there is as well an enigmatic reflection on irony and 
even, in the words of Schlegel which he had occasion to cite, an "irony of 
irony." At the heart of my attachment to him, there has also always been 
a certain beyond-of-irony which cast on his own a softening, generous 
light, reflecting a smiling compassion on everything he illuminated with 
his tireless vigilance. His lucidity was sometimes overpowering, making 
no concession to weakness, but it never gave in to that negative assur:mcc 
with which the ironic consciousness is sometimes too easily satisfied. 

At some later time, then, I will try to find better words for what 
his friendship brought to all of those who had the good fonunc: to be his 
friend, his colleague, his student; but also for his work and especially for 
the future of his work, undoubtedly one of the most influential of our 
time. His work, in other words, his teaching and his books, those already 
published and those S<XJn to appear-because, to the very last and with 
an admirable strength, enthusiasm, and gaiety, he worked on ever new 
lectures and writing projects, enlarging and enriching still further the 
perspectives he had already opened up for us. As we know already, but 
as we shall also come to realize more and more, he transformed the field 
of literary theory, revitalizing all the channels that irrigate it both inside 
and outside the university, in the United States and in Europe. Besides a 
new style of interpretation, of reading, of teaching, he brought to bear the 
necessity of the poly Iogue and of a plurilinguistic refinement that was his 
genius-not only that of national languages (Flemish, French, German, 
English) but also of those idioms which arc literature and philosophy, 
renewing as he did so the reading of Pascal as well as Rilke, of Descartes 
and Holderlin, of Hegel and Keats, Rousseau and Shelley, Nietzsche and 
Kant, Locke and Diderot, Stendhal and Kierkegaard, Coleridge, Kleist, 
Wordsworth and Baudelaire, Proust, Mallarme and Blanchot, Austin and 
Heidegger, Benjamin, Bakhtin, and so many others, contemporary or not. 
Never cunlc:m merely w present new readings, he led one to think the very 
possibility of reading-and also sometimes the paradox of its impossibility. 
His commitment remains henceforth that of his friends and his students 
who owe it to him and to themselves to pursue what was begun by him 
and with him. 

Beyond the manifest evidence of the published texts-his own as 
well as those that make reference to his-1, like many others, can attest 
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to what is today the radiance of his thought and his words: in the United 
States, first of all, where so many universities are linked and enlivened by 
the large community of his disciples, the large family of his former students 
or colleagues who have remained his friends; but also in Europe at all the 
universities where I had, as I did here at Yale, the good fortune and the 
honor to work with him, often at his invitation. I think first of Zurich, 
where we came together so many times, with Patricia, with Hillis; and 
naturally I think of Paris, where he lived, published, and shared editorial 
or academic responsibilities (for example, for Johns Hopkins or Cornell­
and again these were for us the occasion of so many encounters). I also 
know the impression his passage left on the universities of Constance, 
Berlin, and Stockholm. I will say nothing of Yale because you know this 
better than anyone and because today my memory is too given over to 
mourning for all that I have shared with him here during the last ten 
years, from the most simple day-to-dayness to the most intense moments 
in the work that allied us with each other and with others, the friends, 
students, and colleagues who grieve for him so close to me here. 

I wanted only to b~ar witn~ss as would befit the sort of admiring 
observer I have also been at his side in the American and European 
academic world. This is neither the time nor the place to give in to discreet 
revelations or too personal memories. I will refrain from speaking of such 
memories, therefore-! have too many of them, as do many of you, and 
they are so overwhelming that we prefer to be alone with them. But allow 
me to infringe this law of privacy long enough to evoke two memories, 
just two among so many others. 

The last letter I received from Paul: I still don't know how to read 
the serenity or the cheerfulness which it displayed. I never knew to what 
extent he adopted this tone, in a gesture of noble and sovereign discretion, 
so as to console and spare his friends in their anxiety or rheir despair, or, 
on the contrary, to what extent he had succeeded in transfiguring what 
is still for us the worst. No doubt it was both. Among other things, he 
wrote what I am going to permit myself to read here because, rightly 
or wrongly, I received it as a message, confided to me, for his friends in 
distress. You'll hear a voice and a tone that are familiar to us:" All of this, 
as I was telling you [on the phone), seems prodigiously interesting to me 
and I'm enjoying myself a lot. I knew it all along but it is being borne out: 
death gains a great deal, as they say, when one gets to know it close up-­
that 'pc-u profond ruisseau calomnit Ia mort (shallow stream calumniated as 
death)."' And after having cited this last line from Mallarme's "Tombeau 
for Verlainc," he added: "Anyhow, I prefer that to the brutality of the 
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word 'tumeur"'-which, in fact, is more terrible, more insinuating and 
menacing in French than in any other language [tumt'Ur/tu mt'Urs: you 
are dying]. 

I recall the second memory because it says something about music­
and only music today seems to me bearable, consonant, able to give some 
measure of what unites us in the same thought. I had known for a long 
time, even though he spoke of it very rarely, that music occupied an 
important place in Paul's life and thought. On that particular night-it 
was 1979 and once again the occasion was a colloquium-we were driving 
through the streets of Chicago after a jazz concert. My older son, who had 
accompanied me, was talking with Paul about music, more precisely about 
musical instruments. This they were doing as the experts they both were, 
as technicians who know how to call things by their name. It was then 
I realized that Paul had never told me he was an experienced musician 
and that music had also been a practice with him. The word that let me 
know this was the word time [soul] when, hearing Pierre, my son, and Paul 
speak with familiarity of the violin's or the bass's soul, I learned that the 
"soul" is the name one gives in French to the small and fragile piece of 
wood-always very exposed, very vulnerable-that is placed within the 
body of these instruments to support the bridge and assure the resonant 
communication of the two sounding boards. I didn't know why at that 
moment I was so strangely moved and unsettled in some dim recess by the 
conversation I was listening to: no doubt it was due to the word "soul," 
which always speaks to us at the same time oflife and of death and makes 
us dream of immortality, like the argument of the lyre in the Phaedo. 

And I will always regret, among so many other things, that I never 
again spoke of any of this with Paul. How was I to know that one day I 
would speak of that moment, that music and that soul, without him, before 
you who must forgive me for doing it just now so poorly, so painfully, when 
already everything is painful, so painful? 





CHAPTER 3 

~ MICHEL FOUCAULT 

B om in Poi tiers in 1926 to a conservative, Catholic 
family, Paul-Michel Foucault was the second of three 
children of Paul Andre Foucault, a well-known surgeon, 
and Anne Marie Malapert, herself the daughter of a 
surgeon. Foucault attended the College St. Stanislaus 
and then the Lycee Henri IV in Poitiers, passing the 
first part of the bacca/JJurlat classiqu~ in 1942 and at­
tending hypokhdgn~ the following year.' When he failed 
the competitive entrance exam to the Ecole Normale 
Superieure, he was sent in 1945 for a year of studies at the 
namesake Lycee Henri IV in Paris, where he met Jean 
Hyppolite. 

He passed the entrance exam to the Ecole Nor­
male Superieure with honors on his second attempt in 

1. Hypol(h4gne and l(h4gne arc the= two ycars Mthat wmc studcnLS 
continuc with at high school aftcr the IHirct~laurlat, in preparation 
for cntry into one of thc Grandes Ecolcs [such as thc Ecolc Normalc 
SupericurcJ. The level of work in thcSt' rlosses prlparatoires is 
gcncrally recognized to be morc demanding dun that of rhe lirst 
two years at University" (jarq11es Dn-ritla, by Gt'Qffrc)" lknnin~:tnn 
and Jacque• Dcrrida, uan5. Geoffrey Bennington )Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, I<J<H), p8). 
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1946. He there met Pierre Bourdieu, Paul Veyne, and Maurice Pinguet. 
Among his professors was Louis Althusser, with whom he would develop 
a close friendship. For his thesis for the dip/Om~ d'trud~s supbi~ur~s. 
Foucault wrote on Hegel's Ph~nommology of Spirit under the direction 
ofHyppolite. 

Foucault obtained the licn~c~ b philo.rophi~ in 1948 and the licmc~ d~ 
psychologi~ in 1949 at the Sorbonne, where Jean Wahl, Jean Beaufret, Jean 
Hyppolite, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty were leading figures. In July 1951 
Foucault passed the agrigation, having failed the oral part of the exam the 
prev1ous year. 

In 1951 Foucault became l'ipitit~ur of psychology at the Ecole 
Normalc Supericure, where his course was attended by Gtrard Genette, 
Paul Veyne, and Jacques Derrida, among others. He was exempted from 
military service during that same year for reasons of health. In June 1952 
he passed his dip/om~ de psychopathologi~ at the Institute of Psychology of 
Paris and began teaching psychology at the University of Lille, as well as 
at the Ecole Normale. He was an avid reader of literature during these 
years, particularly writers such as Maurice Blanchot, Georges Bataille, 
and Rene Char. His interest in German psychiatry led him to visit Ludwig 
Binswanger in Switzerland in 1953 and to translate Binswanger's Dr~am 
and Existenc~. for which he also wrote a lengthy preface. In 1954 he 
attended Jacques Lacan's seminars at Sainte Anne and published MalaJi~ 
mentak t:t JXrsonnaliti. From 1955 to 1958 he taught at the University of 
Uppsala in Sweden, before moving to the Centre Fran~ais in Warsaw. In 
1959, the year of his father'sdeath, he took up a post at the lnstitut Fran~ais 
in Hamburg. 

Foucault returned to France in 196o to teach philosophy and psy­
chology at the University of Clermont-Ferrand. There he met Gilles 
Deleuze and Daniel Defert, who was to become his companion from 
1¢3 to the time of his death. In 1g61 Foli~ t:t dbaison: Histoir~ d~ Ia 
foli~ a l'ag~ classiqu~ and his complementary thesis, a translation of and 
introduction to Kant's Anthropology, were published. In May of the same 
year he defended his thesis, directed by Georges Canguilhem, and was 
awarded a Doctoral h l~ttr~s. During the early 1g6os Foucault wrote 
numerous texts on literary themes and figures, among them Raymond 
Rouss~l. He published Birth of th~ Clinic (1g63) and joined the editorial 
committee of the journal Critiq~. He also developed a close friendship 
with the members of the T~l Qu~l group. Foucault participated in the 
famous Royaumont colloquium on Nietzsche organized by Deleuze in 
July 1964. Two years later he published Tht: Ortkr of Things and, with 
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Roger Laporte, edited a special issue of Critiqu~ devoted to Blanchot; his 
own essay, "The Thought of the Outside," constitutes a rna jar contribution 
to Blanchot scholarship. From 1¢6 to 1968 Foucault resided in Sidi 
Bou Said, a small village in Tunisia, where he wrote Th~ Archa~logy 
of Knowl~dg~. 

Foucault returned to France in December 1968 to join the faculty of 
the experimental university at Vincennes, becoming a colleague and friend 
of Helene Cixous. As a professor of philosophy entrusted with forming a 
new department, Foucault recruited Michel Serres, Rene Scherer, Fran~ois 
Chatelet, Etienne Balibar, Alain Badiou, Jacques Ranciere, and Gilles 
Deleuze to join him at Vincennes. In 19~ Foucault published his influ­
ential essay "What Is an Author?" The following year he was appointed, 
at the age of forty-three, to the chair of the history of systems of thought 
at the College de France. His inaugural lecture on December 2, 1970, was 
later published as L'orrir~ du discours. In 1972 Foucault published "My 
Heart, This Paper, This Fire," a critical and polemical response to Jacques 
Derrida's 1¢3 essay "Cogito and the History of Madness," which offered 
a reading and critique of Foucault's 1¢1 text on the history of madness. 
The two thinkers remained distant from one another until 1982, when 
Foucault circulated a letter on behalf of Derrida to protest his wrongful 
arrest in Prague. 

The 1970s were a period of intense political activity for Foucault. 
He became involved in the movement for prison reform, helped create 
GIP (Groupe d'information sur les prisons), and published Disciplin~ 
and Punish (1975), a major work on the history of the French penal 
system. During these years, Foucault lectured frequently in Brazil and 
North America, at places such as Berkeley, Irvine, Claremont, Stanford, 
Dartmouth, Princeton, and Columbia. With the publication of each new 
translation, interest in Foucault's work grew in the United States. The 
first volume of his History ofS~xuality, published in 1976 ( 1978 in English), 
was to have an enormous influence on many academic disciplines. In 1981 
Foucault participated in a major conference devoted to his work at the 
Davidson Center in Los Angeles. 

In the early 198os Foucault began to suffer symptoms of the AIDS 
virus-fatigue, weight loss, and pulmonary distress. Despite his condition, 
he continued his course at the College de France and, in 1984, corrected 
the proofs for further volumes in Th~ History ofSauality. In June 1984 he 
was hospitalized by his brother, Denys, at Saint Michel Hospital, before 
being transferred to the Salpetriere. He died on June 25 and was buried at 
Vendeuvre-du-Poitou. 



"To Do ]U~TICE TO fREUD": 

THE HISTORY OF MADNESS IN THE 
AGE OF PSYCHOANALYSIS 

When Elisabeth Roudinesco and Rene Major did me the honor and kind­
ness of inviting me to a commemoration that would also be a reflection, to 
one of these genuine tributes where thought is conditioned by fidelity and 
fidelity honed by thought, I did not hesitate for one moment. 

Above all, because I love memory. This is nothing original, of course, 
and yet, how else can one love? Indeed, thirty years ago the publication 
of this great book of Foucault was an event whose repercussions were so 
intense and multiple that I will not even try to idenrify them, much less 
measure them, deep inside me. Next, because I love friendship, and the 
trusting affection that Foucault showed me thirty years ago, which was 
to last for many years, was all the more precious in that, being shared, 
it corresponded to my professed admiration for him. Then, after 1972, 
what came to obscure this friendship, without, however, affecting my 
admiration, was not in fact alien to this book, and to a certain debate that 
ensued--or at least to its distant, delayed, and indirect effects. There was 
in all of this a sort of dramatic chain of events, a compulsive and repeated 
precipitation that I do not wish to describe here because I do not wish 
to be alone, to be the only one to speak of this after the death of Michel 
Foucault--c:xcept to say that this shadow that made us invisible to one 
another, rhat made us not associate with one another tor nearly ten years 
(until January 1, 1982, when I returned from a Czech prison), is still part of 
a story that I love like life itself. It is part of a story or history that is related, 
and that by the same token relates me, to the book we arc commemorating 

This lcxr was firs! ddivcred atlh" SainiC'·AnnC' Hospiral ia Paris nn NovembC'r :z3, 1991, at the 

Ninrh Colloquium of the lniC'rnatiunal Society for the History of Psychiatry and Psychoanalysis, 

which wa~ dcvntcd to Foucaulr's HisttJirr tk ill Jolit' in ordrr to mark the thirtieth anniversary 
of irs puhlirntion. The colloquium was opened by Gcorgt"S Canguilhem, to whosc mcmory 

Dcrrida lattr dedicated the veniun of this text in R~sisUlnas tit' Ia psydumolylt'. Reprinted, with 
changes, frnm "To Do Justice to Freud," translated by Pascale-Ann<" Brault and Michad Naas, 

Critiro/J,qniry :zo, no. ~ (winter 1994): u7-{>6. Rc.-publishC'<I in Rrsutanct's tJ/ P~choonolysu, 
by Jan1ues Dcrrida, lr:tnslatcd by l'eggy K.;tmuf, Pascale-AnnC' Hraue_<Vl.t Michael Naas 
(Stanford: Stanford University Prc\s, tQ<)II), 7o-7fl, 11 J-1~. First Frcnch publication, •'Etre 

juste av« Freud': L'hi~toire de Ia folie ;\ J';ige de: Ia psych;malyse," in Pt'nlt'r ill foli~: Essois 
mr Mid1t'l Fouca11lt, pnxtt.lin~ nf the Ninth Coii(Kiuium of the.- International Society for 
the.- Hi,tury of Psychiatry ami Psychoanalysis (Paris: Galilee, t99:z), I-ll~- Republi•hcd in 
Rtsi.rttlnas ti~ ill psyrlwnalyst', by Jac<Jtlt"S Derrida (Paris: Galil&, 19Q6), !I<J-1-16. To follow the 
amhi\"alcnt rule.- pl.tyc-J by Freud in the "'ork nf Fnucauh,lhe interc.-sted rcader will wish to 
lnnk nl th(" full lcxl an Rc-s1slancc-.1. 
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here, to something like its postface, one of its postfaces, since the drama I 
just alluded to arose out of a certain postface, even out of a sort of postscript 
added by Foucault to a postface in 1972. 

While accepting wholeheartedly this generous invitation, I nonethe­
less declined the accompanying suggestion that I return to the discussion 
that began some twenty-eight years ago. I declined for numerous reasons, 
the first being the one I just mentioned: one does not carry on a stormy 
discussion after the other has departed. Second, because this whole thing 
is more than overdetermined (so many difficult and intersecting texts­
Descartes's, Foucault's-so many objections and responses, from me but 
also from all those, in France and elsewhere, who later came to act as 
arbiter!i), it ha!i become too distant from me, and perhaps becau!ie of the 
drama just alluded to I no longer wished to return to it. In the end, the 
debate is archived and those who might be interested can analyze it as 
much as they want and decide for themselves. By rereading all the texts of 
this discussion, right up to the last word, and especially the last word, one 
will better be able to understand, I imagine, why I prefer not to give it a 
new impetus today. There is no privileged witness for :ouch a situation­
which, moreover, only ever has the chance of forming, and this from the 
very origin, with the possible disappearance of the witness. This is perhaps 
one of the meanings of any history of madness, one of the problems for 
any project or discourse concerning a hiswry of madness, or even a history 
of sexuality: Is there any witnessing to madness? Who can witness? Does 
witnessing mean seeing? Is it to provide a reason lrmdrt' raison I? Does it 
have an object? Is there any object? Is there a possible third that might 
provide a reason without objectifying, or even identifying, that is to say, 
without examining la"aisont'rl? 

Though I have decided not to return to what was debated close to 

thirty years ago, it would nevertheless be absurd, obsessional to the point of 
pathological, to say nothing of impossible, to give in to a sort of fetishistic 
denial and to think that I can protect myself from any contact with the 
place or meaning of this discussion. Although I intend to speak today of 
something else altogether, starting from a very recent rereading of Tht> 
Hisrory of Madnt"ss in tht' Classical Agt', I am not surprised, and you will 
probably not be either, to see the silhouette of certain questions reemerge: 
not their content, of course, to which I will in no way return, but their 
abstract type, the schema or specter of an analogous problematic. If I speak 
not of Descartes but of Freud, for example, if I thus avoid a figure who 
seems central to this book and who, because he is decisive: as regards its 
center or centering of perspective, emerges right from the early p:1ges 
on, right from the first border or approach, if I thus avoid this Carlesian 
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reference in order to move toward another (psychoanalysis, Freudian or 
some other) that is evoked only on the edges of the book and is named 
only right near the end, or ends, on the other border, this will perhaps 
be once again in order to pose a question that will resemble the one that 
imposed itself upon me thirty years ago, namely, that of the very possibility 
of a history of madness.' The question will be, in the end, about the same, 
though it will be posed from another border, and it still imposes itself upon 
me as the first tribute owed such a book. If this book was possible, if it 
had from the beginning and retains today a certain monumental value, 
the presence and undeniable necessity of a monument, that is, of what 
imposes itself by recalling and cautioning, it must tell us, teach us, or ask 
us something about its own possibility. 

About its own possibility today: yes, we are saying today, a certain 
today. Whatever else one may think of this book, whatever questions or 
reservations it might inspire in those who come at it from some otber point 
of view, its pathbreaking force seems incontestable. Just as incontestable as 
the law according to which all path breaking opens the way only at a certain 
price, only, that is, by bolting shut other passages, by ligaturing, stitching 
up, or compressing, indeed repressing, at least provisionally, other veins. 
And so today, like yesterday, I mean in March of 1963, this question of 
the today is important to me, the question I tried to formulate yesterday. 
I ask you to pardon me this once, then, since I will not make a habit 
of it, for citing a few lines that then defined, in its general form, a task 
that seems to me still necessary, on the side of Freud this time rather 
than on the side of Descartes. By saying "on the side of Freud" rather 
than "on the side of Descartes," let us not give in too quickly to the 
naivete that would precipitate us into believing that we are closer to a 
today with Freud than with Descartes, though this is the opinion of most 
historians. 

Here, then, is the question of yesterday, of the today of yesterday, as 
I would translate it today, on the side of Freud, transporting it in thi~ way 
into the today of today: .... ., 

t. ~ Michd Foucault, Folie et dlrrlison: Histoire de it1 jrJiie a 1'4ge dassique (Paris: Pion, 
t9(lt), 53-'57· A much-abridged version was published in 1964 and translated into 
English by Richard Howard under the title Matlnw anti Civiliution: A History of 
Insanity in WAge of Reason (New York: Pantheon, t¢5). Since J:Xrrida refers to the 
unabridged text of 19fn and \\'orks with the original tide throughout, we ha•c referred 
to this work as The History of Madness (or in some ca~s. The History of Matlt~ess in the 
Classical Ag<"). For a more complete history of this teXI and of Foucault's dcba1c wi1h 
Dcrrida over it, sec our note in Dcrrida's R<"sislllnusofPsychoanalysis (Stanford: Stanford 
Univcroity Preu, 1998), Uj n. o. Tnms. 
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Therefore, if Foucault's book, despite all the acknowledged im­

possibilities and difficulties (acknowledged by him, of course!, was 

capable of being written, we have the right to ask what, in the last 

resort, supports this language without recourse or support ("without 
recourse" and "without support" are expressions of Foucault that I 

had just cited(: who enunciates the possibility of nonrecourse? Who 
wrote and who is to understand, in what language and from what 

historical situation oflogos, who wrote and who is to understand 

this history of madness? For it is not by chance that such a project 

could take shape today. Without forgetting, quiu- to th~ contrary, 
the audacity of Foucault's act in the History of Madn~ss. we must 
assume that a certain liberation of madness ha:; gotten underway, 

that psychiatry has opened itself up, however minimally (and, in the 

end, I would be tempted simply to replace psychiatry with psycho­
analysis in order to uanslate the today of yesterday into the today of 

my question of today(, and that the concept of madness as unreason, 
if it ever had a unity, has been dislocated. And that a project such 
as Foucault"s can find its historical origin and passageway in the 
opening produced by this dislocation. 

If Foucault, more than anyone dse, is attentive and sensitive 

to these kinds of questions, it nevertheless appears that he docs not 

acknowledge their quality of being prerequisite methodological or 

philosophical considerations.• 

If this type of question made any sense or had any legitimacy, if the 
point was then to question that which, today, in this time that is ours, this 
time in which Foucault's History of Matlnrss was written, made possible 
the event of such a discourse, it would have been more appropriate for me 
to elaborate this problematic on the side of modernity, a part~ subj~cti, in 
some sense, on the side where the book was written, thus on the side, 
for example, of what must have happened to the modern psychiatry 
mentioned in the passage I just read. To modern psychiatry or, indeed, 
to psychoanalysis, or rather to psychoanalyses or psychoanalysts, since the 
passage to the plural will be precisely what is at stake in this discussion. 
It would have thus been more imperative to insist on modern psychiatry 

or psychoanalysis than to direct the same question toward Descartes. To 
study the place and role of psychoanalysis in the Foucaultian project of 
a history of madness, as I am now going to try to do, might thus consist 

.1. Jacq~• Derrida, "Cogilo and the History of Madness," in Writing and /Jiffrrmc~. lrans. 
Alan Bau (Chicago: Univeuily of Chicago Press. 1978), 311. 
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in correcting an oversight or in confronting more directly a problematic 
that I had left in a preliminary stage, as a general, programmatic frame, 
in the introduction to my lecture of r¢3. That lecture made only one 
allusion to psychoanalysis. It is true, however, that it inscribed it from the 
very opening. In a protocol that laid out certain reading positions, I spoke 
of the way in which philosophicallanguagf' is rooted in non philosophical 
language, and I recalled a rule of hermeneutical method that still seems to 
me valid for the historian of philosophy as well as for the psychoanalyst, 
namely, the necessity of first ascertaining a surface or manifest meaning 
and, thus, of speaking the language of the patient to whom one is listening: 
the necessity of gaining a good understanding, in a quasi-scholastic way, 
philologically and grammatically, by taking into account the dominant 
and stable conventions, of what Descartes m~ant on the already so difficult 
surface of his text, such as it is interpretable according to classical norms of 
reading; the necessity of gaining this understanding bifor~ submitting the 
first re-ading to a symptomatic and historical interpretation regulated by 
other axioms or protocols, bifor~ and in ordn- to destabilize, wherever this 
is possible and if it is necessary, the authority of canonical interpretations. 
Whatever one ends up doing with it, one must begin by listening to 
the canon. It is in this context that I recalled Ferenczi's remark cited 
hy Freud in Th~ lnt~rpmation of Dr~ams ("Every language has its own 
dream language") and Lagache's observations concerning polyglotism 
in analysis.' 

In its general and historical form, my question concerned the sit~ 
that today gives rise to a history of madness and thereby makes it possible. 
Such a question should have led me, it is true, toward the situation 
of psychiatry and psychoanalysis rather than toward a questioning of a 
reading of Descartes. This logic would have seemed more natural, and 
the consequence more immediate. But if, in so strictly delimiting the field, 
I substituted Descartes for Freud, it was perhaps not only because of the 
significant and strategic place that Foucault confers upon th~Cartesian 
moment in the interpretation of the "Great Confinement'' and of the 
"Classical Age," that is to say, in the layout of the very object of the book; 
it was already, at least implicitly, because of the role that the reference to a 
certain Descartes played in the thought of that time:, in the early 5ixtic5, as 
close as possible to psychoanalysis, in the very element, in truth, of a certain 
psychoanalysis and Lacanian theory. This theory developed around the 
question of the subject and the subject of science. Whether it was a question 
of anticipated certainty and logical time (1945, in Ecrits) or, some years 

i· Sec n .. ~ uf [).,rrida, MCogilo and the History of Madn.,ss," 307--8. 
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later (1¢5--66), of the role of the cogito and-precisely-of the deceitful 
God in "La science et Ia verite," Lacan returned time and again to a 
certain unsurpassability of Descartes.• In 1945, Lacan associated Descartes 
with Freud in his "Propos sur Ia causalite psychique" and concluded by 
saying that "neither Socrates nor Descartes nor Marx nor Freud can be 
'surpassed,' insofar as they conducted their research with this passion for 
unveiling whose object is the truth."~ 

The title I have proposed for the few reflections I will risk today, 
"The History of Madness in the Age of Psychoanalysis," clearly indicates 
a change-a change in time, in tense, mood, and voice. It is no longer a 
question of the age d~scrib~d by a History of Madn~ss. It is no longer a 
question of an epoch or period, such as the classical age, that would, 
inasmuch as it is its very object, stand before the history of madness as 
Foucault writes it. It is a question today of the age to which the book 
itself belongs, the age out of which it takes place, the age that provides 
its situation: it is a question of the age that is d~scribing rather than the 
age that is describ~d. In my title, "the history of madness" ought to be 
in quotation marks since the title designates the age of the book, "The 
History (historia raum g~starum) of Madncss"-as a book-in the age 
of psychoanalysis and not the history (r~s g~sta~) of madness, of madness 
itself, in the age of psychoanalysis, even though, as we will sec, Foucault 
regularly attempts to objectify psychoanalysis and to reduce it to that of 
which he speaks rather than to that out of which he speaks. What will 
interest me will thus be the time and historical conditions in which the 
book is rooted, those that it takes as its point of departure, and not so much 
the time or historical conditions that it recounts and tries in a certain 
sense to objectify. Were one to trust too readily in the opposition between 
subject and object, as well as in the category of objectification (something 
that I here believe to be neither possible nor just, and hardly faithful to 
Foucault's own intention), one would say for the sake of convenience that 
it is a question of considering the history of madness a part~ subj~cti, that 
is, from the side where it is written or inscribed and not from the side of 
what it describes. 

Now, from the side where this history is written, there is, of course, 
a certain state of psychiatry-as well as psychoanalysis. Would Fou · 
cauh's project have been possible without psychoanalysis, with which it 

4· Sec Jacqucs Lacan, wPropos sur Ia cau.alitc' psychiquc" and ~La science ct Ia vt"rit"," in 
&rits (Paris: Scuil, t¢(>), :109. :119-44· Thc lattcr was translatcd hy Brucc Fink under 
the tide ~Scicncc and Truth," Ncwslcttnoftlu FrcuJian Fic/J 3· nus. 1-2 (t~)): 4-l<J. 

5· Lacan, .. Propos sur Ia cau.alitt psychiquc,~ '93· 
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is contemporary and of which it speaks little and in such an equivocal 
or ambivalent manner in the book? Does the project owe psychoanalysis 
anything? What? Would the debt, if it had been contracted, be essential? 
Or would it, on the contrary, define the very thing from which the project 
had to detach itself, in a critical fashion, in order to take shape? In a word, 
what is the situation of psychoanalysis at the moment of, and with respect 
to, Foucault's book? And how does this book situate its project with respect 
not only to psychoanalysis in general but to a particular psychoanalysis, at 
a particular phase of its history, in one or another of its figures? I ... ) 

The question that I would have liked to formulate would thus 
aim neither to protect psychoanalysis against some new attack nor to 
cast the slightest doubt upon the importance, necessity, and legitimacy 
of Foucault's extremely interesting project concerning this great history of 
sexuality. My question would only seek-and this would be, in sum, a sort 
of modest contribution-to complicate somewhat an axiomatic and, on the 
basis of this, perhaps, certain discursive or conceptual procedures, partic­
ularly regarding the way in which this axiomatic is inscribed in its age, in 
the historical field that serves as a point of departure, and in its reference to 
psychoanalysis. In a word, without compromising in the least the: necessity 
of reinscribing almost "all" psychoanalysis (assuming one could seriously 
say such a thing, which I do not believe one can: psychoanalysis itsl'lf, all 
psychoanalysis, thl' wholt' truth about all psychoanalysis) into a history that 
precedes and exceed" it, it would he a question of becoming interested in 
certain gestures, in certain works, in certain moments of certain works of 
psychoanalysis, Freudian and post-Freudian (for one cannot, especially 
in France, seriously treat this subject by limiting oneself to a strictly 
Freudian discourse and apparatus), in certain traits of a consequently 
nonglobalizable psychoanalysis, one that is divided and multiple (like the 
powers that Foucault ceaselessly reminds us arc essentially dis~-rscd). It 
would then be a question of admitting that these necessarily fragmentary 
or disjointed movements say and do, provide resources for saying and 
doing, what Tht' History of St'ruality (Thl' Will to Knowlt'dgt') wishes to 
say, what it mt'ans (vt'ut dirt'), and what it wishes to do (to know and to 
make: known) with regard to psychoanalysis. In other words, if one still 
wanted to speak in terms of age-something that I would only ever do 
in the form of citation-at this point, here on this line, concerning some 
trait that is on the side out of which the history of sexuality is written 
rather than on the side of what it describes or objectifies, one would have 
to say that Foucault's project in its possibility belongs too much to "the 
age of psychoanalysis" for it, when claiming to thematize psychoanalysis, 
to do anything other than let psychoanalysis continue to speak obliquely 
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of itself and to mark one of its folds in a scene that I will not call self­
referential or specular and whose structural complication I will not even 
try to describe (I have tried to do this elsewhere). This is not only because 
of what withdraws this history from the regime of representation (because 
of what already inscribes the possibility of this history in and after the 
age of Freud and Heidegger-to use these names as mere indications 

for the sake of convenience). It is also for a reason that interests us here 
more directly: what Foucault announces and denounces about the relation 
between pleasure and power, in what he calls the "double impetus: pleasure 
and power,"6 would find, already in Freud, to say nothing of those who 
followed, discussed, transformed, and displaced him, the very resources 
for the objection leveled against the "good genius," the so very bad "good 
genius," of the father of psychoanalysis. I will situate this with just a word 
in order to conclude. 

Foucault clearly cautioned us: this history of sexuality was not to be 
a historian's history. A "genealogy of desiring man" was to be neither a 
history of representations nor a history of behaviors or sexual practices. 
This would lead one to think that sexuality cannot become an object of 
history without seriously affecting the historian's practice and the concept 
of history. Moreover, Foucault puts quotation marks around the word 
"sexuality": "the quotation marks have a certain importance," he adds.7 We 
are thus also dealing here with the history of a word, with its uses starting in 
the nineteenth century and the reformulation of the vocabulary in relation 
to a large number of other phenomena, from biological mechanisms to 
traditional and new norms, to the institutions that support these, be they 
religious, juridical, pedagogical, or medical (for example, psychoanalytic). 

This history of the uses of a word is neither nominalist nor essen­
tialist. It concerns procedures and, more precisely, zones of"problematiza­
tion." It is a "history of truth" as a history of problematizations, and even as 

an "archeology of problematizations," "through which being offers itself 
as something that can and must be thought. "8 The point is to analyze not 
simply behaviors, ideas, or ideologies but, above all, the problm~~~tizations in 
which a thought of being intersects "practices" and "practices of the self," a 
"genealogy of practices of the self' through which these problematizations 
are formed. With its reflexive vigilance and care in thinking itself in its 

6. Michel Foucault, Til~ History of&XU4/ity, vul. 1, .-in Introduction. trans. Robert Hurley 
(New York: Vin12ge Books. 1~), 45· 

7· Michel Foucault, Til~ History of &nullity, vol. ;z, Til~ Us~ of PlhUur~. 1rans. Robert 
Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, •91's> •. ~· 

8. Foucault, Til~ Us~ of Pktuure, 11-13. 
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rigorous specificity, such an analysis thus calls tor the probkm4tization of 
its own probkmatization. And this must its~lf also question itself, with 
the same archeological and genealogical care, the same care that it itself 
methodically prescribes. 

When confronted with a historical problematization of such scope 
and thematic richness, one should not be satisfied either with a mere survey 
or with asking in just a few minutes an overarching question so as to insure 
some sort of synoptic mastery. What we can and must try to do in such a 
situation is to pay tribute to a work this great and this uncertain by means 
of a question that it itself raises, by means of a question that it carries 
within it'ielf, that it keeps in reserve in its unlimited potential, one of the 
questions that can thus be deciphered within it, a question that keeps it in 
suspense, holding its breath [tirot ... ro ha/eine [-and, thus, keeps it alive. 

For me, one such question would be the one I tried to formulate 
a few years ago during a conference honoring Foucault at New York 
University.~ It was developed by means of a problematization of the 
concept of power and of the theme of what Foucault calls the spiral in the 
duality power/pleasure. Leaving aside the huge question of the concept of 
power and of what gives it its alleged unity under the essential dispersion 
rightly recalled by Foucault himself: I will pull out only a thread: it would 
lead to that which, in a certain Freud and at the center of a certain French 
heritage of Freud, would not only never let itself be objectified by the 
Foucaultian problematization but would actually contribute to it in the 
most dererminate and efficient way, thereby deserving to be inscribed on 
the thematizing rather than on the thematized border of this history of 
sexuality. I wonder what Foucault would have said, in this perspective and 
were he to have taken this into account, not of" Freud" or of psychoanalysis 
"itself' in grot',.al-which does not exist any more than power does as one 
big central and homogeneous corpus-but, for example, since this is only 
one example, about an undertaking like Beyond the P8asure Principk, 
about something in it'i lineage or between its filial connections-along 
with everything that has been inherited, repeated, or discussed from it 
since then. In following one of these threads or filial connections, one of 
the most discreet, in following the abyssal, unassignable, and unmasterable 
strategy of this text, a strategy that is finally without strategy, ont" ~gins 
to sec that this text not only opens up the horizon of a beyond of the 

'J· Th~ li•llnwing analy•i• inrcr-.-c" a much lonjlcr treatment of the subject in an 
unt•uhli,hcd pape-r entill~·l ~Beyond the Power Principle," which I prc5Cnted at a 
nlllfrrt·nn· hnnuring Fnue<IUit nrg.miu<l at New York Uni•·cnity by Thomas Bishop 
in April tljK6. 
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pleasure principle (the hypothesis of such a beyond never really seeming 
to be of interest to Foucault) against which the whole economy of pleasure 
needs to be rethought, complicated, pursued in its most unrecognizable 
ruses and detours. By means of one of these filiations-another one 
unwinding the spool of the fort/do that continues to interest us-this 
text also problematizes, in its greatest radicality, the agency of power and 
mastery. In a discreet and difficult passage, an original drive for power or 
drive for mastery (B~miichtigungstri~b) is mentioned. It is very difficult to 
know if this drive for power is still dependent upon the pleasure principle, 
indeed, upon sexuality as such, upon the austere monarchy of sex that 
Foucault denounces on the last page of his book. 

How would Foucault have situated this drive for mastery in his 
discourse on power or on irreducibly plural powers? How would he 
have read this drive, had he read it, in this extremely enigmatic text 
of Freud? How would he have interpreted the recurring references to 
the demonic from someone who then makes himself, according to his 
own terms, the "devil's advocate" and who becomes interested in the 
hypothesis of a late or derived appearance of sex and sexual pleasure? 
In the whole problematization whose history he describes, how would 
Foucault have inscribed this passage from Beyond th~ Pl~asur~ Principk. 
and this concept and these questions (with all the debates to which 
this book of Freud either directly or indirectly gave rise, in a sort of 
overdetermining capitalization, particularly in the France of our age, 
beginning with everything in Lacan that takes its point of departure in the 
repetition compulsion ( Wied~rholungszwangJ)? Would he have inscribed 
this problematic matrix within the whole: whose history he describes? Or 
would he have put it on the other side, on the side of what allows one, on 
the contrary, to delimit the whole:, indeed, to problematize it? And thus on 
a side that no longer belongs to the whole:, nor, I would be tempted to think, 
to any whole, such that the very idea of a gathering of problematization or 
procedure: (dispositif), to say nothing any longer of age, ~pisteme, paradigm, 
or e(XlCh, would make for so many problematic names, just as problematic 
as the very idea of problematization? 

This is one of the questions that I would have liked to ask him. I am 
trying, since this is, unfortunately, the only recourse left us in the solitude 
of questioning, to imagine the principle of the reply. It would perhaps 
be something like this: what one must stop believing in is principality or 
principleness, in the problematic of the principle:, in the principled unity of 
pleasure and power, or of some drive that is thought to be more originary 
than the other. The theme of the: spiral would be that of a drive duality 
(power/pleasure) that is without principle. 
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Is not what Freud was looking for, under the names "death drive" 
and "repetition compulsion," that which, coming "before" the principle (of 
pleasure or reality), would remain forever heterogeneous to the principle 
of principle? 

It is rh~ spirit of this spiral that keeps one in suspense, holding one's 
breath-and, thus, keeps one alive. 

The question would thus once again be given a new impetus: is not 
the duality in question, this spiraled duality, precisely what Freud tried to 
oppose to all monisms by speaking of a dual drive and of a death drive, of 
a death drive that was no doubt not alien to the drive for mastery? And, 
thus, to what is most alive in life, to its very living on (survivanc~]? 

I am still trying to imagine Foucault's response. I can't quite do it. I 
would ha\'e so much liked for him to take it on himself. 

But in this place where no one now can answer for him, in the 
absolute silence where we remain nonetheless turned toward him, I would 
venture to wager that, in a sentence that I will not construct for him, he 
would ha,•e associated and yet also dissociated, he would have placed back 
to back, mastery and death, that is, the same--death and the master, death 
as the master. 

a...-. 
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~ 
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MAX LOREAU 

/UNE 7• 1928-}.-tNU.-tRY 7• 1990 

Belgian poet, writer, aesthete, and philosopher Max 
Lorcau was born in Brussels in 192.8 and spent most of his 
childhood and adolescence in Wemmel, on the outskirts 
of Brussels. He attended schools in Laeken and Koekel­
berg before studying classical philology and philosophy at 
the Free University in Brussels. Roger Goosens, writer, 
poet, professor of Greek, and reader of Nietzsche, was 
Loreau's most influential teacher during this period. 
Although most of Loreau's own work focuses on con­
temporary poets, painters and writers, he always felt an 
affinity for classical authors such as Homer, Lucretius, 
Virgil, and Dante, whom he studied at the university. 

In the early 1950s Loreau married and helped raise a 
family of three children. From 1951 to 1955 he performed 
his military service, taught briefly in a high school, and 
continued his philosophical studies at the Free University 
in Brussels. He there earned his doctorate in philosophy 
in 1961 with a thesis entitled "L'humanisme rhetorique 
de Lorenzo Valla et Ia formation de Ia pensee bourgeoise 
en ltalie." His doctoral research led him to Florence, a 
city that would later inspire his book of poems Florroc~ 
portt~ aux nu~s ( 1986). 
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After his university studies, Loreau became a member of Lc: Fonds 
National de Ia Recherche Scientifique (the Belgian equivalent of France's 
Centre National de Ia Recherche Scientifique) and later a professor of 
modern philosophy and aesthetics at the Free University (1964--f>9). He 
was married a second time, in 1967, to Francine Loreau. Active in student 
gatherings at the Free University in Brussels in tl)68, Lureau abandoned 
his academic career the following year to devote himself entirely to writing. 

Throughout the 195os and 1g6os Loreau pursued his interests in 
art, photography, and poetry writing. In 1<}63 he met the painter Jean 
Dubuffet, with whom he would develop a close friendship and to whom 
he would devote numerous studies, including Dubuff~t a k voyag~ au 
cmtr~ d~ Ia p~rctption ( 1<}66), the philosophical commentary "An, Culture 
et Subversion," published in May 1968 and later collected in LA p~intur~ d 
/'oeuvre ct f'tnigme du corps ( 1980). Loreau also edited the first twenty-eight 
volumes of Dubuffet's Catalogu~ d~s travaux. 

Loreau's interest in Henri Michaux's "mescaline drawings" led him 
to make tht> acquaintance of the poet in 19i)4. His first work of poetry, 
c~rc~aux 'mrallmt, illustrated by Dubuffet, appeared in 1967. In 1973 he 
published Cri: &/at et pham-his /ivu-clef -a book in which philosophy 
and poetic writing are intimately woven together. Loreau also began a 
long correspondence during this period with Christian Dotrement, the 
founder of the avant-garde group Cobra, to whom Loreau devoted a text 
entitled Lcs logogrammcs de Christian Dotremmt (1975). In the late 1970s 
Lareau experimented with short stories (NouiJl'lles d~s hr~s ~~ d~s pas, 1976) 
and published Chants tk p~rpltu~/1~ venue (1978). He became a frequent 
contributor to the journal Po&sie and later joined its editorial board; his 
book on the poet Michel De guy was a result of this associatio..._..., 

La pcinture d /'oeuvr(, a collection of Loreau's essays on art, po­
etry, painting, and language, was published in 1980. The text, centred 
around "the secret of the body," staged a confrontation between poetic 
language and pictorial form. Throughout the 198os Loreau continued 
to publish critical studies on contemporary art, on such artists as Pierre 
Alechinsky, Karel Appel, Willem de Kooning, Dubuffet, Dotrement, and 
Rene Magritte. 

In 1987 Loreau published Enquhcd'unautr~commmament, a major 
collection of essays on philosophy (including two lengthy studies of Hegel 
dating from 196(}-7o), an (Picasso), poetry and literature (Saint-John 
Perse, Louis-Rene des Forets). L'attrait du comm~ncemcnt, which appeared 
the following year, was published in conjunction with an exhibition of 
paintings organized by Loreau at the Centre Culturel de Ia Communaute 
Fran10aise in Brussels on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday. Like all 
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of Loreau's work on art, this book is concerned with the "inexhaustible 
enigma of painting." The poetic work "Dans l'eclat du moment-Le 
matin d'Orphee," written in collaboration with Gerard Garcin, who had 
on several occasions put Loreau's poems to music, was performed and 
recorded by the Nouvel Orchestre Philharmonique in September 1988 for 
Radio France. 

In 1988 Loreau fell ill with cancer and underwent surgery and 
chemotherapy. He spent eight months in the hospital recovering from 
the loss of speech and memory that had resulted from the surgery and 
medications. These experiences are described in L'tpreuve, Lareau's last 
work, published shortly before his death. In 1989 the monumental LA 
genese du phtnom~ne, a study of Plato, Kant, and Heidegger, was published. 
In this text Lareau gave a philosophical shape to his abiding interest in 
the birth and genesis of phenomena and the notion of creation in art, 
philosophy, and poetry. 

Loreau lost his struggle with cancer on January 7• 1990. In May of 
that year the College International de Philosophic devoted a special session 
to his work. 



LETTER TO fRANCINE LOREAU 

Ris Orangis, July 15, 1991 
Dear Francine, 
I ... 1 

It is also in order to call you to witness that I turn to you today. In the 
end I wasn't able to write what I had wanted to dedicate to the memory 
of Max, something that would be worthy of him, that would show the 
extent of my admiration for the singular force of his thought, that would 
do justice to the intractable intensity of his bodily struggle with language, 
in languag~, already in language's own struggle with itself, something that 
would resemble what he has left living in me, in us, that would also be 
worthy of the friendship he: offered me, a friendship of which I have no 
doubt shown myself, for a long time now, to be unworthy. 

But already, you see (and I prefer addressing you first, Francine, for 
you have been the closest witness to what I no doubt will not be able to 
say here), this language linking "force" to guilt would probably not have 
pleased Max. I do not like it either, but what is the use of not acknowledging 
guilt when it remains infinite: despite every claim to the contrary? Already 
with these first words so tentatively ventured, I feel I am being unjust, 
with an injustice without limit. 

Why do just the right words escape: me here? 
Having tried time and again to write, having failed over and over, I 

had to admit to myself that something else was preventing me from writing 
beyond all the "mitigating circumstances": fatigue, false emer~~cies, 
frantic running around, doing too many things at once, living at an absurd 
pace-I remember Max once accusing me of all this, as we were parting on 
a train platform in Brussels, during what turned out to be our last meeting. 
He seemed to reproach me: for these things as though they were a kind of 
distraction, diversion, or means of escape:, far from that intense: interiority 
to which one might retreat or fold in upon, to which he: knew how to bend 
or give in, if only better to think space and rc:opc:n the: outside, each time 
as if for the first time. He let me hear his objection with what seemed to 
me a friendly and deserved severity, though also with a smile that perhaps 
feigned incomprehension. Beyond every "circumstance," then, some other 
thing puts me at a loss for just the right words. What other thing? 

This being at a loss says something, of course, about mourning and 
about its truth, the impossible mourning that nonetheless remains at work, 

Translarw by Paocalc:-Ann" Brauh and Michad Naas for rhis volum.,, First Fr.,nch publication, 
"Lcurc: a Francine: Lorc:au;· in Max Lo"au (Brussc:b: Lcbccr-Houmann, 1991), 95-105. 



MAX LOREAU 95 

endlessly hollowing out the depths of our memories, beneath their great 
beaches and beneath each grain of sand, beneath the phenomenal or public 
scope of our destiny and behind the fleeting, inapparent moments, those: 
without archive and without words (a meeting in a cafC:, a letter eagerly 
torn open, a burst of laughter revealing the: teeth, a tone: of the voice:, an 
intonation on the: phone:, a style of handwriting in a letter, a parting in a 
train station, and each time we say that we: do not know, that we do not 
know if and when and where we will meet again). This being at a loss also 
has to do with a duty: to let the friend speak, to turn speech over to him, his 
speech, and especially not to take it from him, not to take it in his place-no 
offense seems worse at the death of a friend (and I already feel that I have 
fallen prey to it)--to allow him to speak, tu occupy his 5ilence or to take 
up speech oneself only in order, if this is possible, to give it back to him. 

I have often fdt this loss, for I have already lost too many friends 
(and the discourse of mourning is more threatened than others, though it 
should be less, by the generality of the genre, and silence would here be 
the only rigorous response to such a fateful necessity). I have already lost 
too many friends and I lack the strength to speak publicly and to recall 
each time another end of the world, the same end, another, and each time 
it is nothing less than an origin of the world, each time the sole world, the 
unique world, which, in its end, appears to us as it was at the origin-sole 
and unique-and shows us what it owes to the origin, that is to say, what it 
will have been, beyond every future anterior. And you know that the origin 
of this appearing without any present thing, without presence even, this 
presence without phenomenon, this phenomenon with no other beginning 
than the rending cry that separates language from itself at its birth, on the 
verge of articulation, in the very first spacing of the proper body, was, as 
you know, beyond every Thing, the theme, task, and unrelenting desire 
of Max: to try to the very end to turn, to make fold, or rather to let fold 
of itself, to turn inside out, to operate through this operation of writing 
and voice, through the initialing of the work, this turn that converts both 
body and thought to the reengendering of this origin of the world, and 
to recapture the becoming apparent of the appearing rather than what 
has appeared. Every instant of Max's writing bears witness to this, on the 
very edge, on the fold of this originary rending, un Lhe fuld that marks 
in advance or else keeps the trace of this rending, the fold that genesis 
makes with death.' 

1. Dc:rrida works throughout this tc:xt with the: thc:mc:s and titlc:s of many of Lorc:au's 
works: 1..11 gmig du phinomhlc: (Paris: Mmuat, Jglk}), Nouwllc:s d~ itrc:s c:t dc:s pas 
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No, I sense that what is at stake in this loss, in the depths of my 
affection for Max, is some thing other, an even more singular thing. (I dare 
not say the Thing, for fear of being seized, submerged, reengulfed right 
here by his Cry, for he: gave us already long ago the poem of the Thing. I 
quote, almost at random: "and the Cry having stopped, the Thing is there, 
radiant, bare, discovered, a§ if detachr"n," as if the Thing were the end 
of the cry, at once the beginning and the end of language in "the equal, 
indifferent Thing, detached at present,"' or "something that is stable-and 
that is nothing, empty and limitless space-a mass that remains the same, 
invariable, that does not evolve when the view changes, when it expends 
itself in evolutions, when the head or body changes place; hence something 
that remains unchanged-the Thing-in relation to force-the view­
that gives of itself unsparingly and goes" [C, r66J, as if the Thing were the 
figure of both death and the immobilized monument, the two faces or two 
silences of the same forgetting, the two faces of memory that we do not 
wish to see, that our mourning endures hut cannot possibly want.) 

Some thing-which was everything but the Thing, everything and 
nothing so as to avoid the Thing-something happened that separated 
us, but in friendship, I believe, as if midway along a path. Separating us, 
then, without separating us, without, as far as I am concerned, either my 
friendship or my admiring attention being put into question. But little by 
little, toward the end of the seventies, after a good ten years of me~s, 
letters, exchanges, as I'm sure you remember, a silence settled in, and then 
invisibility, a communication no doubt more and more indirect-silent 
in any case. I suffered from this and suffer even more today since I feel 
responsible for it, and once again beyond all those "circumstances" that­
unfortunately, for this experience is all too common-often lead to such 
situations (distance, the infrequency of meetings, and then, gaining ground 
day by day, gaining on the day itself, invisibility, the unbearable and yet 
endured certainty that in the days that are left us we can count on one 
hand the promised or probable meetings with those whom we love and of 
whom our life is, as we say, made up). 

I don't know how Max would have felt and interpreted this separa­
tion (and to remain silent about it today would be an indecent lie and the 
worst ofbetrayals). It remains a secret, for me one: of the absolute secrets of 
this life, and of what is best in this life. I say "best in this life" because this 

(Paris: Gallimard, ICJ78), Chants dt" P"f'itut"lll' llnll« (P:~ri.: Gallimard, ICJ78), and l'U<" 
J'intlrimr (U Jramt' dt' Ia naimlnct' Ju globt') (Monlmnrency: Carle Blanche, tQ86), 
In n•mc a few.- Trans. 

2. Max Loreau, Cri: &.·/aut pha~s (Paris: Gallimard, I<JiJ) • .J7 (h.-rea her ahbrrvialcd as(.'). 
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very separation never stopped making me think, or giving me to think, and 
l would like to have received it today as a gift from Max, whether he knew 
it or not. He knew, to be sure, that what separates--divides and cleaves­
by the same token also giv~s. and that it is not necessary to know, indeed 
that it is necessary not to know, and thus recognize, restitute, or identify; 
he knew that the wlllrout rctum is necessary in order to give. Earlier, I 
said that our separation was "silent" )muetu), and l quoted from his Cry 
the words "gives unsparingly" (Max's language was itself unsparing, it 
gave unsparingly): "force-the view-that gives of itself unsparingly and 
goes." A few years later, here is what his s~agu/1 lMouetu), yes, gave to be 
heard, accomplishing it and by the same token giving it in its Aight-"for 
nothing but to see" lrien qfg pour voir). (It would be necessary to ponder ad 
infinitum the extraordinary syntax of this "for nothing but to see"; beyond 
negation and position-nothing (rienj is the no (step) )pas)-it speaks the 
just withdrawal of the Thing (r~s), just to see and giv~ or bring to the light 
of day, according to the voice, before the voice, after it, in what relates 
rhythm to the cry and the cry to Right): 

as far as the: eye can't see 
the voice you sec, silences 
TliiS VOICE, SO OUT OP ITS SENSES 

SO OUT OF ITS SENSE.~ AND SO CONTAINED 

THAT IT CLAMORS FOR NOTHING BUT TO SEE 

cleave(s) 
and cleaving cleans away 
and leaning cleaves and sees, a way 
cleaving to have clearing room 
and seeing to it to cleave it all 
indefinitely divides 
and gives and gives 
and gives unsparingly 
yields the endless dayJ 

You no doubt know more about this separation between us than l do, 
dear Francine, this separation in life before that other one, but the secret 
will remain. No one will ever know anything essential about it. No one 

3· A VUt" J"'rdut" I vuix IUt" I 51 f.PERPUf. sA vorx I M I'.PEIIPl'f. ET •• <:oNTUWF. I QU,ELl.f. 
CLAM F. RIF.N QI!E P<Jl'l VOIR ... ft"nd It"[ ft"ntfanl "pane h.- I t"l 'panchanl f.,ndt" C:l voic: I 
(t"ndanl a franch.- pc:rc"" I t"l vnyanl ;\ loU! fcndrt" I indefinimt"nl lr~ncht" I t"l donnt" <:I 
donnt" I prodigu" I disJ"'nSC: f., jour sans lin. 
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will ever be able to testify to it, not even those of us who were closest, and 
especially not me. But I am nonetheless tempted to think that the silence 
of separation (like the secret that bears it) perhaps came, or at least I would 
like to hope-better than long-winded or philosophical explanations could 
have--to say by enigma, to say in silence and in secret, what happened to 
us and what must be able to be felt in the published texts, I mean in the 
things of the "endless day." 

Because this is in principle readable in the things of the day, readable 
for those who might be interested in it; because I would like to believe 
that it comes close, through certain irregular movements, without any 
cartography, to what I will venture to call here, for lack of a better 
word, thought or languag~ or, in their bodily struggle, the idiom or the 
cry; because these movements are undoubtably not decisions; because they 
remain, though just barely, displacements for which one cannot answer or 
be responsible; because it should not be measured against some continuous 
narrative or interpretation; because this cannot be summed up or gathered 
into a whole, especially for whoever remains alone, after Max's death; 
because I do not want to be the only one to speak about what concerns 
the two of us, and, a frightful hypothesis, claim to have the last word on ~ 

what took place between us, I will say nothing, nothing other than the.._ 
separation or loss that I have not stopped talking about, though these are, 
of course, negative translations of what, in truth, I received or will have 
been given since Max and I first crossed by one another. 

Forgive me then, Francine, for continuing on like this for just a 
bit longer, but I would like to sketch out just one of the figures that has 
imposed itself upon me for some time now (and it is precisely the figure 
of what remains unfigurable): here, traces of no's and of steps [traas de 
pas), of "beings and of {no) steps [d'etrt's t'l tk pas)," on a beach or in the 
desert, a nest that two were destined to cross right by ont' anotht'r [st' croist't']. 
I use these words, evoking the crossing or crossroads, to speak neither of 
the cross, the point at the center of which two trajectories come in effect, 
in fact, to traverse one another, or one the other, thus assuring us that 
the meeting indeed took place, nor, more literally or to the letter, of the 
chi or the chiasm, the point of chiasm beyond which two lines become 
distant from or lose one another to infinity, nor even of the indubitable 
point of tangency and contact assured by a crossing of paths. No, I am 
speaking rather of "crossing right by one another," in passing, from afar, 
without any assured contact, without any assurance, "crossing right by 
one another" in an improbable "meeting," that is to say, without proof, 
forever intangible, intangcnt, and intact, without witness, the time of an 
interminable greeting to which each one alone and the others alone (all 
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of them alone and each alone and without witnesses) will think they can 
bear witness, the "crossing right by one another" of two at once finite and 
"perpetual" arrivals [vt'1lue-s "pt'rf'hue-lle-!"[, perpetually finite, having come 
from who knows where and from a distance that remains unascribable 
by anyone. It is this arrival that I nonetheless had the good fortune to 
be given (I am here to attest to it, I am here only to the extent that I 
can still attest to it), a good fortune that still leaves life in me. In this 
proximity, I hesitate to say at the instant but at the point of crossing of 
such a "crossing right by one another," or, better, at the point when this 
crossing is so imminent that one never knows whether it is taking place, 
whether it will have taken place or not, and no one will ever know this, 
the trace itself, which was already there, imprints onto the two vestiges the 
form of an ellipsis, a way of being silent from which two movements take 
up or pursue one another "to death." That is, pursue one another toward 
their most common destination, their most commonly shared experience, 
without anyone being able to count the paths, whether there was one, one 
that was one, or two or more, without anyone being able to account for 

this, and to know whether the distancing, once again, between the traces 
of (no) steps, in the trace and in the (no) step, doesn't amount to the same 
thing. Can one figure the figure of these beings or steps or not(s)? I try to 
sketch out this trajectory but I never get there; I get lost because I am still 
engaged in it for a time, but I would not be there, I will no longer be there, 
without Max. 

I am rereading him right now in wonder, better no doubt than ever 
before. I would like to quote everything, read or reread everything aloud. 
Everyone can--everyone should--do this. I was thinking, for example, 
that words beginning in int, the letters i.n.t. suit him well, like a signature, 
precisely because they are absent from his name. They do indeed seem 
to sign the high tension that was his, and that could be felt when you 
saw, heard, or read him. These letters came to me too when I wanted 
to speak about him. (Already earlier, "point," [and what in French is 
not pronounced in these letters[, or "intense," "intractable," "interior," 
and just an instant ago, "tension"; I could have also said "intransigent," 
"interior" or "intimate"-for even his insistence on the outside, breaking 
open, space, and the opening, was held taut in a sort of restraint or reserve, 
folded up or gathered together toward a point tk tkdans [toward no inside, 
toward a point inside]-and like the pas [the no, the step], like the rit'1l 
que" [nothing but], the point remains suspended between the indefiniteness 
of negation and the power of affirmation.) I can sec on each page that 
these are indeed his words, and this vocabulary gathers and sometime~ 

condenses, intensifies, so to speak, its density in the course of a single page. 
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Thus, in Cry, though I could multiply the examples endlessly: 

(no) central point that it projects at the extreme point of the: gaze: 
around a landmark point it has planted in them, where it has 
become implanted and thanks to which, while: remaining at a 
distance from them by the full length of its axis, thus keeping them 
at a distance, pushing them away, holding back their surge with 
all the strength of this sunken point, this imc:nse point, holding at 
a distance their violences around this point and protecting itself 
from them with all the pressure of the gaze taut like a piercing 
trait or dart ... (through the point of the gaze, it is both within and 
without them) ... the body. losing sight, losing its vic:w, at the same 
time loses its axis, and thus its outsides (for it is sight--or the cry 
bunt open into sight-that separates it from its outsides and keeps 
them from its insides. (C. 110) 

I am also rereading some of his letters, so numerous and so beautiful. 
I hesitate to quote from them, out of discretion, though it would be hard 
to determine whether it is mine or his; and yet I want to let him have the~ 
last word here. How to let him have the last word and yet speak of him,~ 
him alone? In order not to draw from what everyone can read out there 
of the public thing, I will select a few sentences written by his hand, ones 
that speak precisely of him, very early on of his work, and much better 
than I could. Limiting myself to the oldest ones, the initial ones, those 
that followed our first meetings, I cite them not in order to withdraw or 
to let him speak alone of himself, but because I like, in transcribing, to 
underwrite and listen to his voice, and to look at his writing, I mean the 
way he forms his letters, his manner, his hand. 

July 30, 1966 (we had only recently met; he was talking about a 
community of solitary beings and of ashes without witness): 

It will thus probably be necessary to go on to other, more perilous, 
exercises of an a philosophical nature. For, aiter all, what we seek 
is the (no) point where what has come to be settled gets unsettled, 
where what is getting ready to greet you gets thrown off course. 
Bur so that there: may be: life and health and fluid thought, it is 
indispensable that there be, at times, here: and there, some signs 
of a community-so that a new disruption might be undertaken. 
Without such signs we: arc: thrown into madness, into an acceler­
ating thought that is nothing but immobility: speed destroys itself 
by stalling in place and the appearing is there but the tilrm of the 
appeared ... a desire for other acuvrtic:s rn which the representation 



of the necessity of abolishing representation is abolished for the 

sake ofthe apparition that is nothing but itself and leaves behind 

itself no ashes. To make the ashes disappear (like burnt nylon or 

Styrofoam)-that is what is most difficult, that is the task. 

August 9, 1966 (he was talking about Artaud and about some 
"definitive things" that arc, he said, "dangerous to live and to apply," 

and toward which it is "especially dangerous to throu> ontself abruptly"): 

These: things must be taken on progressively, with caution; oth­

erwise, beware of suicide. In the end it is a matter of returning to 

animal life without renouncing thought, of reintroducing phos­
phor~!;C"~nt lif~ into thought: it is difficult not to slip at one: point or 

another. And all it takes is for one to indulge in these practices in 

solitude--every theatrical dimension being suspended-and very 

quickly one no longer understands the others. The task i§ to be able 

to keep company with both madness and the others. And madness 

is so tempting for us who have learnt only to keep company with 
others .... So tempting and so frightening. 

One year later, in a letter of August 23, 1967 (in the course of a 
discussion about metaphysics and the necessity of writing "hybrid" texts 
in which "each of two positions"-that of a writing that has broken with 
metaphysics and that of, so to speak, the professional philosopher, the one 
he no longer wanted to be-"is in some way contaminated by the other 

and seen from the other"): 

It is a matter of finding the way that allows one to escape these 

positions from within. I think I have found it in the hyperbolic 

systematization of metaphysical oppositions. What bothers me, in 

the end, in traditional metaphysics, i~ not so much the oppositions 

but the fact that their terms have not been sufficiently op-posed, 

that they are not kept at a sufficient distance from one another 

and arc not left face to face long enough. It is in this sustained op­

position and distancing that a way for us to escape: metaphysics 

is called for and indicated. But this way can only be traced from 
within mc.-taphysics: it is necc.-ssary to begin looking at it from a 

metaphysical point of view in order to discover conceptually and 

metaphysically that it calls for nonmetaphysics and the nonconcept. 

The text "the work of art as creation" tries to be a marker along 
this path .... When I speak of art, I can only consider it within 

the system of culture. In this system, there is a privileged meaning: 
it carries within itself the memory of something that precedes 
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culture ... it carries into the heart of culture the necessity of the 
noncultural, and into the heart of representation the necessity of 
nonpresence. 

October 3, 1¢7, in a postscript: 

I want to be done with our language of vision. Our language is a 
language of cops, a language of reports. We spend our time report­
ing others, directing traffic. But I don't want to be a cop. Vision 
is founded on speech, not the contrary. Speech is the emission of 
space (spacing ... ). We must find a way to leave in words only the 
residue of vision that is indispensable to their being "received." 

February 12, 1968: 

I intend to write a new "sequel." Up until now I was profoundly 
disturbed because I could see only bits and pieces of movements, 

without any links. It now seems that these fragments of trajectories 
have succeeded in forming a longer, more continuous gesture. I can 
thus say that things arc "gesturing," even "gestating." It should be 
something like my Arond (complete with its own little descent into 
Hell). I fed like sleeping-that's about all the: effect it has on me. 

November 24, 1973 (concerning Cri: Eclat~~ phas~s. which was due 
to appear shortly): 

It is a sort of philosophical litany or incantation, a disjointed and 
nightmarish mathematics-in short, a (and then there's an under­
lined word that I have never been able to make out, something like 
"black" or "drunk") philosophy. It is at once rigorous and rigorously 
impossible (as with everything that is rigorously rigorous). As you 
can sec, I don't quite know what it is and I am afraid that others 
will know even less .... It seems to me, when you have it right 
before your eyes, to be a kind of philosophical poem, composed by a 
Prc:socratic Lucretius who is beginning to lose it. 

[ ... ] 
Yes, an intense desire to begin again now, to begin, in truth, to read 

him today, and I will do so, as ifl could still hope to surprise, on the other 
side, on this other side of a cry or of a song of perpetual coming, the share 
of darkness in a voice that I know, that I can still hear very distinctly, as if 
I were finally going to s~~ this voice on the side from which it is coming to 
this immense poem, from the oth~r side, the side of the body, deep down 
in the throat where: it is engorged (and I even hear in this expression the 
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name of the gorge cut into a mountainside, not far from some spring 
or source, but also the fall: the fall, and then the torrent, the dam, high 
tension, danger of death). [ ... I 

Francine, I was happy to see you the other day at the College 
International de Philosophic, in the company of friends who found just 
the right words to speak about Max. 

You remain in my thoughts, the two of you, faithfully. 
Jacques D. 

P.S. (September ro, 1991). 

I had not yet read Florenu porte~ aux nu~s. or L'lpr~uv~. I receive them and 
am reading them today as a present gift-that is to say, for one who knows 
how to wait. And in order to prolong the gift (don I (a word that no doubt 
orients an impossible and thus necessary thought, the most absent and 
most urgent of our present time, that of the unthinkable but irrecusable 
sharing out), I will cite, following the "and gives and gives" cited earlier, 
"Give" (Donn~], in Florenc~ port!~ aux n~s. where the verb is a noun, a 
name, and the act a call-which says it all and beyond the all: 

GIVE 

Light of giving 
of fecundity, 
spontaneous light 
as exorbitant 
in its self-forgetting 
as the first circle opening~ 

And since I could feel something in int breaking through in these 
teKts, around the intimate, the interior, and the point, here in Florenc~ ... 
-as in L'fpreuv~. where something "intimate but very far away" is 
recalled-we read: 

Memory 
without knowing it opens 

so that the intimate might break through, 

and elsewhere, "a heart timid to intimacy. "6 

4· DONNE I Lumier~ d~ donn~ I d~ f«ondirc.llumiere spontan« I aussi exorbiranr~ I ~n 
son oubli d~ soi I que le pr~mi~r cerci~ s'ouvran!. 

5· Memoir~ I sans 1~ .a voir s'ouvr~ I . .. pour qu~ puisK poindr~ de l'inrim~. 

6. C..«ur il l'inrim~ farouch~. 





CHAPTER 5 

~ JEAN-MARIE BENOIST 

APRil. 4· 194~-AUGUST I, 1990 

Author, educator, journalist, and philosopher Jean­
Marie Benoist was born in Paris, the son of Jean Benoist, 
an engineer, and Suzanne Guesde. His great grandfather, 
Jules Guesde, was the founder of the French Workers' 
Party and a minister in the Third Republic (1914-16). 
Benoist studied at the Lycee Malherbe in Caen, and 
subsequently at the Lycees Henri IV and Lou is-le-Grand 
in Paris, before entering the Ecole Normale Superieure 
in Paris in 1¢3.ln the same year he received two B.A.'s, 
on«" in philosophy and another in literature. He passed 
his agrlgation in philosophy in 1966. 

In October 1964 Benoist married paimer-engraver 
Nathalie Isabelle Breaud, with whom he had three chil­
dren, Fabrice, Alienor, and Sylvain. He took the post of 
professor of philosophy at the Lycee Fran~ais in London 
(1¥>6-7o) before becoming the cultural attache at the 

French embassy (197o-74). In 1970 he published Marr~st 
mort as a provocation and response to the: events of May 
1968 in France. Upon his return to France: in 1974 he was 
appointed maitr~-assistant at the College de France, be­
coming a colleague of Claude Levi-Srauss. The following 
year Benoist published Th~ Strm·turul Rcvuluticm, which 

10') 
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took a critical stance toward the structuralist movement, and Tyranni~ du 
logos, a study of the relation between Plato, the Sophists, and the birth 
of metaphysics. 

During the 1970s Benoist was considered a member of the group 
of nou~aux philosoph~s who garnered much media attention in France. 
(Benoist engaged Gilles Ddeuze in a heated public debate concerning the 
movement of the nouv~aux philosoph~s in the columns of Le Momk.) In 
1978 Benoist ran as a candidate for the right-leaning party Union pour 
Ia democratic fran~aise (UDF) against communist candidate Georges 
Marchais in the legislative elections. Two pamphlets outlining his ideas 
against the left (Un singulier programm~ and Les nouv~aux primair~s) were 
published that year. In September of 1978 Benoist was married a second 
time, to Catherine Cecile Dewavrin, with whom he had two children, 
Olivier and Alexis. In 1980 he took part in the nationwide discussion 
regarding the French educational system, publishing La ghlbation sacrifi!~ 
as his contribution to the debate. 

In the early 198os Benoist was a professor at New York University in 
France and lectured at !'Ecole Nationale des Ponts et Chaussees. He~ 
held the chair of history of modern civilization at the College de France, 
from 1981 to 1990, where he became a friend and colleague of Roland 
Barthes. Throughout his career Benoist taught periodically in the United 
States, as a visiting professor at Harvard, the University of Pennsylvania, 
New York University, and Georgetown. 

As a result of his growing interest in politics and foreign policy, 
Benoist founded the European Center for International Relations and 
Strategy (CERIS) in 1984 and joined the national advisory board to the 
right-wing political party Rassemblement pour Ia Republique (RPR) in 
1985. During the 198os he was a regular contributor toLe Momk and Le 
Figaro (for which he wrote articles on democracy and liberalism) as well 
as to u Quotidim tk Paris. Benoist also authored a number of prefaces 
for exhibition catalog; notable among them is a text devoted to Claude 
Garache. The last book he authored, Les outils tk Ia libmt, advocated a 
return to Rousseau and Montesquieu. 

Benoist died of cancer on August 1, 1990, at the age of forty-eight in 
the city of Mcghe in the Haute-Savoie region of France. 



THE TASTE OF TEARS 

For the god of writing is also the god of death. He will punish the 
imprudent who, in their quest for unlimited knowledge, end up 
drinking th~ dissolved book . ... To drink the tear and wonder about 
the strangeness of its taste compared to one's own ... 

Jean-Marie Benoist, TM Grom~try of th~ Mdaphysical Poets 

To have a friend: to keep him. To follow him with your eyes. Still to see 
him when he is no longer there and to try to know, listen to, or read him 
when you know that you will see him no longer-and that is to cry. 

To have a friend, to look at him, to follow him with your eyes, 
to admire him in friendship, is to know in a more intense way, already 
injured, always insistent, and more and more unforgettable, that one of 
the two of you will inevitably see the other die. One of us, each says to 
himself, the day will come when one of the two of us will see himself no 
longer seeing the other and so will carry the other within him a while 
longer, his eyes following without seeing, the world suspended by some 
unique tear, each time unique, through which everything from then on, 
through which the world itself-and this day will come-will come to be 
reflected quivering, reflecting disappearance itself: the world, the whole 
world, the world itself, for death takes from us not only some particular life 
within the world, some moment that belongs to us, but, each time, without 
limit, someone through whom the world, and first of all our own world, 
will have opened up in a both finite and infinite-mortally infinite-way. 
That is the blurred and transparent testimony borne by this tear, this small, 
infinitely small, tear, which the mourning of friends passes through and 
endures even before death, and always singularly so, always irreplaceably. 
Jean-Marie Benoist, with whom I shared, among so many other things, a 
veneration for John Donne, will have spoken so well of what he called, 
twenty years ago, "the geometry of the metaphysical poets," and of this 
tear of the world, of world, this world-tear in A Valediction: OJW~qJing: 

A globe, yea world, by that impression grow, 
Till thy tears mix'd with mine do overflow 
This world, by waters sent from thee, my heavens dissolv~d so. 

Translated by Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas for this volumc. First Frcnch publication, 
"l..c goOr d.,. l:arm.,.," in jt!tJ11-Mari~ Bmoist: Hommag~s (lmprimcric Lancry Graphic, 1993), 
13-17. Th~ Gromdry of th~ M~111physical P~ts. citcd in thc cpigraph, is th• pro~ titlc of 
a book that was ncver published. 
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Then there comes a time, in the course of a generation, the gravity 
of which becomes for some, myself among them today, more and more 
palpahle, when you reach an age, if you will, where more and more friends 
leave you, oftentimes younger than you, sometimes as young as a son or 
daughter. My admiration, as well as my affection, for Jean-Marie has in fact 
resembled, for close to a quarter of a century now, that of an older brother 
who finds himself astonished, and more and more so, though always in 
a somewhat tender way, by the audacity of thought, the growing force, 
the justified self-confidence of someone whom he first knew, precisely, 
with the still tender traits of a very young thinker, but one already sharp, 
rigorous, ironic, iconoclastic, unsubmissive, covetous above all else of his 
freedom, his audacity, and his daring. During our first encounters at the 
Ecole Normale in 1964, I remember having felt some perplexity, along 
with a sort of irritated concern. But a certain complicity brought us closer 
together very quickly through our work and our reading, a joyful and 
confident complicity to which I owe a great deal: it reassured m~ a 
time when I needed it, and it was to do so for years with a constancy 
for which I will always be grateful, the sort of warm fidelity without 
which things have little meaning. I like to say "complicity" because often, 
in the beginning, between 11}68 and 1975, a deep agreement (I mean in 
our philosophical thought and interests) sometimes took on the air of an 
alliance in a symbolical conspiracy in the midst of the culture of the time. 
And I liked a lot, indeed I never stopped liking, the mischievous eye, the 
devilish grin in the middle of that somewhat childlike face, the sometimes 
biting irony, the polemical verve of Jean-Marie. 

I will not speak here of his work, or, I should also say, of his 
action, of all that is most readily accessible, public, and known: always 
intelligent and courageous, this work in action was a constant engagement 
with the philosophical, political, and religious debates of the times. A 
provocative engagement, sometimes ahead of the times, the conviction 
of an enlightened avant-gardist, of someone sent out ahead to enlighten 
us-and I mean this in the sense of the Enlightenment and of his dear 
Montesquieu. (It was particularly that beacon entitled Marx (Sf mort-in 
1970!-that, in spite of my agreement with the essence of the "theses," 
an agreement that he invoked in advance, caused me to have some 
reservations, which I still have today-why conceal it?-<:oncerning the 
effects sought after, the strategy, the connotations, or, so to speak, the 
"pragmatics" of the judgment, and these reservations, to which he was 
sensitive and which he judged, I think, with some severity, had silently 
begun to separate us, though even when they became more pronounced 
they never compromised the friendship I have mentioned.) He had an 



acute sense of the tremors that transform the landscape of history and 
the ground of thought. (I am thinking here of his very first articles, 
which announced an entire trajectory, "Towards an International Social 
Contract," and "Marcuse, an Aufklarer against Enlightenment," and then 
of the two beautiful books that followed in 1975, Tyranni~ du logos and 
The Structural Revolution, which we must read again and again; you will 
notice, as I have, how well they have hdd up over time, resisting the 
various fashions of the day.) 

I wish instead to turn today to the "golden years," those I quietly 
lament and that are less visibly public: the numerous visits in London 
at the French Institute or in Oxford when I would come for lectures, 
the wonderful hospitality of Jean-Marie and Nathalie, everything that 
happens between friends around an ambassador of culture who is open, 
intelligent, joyous, inventive, incisive (Jean-Marie Benoist was exemplary 
in these ways as well), the meetings, the discussions, the "parties," the 
nighttime jaunts through the city. 

I am presently rereading all the letters from that perio<l, and there 
are many of them (several spoke of his work in progress, of great books 
promised on Tht: prop" of man and the English metaphysical poets­
promised and given through other books and under other titles), and since 
that time I've always kept on one of my shelves a strange and precious 
object, something more than precious, in truth, a priceless sign signed by 
his hand (his large and beautiful black handwriting, high. angular, quick, 
at once impatient and perfect): a white box on the bottom of which is 
written "This is not a pipe," and then, right below, the word "is" under 
erasure with an x through it: "this is a pipe." One day (and this is part of a 
long story) I had confided to Jean-Marie what a certain gift meant to me, 
a square pipe given to me by my father shortly before his death. This pipe, 
which stood upright on its bowl when I put it down on the table to write, 
had been lost many times, found again, broken, repaired-and one day 
forgotten in London, in the Benoists' living room. Having repatriated it 
after receiving my telegram, Jean-Marie himself in turn forgot to bring it 
when he came to visit me on the rue d'Uim, so he then sent it to me through 
the mail, recalling, at the bottom of the box, that no, really, between us, 
and how right he was, this given thing, though it was also one, would not 
have been a pipe. 

I can fed that by writing with a certain tone, and by privileging 
some memories rather than others, I am letting myself be invaded tonight, 
at this hour, by English signs: English because I was so happy during 
our meetings in London (probably more than in Paris, which I blame 
in the end-blaming myself first of all, of course-when I think that it 
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was things still much too "Parisian," that is, too provincial, what might 
appear to be ideologico-political divisions but are, in fact, little more than 
petty infighting, things that did not concern us, that should not have 
concerned either him or me, parochial tempests, that ended up "clouding" 
our relationship; I blame myself for this more than ever today, and for 
having taken these things much more seriously than they deserved to be, 
as if death were not keeping watch, as if we were not supposed to see it 
coming; but I always knew-and I blame myself today for not having 
told him this-that these clouds left intact in me what they seemed to 
conceal of my friendship; and even when we had, as we say, lost sight of 
one another, I remained fascinated at a distance by the grand gestures of 
this hell of a man, even if I sometimes mumbled to myselO; English too 
because I felt how much England had marked his thinking, about politics 
in particular; English, finally, because of certain literary passions, as I "ve 
said, that I shared with him, and that probably went beyond literature, 
toward what he called, once again in The Geometry of the Metaphysical Poets, 
"proper names in shreds," or "the discourse on shadows," and, particularly, 
"anamorphosis and the tear." 

Yes, we must read and reread what Jean-Marie Benoist has left us. 
I will do so again, but for the moment, between confiding and thinking, 
which are never totally foreign to one another, I am trying to discern what 
he will have let us glimpse about tears: through tears. 

He does not teach us that we must not cry; he reminds us that we 
must not taste a tear: "The act of tasting the tear is a desire to reannex the 
other"; one must not "drink the tear and wonder about the strangeness of 
its taste compared to one's own." 

Therefore: not to cry over oneself. (But does one ever do this? Does 
one ever do anything but this? That is the question that quivers in every 
tear, deploration or imploration itself.) 

One should not develop a taste for mourning, and yet mourn we 
must. 

We must, but we must not like it-mourning, that is, mourning itself, 
if such a thing exists: not to like or love through one's own tear but only 
through the other, and every tear is from the other, the friend, the living, 
as long as we ourselves are living, reminding us, in holding life, to hold on 
to it. 



CHAPTER 6 

LOUIS ALTHUSSER 

OCTOBER 16, 1918-0CTOBER 22, 1990 

Considered to be one of the most influential Western 
thinkers on Marxism, Louis Althusser was born in 1918 
in the city of Birmandreis, near Algiers, to Charles­
Joseph Althusser and Lucienne Marthe Berger. Born 
into a pi~d-noir family, Althusser lived in Algeria until 
1930, when his father was sent to Marseilles as a se­
nior bank executive. After six years in Marseilles, where 
Althusser attended the Lyc~e Saint Charles, the family 
moved to Lyon. Althusser there attended the Lyc~e du 
Pare, studying under Jean Guitton, and prepared for the 
entrance exam to the Ecole Normale Su~rieure. Though 
admitted to the school in 1939, his educational plans had 
to be delayed when he was called up to military service 
and dispatched to the Training Center for Reserve Cadet 
Officers in Issoire. In June 1940 he was captured by the 
Germans and spent more than four years in a prisoner­
of-war camp in Schleswig-Holstein. Althusser's memoirs 
and correspondence detailing his internment have been 
published as journal d~ captivitl: Stalag XAI194o-1945· 

At the end of the war, Althusser was finally able 
to pursue his studies at the Ecole Normale Superieure. 
In 1946 he met Helene Rytmann-Legotien, who would 

Ill 
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become his lifetime companion and whom he wuulu eventually marry in 
1976. Helene was a militant in Lyon in the 1930s and had taken part in 
Resistance activities during the war. 

Soon after the war, Althusser began suffering from depression and 
was admitted to a psychiatric hospital. While convalescing in a small 
town in tht· French Alps, he wrote his dip/Om~: d'etudes supirieur~:s, "On 
Content in the Thought of G. W. F. Hegel."" He had started to read Hegel 
seriously in 19~6 unuer the influence: of his close friend Jacques Martin. 
Both Althusser and Martin successfully defended theses on Hegel with 
Gaston Bachclard. 

At the Ecole Normale, Althusser came to know Jean-Toussaint 
Desanti and the Vietnamese Marxist philosopher and phenomenologist 
Tran Due Thao. He played an active role in the: Catholic "Tala Circle" as 
well as in the students' union, which was fighting for official recognition. 
Althusser passed his agregation exam in 1948, scoring first in the written 
examination and second in the oral. 

In 1948 Ahhusser was appointed philosophy tutor or ripetiteur (a 
cai"man in the school's slang) at the Ecole Normale Superieure, a position 
that endeared him to the students he coached tor the agrigation exam. He 
held this post (officially as maitrt•-assistant and s~:critaire de /'Ecole littiraire 
of the Ecole: Normale Superieure) until the end of his career in November 
1980. Althusser defended his doctoral d'etat at the University of Picardy in 
Amiens in 1975 on the basis of published work. 

His first buuk, Munlt:Jquieu: Lu puliJiqut: t:l /'hisJuirt:, appcareu in 
1959· In 1960 he edited and translated a number of Feuerbach's writings, 
collected under the title Manifestes philosophiques. His seminal text For 
Marx ( 1965), followed by R~:ading Capital, written with Etienne Bali bar and 
others (1965), Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (1969), and Philosophy 
and the Spontaneow Philosophy of the Scientists and Other Essays (1974), 
constituted a fundamental renewal of Marxist thought. Long considered 
the: leading intellectual in the French Communist Party, which he: had 
joined in 1948, Althusser engaged in a bitter struggle during the 1970s 
against the party and publicly criticized it in 1978 in Ce qui ne p~:ut plw 
durer dans le parti communiste. 

From the IQ')OS onward Althusscr was under constant medical 
supervision and endured many years of hospitalization, electroconvulsive 
treannent, narcotherapy, and analysis for manic depression. He was also 
deeply affected by the suicide in August 1963 of his friend Jacques Martin, 
to whom For Marx is dedicated. 

Althusscr's life took a dramatic turn in November 1980 when he 
was arrested for the strangulation murder of his wife. He was ultimately 
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declared unfit to plead (non-lie-u under the French penal code) and was 
confined to the Sainte-Anne psychiatric hospital. For the next several years 
he lived in various public and private clinics in the Paris area. Althusser 
explains his actions and his state of great mental confusion at the time 
of this event in his posthumously published aurobiography, Tht' Future 
Lasts For~vn: 

Althusser died in 1990 of cardiac arrest at the Denis Forestier 
Geriatric Center. A number of very significant works have been published 
since his death, including two volumes of autobiographical writings, one 
volume of correspondence, two volumes of psychoanalytic writings, and 
four volumes of philosophical and political writings. 



TEXT READ AT LOUIS ALTHUSSER'S 
FUNERAL 

I knew in advance that I would be unable to speak today, unable, as they 
say, to find the words. 

Forgive me, then, for reading, and for reading not what I believe I 
should say--docs anyone ever know what to say at such times?--but just 
enough to prevent silence from completely taking over, a few shreds of 
what I was able to tear away from the silence within which I, like you, no 
doubt, might be tempted to take refuge at this moment. 

I learned of Louis's death less than twenty-four hours ago upon my 
return from Prague-and the very name of that city already strikes me 
as so violent, almost unpronounceable. I knew that upon returning from 
Prague I had to call him: I promised him I would. 

Someone who is here today and who was with Louis when I spoke to 
him last on the phone probably remembers: when I promised to call him 
and go visit him after my trip, his last words, the last words I would hear 
from Louis, were, "If I'm still alive, yes, give me a call and come over, and 
hurry." I answered him somewhat playfully and in an offhanded way, in 
order to conceal my anxiety and my sadness, "Okay, I'll give you a call and 

" come over. 
Louis, there's no more time left, and I no longer have the strength to 

call you, or even to speak-not to you (you arc at once too absent and too 
close: in me, in!iide me), and, even less, to others about you, even if they 
are, as is here the case, your friends, our friends. 

I don't have the heart to relate stories or to deliver a eulogy: there 
would be too much to say and this is not the right time. Our friends, 
your friends who are here today, know why it is almost indecent to speak 
right now-and to continue to address our words to you. But silence too 
is unbearable. I cannot bear the thought of silence, as if you in me could 
not bear the thought. 

Upon the death of a loved one or a friend, when you have shared 
so much with them (and this has been my good fortune, for my life has 
been linked in so many strange ways to that of Louis Ahhusser for some 
thirty-eight years now, beginning in 1952, when the cai'man received in 
his office the young student I then was, and then again later when, in 
the same place, I worked at his side for almost twenty years), when you 

Translated by Pascale:-Anne: Brauh and Michad Naas for this volume. Finr French publication, 
"Louis Ahhussc:r," us kum jrrlfi{QU<'I 4 (Dc:cc:mbc:r 1990): ~s-~6. 
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recall not only the light momt"nts and the cart"free laughtt"r of day-to­
day life but the intense moments of work, teaching, and thinking, of 
the philosophical and political pokmos, or all the wounds and the worst 
heartbreaks, the moments of drama and of mourning, there is always, as we 
know, upon the death of a friend, that culpable tendency-egotistical, to 
be sure, narcissistic as well, but irrepressible-that consists in bemoaning 
and taking pity, that is, taking pity on oneself, by saying, as I myself do, 
because these conventional words nonetheless manage to convey a certain 
truth about this compassion: "A whole part of my life, a long, rich, and 
intense stretch of my living self has been interrupted today, comes to an 
end and thus dies with Louis in order to continue to accompany him, as 
in the past, but this time without return and into the depths of absolute 
darkness." What is coming to an end, what Louis is taking away with him, 
is not only something or other that we would have shared at some point 
or another, in one place or another, but the world itself, a certain origin 
of the world-his origin, no doubt, but also that of the world in which I 
lived, in which we lived a unique story. It is a story that is, in any case, 
irreplaceable, and it will have had one meaning or another for the two of 
us, even if this meaning could not have been the same, and not even the 
same just for him. It is a world that is for us the whole world, the only 
world, and it sinks into an abyss from which no memory---even if we keep 
the memory, and we will keep it-<an save it. 

Although I find a certain intolerable violence in this movement that 
consists in bemoaning ont"'s own death upon the death of a friend, I have 
no desire to abstain completely from it: it is the only way left to keep 
Louis in me, to keep myself by keeping him in me, just as, I am sure, you 
are all doing, each with his or her own memory (which actually becomes 
memory only through this movement of mourning), each with his or her 
own little torn-off piece of history. And this was such a rich, tormented, and 
singular history, a murderous and still unthinkable tragedy, inseparable as 
well from the history of our time, so laden with the entire philosophical, 
political, geopolitical history of our time-a history that each of us still 
apprehends with his or her own images. And there were so many images, 
the most beautiful and the most terrible, though all forever indissociable 
from the unique adventure that bears the name Louis Althusser. Our 
belonging to this time-and I think I can speak tor everyone here-was 
indelibly marked by him, by what he sought, experimented with, and 
risked at the highest of costs; it was marked by all the movements of 
his passion, whether determined or suspended, at once authoritarian and 
hesitant, contradictory, consequential, or convulsive, all the movements 
of that extraordinary passion that left him no respite, since it spared him 
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nothing, with its theatrical rhythms, its great voius, it~ long stretches uf 
silence, its vertiginous retreats, all those impressive interruptions them­
selves interrupted by demonstrations, foret~ful offensives, and powerful 
eruptions of which each of his books preserves the burning trace, having 
first transformed the landscape around the volcano. 

Louis Althusser traversed so many lives-ours, first of all-so many 
personal, historical, philosophical, and political adventures; he marked, in­
tlected, and intluenced so many discourses, actions, and existences through 
the radiating and provocative force of his thought, of his ways of being, 
speaking, teaching, that the most diverse and contradictory testimonies 
will never succeed in exhausting their source. The fact that each of us had 
a different relationship with Louis Althusser (and I am not speaking just 
about philosophy or politics), the fact that each of us knows that, through 
this singular prism, we caught but a glimpse of a secret, an inexhaustible 
secret tor us, no doubt, but also, though in a completely different way, 
fathomless for him as well, the fact that Louis was other for others, for 
other people, at one time or another, within academia and without, at the 
rill' d'lJim or d~t·where in France, within the Communist Party, within 
parties :tnd outside them, in Europe and beyond, the fact that each of us 
loved a different Louis Althusser, at some time or another, in some decade 
or another, or, as it was my good fortune, right up until the very end-this 
gt~nerous multiplicity, this very overabundance makes it incumbent upon 
us not to totalize or simplify, not to immobilize him or fix a trajectory, not 
to seck some advantage, not to cancel things out ur try tu get even, and 
especially not to calculate, not to appropriate or reappropriate (even if it 
be through that paradoxical form of manipulating or calculating reappro­
priation called rejection), not to take hold of what was inappropriable and 
must remain so. Each of us no doubt has a thousand faces, but those who 
knew Louis Althusser know that this law found in him a shining, striking, 
and hyperbolic example. His work is great, first of all, by what it attests 
to and by what it risks, by what it traversed with that multiple, fractured, 
and often interrupted flash, by the enormou.~ risks taken and all that was 
endured: his adventure is singular, it belongs to no one. 

I have little trouble speaking here (as I feel I must) about what might 
have separated us, or indeed opposed us (implicitly or not, sometimes 
harshly, over both small and important matters), because none of this ever 
compromised in the least the foundation of our friendship, which was in 
fact all the more dear to me on account of these things. For at no time 
was I able to consider what was happening to him or through him, in 
these places that I still inhabit with him, as anything other than a string 
of upheavals, earthquakes, or awakenings of volcanoes, the singular or 
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collective tragedies of our time--of the time that I, like you, will have 
shared with him. Never, in spite of everything that might have separated 
us or distanced us from one another, was I able or did I wish to observe, that 
is, with the neutrality of a spectator, what was happening to him or through 
him. For everything that, thanks to him or through him, has occupied my 
entire: adult life, including those devastating trials of which we are all 
thinking, I will always remain, from the bottom of my heart, grateful. 
Grateful for what is irreplaceable. And what remains most present in my 
eyes, most alive today, closest and most precious, is, of course, his titce, 
Louis's so very handsome face, that high forehead, his smile, everything 
that, in him, during the: moments of peace-and there were moments of 
peace:, as many of you here know-radiated kindness, the need for love 
and the giving oflove in return, displaying an incomparable: attentiveness 
to the: youth of what is coming, curiously on the lookout from daybreak on 
for the signs of things still waiting to be: understood, everything that upsets 
order, programs, facile connections, and predictability. What remains for 
me most alive today is what in the light of that face bespoke a lucidity 
at once implacable and undcr:standing, by turn:. resigned or triurnpham, 
not unlike the verve of certain of his declarations. What 1 love most in 
him, no doubt because it was him, what fascinated me in what others no 
doubt knew better than I, and from much closer up than I, was his sense 
of and taste for grandeur, for a certain grandeur, for the great theater of 
political tragedy where what is larger than life comes to occupy, mislead, 
or pitilessly break the private body of its actors. 

Whenever public discourse about Althusser drops proper names like 
so many signposts or trails upon a territory to be: occupied, the names that 
can be heard are, for example, those of Montesquieu or Rousseau, Marx or 
Lenin. Yet those who came close to Althusser, whether behind the great 
curtains of that political theater or by his bedside in the hospital, know they 
owe it to the truth to name others, Pascal, for example, and Dostoyevsky, 
and Nietzsche-and Artaud. 

At bottom, I know that Louis doesn't hear me; he hears me only 
inside me, inside us (though we are only ever ours~lves from that place 
within us where the other, the mortal other, resonates). And I know well 
that his voice within m.- is insisting that I not pretend to speak to him. 
And I also know that I have nothing to teach you who are here, sine·~ you 
are here. 

But beyond this grave and above your heads, I dream of addressing 
those who will come after him, or already after us, those who, as can be 
seen by more than one sign, unfortunately, are too much in a hurry to 
understand, interpret, classify, fix, reduce, simplify, close off, and judge-
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and thus are certain to misunderstand, whether we are talking about this 
most singular destiny or about the trials of existence, thought, and politics, 
which can never be separated. I would ask them to stop for a moment, to 
take the time to listen to our time (for we had no other), to decipher as 
patiently as possible everything in our time that was marked and promised 
in the life, work, and name of Louis Althusser. Not only became the scale 
of this destiny should command respect (as well as a respect for the time­
our time-from which these other generations come) but also because the 
still open wounds, the scars or hopes that were ours and that they will 
recognize in this time, are sure to teach them something essential of what 
remains to be heard, read, thought, and done. As long as I live, that is, as 
long as I retain the memory of what Louis Althussc:r gave me: to live with 
him, close to him, this is what I would like to recall to those who will not 
have been of his time or who will not have taken the time to turn toward 
him. And this is what I hope to say better one day, without bidding adieu, 
for Louis Althusser. 

I wish now to turn it over to him, to let him speak. For another last 
word, once again his. Rereading some of his work late into last night, the 
following passage imposed itself on me rather than I reading it or electing 
it to be reread here. It is from one of his first texts, "Bertolazzi and Brecht" 

( 1962): 

Yes, we are first united by an institution-the performance-but, 
more deeply, by the same myths, the same themes, that govern us 
without our consent, by the same spontaneously lived ideology. 
Yes, even if it is the ideology ofthe poor par acellmce, as in El 

Nost Milan, we eat of the same bread, we have the same rages, the 
same rebellions, the same madness (at least in memory, where this 
ever-imminent possibility haunts us), if not the same prostration 
before a time unmoved by any History. Yes, like Mother Courage, 
we have the same war at our gates, and a handsbreadth from us, if 
not in us, the same horrible blindness, the same dust in our eyes, the 
same earth in our mouths. We even have the same dawn and night, 
we skirt the same abysses: our unconsciousness. We even share the 
same history-and that is how it all started.• 

1. Louis Alrhus..,r, MTh~ 'Piccolo Tc:atro': Bc:rtolazzi and Brc:cht," in For Morr, rrans. Bc:n 
Br~src:r (Nc:w York: Vc:no, t9¢), to;t. 



CHAPTER 7 

~-
EDMOND JABES 
APRIL 16, 1912-jANUARY 2, 1991 

Edmond Jabes was born in Cairo on April 16, 1912, 
though his father inadvertently registered him as being 
born on the fourteenth of that month. Jabes often made 
mention in his work of this original difference; in Elya 
( 1969), he asks: "Is it to this error in calculation that I 
unconsciously owe the feeling that I have always been 
separated from my life by forty-eight hours? The two 
days added to mine could be lived only in death." 

Ja~s's family belonged to Cairo's high Jewish bour­
geoisie. Though his family retained their Italian national­
ity, they remained French in culture. Jabes thus received 
a French education in Cairo, first at the College Saint­
Jean-Baptiste-de-la-Salle (1917-24) and then at the Lycee 
Fran~ais (1924-29). From 1930 to 1934 he worked toward 
a licmcet:k lettr~s at the Sorbonne. He then abandoned his 
studies tu dedicate himsdfto writing, supporting himself, 
like his father, as a stockbroker. 

Jabes's mother was a small, self-effacing woman 
who withdrew into herself upon the death of her daugh­
ter, Marcelle, in 1924. Innumerable traces of this trau­
matic loss of his older sister from tuberculosis can be 
found in Jabes"s writings. Jabes once compared this loss 
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to a "second birth." He said in an interview: "My sister died practically 
in my arms. I was alone at her deathbed. I remember having told her 
something like: 'You can't die. It's not possible.' To which she replied 
with exactly these words: 'Don't think about death. Don't cry. One cannot 
escape one's destiny.' That day I understood that there is a language for 
death, just as there is a language for life."• 

During the 1930s and early 1940s, Jabes worked with several organi­
zations to help combat anti-Semitism and fascism. He founded the League 
of Youth against Antisemitism in Cairo and was one of the organizers of 
the Groupe antifasciste italien and the Groupcment des amities fran~aises. 
It was during these years that Jabes published his first poems and met 
such notable figures as Roger Caillois, Paul Eluard, Andre Gide, Henri 
Michaux, and Philippe Soupault. Jabes's long correspondence with Max 
Jacob also dates back to this period. In 1935 he married Arlette Cohen, 
with whom he had two daughters, Viviane and Nemat. 

The discovery of the extermination camps in 1945 proved to be a 
defining event in Jabes's lite and work. It led to a long meditation on the 
meaning of history and the possibility of writing about such an unthinkable 
event. In the late 1940s and 1950s Jabes contributed regularly to La part du 
sabl~. a surrealist journal founded in Cairo, as well as to numerous other 
literary magazines in France and elsewhere. In 1957, Jabes left an Egypt 
that had become unbearable for Jews and settled definitively in Paris with 
his family, taking French nationality in 1967. This unchosen exile marked a 
new point of departure in an unforeseeable adventure that would lead him, 
in his words, "from the desert to the book." Jabes's first major collection 
of poems, I Build My Dwelling (poems written between 1943 and 1957), 
was published in 1959. The 1950s were also marked by friendships with 
Maurice Blanchot, Rene Char, Michel Leiris, and Maurice Nadeau, as well 
as Gabriel Rounoure, who would become the first important critic to write 
on his work. 

In the 196os Jabes published the first volumes of his Book of Questions, 
a work that would garner him much praise and critical attention. (During 
most of these years Jabes was working for a film production company in 
Neuilly, ncar Paris, and so did much of his writing on the metro to and 
from work.) These books, like many that were to follow, constitute an 
open work that brings together poetry and narrative, tales and dialogues, 
thoughts and meditations, combining the most classical language with the 
most inventive "writing of the book." Using the language and themes of 

1. f..thnun.J Jal..:•. D11 JIJ~rt a11 lit'Tt': Entr~ti~tJJ avt't' Marc·a Cohm (Paris: Pierre Bel fond, 
IIJih), 2j. 
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philosophy, psychoanalysis, politics, and the arts, it confronts some of the 
most pressing issues of our time, from the question of Jewish identity to 
the Shoah to apartheid. 

Jabes insists throughout his writing on the relationship between his 
own destiny as an exile and the discovery of a Judaism he had barely 
suspected. The general orientation of his writing is perhaps best reflected 
in the exergue of The Book of Questions: "You are the one who writes 
and the one who is written." In their simplicity, these words indicate the 
movement of a search, a quest by and for a self that cannot take refuge or 
find comfort in the security of some presupposed identity. As he wrote in 
a very early poem, already announcing this sort of autobiography of the 
other man, this "other subject": "I am searching for a man I do not know, 
who has never been more myself than since I have been looking for him." 

Throughout The Book of Questions (1963-73), The Book of Resem­
blances (1976-So), The BookofMargins (1975-84), The Book of Limits (1982-
87), and The Book of Hospitality (1991), Jabes continued to investigate the 
privileged role of the stranger in the experience of the book and the unique 
relationship between life and writing. When he wrote, "I am. I become. 
I write," he was seeking to describe not only his relationship to the book 
but the very nature of his freedom. 

Jabes was the recipient of many prestigious awards, among them the 
Prix des Critiques (1970), the Prix des Arts, des Lettres et des Sciences 
de Ia Fondation du Judaisme Fran~ais (1982), the Prix Pasolini (1983), the 
Citadella Prize (1987), and the Grand Prix National de Poesie (1987). 

As if by design, the story of Jabes's mistaken birth date had an 
unexpected sequel at the other end of his life. When Gallimard republished 
in 1991 Jabes's Book of Resemblances, the short biographical notice gave as 
the date ofJabes's death January 4• 1991, when he had in fact died in Paris 
on January 2, exactly forty-eight hours earlier. 



LETTER TO DIDIER CAHEN 

Nice-Prague, February 2g--March I [I992) 
Dear Didier, 

From the other side of the world, where I will be on the I 6th of April, 
I shall join you heart and soul in this great and fitting homage to Edmond 
Jabes. I would have been-thus I am-among you, and I am pleased 
that this commemoration is taking place at the College International de 
Philosophie; no place seems to me more appropriate, better suited, named, 
called, destined. From the very beginning we wished it to be a place that 
would welcome and encourage poetic thinking, and it is in precisely these 
terms that you have chosen to mark this anniversary. 

At the moment when Edmond Jabes, according to his own account, 
is reaching eighty years of age (for I remember him confiding in me one 
day certain doubts he had about his exact date of birth and the way it 
had been officially registered, as if the difference of a day or two made 
his birth just as unlocatable, just as unthinkable, as death itselO, I think 
both fervently and melancholically of our first meetings some thirty years 

ago. I had just discovered Th~ Book of Qu~stions, by chance, in a little 
newsstand in the suburbs, and I recall having heard resonate within it. 
from places at once immemorial and at that time so little explored, so 
difficult to make out, a voice that I felt would no longer leave us, even if 
one day he, Edmond Jabes, whom I did not yet know, of whom I knew 
nothing, not c:vc:n whc:thc:r or where: he: was still living, would om: day be 
silenced, leaving us alone with his books. There was already in this first 
reading a certain experience of apophatic silence, of absence, the desert, 
paths opened up off all the beaten tracks, deported memory-in short, 
mourning, every impossible mourning. • 

Friendship had thus already come to be reflected in mourning, in the 
eyes of the poem, even before friendship-1 mean before the friendship 
that later brought us together, when we were neighbors, between the rue de 
l'Epee de Bois and the rue d'Ulm, on one occasion with Celan, on another 

Derrida's l~tt~r is addressed to Didi~r Cah~n. author of EJmrmtlfabb (Paris: Bel fond, 1991) and 
organiur ofth~ homag~ to Jabes, who di~d January z. 1991. Th~ ~v~nt was held at th~ Colleg~ 
lnt~rnational d~ Philosophi~ in Paris on Aprilr6, 199:2, th~ ~ighti~th anniv~nary of Jabes's birth. 
Translat~d by Pascal~· Ann~ Brault and Michael Naas for thi~ volum~. Pr~viously unpublish~d. 

1. Derrida d~voted two ~ssays to Jabes in thc r¢os, "Edmond Jabes and thc Question of 
th~ Book," first publishcd in 1¢4 in Critiqt« (:zo, :zor), 99-115, and then r~publish~d in 
rr;h7 in Writing and Diff"mc~. trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univcrsiry of Chicago Press, 
1978).ft.t-7ll, and "EIIip<is." rh<- las! ~"'Y in Writing aNi Diff"mc~ (:294-300).-Trans. 
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with Gabric:l Bounoure (a great friendship for which I have Edmond Jabes 
to thank).• 

When friendship begins before friendship, it touches upon death, 
indeed, it is born in mourning. But it is also doubly affirmed, twice sealed; 
this recognition, this gratitude before all knowledge, is, I believe, destined 
to survive. And already from its birth: in all the books of questions, those 
that bear and those that keep their name silent, beyond books and their 
titles, beyond blind words. Edmond Jabes knew that books are here to no 
avail, no more than questions are, not to mention answers. 

If I have the desire, if it is, in truth, so easy for me to feel so close to 
you this April 16, all the way from the Pacific Coast, it is not only because 
the readers, admirers, and friends of Edmond Jabes are gathered in a place 
that is so close and dear to me. It is also because the best witnesses of this 
invisible sharing-out wherein thought and the poem intersect remain, for 
me, other friends, Michel Deguy, and especially you yourself, dear Didier, 
along with those whom you've allowed me to address in this way. Please 
express my enduring affection and fidelity to Arlette Jabes. 

Your friend, affectionately, 
Jacques 

:z. Gabrid Bounoure was an importanl lirerary criric both before and after rhc war and a 
close friend of Ja~5. Derrida d .. dic'n"d hio ., .. .,y "Ellipsis" to him~Tnms. 





CHAPTER 8 
~------

JOSEPH N. RIDDEL 

SEPTEMBF.R II, 19JI-SEPTEMBER 7• 1991 

Distinguished American literary critic and theorist 
Joseph Riddd was born in Grantsville, West Virginia, in 
1931. He attended Glenville College, where he received 
his B.A. in 1953· After serving in the U.S. Army from 
1953 to 1955, he went on to the University of Wisconsin, 
recc:iving an M.S. in 1956 and a Ph.D. in English in 196o. 
He took up a position in the fall of 196o as an assistant 
professor of English at Duke University. In April1963 he 
married Virginia Lee Johnson, with whom he had three 
children, Kevin, Valerie, and Vanessa. Riddel taught at 
Duke until 1965, when he moved to the State University 
of New York at Buffalo, where he remained until 1972. 
First a visiting professor at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, in 1971, Riddd joined that university per­
manently as a professor of English in 1973. 

Riddel's first book, Th~ Clairvoyant Ey~. published 
in 1965, is a reading of Wallace Stevens's poems and 
theory of imagination. His second book, C. Day uwis 
(1971), examines the poetry and thought of England's 
poet laureate. In 1974 he published Th~ lnv~rud Bdl. 
by most accounts the first significant full-length work of 
American "deconstructive criticism_" This book, a radical 
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reinterpretation of William Carlos Williams's poetics, is an exploration of 
the question of origins, a question that would occupy Riddel for most of 
his life. Throughout the mid-1970s Riddel contributed important articles, 
many published in journals such as Diacritics and boundary .2, to the debate 
surrounding the influence of Continental philosophy (especially Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, and Derrida) on American literary criticism. In 1979 he joined 
the editorial board of boundary 2. From the late 1970s onward Riddel 
turned his attention to the relationship between philosophy and literature, 
in particular to the problem of defining a uniquely "American" literature 
and idiom. 

Much of Riddel's work in the 198os was devoted to a sustained study 
of the relationship between French thought, especially deconstruction, 
and nineteenth- and twentieth-century American letters (Emerson, Poe, 
Melville, Hawthorne, James, Pound, Olson). Many of these essays were 
collected and published posthumously in Purloin~d uttas. Th~ Turning 
Word, published in 1996, contains essays chosen for publication by Riddel 
himself before his death. This book pairs a number of writers and thinkers 
(Hilda Doolittle and Freud, Hart Crane and Hegel, Gertrude Stein and 
Bergson) in a rigorous analysis of the nature of poetic performance and 
the function of metaphor in philosophical language. 

Riddel became director of the Center for Critical Studies and the 
Human Sciences at UCLA in 1988. He held visiting professorships at the 
Universities of Rhode Island and California at Riverside and at the Center 
for Twentieth Century Studies at the University ofWisconsin-Milwaukee. 
In 1990 he was Longstreet Professor at Emory University. 

Riddel died from complications of pulmonary disease on Septem­
ber 7, 1991. 



A DEMI-MOT 

I would have so much wished to be there today, here that is, among you, 
friends (colleagues, students) of Joe Riddel. Allow me to say that to you as 
simply as possible. In Los Angeles and at his university, where, with the 
generosity that we all knew, he more than once welcomed me, helped and 
guided me. I would have liked to be able myself to express, here and now, 
both my sadness and how much I loved and admired Joe. And also to tell 
you why I will do so forever, why it is a great friend to whom I bid farewell, 
and why I will still need him in the future, why to me he is irreplaceable. 

Everything happened too quickly: like a race to death that left us 
only enough time to pass and wave to each other, from one automobile 
to another, before the fatal accident. Our meetings were rare, too rare I 
had begun to think, and all were dedicated to that unbelieving hope that 
haunts just our most intense friendships: the promise that we would see 
each other more often later on, that in the end we would speak without end 
and be together, interminably. This promise now interrupted, broken all 
of a sudden, and yet still indestructible, I take to be infinitely renewed by 
death itself. And I will remain turned toward him, toward the so vibrant 
memory of him that I have, turned toward the glimpse that I was granted 
of him so rapidly, too rapidly, and turned toward what he leaves us with, 
to read and to think. 

Never has this desperate but radiant certainty been more alive in 
me: what we call "being together," what we call "getting together" with 
those whom we love-the physical proximity, the shared joys of the day (a 
dinner with Joe and other friends in Los Angeles or in Irvine, for example, 
a complicitous burst oflaughter in the middle of a colloquium, right here, 
less than two years ago, a walk one summer evening in Paris}--we know 
that the unforgettable singularity of such moments will n~ver be rt'placed 
by anything else, not even by that which they promise or keep in reserve. 
They are irreplaceable, and that is precisely the reason for despairing. But 
we also know that they would be nothing, or not very much, without 
the rich intensity of this very reserve. Blessed were the moments that I 
lived in Joe's vicinity, in Irvine, Los Angeles, Paris, in the university and 

Composed October 17, 1991, and delivNed on behalf of the author October 14• 1991, at a 
memorial service hdd at UCLA. Reprinted, with changes, from "A demi·mot," French text 
with English translation by Samuel Weber, in Ammca's MoJ""isms: Rn10luing In~ Cannon: 
Es10ys in Honor of J~h N. RitkM, edited by Kathryne \'. Lindberg and Joseph G. Kronick 
(Balon Rouge: Louisiana Sute University Press, 11}96), :zb-38. Copyright 0 199'; by Louisiana 
State University Pre ... Reprinted with permiMion. 
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outside the university. Yet I know that if such moments had the force and 
depth that they still retain in my heart, it is because, as brief as they were, 
alas, and as rare, they were inhabited and traversed, in a manner that was 
both silent and verbose, by the poets and philosophers whom we read, in 
a certain way, togethn; and who gave friendship--for they were there, I 
remain convinced, only to serve friendship--its meaning, its rhythm, its 
breath, I would even say its inspiration, even if they weren't always the 
same philosophers, the same poets, the same works that we approached, 
nor the same places, the same titles, and the same names, at the same time 
and in the same manner. 

In the haste of what I called the "race to death," these moments, these 
places, these names, and these names of places, which we had to recognize 
and which also recognized us in advance-all were as though pre-occupied 
by the power (both the potentiality and the force, thedynamis) of the writers 
of the past, or of the ghosts to come who spoke to each other through us, 
in turn provoking us to speak, to make or let them live in us, taking us 
as witnesses to each curve in the race, through the questions, the debates, 
the deliberations without end, through risky thoughts, accelerating or 
slamming on the brakes, through the roads or the aporias of writing into 
which they cast us, led us, and predicted our encounters, down to the 
very manner that we had in common, despite the difference of languages 
and histories, of orienting ourselves in this heritage while understanding 
r-ach other very quickly, with scarcely a word, a tkmi-mot as we say in 
French. Demi-mort, half-dead, is what I should say because death, we also 
knew from a gay science (strange, that gaiety of Joe's, in which I felt the 
worry, the wound, but in which I also sensed the gamble, the challenge, 
and the provocation}--because death, in short, lay waiting at every turn, 
announcing itself between the lines and predestining each name. 

And Joe taught me to find my way about-1 would almost say to 
drive-not only in a certain American literature (Poe, Melville, Pound 
and Stein, Stevens and Williams), an American literature of which he is, 
I believe, one of the very great readers of this century, one of those-very 
rare when you think of it-who have known how to put the gravest and 
most inventive stakes of the philosophy or theory of the time to the test 
of your literature in its greatest singularity. But Joe, authur uf "Reading 
America/ American Readers," also helped me to orient myself, quite simply 
and nothing less, in American culture.' Little by little I understood that 
where American culture was concerned, and in particular the academic 

t. Jo,..,ph Riddd, "Rc:adin~ Amc:rica/Amc:rican Rradc:n," MoJ~rn Limgwg~ Notu 99 
( 198 .. ): 90.~-27. 
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institution, his judgments on ideas and on persons, on writings and on 
discourses, his positions and commitments, had that solitary lucidity­
yes, quite solitary, I believe, in its rigor, incisiveness, courage, irony, and 
~renity-upon which it is preferable, I am convinced, always to rely. And I 
had confidence in him, in his solitude itself, a certain intellectual solitude; 
I had confidence in the choice he made of a small number, of a certain 
scarcity let us say, in particular places in the university, on the least traveled 
roads, on the least-easy routes, the least-normalized avenues of thought, 
of reading and writing. I had confidence in him, and the confidence that 
he in turn demonstrated in me was always one of the encouragements 
that counted the most for me in this country. In the shocks and struggles 
that, particularly in the last decade or two, have tormented our historia1l, 
political, or academic landscape, I often found myself implicitly getting 
my bearings, especially where things American were concerned, from 
Joe's judgment and positions. Without literally asking his advice (I said 
that we saw each other and spoke relatively little), I drew reassurance from 
reading him, looking for bright signals in his own movements, evaluations, 
choices, in his manner of conducting himself--of driving, if you will­
which always seemed to me to be one of the most necessary courses of 
conduct, even if, or precisely becau~, it was full of risks: in short, it seemed 
to me more apt and equitable to be on his side, at his sid~. even if at times it 
seemed to be the side of the road that was least safe, the least comfortable 
side of solitude or of the precarious edge. 

I never came back to California, in the spring, without hoping to see 
Joe, and when I return in the future there will be a shadow. I will have to 
act as though-but how can I believe it? --our friendship did not require 
getting together any more, as though it had always been destined to breathe 
through the apparatus of books and dead letters, as it did for several years, 
at the very beginning. Permit ml" to recall a story that Joe liked to tell 
publicly each time he welcomed me to this university. I hear him even 
now, I ~e his smile, and I have the impression that what I am about to say 
is spoken through him; I would even like to tell you this story in his own 
voice, through his mouth, just as one can have the desire to eat from the 
mouth of a dead friend-and I also loved the sensual way Joe loved to eat, 
and lluveJ tu share that joy with him. It was in 1975, I believe-we didn't 
know each other yet. From Buffalo, Joe, at the suggestion of Hillis Miller 
or Eugenio Donato, had sent me Tht lnv~rt~d B~/1. Already this book, 
which opened up so many new avenues, played gravely and powerfully 
with the proper name, which is to say, with death, and it is one of the things, 
among others, that impressed me immediately. For of what, of whom, to 
whom are we speaking, here, now, in his absolute ab:scncc, if not of the 
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name, in and to the name, of Joe Riddd? Even during the course of life, 
of our lifetime as of Joe's lifetime, we know this and knew it already: the 
name signs death and marks life with a fold [ritkJ to be deciphered. The 
name races toward death even more quickly than we.do, we who naively 
believe that we bear it.l t bears us with infinite speed toward the end.lt is in 
advance the name of a dead person. And of a premature death that comes to 
us in it, through it, without ever being properly our own. Without waiting, 
Joe followed in Williams, as he often did elsewhere, the fatal passage of his 
own name. One letter passing the other along the way, the permutation of 
two letters sufficed to play with everything that encrypted itself already, 
joyously and tragically, in the cipher of his name, R.I.D.D.E.L., a name that 
had become common enough (as noun) for others, including myself, to 
have found lien-ally, and I mean down to the very letter, in their own 
patronyms, something essential to share: a sort of irresistible competition 
in the race to death. I remember well certain pages in "Poem and City: The 
Sarcophagus of Time." For example, to introduce a Williams citation, Joe 
wrote the following, which announced what he would later entitle "The 
Hermeneutical Self-Notes Toward an 'American' Practice" (boundary 2 

[ 1~4]): "The world is a 'riddle' forthe Puritan, a riddle only partly decoded 
by an original Word or Text, the Bible. Even man in a state of grace is 
condemned to interpretation. Characteristically, Williams concludes the 
Mather section with the following remark: 'Unriddle these Things."'> 

Since we are speaking of the survival of the name, which in announc­
ing our death thereby effaces itself, de-nominates or de-nominates itself in 
the common name (or noun), carrying away in advance the person who 
bears it properly-Unriddling these Things reminds me also of something 
Joe described elsewhere, and what I would call a certain unnaming ejfrct 
of nomination itself. In this Joe saw quite simply the privilege of poetry. 
I will say that what is involved here, once again, is patronymics. In "Juda 
Becomes New Haven," in 1980, concerning The Auroras of Autumn by 
Wallace Stevens, he wrote: "The naming that erases, that unnames, is 
reserved, however, for poetry, a privilege it putatively claims only by 
undermining the status of ephebe or son."J 

Some time after having read TM lnvnted Bell then, in 1975, in order 
to let him know of my admiring recognition and gratitude, I sent Joe 
a letter. To his Buffalo address. He wasn't there any longer, something 
I didn't yet know. Already he wasn't there any more. This letter might 

:1. f.-ph Riddd, Th~ /,,..,.,~ 8~11: Modnnism anJ th~ Couni<Tfl«tics of William CariOJ 
Williams (Raton Rouge: Lt'uisiana Slate Universiry Press, 1974), t57· 

3· Joseph Riddd, "Juda Become• New Haven," /Jiocritics 10 (summer 198o~ :19. 
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easily never have: reached him, the: race: thus never coming to an end or 
c:lse being condemned to the: fate of those "dead letters" wherein is buried 
the enigma of all the Bartlc:bys of the world, our impossible: brothers ("On 
errands oflifc:, these letters speed to death. Ah Bartlebyl Ah Humanity!"). 
Months later, perhaps more than a year later-1 don't remember any more 
all the stages, or how many detours or universities it passed through, or 
how many friendly hands-finally my letter reached Joe there, or rather, 
here, in California, where I for my part had not yet set foot. Joe often told 
this story, in this very place. I frequently thought of it, later, above all while 
reading what he had written, always with the same verve, cruc:l and grave, 
on "The Purloined Letter," concerning proper names and place-names, in 
his marvelous text of 1980, "The ·crypt' of Edgar Poe," a crypt he compares 
to the center of the pyramid in Melville's Pierr~; or, Th~ Ambiguiti~s ("By 
vast pains we mine: into the pyramid; by horrible gropings we come to 
the central room; with joy we espy the: sarcophagus; but we lift the lid­
and no body is there!-"). This pyramid or this cenotaph, is it not also 
a "memorial"-and this place: here, whose emptiness today sucks us in 
rather than our breathing it? 

Thus, at our first meeting, several years later, I had already read 
much of him; we: had in advance gone a long way together, literally, by 
letters, without meeting each other; we were ahead of ourselves and had 
already done: much racing together; a strange familiarity already brought 
us closer, something !loved right away and which was never contradicted 
between us by distance, absence:, modest discretion, silence, even ignorance 
of what our lives might be: like: on the other side, that other side of our 
lives, the most invisible and most exposed, the most dangerous part of our 
respective races. As if we didn't know, as if we knew without knowing, 
and most enigmatically, as though we didn't need to know what we didn't 
know about each other. As if we knew too much to need to know any 
more-and this is why the enigma will never be: separated from the sieve 
[cribk ], a riddle from a riddle, if you like, and interpretation from selection. 
As though in the: acceleration of this very brief race, we knew in advance 
that we would never have time to see and know everything about each 
other. We had to drive very fast, faster and faster. 

Why name here the race with such insistence, why so many car races 
and racing cars? Because of speed, to be: sure:, and the cruelty of time that is 
lacking, but also because of accidents and of death, which await us at each 
curve in the road. And then also because I am obsessed by another memory 
of Joe, close to my heart. It was a Aeeting instant, a furtive exchange of 
looks, a slight incident at the end of a California day. For years this memory 
has haunted me and 1 would like to share it with you. It was shortly 
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after the death of Eugenio Donato, our dear and old common friend, at 
whose place, moreover, we first met, and who cultivated a scholarly and 
sophisticated taste for cars of great distinction, for those machines that are 
as nervous as racehorses, those you drive, ifl may say so, by hand, without 
automatic transmission. Less than one year after Eugenio's death, then, I 
saw Joe again, in April of 1984, at Irvine. I had just evoked, in a lecture, 
the memory of Paul de Man and of Eugenio Donato, who had died a few 
months apart. In leaving the university, I accompanied Joe to the parking 
lot and he asked me, with a smile of complicity, pointing toward his car 
and eyeing my reaction: "Take a look. What do you think of it? Does it 
remind you of anything?" I immediately recognized Eugenio's car. Joe 
had done what had to be done; he had undoubtedly bought it to keep after 
the death of our friend, to live in, to drive, so that it could go on racing 
until the very end-and I am certain that at that moment, in April 1984, 
there were three of us at least, friends, who were crazy enough to love this 
gesture. A gesture, signed "Riddel," which played faithfully with life and 
death as with the mystery of a shift in gears, as with the letter of a poem 
on the road or in the city. 

To conclude, I would like to leave or give back the word to Joe-his 
words. With the awareness of sacrificing, I detach once more, hastily, this, 
from "Poem and City: The Sarcophagus ofTime" (Th~ /nv~rted Bat, 158): 

As Williams puts it in Patrrson, a "riddle (in the Joycean mode­
... )"which holds the enigma of death at its center: 

What end but love, that stares death in the eye? 

Sing me a song to make death tolerable, a song 
of a man and a woman: the riddle of a man 
and a woman. 



CHAPTER 9 ---
MICHEL SERVTERE 

Si-:PTE:MBER 21, 1941-0CTOBER 7· 1991 

Michel Servierc: was born on September 21, 1941, at 
Royat, Puy-dc:-DOmc:. His father, like his grandfather, 
was a traveling merchant in the: neighboring mountains. 
His mother, a great lover of poetry, was the: first to instill 
in him an interest in aesthetics and the arts. He attended 
the lycee in Clermont-Ferrand, where he befriended Eric 
Blondel and took philosophy classes with Jean Granier. 
It was in the classes of Granier that Serviere was first 
introduced to the works of Nietzsche:, which were to 
have a decisive influence on his own thought and work. 

After studies in Lyon and Paris, Servierc: passed his 
agregation in philosophy and began teaching in Mont­
lu~on in 19<}8. He: was then appointed to a position in the 
French lycec: in Tunis. He: eventually returned to France 
to teach at the lycee of Grenoble, where he was instru­
mental in bringing together artists, poets, and philoso­
phers to discuss their work. These: meetings quickly 
became indispensable to him, in terms of both the friend­
ships he formed through them and the influence they had 
on his work, which began to focus more and more on the 
relationship between philosophy and the arts, as well as 
on the visual aspects of writing. 

I_B 
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Serviere later joined Jean Granier as his assistant at the University 
of Rauen. His dissertation research on Nietzsche and his interest in the 
stylistic forms of philosophy led him during this time to the works of 
Jacques Derrida. (In 1989 Serviere contributed an article on Derrida to 
the Encydoptdi~ philosophiqu~ univn-s~/1~.) Serviere eventually completed 
his dissertation on Nietzsche under the direction of Roland Barthes. This 
work, still unpublished, argues that Nietzsche's early writings can be read 
only by following the reinscription of eristics and protreptics--subjects 
usually excluded from the philosophical tradition-within an apparently 
neutral discursive form. 

While maitr~ tk confbmas in aesthetics at the University of Rouen, 
Serviere founded and directed, together with painter Denis Godefroy, 
the art gallery Declinaisons. He organized a number of contemporary 
art exhibits and published collections of poetry during the late 1970s. He 
was also involved in the preparatory work leading to the opening of the 
Orsay Museum in Paris. Beginning in 1984 Serviere taught at the College 
International de Philosophie and organized and contributed to numerous 
national and international colloquia and exhibits. His reflections during 
the late 198os revolved around the subject of art and the indissociable 
relation between works and their signature. 

Serviere died suddenly on October 7• 1991, from a cerebral aneurism. 
The conference he had organized under the tide" Art after Philosophy ... 
Art and Concept," at which Jacques Derrida had agreed to participate, was 
held in his absence and in his memory in November of that year. 

) • 



As IF THERE WERE AN ART 
OF THE SIGNATURE 

You can imagine how difficult it is, how hard and how painful, how much 
I am pained and saddened, at having to speak now in order to respond to 
Michel Serviere himself, when it is, in truth, him without him whom we 
have just heard. 

I want to do it, however; we owe it to him, and we must also do 
it for him. Not to respond for him but to respond to him: to him alive 
in order to keep him alive in us, there where he never stopped speaking 
and writing, addressing us as we have just heard once again by way of 
a friendly voice that received his own, inhabiting it or letting itself be 
inhabited by it. 

The first time I heard the voice of Michel Serviere-and I had 
already tried at that time, with great difficulty, to respond to him-was 
just about twenty years ago, in July 1972, during a conference at Cerisy 
on Nietzsche. At the end of a lecture that I had begun with a date, "In 
seventy two (The Birth of Tragedy)," Michel asked me, on this occasion, a 
difficult question concerning, precisely, the occasion, concerning what he 
occasionally referred to that day as the "occasion." 

He had used the name "occasion" to refer to a mythological figure, 
that of a certain castration. The one in which woman does not believe­
and of which I had just spoken. I asked him what he meant by "occasion." 
He described a woman, as if he were seeing her in a painting. He analyzed a 
sort of tableau, a surrealist allegory, another silhouette of poetic inspiration. 
He sketched out a figure at once threatening and threatened-an allegory 
of death: a razor in one hand and a veil unfurling in the wind. 

I was struck without really understanding, but I still remember this 
with an emotion whose intensity is easily rekindled. 

I haven't stopped thinking since Michel's death about these frightful 
occasions, this occasion of the occasion itself, these strange appointments 
we make with death, and sometimes, as is here the case, with dead friends, 
as if a cruel timepiece, more clever than us, had calculated the fall, the 
accident, the case, the cadence, and the occasion, the days of misfortune 
and of reckoning, such that we might find ourselves todtly. at this moment, 
Ia mort dans l'ame, as we say, with death in the soul, gathered together now 

Transl:ned by Pasale-Annc Brauh and Michael Naas for this volume. First French publication, 
"Comme s'il y avait un art de Ia signature," preface to u suj~t tk /'art, by Michel Scrvi~n 
(Paris: L'Harmanan, 1997), 5-S. 
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by Michel Servihe, by him himself, by his own hand, by the organizer, the 
master of ceremonies, the host and the spirit of this meeting, this seance, by 
him around him as around his absence, bm in the presence of a beautiful, 
intense text, which, with the refinement of kings, he was able to bring to 
a close before coming to an end. 

For he had signed before leaving. 
And we know that a signature not only signs but speaks to us always 

of death. 
Before anything else, even before the name, a signature bespeaks the 

possible death of the one who bears the name; it offers assurances of this 
beyond the death that it recalls just as soon, the death that is promised, 
given, or received, the death that thus always comt's hefore coming-and 
so, alas, comes always before its time. There where to expect it always 
means not to be expecting it. 

Today, I would wish to relate-and with the same agitation that 
overtook me then-that enigmatic question concerning the occasion that 
he asked me twenty years ago and the first words of the last letter he wrote 
me at the beginning uf this year. I have that letter here in front of me. It's 
dated January 29 ( 1991 ). In his beautiful, elegant and flowing handwriting, 
he began: "The year has begun so badly that I hesitate to send you my usual 
wishes for the new year." 

Yes, the year had begun badly. I assume, without knowing for certain, 
since this is alii have to go on, that he was referring to the war (the so-called 
Gulf War) and to the dead who were then roaming about their occasion. 

The year is ending badly, we know this only too well now. And the 
same letter set the occasion; it prepared a place for the fateful so as to 
announce the unforeseeable. 

Speaking of this conference and inviting me to participate in it, 
Michel wrote: "You could either give a presentation of some sort or else 
participate in an open discussion with me on the theme: 'Art, Concept, 
Signature.'" Yes, the signature always has the knack or art of speaking 
to us of death; that is its secret, it seals everything that is said with 
this monumental epitaph. It gives the concept, the concept of death 
and all other concepts insofar as they bear death. But it withdraws-as 
and in the same stroke-and effaces itself from the conn·pt. If it were 

" beautiful, and this sometimes happens, it would be because it • without 
conc~t. like a finality or ending without end. If there were an art of the 
signature ... 

I accepted his invitation wholeheartedly, of course, first of all because 
I wished to speak with him, to hear him, to tell him once again, and 
publicly, how much I admire his work. Particularly all he has done on 
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the portrait and the self-portrait, which became a text of reterence for me 
when I mysdflast year ventured in that direction-and what was at issue 
were tears and a certain mourning of the gaze in the art of the portrait. But 
I also admire his work on the signature and, more generally, on everything 
that comes from painting to provoke the philosopher. And Michel never 
missed the occasion for such provocations. 

We will not have spoken together enough, Michel Serviere and 
I. I blame myself for having taken advantage of his discretion and for 
having let certain things be said in silence, too much silence, the things of 
friendship and of thought, which in the end cannot be separated. 

But today, for him, for us, for those close to him, for those who love 
and admire him, I thought it necessary to continue to speak, for the love 
of life, and precisely because this love is wounded. To speak to Michel 
Serviere, to hear him and to try to respond to him, in whatever way we 
live or interpret the strange time of this response, and what within this 
time defies the serenity of all our representations of the present, the past, 
and the future anterior. 

Please be undeutanding, then, and forgive me fur cluing it all tuu 
poorly, with such pain and difficulty. • 

1. The conference organized by Michel Scrviere, "Art after Philosophy ... Art and 
Concept," took place on November t8-~. 1991, dcspit<" his sudden death. Jacques 
Dcrrida later agreed to have the text he read on that occasion published as a preface to 
Michel Scrvi~re'• Le suj~ k /'Qrt.-EJitor's "ole lo l...c >Ujct de l'art. 
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CHAPTER 10 

LOUIS MARIN 

For many y~ars director of studi~s at th~ Ecol~ d~s 
Hautcs Erud~s en Sciences ~>cial~s in Paris, Louis Marin 
was a noted scmiotidan, philosopher, and historian of art 
and a renowned ~xpcrt in seventeenth-century studies 
in France. Born in 1931 in Gr~noble, Marin attended 
the Lych Grenoble h94<hJ7) and then the Lycm le 
Pare in Lyon and Louis-le-Grand in Paris. He studied 
at the Ecole Normale Su~ri~ure from 1950 to 1954, 
where he passed the agrigation (placing second in the 
national exam) and was awarded a Jocu.ur es knrt:s. At 
the beginning of his career, h~ was ati«M tk "chnrMs at 
the Ccntr~ National de Ia Recherche Scientifique (1954-
55) and taught at the Lycecs Saint Quentin and Hoche 
of Versailles (1957-58). Marin spent the n~xt six years 
abroad, as the French cultural counselor in Turkey and 
at the [nS£itut Fran~ais in London. 

From 196'] to 1972 Marin held various posts at the 
Universities of Paris I, Nanterre, and the Sorbonne, as 
well as at the Ecole Normale Su~rieure and the Ecole 
Pratiqu~ des Hautes Etudes. From 1972 to 1978 Marin 
spent much of his time in the United States, holding posts 
at the University of Calitornia at San Diego and then at 
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Johns Hopkins University and Columbia. He obtained his long-term 
position as directeur d'ttudes in "Systems of Representation-Arts and 
Language" at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in 1978. Marin remained 
throughout his career a regular visitor to the United States, teaching at 
the University of California at Irvine, the State University of New York 
at Buffalo (as Jones Professor), Cornell, Princeton, and the University 
of Chicago. He became a permanent fellow of the Humanities Center 
at Johns Hopkins in 1983. He was also on the editorial board of many 
journals, including Critique, Trat1erses, Glyph, Word and Image, and Modern 
Language Notes. 

Marin's early work was devoted to an analysis of the proper name and 
its relation to the pictorial figure. In The Semiotics of the Passion Narratit~es 
(1971), Marin conducted a "toponymic" study of the Eucharist in relation 
to signs and language, broaching topics such as force, narrative, and the 
body that would be taken up in several subsequent works. Utopics (1973) 
continued his analysis of proper names and "the neutral" through an 
examination of utopic places and practices. The book revolves around a 
close reading of Thomas More's Utopia but also includes discussions of 
Disneyland as a utopic space and lannis Xenakis's writings as a poetic 
practice of "utopia." In La t10ix excommunile (1979) Marin examines the 
idea of autobiography, reading texts by Stendhal, Rousseau, and Perrault 
in an attempt to understand the paradoxes encountered when one tries to 
write about oneself. 

Throughout his career Marin devoted a major portion of his work to 
Pascal. He was the editor of Pascal's Prostes (published by Didier in 19~) 
and wrote the introduction to the Logic of Port-Royal (1970); his La critique 
du discours (1975) is a semiotic analysis of this logic. In The Portrait of the 
King (1981), Marin pursued Pascal's insights regarding representation and 
power in an analysis of the portrait of the king as the real presence of the 
king. Pascal et Port-Royal, a collection of essays written on related topics, 
was published posthumously in 1997· 

Marin's other great love was art, and some of his most penetrating 
studies, such as To Destroy Painting, Jean-Charles Blais, Opaciu de Ia pein­
ture, Des pour10irs de /'image, De Ia rqwlsenllltion, Philippe de Champaigne, 
and Sublime Poussin, explore the relationship betw~n painting and dis­
course. Moving across an extraordinary range of genres, Marin undertook 
a rigorous analysis of modern representation in relation to such notions as 
the portrait, the powers of the image, force, autobiography, memory, and 
narrative. His stated aim in these studies was to "transform painting into 
discourse and divert images into language." To Destroy Painting (1977) is 
an exploration of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century European painting, 
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particularly the works of Poussin and Caravaggio. Opacitt d~ Ia p~intur~ 
( 1989) is a collection devoted to the works of Italian Renaissance painters 
in which Marin analyzes the theory of representation and of signs in 
these works. 

A number of significant texts have been published posthumously. D~s 
porwoirs d~ l'imag~ ( 1993) interrogates the "being of the image" through a 
reading of La Fontaine, Rousseau, Diderot, Corneille, Shakespeare, Pascal, 
Vasari, and Nietzsche. D~ Ia r~bmtation, a collection of articles selected 
from among some three hundred papers published by Marin between 196o 
and 1992, appeared in 1994. The articles chosen exemplify the wide variety 
of Marin's interests, ranging from topics in epistemology to aesthetics and 
theology. Philipp~ tk Champaign~ (1995) is a major study of the work 
of this seventeenth-century Belgian painter, situating it in relation to 
the theological and mystical texts of Augustine, Antoine Arnauld, and 
Pascal. The book extends Marin's lifelong exploration of the Age of 
Representation. Though Marin was unable to write his proposed book 
on Nicolas Poussin, the intended companion piece to his work on Philippe 
de Champaigne, ten major essays were collected in 1995 and published 
under the title Sub/im~ Poussin. D~ /'mtmim (1997) is a short book of 
interviews with Marin presenting his later works on art. 

Marin passed away in Paris on October 29, 1992, at the age of sixty­
one. He was survived by his wife, Fran~oise Marin, and three children. 
An homage was organized in his honor at the Pompidou Center in Paris 
on January 28, 1993· 



BY fORCE OF MOURNING 

Who could ever speak of the work of Louis Marin? 

Who would already know how to speak of the works of Louis Marin and 
of all the work that bort- them, a work without measure? 

Work: that which makes for a work, for an ~uvre, indeed that which 
works-and works to open: opus and opening, ~uvre and overture: the 
work or labor of the ~uvre insofar as it engenders, produces, and brings 
to light, but also labor or travail as suffering, as the enduring of force, as 
the pain of the one who gives. Of the one who gives birth, who brings to 
the light of day and gives something to be seen, who enables or empowers, 
who gives the force to know and to be able to see-and all these are powers 
of the image, the pain of what is given and of the one who takes the pains 
to help us see, read, and think. 

Who could ever speak of all the work and works of Louis Marin? 

As for this work-but what does one do when one works? 

When one works on work, on the work of mourning, when one works 
at the work of mourning, one is already, yes, already, doing such work, 
enduring this work of mourning from the very start, letting it work 
within oneself, and thus authorizing oneself to do it, according it to oneself, 
according it within oneself, and giving oneself this liberty of finitude, the 
most worthy and the freest possible. 

One cannot hold a discourse on the "work of mourning" without taking 
part in it, without announcing or partaking in [se foire part tie] death, and 
first of all in one's own death. In the announcem,nt of one's own death, 
which says, in short, "I am dead," "I died"-sutta as this book lets it be 
heard~ne should be able to say, and I have tried to say this in the past, 
that all work is also the work of mourning. All work in general works 
at mourning. In and of itself. Even when it has the power to give birth, 

This text i! the tran~eription of a talk given January :z8, 1993, at tho: Pompidou Center in Paris 
during a confo:ro:nce honoring Louis Marin and acknowledging tho: forthcoming publication 
of lks po1<110irs dt! l'imag<': Glott.'s (Paris: Sc:uil, 1993). Ro:printed, with changes, from "By Forcr 
of Mourning," translato:d by Pascal.:-Anne Brault and Michael Naas, Critical Inquiry :u. no. :z 
(winter 1!)96): 171-<):Z. No French publication. 



LOUIS MAlliN 143 

even and especially when it plans to bring something to light and let it be 
seen. The work of mourning is not one kind of work among other possible 
kinds; an activity of the kind "work" is by no means a specific figure for 
production in general. 

There is thus no metalanguage for the language in which a work 
of mourning is at work. This is also why one should not be able to 
say anything about the work of mourning, anything about this subject, 
since it cannot become a theme, only another experience of mourning that 
comes to work over the one who intends to speak. To speak of mourning 
or of anything else. And that is why whoever thus works at the work 
of mourning learns the impossible-and that mourning is interminable. 
Inconsolable. Irreconcilable. Right up until death-that is what whoever 
works at mourning knows, working at mourning as both their object 
and their resource, working at mourning as one would speak of a painter 
working at a painting but also of a machine working at such and such an 
ron-gy l~v~l. the theme of work thus becoming their very force, and their 
term, a principle. 

What might be this principle of mourning? And what was its force? 
What is, what will have been, what will still be tomorrow, the energy of 
Louis Marin? 

Let us begin by letting him speak. Here are a few words, his words, 
that say something difficult to understand. They advance a truth, advance 
toward a singular aporia that Louis Marin states or rather announces 
precisely on the subject of "mourning." 

It says, and for the moment I cite just part of a sentence, as if it were 
all of a sudden suspended, an interruption coming to take its breath away: 
"the modalities of a work of mourning of the absolute of 'force.' "• 

This fragment of a long sentence by Louis Marin names-and we 
thus repeat it-"the modalities of a work of mourning of the absolute 
of 'force.'" 

Fiv~ nouns linked together, which can be read as the scanned filiation 
of a single genitive in the preface of his last book. And never before had I 
paid attention to the terrible ambiguity of this expression "the last book" of 
Louis Marin. It makes it impossible to decide between the final book and 
simply the most recent one, the last one to have come out. For there will be 
others. This one will simply be the last to have come out, though we know 
that those that will come out later will have been completed before this 

I. Louis Marin, lks pout~airs tk l'imag~: GlosN (Paris: Seuil, 1993), 16-17 (hereafter 
abbreviatw as P). 
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one, which will thus remain in the end, and forever, the last one. Forever. 
From now on the final one. 

The preface to Des pouvoirs de /'image: Gloses thus announces and 
pronounces mat it will address the "modalities of a work of mourning 
of the absolute of 'force."' The slow and cautious procession, the vigilant 
theory of these complements of the noun leave no determination exempt 
from analysis. If the word "force" is here in quotation marks, it is for a 
good reason; it is because the mourning in question and the so-called work 
of mourning are not self-evident; they go beyond understanding in some 
way, they go past the usual understanding of this word "force," indeed, 
they just don't quite go. It is a question, in truth, of the impossible itself. 
And that is why I took the risk of speaking a moment ago of an aporia. 
You will also understand, for this is the law, the law of mourning, and 
the law of the law, always in mourning, that it would have to fail in order 
to succeed. In order to succeed, it would well have tofai/, to fail well. It 
would well have to fail, for this is what has to be so, in failing well. That 
is what would have to be. And while it is always promised, it will never 
be assured. 

In the era of psychoanalysis, we all of course speak, and we can 
always go on speaking, about the "successful" work of mourning--or, 
inversely. as if it were precisely the contrary, about a "melancholia" that 
would signal the failure of such work. But if we are to follow Louis 
Marin, here comes a work without force, a work that would have to work 
at renouncing force, its own force, a work that would have to work at 
failure, and thus at mourning and getting over force, a work working at 
its own unproductivity, absolutely, working to absolve or to absolve itself 
of whatever might be absolute about "force," and thus of something like 
"force" itself: "a work of mourning of the absolute of 'force,'" says Louis 
Marin, keeping the word "force" between quotation marks that just won't 
let go. It is a question of the absolute renuncj~tion of the absolute of force, 
of the absolute of force in its impossibility an~ unavoidability; both at once, 
as inaccessible as it is ineluctable. 

What then is force, absolutely? But also: what is this "without force,'' this 
state of being drained, without any force, where death. where the death 
of a friend, leaves us, when we also have to work at mourning force? Is 
the "without force,'' the mourning of force, possible? In the end this is the 
question Marin leaves us. It is with this question that he leaves us, like rich 
and powerless heirs, that is, both provided for and at a loss, given over to 
being forlorn and distraught, full of and fortified by him, responsible and 
voiceless. 
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Though he leaves us with this question, at least he will have refor­
mulated it in a new and singular way, indicating another path, another 
way to engage or to be engaged with it, with this proliferating thought 
that buzzes like a hive. (What is force-force itself, absolute force, if there 
is any? Where does it come from? How does one recognize it? How does 
one measure it? What is the greatest force-the invulnerable force? And 
if this infallible force were the place of the greatest weakness, for example, 
the place of the "defenselessness" of death, of the dead's "defenselessness," 
of their helplessness, of their "without force," and of the "defenselessness" 
and thus the "without-force of the survivors faced with death"? What is 
meant by "force," in quotation marks? What is that?) 

Let us look for another way to engage this aporetic question to which 
there are however so many different points of entry. They all come down to 
asking in the end what is this thing called "force." In the quotation marks 
that suspend even the assurance of a term of reference, the question would 
seem to mark out a strange path. Which one? Force itself--by preceding 
and thus violating in advance, in some sense, the possibility of a question 
concerning it-force irSt"lf would trouble, disturb, dislocate the very form 
of the question "what is?" the imperturbable "what is?" the authority of 
what is called the ontological question. 

For the powers of the image lead back perhaps in the last resort to 
this power, to the force of an image that must be protected from every 
ontology. It would have to be protected from such ontologies because it 
itself, in truth, protects itself from them; it begins, and this is precisely the 
force of its force, by tearing itself away from an ontological tradition of the 
question "what is?" Marin recalls already in the introduction to his book 
that this tradition itself tended to consider the image as a lesser being, that 
is, as a being without power, or as a weaker and inferior being, a being 
of litde power, of litde force. To submit the image to the question "what 
is?" would thus already be to miss the image and its torce, the image in 
its force, which has to do perhaps not with what it is or is not, with the 
fact that it is not or does not have much being, but with the fact that its 
logic or rather its dynamic, its dynamis, the dynasty of its force, will not 
submit to an onto-logic: its dynamo-logic would no longer be, would have 
never been, a logic of being, an ontology. Or rather, to come at it from the 
other direction, which actually makes more sense: the ontological order 
(that is, philosophy) would have been constituted as such for not knowing 
the powers of the image :for not knowing or denying them, in the double 
sense of this "for," that is, buausc it did not take them into account, but 
also for mistaking them, with a view to doing so, so as to oppose them, in 
this most veiled and clandestine war, to the unavowed counterpower of 
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• 
a denial intended to assure an ontological power ov~r the image, over the 
power of the image, over its dynamis. 

D)·namis: the word seems indispensable. If I emphasize it so force­
fully, while Louis Marin uses it only once in his preface as an apposition 
to the words "force" and "virtue," virtu ("the force in the image and of 
the image, the virtu, the virtue, the dynamis that 'propels' it to vision" 
[P, r8)), it is because this concept plays, it seems to me, a decisive role as 
soon as it is protected or withdrawn from the traditional ontology that 
generally dominates it. We will later see that this dynamis here links in a 
most original way both the ideas it has always associated-namely, force, 
power, and virtu-and the ideas of the possible or the virtual as such, that 
is to say, a virtual that has no vocation to go into action, or rather, whose 
going into action or whose enactment does not destroy its virtual power. 

With what does this have to do (if one can say this, since the logic of 
the act and of acting, of doing, is precisely what is at stake here)? It would 
have to do with a possible that is in potential of being only on the condition 
of remaining possible as possible, and of marking within itself-the scar of 
a wound and the potentialization of force-the interruption of this going 
into action, this enactment, an absolute interruption that bears no other 
seal here than that of death: whence a thought of the virtual work, one 
might also say of a virtual space, of an opus, an opus opm~tum, that would 
accomplish the possible as such without effacing it or even enacting it in 
reality. The thought of a spectral power of the virtual work. One that 
envelops or develops within itself a thought of death. Only death, which is 
not, or rather mourning, which takes its place in advance, can open up this 
space of absolutedynamis: force, virtue, the possible as such, without which 
one understands nothing of the power of the image. And this "understands 
nothing," this ontological denial, would be nothing other than philosophy 
itself, which thus cannot be considered to be one conjuring practice among 
others. For trying to reduce, weaken, and wear out a power of the image so 
as to subject it to itself, this philosophical exorcism of such powerful scope 
would-and this would be my hypothesis-in some way r~gard death. 

It would regard that which should not be seen, and so denied, namely 
death. This clandestine war of denial would thus be waged in the shadows, 
in that twilight space uf what is called mourning: the mourning that 
follows death but also the mourning that is prepared and that we expect 
from the very beginning to follow upon the death of those we love. Love 
or friendship would be nothing other than the passion, the endurance, and 
the patience of this work. 

Whence this paradox: when Marin puts a question mark after the 
being of the image ("The being of the image?" [P, 10)) and later answers: 
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"The being of the image, in a word, would be its force: bur how are we 
to think this 'force'?" and when he once again puts the word force into 
quotarion marks-this would amount to substituting force for being. But 
the logic of this substitution-and this is the reason for the conditional 
("would be its force")-itself calls for the quotation marks. For this force 
owes it to itself not to be. It owes it to itself not to be a being. It must thus 
now be on intimate terms with what is not force, with its opposite, with the 
"without-force," a domestic and paradoxically necessary commerce being 
established between them. The greatest force is to be seen in the infinite 
renunciation of force, in the absolute interruption of force by the without­
force. Death, or rather mourning, the mourning of the absolute of force: 
that is the name, or one of the names, of this affect that unites force to the 
without-force, thereby relating the manifestation of force, as image, to the 
being without force of that which it manifests or lets be seen, right before 
our very eyes and according to our mourning. 

For what appears most striking from the very opening of this last 
book, Des pouvoirs tk /'image, is that it brings about in an irresistible way 
a double conversion, I dare not say a double reversal. There is first of 
all the turn or move by which Marin protects the question of the image 
from the authority of ontology, and this is already a question of force and 
of power. Then there is the other turn or move whereby this first move 
finds its truth or its law in-if we can now put it in a nonontological 
way-what I would be tempted to call, using a code that would have 
precisely nothing Heideggerian about it, the being-toward-death of the 
image. Or, let us say to avoid ambiguity, the being-to-death of an image 
that has the force, that is nothing other than the force, to resist, to consist, 
and to exist in death, precisely there where it does not insist in being or 
in the presence of being. This being-to-death would oblige us to think the 
image not as the weakened reproduction of what it would imita( not as 
a mimbne, a simple image, idol, or icon, at least as they are conventionally 
understood (for it is a question of moving away from this convention), but 
as the increase of power, the origin, in truth, of authority, the image itself 
becoming the author, rhe author and the augmentation of the auctoritas 
insofar as it finds its paradigm, which is also its ~argeia, in the image of 
the dead. 

In other words, we would not have images, a typology of images among 
which a particular class representing the dead or death might be identified. 
For it would be from death, from what might be called the point of view 
of death, or more precisely, of the dead, the dead man or woman, or J,ore 
precisely still, from the point of view of the face of the dead in their 
portraiture, that an image would give seeing, rh:u is, not only would give 
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itself to be seen but would give insofar as it sees, as if it we1c seeing as 
much as seen. 

A displacement of the point of view, therefore, which quite obviously 
inscribes all the essays of this book into the ongoing tradition of work 
undertaken by Marin for many years concerning that which founds 
the foundation and institutes the institution of power in a certain logic 
of representation. And this work, as we all know, allowed him in the 
course of so many innovative, fertile, and brilliant analyses to articulate a 
thought of the theologico-political and a certain icono-semiological theory 
of representation. 

Yet it seems to me (and this is a reading hypothesis that regards, if 
I may say this, only me, and indicates only a moment of my mournful 
reading) that in these important developments of earlier research an 
inflection or break comes to inscribe a paradox. This paradox complicates 
and in turn illuminates, it seems to me, the earlier trajectory. It concerns the 
mourning of force or the force of mourning, that is to say, a law according 
to which the greatest force does not consist in continually expanding ad 
infinitum but develops its maximal intensity, so to speak, only at the mad 
moment of decision, at the point of its absolute interruption, there where 
dynamis remains virtuality, namely, a virtual work as such. A moment of 
infinite renunciation as the potentialization of the virtual work. But the 
virtual work is not one category of work or image among others; it is 
the essence of the work, a nonessential essence, since it is an essence that 
remains possible as such. And this is death (or at least that's what this word 
here signifies-and there where there is no death in itself that would ever 
be possible as such there is only the experience of mourning without death: 
mourning is the phenomenon of death and it is the only phenomenon 
behind which there is nothing; the phainesthai of this phenomenon is the 
only possible access to an original thought of the image, and so on). Here 
is death. then, there where the image annuls its representative presence, 
there where, more precisely, the non-re-productive intensity of the re- of 
representation gains in power what the present that it represents loses in 
presence. And this point, which also punctuates an entire way of thinking 
the temporalization of time, is evidently the point, not of death itself, but 
of mourning, and of the mourning of the absolute of force. 

If, therefore, the first examples Marin proposes in order to make this 
power of the image visible and energetic, in order to illustrate it, are images 
of the dead, one should not see here a simply fortuitous occurrence. It is in 
the re-presentation of the dead that the power of the image is exemplary. 
When Marin asks about this re- of representation, about the substitutive 
value that this rl'- indicates at th<" mnm<"nt when thar which was present is 
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no longer present and comes to be re-presented, and when he then takes 
the example of the disappearance of the present as death, it is in order not 
only to track a re-presentation or an absolute substitution of representation 
for presence, but also to detect within it an increase, a re-gaining of force 
or a supplement of intensity in presence, and thus a sort of potency or 
potentialization of power for which the schema of substitutive value, of 
mere replacement, can give no account. Representation is here no longer 
a simple reproductive re-presentation; it is such a regaining of presence, 
such a recrudescence or resurgence of presence thereby intensified, that it 
allows lack to be thought, the default of presence or the mourning that 
had hollowed out in advance the so-called primitive or originary presence, 
the presence that is represented, the so-called living presence. 

Here, in a word, is the question of the image, the image put into 
question, not the question "What is the image?" but "image?" ut us read 
Marin (P, 11 ): 

The prefix rt'-brings into this term the value of substitution. Some­
thing that was present and is no longer is now represented. In 

place of something that is present t'ist'wht't't', there is here a present, 
a given. , 

I emphasize "elsewhere" here, though we are going to see in a moment that 
the radical example of death makes of this "elsewhere," which refers to a 
Gospel, the metonymy of a possible "nowhere," or at least of an elsewhere 
without locality, without a home in presentable space, in the given space 
of presentation . 

. . . there is here a present, a givm: image? 

This single-word question-"image?"-is going to come up more than 
once. But is it really a question of an image? Can one still speak of an 
image when representation seems to do more than represent, when it 
actually gains in intensity and force, when it seems to have even more 
power than that of which it is said to be the image or the imitation? 
Marin's response will necessarily be double, no ami yes: no, it is not simply 
an image if we are to accept the ontological concept of the image as the 
mimetic and weakened double of the thing itself; yes, for it is the very 
essence, the proper power, the dynamis of the image, if one thinks t~ 
image on the basis of death, that is, in truth, on the basis of the mourning 
that will confer upon it its power and an increase in intensive force. ut us 
continue this reading. 
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... image? Instead of representation, then, there is an absence in 
time or space, or rather an other. 

The replacement of "absence" by "other" here no doubt indicates that the 
substitutive value is no longer operative in the couple "absence/presence" 
but in the couple "same/other" that introduces the dimension of mourning . 

. . . an other, and a substitution takes place from an other to this 
other, in irs place. Thus, in this primitive (or originary) scene of 
the Christian West, the angel at the tomb on the morning of the 
Resurrection-"he is not here, he is elsewhere, in Galilee, as he 
had said" -which substitutes a message for this thing, for thi5 
dead body and its inertia, which makes appear the "force" (again in 
quotation marks, and we will later see why] of an utterance whose 
content is, nonetheless, limited to remarking upon an absence, "he 
is not here ... ," the absence of the "same" in the heterogeneity of 
another semiotic potential, language. 

Let us pause for a moment at this allusion to "the heterogeneity of 
another semiotic potential, language" in the presentation of the image. It 
explains and justifies in advance the very form of Marin's book, namely, 
the necessity of a textual weaving of words and images, the: imbrication 
of glosses sewn upon the iconic tissue:: glosses upon glosses that arc:, in 
truth, just as originary as the image, as an image: that language: will have 
made possible:, and glosses of glosses that we here can only gloss in turn, 
on one: side or the other of the image. Marin immediatc:ly goes on to repeat 
this question in a word ("image?"). He: links it this time to the theme of 
resurrection and transfiguration: 

Here-look here, listen here-in place of a cadaver, removed from 
the agency of signification, from the ritual gesturality of the funeral 
unction, a message: this exchange between the cadaver and lan­
guage, the gap of this exchange, is precisely the resurrection of the 
body, and the traversing of this gap, the ontological transfiguration 
ofthe body: image? 

The question is repeated: "image?" This elliptical question without verb 
or copula suggests that the image is more than an image, stronger or 
more forceful than the image defined and weakened by ontology. The 
same ellipsis also lets something else be thought: outside the: evangc:lical, 
doctrinal, or dogmatic space of the Resurrection, before it, more: originary 
than it, but in an originarity of which Christianity makes an event, there 
would be the very possibility, the power, the force of rc:surrcuion and of 
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transfiguration that will be treated so magnificently in gloss 8 of the book, 
to which I will return in a moment; this force would here stem from the 
semiotic heterogeneity, from the power of language, and from the power 
of alterity that works over the being-to-death of every image. 

Iktween dead cadaver [a strange: redundancy, "'dead cadaver," 
which lc:avc:s no chance: for illusion or hallucination) and enunciated 
message:, the: enunciation so po~iful oflby an absence (puissante 
d'une ahsroce)-

1 emphasize "powerful," the key word in this expression "the enunciation 
so powerful of/by an absence," because the adjective "powerful" matters 
more than both the subject, "enunciation," and the complement of the 
noun, "of/by an absence." 

-and it is in this that its pragmatic and historical force: resides, its 
foundational efficacity-the absence of the: founding body. 

The logic of these propositions is dictated by a thought of the foundation 
itself as the power of the image: the body is not first founding and then, once 
dead or absent, confirmed in its founding power. No, this power comes to it 
from the imaginal transfiguration. This founding power advenes thanks to 
and as the result of the imaginal transfiguration. The foundation is first of 
all imaginal; it is from the very start fantastic or phantasmic: under certain 
conditions, of course, and this is the central problem of the pragmatic 
conditions of such efficacity; all of history is at issue here, and, first of all, 
the enigma of all the examples taken in such an exemplary way, that is, at 
once invariant and (yet) indifferent, open to variation, from the Gospels. 
In any case, it will be said that this founding power of the image or of 
the portrait (of the king, for example), with all the political dimensions 
that Marin never ceased to analyu, did not exist before death. This 
power comes to it from this imaginal representation, from "the exchange 
between the cadaver and language," from the "ontological transfiguration 
of the body." 

But what might this mean? Why did the founding power of the 
image not exist before death? What might it mean in general for some­
thing not to exist before death, when the anticipation of death cumes so 
indisputably to hollow out the living present that precedes it, and when 
mourning is at work, as we know, before death? 

It means perhaps that the power of the image as the power t>f 
death does not wait for death, but is marked out in everything-and 
for everything-that awaits death: the death of the king gets its efficacity 
from the portrait made: lx:furc: the: death of the king, and every image 
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enacts its efficacity only by signifying the death from which it draws all its 
power. 

It is this ("the absence of the founding body") that will constantly 
require throughout the ages that the body be covered over, buried, 
and in a way monumentalized by and in its representations. Such 
would be the first effect of representation in g~n"al. 

I emphasize "in general." Such generality affects the Christian example 
with the sign of a possible imaginary variation, as if the privilege of 
Christian culture were, in a sort of phenomenological eidetic reduction, 
but the imaginary basis for an intuition of a general essence concerning 
the nature of representation or imagination in general, beyond the Christie 
space. When Marin here names the "first effect," he is not pointing out a 
simple consequence, something that would follow upon the operation of 
the image: interested, as always-as the great Pascalian that he was-in 
the logic of the effect, in the reason of effects, he knows that the image 
is nothing, that it does not exist before or outside the effect, the word 
"effect" designating at once the change brought about and that which 
has an 4./~ct. namely, the energy of the aspect, of the manifestation, of 
visibility, of phain~sthai. The reason of effects thus comes not so much 
from the principle of reason or causality as from the fact that it reveals 
the power of representation, an essence of representation that effectuates 
more than its so-called ontological essence. If I gloss things in my own 
way, all the while trying not to be unfaithful to Marin's intention, if 
I oppose the "reason of effects," which Marin does not invoke direcdy 
here, to the "principle of reason" and, implicitly, to the interpretation of 
it given by Heidegger, whom Marin, it seems to me, if I am not speaking 
too hastily here, never evokes in this work (except indirectly, in a note 
concerning a reference by Panofsky to Heidegger (P, 205)), it is to try to 
make sense of the underlying reason for this silence and to try implicidy 
or obliquely to justify it, assuming that a silence can ever be justified. 
For Heidegger always associates the predominance and the closure of a 
certain accentuation of the Principle of reason (that is, of the Satz vom 
Grund as principle of causality or of final causality, the Grund or the 
foundation here being the cause), especially since the seventeenth century, 
with a certain authority of representation. In so doing he perhaps misses 
out on understanding how the authority or power, and particularly the 
theologico-political power of representation, even if aesthetic, might come 
to it, in its very founding agency, precisely from its lack or absence of Grund, 
from the Abgrund on the basis of which it founds: for it founds precisely 
there where the tounding body, the tounding agency or existence, comes 
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to disappear in death, to act as the one who has disappeared or passed 
away. All these are problems or dimensions of the foundation, and first of 
all of the political foundation-in and through representation-that, as 
such, never interested Heidegger, if I am not mistaken, at least not in Th~ 
Principl~ of &ason, which is also, however, a meditation upon that which 
happens to representation, and through rcpn:scntation, in the seventeenth 
century. 

Such would be the "primitive" of representation as effect: to pre­
sentify, to make: the: absent present, as if that which returned were: 
the: same:. 

There is here, then, an acute thought of mourning an~of the phantom 
that returns, of haunting and spectrality: ~yond the alternative ~tween 
presence and absence, ~yond negative or positive perception even, the 
effect of the image would stem from the fantastic force of the specter, and 
from a supplement of force; and the increase ~comes fantastic at the very 
heart oflack, for Marin immediately raises the stakes, capitalizes the stakes 
with regard to a capital surplus value of the image, with regard, in sum, 
to the inter~st of the image and the desire for the image: 

Such would be the: "primitive:" of representation as effect: to prc:­
sentify, to make: the absent present, as if that which returned were 
the same and sometimes better, mor~ intense, mou forceful than if it 
were the: same. (My emphasis) 

The ''more" here seems affected by an "as if' ("as if it were the same"), 
but the more intensity or force, far from ~ing lessened or attenuated by 
the fiction of the "as if," draws from it, on the contrary, all its dynamis, at 
once its power and its increase of potential ~ing, of being in potential. 
There is also here, I would be tempted to say, a theory of the capital and 
of the capitalization of energy, there where capital is represented from its 
heraldic depths [abi'me], both in the chief or head (of state, for example) 
and in the capital portrait. For this is also a book on the decapitation of 
the king (look at entreglose 8 entitled "The Severed Head" on Corneille's 
D~ath of Pompey) and on the fate of this form of capital punishment that 
turns regicide into an event whose possibility is inscribed right on the effect 
called "portrait of the king." 

To reinforce this demonstration of force and of what links ~wer 
to death, Marin goes on to cite an extraordinary text by Alberti. In book 
11 of his treatise On Painting, Alberti speaks of death and of friendship. 
I could not help but recall a certain moment during a seminar we taught 
together three years ago when we asked about what links friendship to 
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the testamentary experience, particularly in a certain text of Montaigne, of 
whom Marin was also a marvelous reader. What does Alberti say here? If 
painting has within itself a force that is absolutely divine (vim divinam) it 
is because it makes the absent present: "as friendship is said to do," Alberti 
then adds, thinking perhaps of a certain text of Aristotle, the very one 
that Montaigne evokes and that we had discussed in this seminar.• Alberti 
then moves on-right to the limit of death. Death is not one example 
of absence among others; it speaks to us of absence itself by naming the 
most absent of absences, the one that is given by death. Henceforth death, 
which is expressed, in sum, by all the other absences as absences, is what 
gives painting its greatest force, for "divine force" also means "the greatest 
force." But because it bears death, so to speak, this greatest force is also the 
"without-force," the mourning of the absolute of"force." For to suggest, as 
I have just done, that "divine force" means "the greatest force" is not simply 
to call divine that which is the greatest, that in relation to which nothing 
greater can be thought, as St. Anselm would say, or to think it according 
to a schema of ordinary meaning that would unite the idea of God to the 
superlative; it is also to approach the divinity of the divine on the basis of 
death, or rather as the mourning-bearing power that makes the greatest 
force equal to the without-force, to the mourning of the absolute of"force." 
Under these conditions, the schemas of the eucharistic transubstantiation, 
of the transfiguration or the resurrection, even if taken outside the context 
of pure Christian dogmatism, retain an exemplary value for Marin's works, 
in the most enigmatic sense of this Christian exemplarity. This exemplarity 
does not suggest one occurrence among others but the occurrence of 
the unique and irreplaceable historical advent that allows one to give 
an account of all the effects of the "portrait of the king." By allowing them 
to take place, by giving them their proper place, it determines Marin's so 
necf'ssary and so rigorous analyses on this subject-be it in the book that 
bears this title (Portrait of 1h~ King)' or in the second part of this last book, 
"The Genealogical and Political Powers of the Image." 

What do all these analyses, each one emanating beauty and truth, 
show? To put it all too poorly in a word, they demonstrate and display 
what, in the course of history, allows one to say, following Pascal, that "the 
portrait of the king is the king" and that it is the "'portrait effect,' the 
mimetic effect, the: effect of representation, that mak~s the: king" (P, 187). 

:1. Leon Banista Al~ni. On Painting. trans. John R. Spencer (New Haven: Yale Uni,·ersity 
Prns. 1956), 63. 

3· Louis Marin, Portmit oft~ King. ltans. Martha M. Houle (Minn..apolis: University 
ol Minnesota Press, 1988). 
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This logic presupposes that a sort of death of the: king comes in 
adtKlnc~ to divide the: king's body in two: the individual or real body on 
the one hand; the fictive-ideal or representative-body of dignity on 
the other. (The politico-juridical history of the two bodies of the king in 
Christian Europe, such as it is analyzed by Ernst Kantorowicz, plays an 
organizing role in these texts of Marin; it runs thruugh them, as we know, 
as the continuous thread of an axiomatic-so indispensable ami obvious 
that Kantorowicz hardly has to he mentioned.) Now, as we know, this 
dividing or this redoubling of the king's body, this functional death of 
the physical body in the body of dignity, what Marin elsewhere calls the 
"caesura of the royal body.''• could be written into the rights of absolute 
and hereditary monarchy only on the basis of a Christian doctrine. I'll 
cite just one sentence, at the end of gloss 6 ("The Portrait of the King, 
Shipwrecked"), which would here have to be read extremely closely: "The 
king in his portrait, the king as image, the king-representation, is thus in 
the 'parable' a parody of the eucharistic mystery of the mystic body and of 
real presence" (P, 194). 

One could readily show, in fact, that this logic remains at work 
wherever there is a monarchy in a Christian country, even in a Christian 
democracy, I mean in a democratic regime with a Christian culture, as 
soon as the unity or the independence of the nation-state is represented in 
the body of a monarch or president, no matter what the length of the term 
or the forms of inheritance hy election (filiation or succession), indeed, no 
matter what the mode of election. 

But let's return to Alberti: "Painting," he writes, "contains an abso­
lutely divine force lin s~ vim admodum divinam hab~tl that not only makes 
absent men present, as friendship is said to do, but shows the dead to 
the living so that even after many centuries ld~Junctus long post sa~cula 
viv~tibus cxhibcat] they may be recognized by them with great pleasure 
and with great admiration for the painter" (quoted in P. II). In Alberti's de­
scription we see pleasure and admiration becoming inextricably linked to 
mourning, the force of the three affects increasing from their combination. 

Yet it is necessary here to underscore an obvious fact. It could easily 
be forgotten because it is so obvious, like the nose in the middle of one's 
face. It is that the image and representation are treated by Alberti-and 
by Marin citing Alberti-an th~ basis of th~ portrait. The portrait is not 
just any painting. It thus has to be recalled why it is the: history of the 
image as portrait that must be investigated in order to analyze- power, 
particularly the theologico-polirical power of represc:ntarion. The poruait 

4· S.,e Marin, L«turr-s IWJI!n'sibr-s (Pari.: Albin Michel, 1993), 17')-93· 
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is not one fiction or figure, one face of the figure, among others. Not only 
because it represents at once the gaze that gazes at us and the head that 
governs the body and the chief or head who governs the social body. (In 
his political analyses Marx is always interested just as much in the head 
of those who govern as in the logic of capital.) But especially because, like 
the photographic portrait, its relation to the referent appears (and it is 
this appearance that counts even if one must not trust it) irreducible. This 
fiction of the figure, of the face, is given as essentially nonfictive, and it 
claims to give us-and Barthes relied a good deal, perhaps a bit too much, 
on this claim-what once was and could not not have been present before 
the gaze or before the lens. What the portrait says, the titlt' "portrait" (and 
it is because a title is of the order uf discourse that we arc here in a gloss), 
is that what is shown, portraitured, is what was (supposed to have been) 
real, really present. This is obviously not the case of every other pictorial 
figure or fiction, which do not then strictly speaking deserve the name of 
representation, or even, in the end, that of image. The portrait is here the 
capital representation insofar as it represents the capital element in a power 
of the image. Forcing things only a bit, one could say that, at /t>ast from the 
point of view of the theologico-political power guaranteed by the portrait 
of the king, and based on Marin's analysis, there is no difference between 
painting and photography, for the photographic portrait continues to 
guarantee, and sometimes even accentuates, the function of the painted 
portrait. The photographic technique fulfills even more powerfully the 
pictorial vocation, namely, to seize the dead and transfigure them-to 
resuscitate as having bt>m the one who (singularly, he or she) will have 
been. The presidential portraits that can be seen today in all places of public 
authority (government agencies, town halls, departmental and municipal 
buildings, police stations) express the origin, identity, and place of the 
capital gathering of legitimate power insofar as it holds us in its gaze and 
looks at us looking at it by recalling us to what looks at and regards us, 
that is, to our responsibility before it and in its eyes. It is also true that 
photography at the same time goes against the very vocation it fulfills 
or continues since it makes the portrait available to everyone. Through 
this technical democratization, photography tends to destroy the aura and 
rarity of painting that restrict the commissioning of the painted portrait, 
which sometimes turns out to be a masterpiece, to certain privileged places, 
of which the court is at the very least the metonymic figure. In any case, 
one should not be surprised to sec Marin, just after having spoken of what 
is "most intense" and "most forceful" about the effect of representation, 
and just before citing Alberti, make reference in a single sentence to 
photography, and more precisely to the photograph of someone whu, 



LOUIS MARIN 157 

as we say, has disappeared or "passed away," the photograph, llike the 
portrait, having the virtue of making appear the one who has disappeared, 
of making them reappear with greater clarity or margeia. Before citing 
Alberti, Marin acts as if he were giving an example merely in passing, a 
few words of pedagogic illustration: "Thus the photograph of someone 
who has passed away displayed on the mantel" (P. 11 ). 

I am going to have to break this off, for there is not enough time; 
but before saying in a few words in what direction I would have liked to 
share with you the reading of this great book, I would especially like to 
convey to you, trying not to take advantage of the emotion, how difficult 
and painful it is for me to speak here of this book. This difficulty or pain 
has nothing to do with the time we do or do not have this evening; we and, 
alas, we alone, will later have more time. A bit more time. 

Such difficulty or pain has to do with the strange time of reading that 
the time of the writing of this book will have, as if in advance, imprinted 
in us, the friends of Louis. 

I imagine him writing these lines, citing and glossing Alberti in his 
preface not long before his death, working on a book he knew he might 
not see, that is, might not, while still living, see come out. The book, as you 

will see, multiplies these analyses, these examples, these images of what I 
would call the survival effect, the effect of living on. Louis not only saw 
death coming, as we all see it coming without seeing it, as we all expect it 
without expecting it. He approached death, which approached him, more 
and more quickly; he approached it in preceding it, and anticipated it with 
these images and glosses, for which the grammar of the future anterior 
no doubt does not suffice to convey their force and time, their tense. The 
future anterior is still a simplistic modalization of a fundamental present 
or representation; simplistic because still too simple to be able to translate 
the strange temporality that here gives its force to the mourning affect 
of which we are speaking. It would likewise be too simple, though true 
in an oblique way, to say that Louis Marin, citing Alberti and speaking 
of the portrait of others, of death and of friendship, painted himself in 
advance, painting at the same time his grieving friends, pointing us out to 
oursdves in advance with a finger, and signing the extraordinary utterance, 
which he comments upon elsewhere, that allows one to say "I died" (this 
incredible grammar, this impossible time or tense that he analyzes in La 
voix c:rrommuniie).S 

To say "I died," "I am dead," is not simply a future anteriOr. h is 
the strange time of his writing, the strange time of reading that looks 

5· Sec Marin. U. vmz arommtmi«: [";.Jail de mt'moire (Pari•: Galilt<". 191\1 ). f>4. 
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at and regards us in advance this evening, that will have regarded us, 
that will regard us long after us. The "I died" is not a phenomenologico­
grammatical monstrosity, a scandal of common sense or an impossible 
sentence with no meaning. It is the time or tense, the graphological time, 
the implicit tempo of all writing, all painting, of every trace, and even 
of the presumed present of every cogito ago sum. (For this phrase, as I 
tried to show a long time ago elsewhere, necessarily implies an "I am 
dead." In Descartes one cannot separate these words and the system of 
their enunciation from what is considered to be one of Descartes's minor 
discourses, namely, what he says of the Eucharist when he dares, more 
or less clandestinely, to enter into the debate among theologians on this 
subject. I later tried to show this again in a seminar where I referred, of 
course, to the works of Marin on the Eucharist and added to them this 
Cartesian gloss.) 

During the past few weeks spent admiring D~s pouvoirs tk l'imag~ I 
kept saying to myself that I have never known such an emotion in reading 
a book. It was not only the emotion of mourning that we all know and 
recognize, even if it hits us each time in a new and singular way, like 
the end of the world, an emotion that overwhelms us each time we come 
across the surviving testimonies of the lost friend, across all the "images" 
that the one who has "passed away" has left or passed on to us. 

There was, this time, something more, something else as well. There 
was another emotion that came to overwhelm this first mourning, this 
common mourning, coming to make it turn upon itself, I would almost 
want to say to reflect it to the point of vertigo, another emotion, another 
quality and intensity of emotion, at once too painful and strangely peaceful, 
which had to do, I believe, with a certain time of reading. 

Without even trying to say something more, however minimal, about 
this magnificent book and alx,ut the strange time of reading by which I 
was overwhelmed, I would like to venture a few words on the subject 
of mourning, and on the time of an interminable mourning, so as not to 
rush ahead-something I would deem intolerable-to speak this evening 
of the last book of Marin as I might have spoken in another time and in 
more conventional circumstances of his most recent book. In returning 
regularly to common places, I mean to the places that were common 
to us, sitting in the office I shared with him for so long on boulevard 
Raspail, walking around the Maison des Sciences de !'Homme, taking 
part just recently in a discussion during the seminar he led for many years 
with certain among you whom I see in this room, I have said to myself 
that, ever since psychoanalysis came to mark this discourse, the image 
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commonly used to characterize mourning is that of an interiorization (an 
idealizing incorporation, introjection, consumption of the other, in effect, 
an experience that would have received one of its essential aspects from 
the Eucharist, which was, for Louis, the great Thing, the great mourning­
object, both his object and the object of his mourning, to which he will have 
devoted a work so original and all-consuming, a work that relentlessly 
pursues the eucharistic body from every side--exegetical, philosophical, 
historical, logical, linguistic-as if it were necessary before dying to come 
to know what mourning is, to know how to come to terms with death, 
and how to transfigure the work of death into a work that gives and 
gives something to be seen). Now, if the modes of interiorization or 
of subjectification that psychoanalysis talks about are in some respects 
undeniable in the work of mourning where the death of the friend leaves 
us, that is, leaves us alone, I told myself the following, which is certainly not 
original but which I feel with a singular acuteness and, indeed, an increased 
intensity: if this interiorization is not possible, if it must not-and this is the 
unbearable paradox of fidelity-be possible and complt-tt>d, it would not 
be because of a limit, because of a border that cannot be crossed, because 
of a frontier that comes to enclose a given space, organizing finitude into 
an inside and an outside that would be, in effect, homogeneous with one 
another, symmetrical and commensurable on each side of an indivisible 
line. It would be, rather, because of another organization of space and of 
visibility, of the gazing and the gazed upon. Whatever the truth, alas, of 
this inevitable interiorization (the friend can no longer be but in us, and 
whatever we may believe about the afterlife, about living-on, according 
to all the possible forms of faith, it is in us that these movements might 
appear), this being-in-us reveals a truth to and at d~ath, at the moment of 
death, and even before death, by everything in us that prepares itself for 
and awaits death, that is, in the undeniable anticipation of mourning that 
constitutes friendship. It reveals the truth of its topology and tropology. 
When we say "in us," when we speak so easily and so painfully of inside 
and outside, we are naming space, we are speaking of a visibility of the 
body, a geometry of gazes, an orientation of perspectives. We au sp~aking of 
images. What is only in us seems to be reducible to images, which might be 
memories or monuments, but which are reducible in any case to a memory 
that consists of visihl~ scenes that are no longer anything but imag~s. since 
the other of whom they are the images appears only as the one Yiho has 
disappeared or passed away, as the one who, having passed away, leaves 
"in us" only images. He is no more, he whom we see in images or in 
recollection, he of whom we speak, whom we cite, whom we try to let 
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speak-he is no more, he is no longer here, no longer there. And nothing 
can begin to dissipate the terrifying and chilling light of this certainty. 
As if respect for this certainty were still a debt, the last one, owed to the 
friend. 

What this rhetoric of space, this topology and this tropology, miss, 
what this description of lack lacks, is that the force of the image has 

to do less with the fact that one sees something in it than with the 
fact that one is seen there in it. The image sees more than it is seen. 
The image looks at us. (Indeed, some of you here this evening, Hubert 
Damisch in particular, work on this inversion of the gaze that comes from 
painting and on the dissymmetry and demastering brought about by such 
an inversion, and everything Marin tells us of the portrait has ro do, in 
the end, with this inversion of dissymmetry that can be interiorized only 
by exceeding, fracturing, wounding, injuring, traumatizing the interiority 
that it inhabits or that welcomes it through hospitality, love, or friendship. 
This dissymmetry also inscribes-unless it actually depends on it-an 
essential anachrony in our being exposed to the other; it dislocates all 
contemporaneity at the very heart of what we have our sights on at the 
same time.) 

Louis Marin is outside and he is looking at me, he himself, and I am 
an image for him. At this very moment. There where I can say cogito, sum, 
I know that I am an image for the other and am looked at by the other, even 
and especially by the mortal other. I move: right before his eyes, and the 
force of this image is irreversible (because of the reversion, the conversion, 
of force into weakness and vice versa). Louis Marin is looking at me, and 
it is for this, for him, that I am here this evening. He is my law, the law, 
and I appear before him, before his word and his gaze. In my relationship 
to myself, he is here in me before me, stronger or more forceful than I. It 
might be said that I came because other witnesses asked me to, because I 

appear also before those close to him, Fran~oise, Anne, Frederiquc, and 
Judith, before his friends and the friends we had in common. This is 
surely true, but I would not have felt this imperative before: them had I 
not known that what unites us is at once common and outside us, and 
that we arc all looked at (each one of us singularly) by the one who, with 
each page, will have providentially deciphered and prescribed, arranged in 

advance, a reading of what is happening here, of what makes the present 
scene possible, foreseeing and watching over it with the benevolent regard 
(since it is he who watches out to watch over us) and with all the love of 
someone who can say, at the moment of dying, even if he is not Christ 
or even Christian, hoc eit meum corpus, which is giuen for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me (Luke 22.19). 



We are all looked at, I said, and each one singularly, by Louis Marin. 
He looks at us. In us. He looks in us. This witness sees in us. And from now 
on more than ever. But what might this indicate beyond a mere rhetorical 
commonplace? It would indicate an absoluu excess and dissymmetry in 
the space of what relates us to ourselves and constitutes the "being-in­
us," the "being-us," in something complt"tdy other than a mere subjective 
interiority: in a place open to an infinite transcendence. The one who 
looks at us in us-and for whom we are-is no longer; he is completely 
other, infinitely other, as he has always been, and death has more than 
ever entrusted him, given him over, distanced him, in this infinite alterity. 
However narcissistic it may be, our subjective speculation can no longer 
seize and appropriate this gaze before which we appear at the moment 
when, bearing it in us, bearing it along with every movement of our 
bearing or comportment, we can get over our mourning of him only by 
getting over our mourning, by getting over, by ourselves, the mourning of 
ourselves, I mean the mourning of our autonomy, of everything that would 
make us the measure of ourselves. That is the excess and the dissymmetry: 
we bear in ours~lv~s the gaze that Louis Marin bears on us. Powers of the 
image. This gaze is his, and it will always remain his, infinitely; it comes 
from him singularly, from him alone, alone as always, more alone than 
ever, over there, outside, far away. Far away in us. In us, there where this 
power of the image comes to open the being-far-away. This excess also 
brings about the limitless enlargement of the image. Its power of dilation 
gives it its greatest force in the mourning of the absolute of"force." 

It was, in the end, the experience of this time of reading that I 
discovered. Louis Marin described this scene on each page of his book, 
all the while mobilizing a corpus at once extremely diverse and singularly 
rich. I was thus read, I said to myself, and staged by what I read; I found 
myself caught up in the time of his time, inscrihed, situated by this other 
present that was still his this summer. And my sadness, while trying to 
distinguish itself from his, could never really dissociate itself from it. It 
still resonates in the very scope and score of his time. He remained the 
master of it, as one would say of a subject or a disciple. 

It would be necessary to accede or do justice to this torsion of the 
time of reading. At once painful and fascinated, it calls or recalls in 
advance a sort of living present, or what is assumed to be so, that is, our 
own living present, toward the present of Louis Marin. toward the other 
fractured present of the one who, having written this book in-a more or 
less continuous fashion over several years, developing still further premises 
elaborated for more than twenty years, wrote or reviewed a few months 
ago, I imagine, the preface, and reread-the ultimate tc~t ur proof-as the 
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editors tdl us, almost all the proofs, almost, or just about, the final proofs, 
the final test. 

In doing this, he will have brought to term, that is, right up to the 
final interruption, the ordeal or the putting to the test of this default of 
force wherein is marked the "mourning of the absolute of 'force."' 

For, in the end, what docs this book tdl us, in its at once paradoxical 
and prudent thesis, I would even say in its fantastic aporia, or, if you prefer, 
its ontological fiction? That this power whose effects it analyzes docs not 
exist. It never attains existence, that is, the presence of the present. Thn-~ 
is power, there arc ~JJ~cts of power, but power docs not exist. It is nothing. 
It is attacMd to tkath, which is not. There is only "force," the quotation 
marks reminding us that the effect of force is attached to the representative 
fiction. This fiction counts only on the death of the one who is thought to 
hold power, from whom it then withdraws power by feigning to confer it 
upon him in the portrait. The trait of the portrait, its infinite attraction, 
is that it subtracts or withdraws: it withdraws or takes back all the power 
that it confers, because it requires already in advance the death of the 
subject, the death of the king as subject and of the subject of the subject in 
question, that is, of everything related to its reference: 

In the representation that is power, in the power that is 
representation, the real-provided one understands by "real" the 
always deferred fulfillment of this desire-is nothing other than 
the fantastic image in which the subject would contemplate itself as 
absolute. 

If it is of the essence of all forces to tend toward the absolute, 
it is part of the "reality" of its subject never to be content with not 

being so. The representation-effects that constitute powers and 
that powers in turn permit and authorize would be the modalities 
(historical, anthropological, sociological ... ) of a work-though 

infinite in space and time--of the mourning of the absolute of 
'force'. (P. r6-r7) 

All this is worked out, demonstrated, and will live on in the pages 
that will be read and reread on Th~ &v~r~d H~ad. concerning Th~ D~ath 
of Pompey by Corneille, where the "deadly mirror"-analyzed earlier in 
the chapters on the idol, narcissism, and the "position of the )"-lets us 
see, in some sense, the very origin of the political and shows how the 
"great politician then converts the phantasmic object, the head of the 
Medusa, emblem of the violent origins of the State, the severed head 
of Pompey, into its own face, the disquieting and cold mask of political 
power" (P. 157). 
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Yet the reading of The Tempest exceeds this purely political dimen­
sion. For it shows how the recognition that the king discovers in the 
gaze that representation turns toward him is also cosmic (P. 175). Had 
I had the time, I would have tried to venture into the current space 
of this cosmopolitics. But the pages that, while just as convincing and 
forceful as all the others, nonetheless moved me the most, I would even 
say overwhelmed me, are those that-in a reading of whiteness that is 
quite properly dazzling, in the writing of white light, in what one might 
want to call the photography of certain Gospels--speak about the potestas 
filiationis, about the son in the bosom of the father, the son as the sight 
of the image of the father. Of the father in view of the son, of the father 
looked upon, judged, made possible by the son. An abyssal thought of 
inheritance. It would be necessary to cite here the entire gloss 7 on "the 
son in the bosom of the father" and reread what is said "in the light of 
the stained-glass window." Marin speaks of this in a dazzling fashion, 
for he is himself no doubt bedazzled by bedazzlement, by knowledge 
"through bedazzlement," through the blindness that comes from an excess 
of vision. Here again is the theme of what Abbot Suger refers to as 
a "force renewed" through the very renunciation of all restitution, all 
reconstitution, all postmortem retribution: the gift itself (P, 213). And as 
for the Transfiguration, the event of the absolute visual that constitutes the 
ground without ground of the foundation of power, the bedazzlement of 
whiteness is there associated with this anticipation of death that also marks 
the time of this book, "as if," says Marin, "the extreme, final, image, that 
of the absolutely white figure or face, could only anticipate the taste of an 
exquisite death" (P, 239). 

We will never have the time. 
Had I had the time, had I been able to treat the last six pages of this 

book, which speak in gloss 9 of"The Reversion of Shadow and Light" and 
of a certain structural link between "genealogical power" and a supplement 
of force or "intensification" based on a passage from Nietzsche's Birth of 
Tragedy, I would have tried to situate a bit better what is, to my eyes, 
Marin's singular place within a hidden tradition, at the heart of a secret 
lineage, one that is inadmissible to every church or chapel. I am speaking 
of this heretical filiation that runs from Pascal to Nietzsche, who was also 
the thinker of force and of the reciprocal convertibility of the strongest 
or most forceful and the weakest. These two thinkers have often been 
associated, especially during the heyday of existentialism. But T do not 
know of anyone before Louis Marin who has given to this intolerable 
genealogy, to this heretical heritage, such a force of evidence, such titles, I 
would even say such a force of law. If this tradition was possible, virtual, 
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dynamic, it did not exist, it never had such an incontestable actuality 
before the work of Marin, and singularly so in Pouvoirs d~ l'imag~. That 
this actuality remains a potentiality without limit-that is what I would 
have wanted to show. 

And that is what secretly links the gift to death. 
Why does one give and what can one give to a dead friend? And 

what does one give oneself with this liberty, when one knows that the 
relation to oneself, that Narcissus himself, gazes at himself only from the 
gaze of the other, and precedes himself, answering then only for himself, 
only from the resonance of Echo, when this latter speaks freely of herself, 
for herself, by seeming to repeat the last syllables of the other and thus to 
give in to the jealous dictates of divine law? 

Louis knew what I thought of him, he was aware of my admiration 
and my gratitude; he had countless indications of this in everything that 
was woven between our gestures, our various itineraries, our respective 
works as well, and in everything that went unspoken, which did not fail, 
as always, alas, to resound and resonate in all of this. But while he was 
aware of this admiration, I never really declared it to him to the extent that 
I am this evening. I am not saying this only, not only, to confess a mistake, 
a regret, or an inconsolable sadness. This situation is, in the end, rather 
common; it is what links me to more than one friend, no doubt to all those 
one call> "best friends." 

But then why? Why wait for death? Tell me why we wait for death. 
Marin's last book will have again helped me to think this, to think that 
which in fact regards each of us so singularly, namely, the law of what 
does not return or come back, of what comes back to us only there where 
it can no longer come back to us, and so all comes down, like mastery, that 
is, like the fiction of force, to the incontestable authority of death, to the 
very inexistence of the image, to it!'O fantastic power, to the impresence of 
a trace. 

Louis Marin knew that this authority begins before death, and that 
death begins its work before death. Death 's watch [v~i/1~ ], the time of this 
book, had begun long ago for Louis Marin, well before the eve [v~i//~] of 
his death. 

This is also why this book cannot be closed, why it interrupts itself 
interminably. And however prepared I might have been for it, I read it 
too quickly. In a sort of haste that no mourning will be able to diminish 
or console. It happened to me too quickly, like Louis's death. I feel as if I 
were still on the eve of reading it. 



CHAPTER II 

SARAH KOFMAN 

SEPTEMBER 14, 19J4-0CTOBER 15, 1994 

Professor of philosophy and author of over twenty books 
on philosophy, psychoanalysis, literature, and art, Sarah 
Kofman was one of France's most significant contempo­
rary thinkers. She was born in 19~4 on Rosh Hashanah in 
the Tenth Arrondissement of Paris, one of six children of 
Berek Kofman and Fineza Koenig, who had immigrated 
to France from Poland in 1929. Though all the children 
were French citizens, the languages spoken at home 
remained Yiddish and Polish. On July 16, 1942, Kofman's 
father, the rabbi of a small synagogue in Eighteenth 
Arrondissement, was taken by the Vichy police from 
the family's apartment on rue Ordener and sent to the 
notorious Draney camp. He later perished at Auschwitz. 
Most of the members of Berek Kofman's family in Poland 
also lost their lives during the infamous Warsaw ghetto 
roundup of May 16, 1943· 

After her father's deportation, Kofman, along with 
her mother and siblings, spent the rest of the war in hid­
ing at various locations throughout France. The ~hildren 
were also given French names to conceal their identities. 
Sarah, who was taken in by a family in Merville, was 
given the name Su7..annc:. In 1943 she and her mother 
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were housed at rue Labat in Paris with a woman whom Kofman later 
identified in an autobiographical text as Meme. After the liberation of 
Paris, Kofman was entrusted to Meme, though a court later overturned 
this decision and awarded custody to her mother. 

After the war, Kofman lived in several different institutions for 
children before returning to live with her mother in Paris. Housed in a 
building for "disaster victims" near the Porte de Ia Chapelle in the north 
of Paris, she prepared for the bacca/aurtat exam at the Lycee Jules-Ferry. 
She then took two years of preparatory courses at the Lycee Fenelon for 
admission to the Ecole Normale Superieure,living in a dormitory for high 
school girls during this time. Kofman eventually obtained a dip/orne (now 
a maitri~) from the Ecole Normale Suptrieure for a thesis on Plato and 
language. 

Kofman began her teaching career in Toulouse at the Lycee Saint 
Sernin (r¢<>--63) before moving back to Paris to teach at the Lycee Claude 
Monet (1963-70). Her first article, on the question of ethics and the 
philosophy of the absurd in Sartre, was published in 1g63. She began 
work on her doctoral dissertation, "The Concept of Culture in Nietzsche 
and Freud," under Jean Hyppolite at the College de France in tg66. 
Gilles Deleuze, whose course on Nietzsche's On the Genealogy ofMorals 
had served as an inspiration for Kofman while she was studying for her 
agr!gation, took over the directorship of her dissertation in 1971. 

Sarah Kofman met Jacques Derrida in 1g6g and attended his sem­
inars for many years at the Ecole Normale Superieure. A number of 
her texts, among them Camera Obscura, Ninzsche and Metaphor, and LL 
respect des femmes, were originally presented as papers at Derrida's seminar. 
(Kofman later devoted a book, i..Lctures de Derrida, to Derrida's work.) In 
1970 Kofman took up the post of maitre-assistant at the University of Paris 
I, Sorbonnc. Her first book publication, Th~ Childhood of Art, a study of 
Freud's aesthetics, dates from the same year. 

The year 1972 saw the publication of Nietzsche and Metaphor. In 
the same year she took part in the famous Cerisy-la-Salle conference on 
Nietzsche and contributed an essay to the proceedings, published under the 
title Nietzsche aujourd'hui? As the number of her publications on Nietzsche 
and Freud grew, Kofman abandoned her original dissertation project and 
earned her doctorate in 1976 on the basis of already published work. She 
was also eventually awarded a doctoral d'!tat in philosophy. 

In the mid-1970s Kofman was a member of GREPH (Groupe 
de recherches sur l'enseignement philosophique), a group formed with 
Jacques Derrida, fcan-Luc Nancy, and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe. A 
number of collective texts were published under the imprimatur of 
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this organization, notably Ecarts (1973), Mimesis tks articulations (1975), 
and Qui a peur tk Ia philosophic? (1977), which included contributions 
from Kofman. 

The breadth of Kofman's oeuvre is remarkable, treating not only 
philosophy (ranging from the early Greeks, Socrates and Plato, to Kant, 
Rousseau, and Comte) but also literature (E. T. A. Hoffmann, Gerard de 
Nerval, and Shakespeare), aesthetics, psychoanalysis, and feminism (or, as 
she preferred to say, "the question of woman"). But the impact of her legacy 
has perhaps most clearly been felt in the study of Freud and Nietzsche, 
to whom she devoted some of her most important work, including Freud 
and Fiction (1974), Nietzsche et Ia scble philosophique (1979), The Enigma of 
Woman: Woman in Freud's Writings (198o), Un mltin- impossiblt-: ucture tk 
"Constructions en analyse" (1983), Pourquoi rit-on? Freud et k mot d'esprit 
(1986), "II n'y a que le premier pas qui cot2k": Freud et Ia sptculation 
(1991), Explosion 1: De l"'&ce Homo" tk Nietzsche (1991), Explosion II: 
us enfonts de Nietzsche ( 1993), and Le mtpris tks juifs: Nietzsche, les juifs, 
l'antisbnitisme ( 1994). 

Despite her impressive publication record, Kofman was uften passed 
over for tenure and promotion at the Sorbonne, where she remained a 
maitre tk conferences (the equivalent of an untenured associate professor) 
until1991, when she was finally appointed to a chair. With the publication 
in the late 198os of Smothered Wordr (a book dedicated to the memory of 
her father and to the work of Robert Antelme and Maurice Blanc hot), her 
writing took an increasingly autobiographical turn. Between April and 
September 1993 Kofman wrote Rue Ordener, rue Labat, an account of her 
childhood between the ages of eight and eighteen. 

On October 15, 1994, the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of 
Nietzsche's birth, Sarah Kofman took her own life. 



At first I did not know-and I in fact still do not know-what title to give 
to these words. 

What is the gift of a title? 
I even had the fleeting suspicion that such a gift would be somewhat 

indecent: it would imply the violent selection of a perspective, an abu­
sive interpretative framing or narcissistic reappropriation, a conspicuous 
signature there where it is Sarah Kofman, Sarah Kofman alone, Sarah 
Kofman herself, over there l/J-basl.' beyond here, well beyond me or us 
here and now, Sarah Kofman who should be spoken about and whom I 
hear speaking. 

Sarah Kofman 
would then be the best title, were I not afraid of being unable to measure 
up to it. 

Finally-since the question remains that of the gift and of what it 
means to give a title-it seemed to me more just to speak, and for just this 
reason, of the gift in Sarah Kofman, of her gifts: those she gave us, those 
she left us, and those she too perhaps received. 

The title would then be 
Sarah Kofman's Gifts 

And here are a few possible subtitles, to give you some idea of what 
I would like to say: 

Here There 
Open Book, Closed Book 

Protestations 
Here and there, we find the body and we find the book, the open 

book and the closed book. And protestations. Between the two, between 
here and there, between the body and the book, hetwet'"n tht'" opt'n book 
and the closed one, there would be, here and there, the third, the witness, 
the t"stis, testimony, attestation, and testament-but in the form of protest 
or protestation. 

Reprinted, with changes, from " ..... ." translat«< by Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael 
Naas. in A S..rvll Kofnwn Rnukr, cd. Gcor11ia Albert and Tom Albrecht (Stanford: Stanford 
University Pre~. :ZOO I). F'im French publication, us ct~llin-s du Grif. no. 3 (Paris: Descartes & 

Cic, 1997), ljt~ (thc issue was devoted to Sarah Kofman). Our thanks to thc meml>c:rs of a 
1999 French re~ding group at DePaul Univcrsity for their many judicious suggestions on an 
early draft: Christopher Boland, Benjamin Borgmeyer, Plcshelle De Armin, Manhew Pacholcc, 
Eli7.abcth Sikes. Samuel Talcott, Petcr Wake. 

1. A• Dcrrida will devdop later, /a-btu (over there) sounds like Labat. the name of the 
nrcct in Pari• whcre Sarah Kofman livcd as a young gari.-"Jivns. 
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I 

One wonders what is taking place. One wonders what a place is, the right 
or just place, and what placement is, or displacement, or replacement. One 
wonders about such things insofar as a book always comes to take the place 
of the body, insofar as it has always tended w replace the proper body, and 
the sexed body, to become its name even, and occupy its place, to serve in 
place of this occupant, and insofar as we collaborate with this substitution, 
lending or giving ourselves over to it, for this is all we ever really do, we are 
this, we like this, and each word speaks volumes for lending itsdffrom the 
very first moment to this spiriting away of the proper body, as if already 
at the behest of the proper body in question, following its paradoxical 
desire, its impossible desire, the desire: to interrupt itself, to interrupt itself 
in sexual difference, interrupt itself as sexual difference. 

What is a place, then, a right or just place when everything seems to 
be ordered, and seems to begin, by the mourning of this replacement? 

What is a just place when everything takes place and takes its place 
as if the: dying wish of the: so-called proper, or lived, or living body-for 
when I say body, I mean the living body as well as the: sexed body-as if the: 
supreme affirmation of this headstrong living being were this testament, 
the: oldest and the newest: "this is my body," "keep it in memory of me," 
and so, "replace: it, in memory of me:, with a book or discourse: to be bound 
in hide or put into digital memory. Transfigure me into a corpus. So that 
there will no longer be any difference: between the place of real presence 
or of the Eucharist and the great computerized library of knowledge." 

This great eucharistic paradigm was first of all, and perhaps will 
always remain, what is proper to man, I mean to the son or the: father. For 
is this not a scene of men? No doubt, as long, that is, as we: keep to the 
visibility of the scene. 

We will perhaps talk later about the veil of a certain Last Supper 
scene, I mean the Last Supper [Cme] of the Holy Table. We will touch 
upon the: veil of modesty that it lays out or barely lifts over sexual difference, 
from the promise: and the gift of the body, the "this is my body and keep it 
in memory of me," right up to the laying in the tomb and the Resurrection. 

Sarah Kofman knew this; she thought it, I believe, and analyzed 
it-but she protested, yes, she no doubt protest~d with all the strength of a 
living irredentist against this movement to which, like all of us, and from 
the very first day, she had to succumb. It is of this protestation that I would 
like to speak, Sarah Kofman's protestation, such as I hear it and believe 
myself, in my own way, to share in it. 
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I am not sure I have the right to assume you would know this, but 
you should be aware that Sarah Kofman was for me, in her own way, and 
for more than twenty years, a great friend. Yes, in her own way, but I 
was her friend in my own way too. I will not be able to speak of our own 
way, which was certainly different, nor of our ways toward one another, 
whether good or had. But were we not the only ones, she and I, and am I 
not the only one today to know, if not to understand, something about this? 

What we shared within the public space, for instance, in places of 
publication, had to do first with the exercises and interests, the aims and 
challenges of philosophy, of thinking, teaching, reading, and writing. 
These interests and exercises go so far beyond the limits of a short 
narrative, indeed of a terminable analysis, that I will not even attempt 
to speak of them. Those interested will find innumerable small signs in 
our respective publications. These remains are little more than elliptical 
greetings, sometimes just a wink; they remain to be interpreted by anyone, 
including myself, for I am not always certain from where I stand today 
that I am still able to decipher them. 

I have spent the past few weeks rereading certain of Sarah's texts 
with the feeling, the certainty even, that for me everything still remains to 
come and to be understood. 

But there is no longer any doubt: such testimonies survive us, 
incalculable in their number and meaning. 

They survive us. Already they survive us, keeping the last word­
and keeping silent. 

But the place of a survivor is unlocatable. If such a place were ever 
located, it would remain untenable, unbearable, I would almost say deadly. 
And if it appeared tenable, the speech to be held or the word to be kept 
there would remain impossible. Such speech or such a word is thus also 
untenable-unbearable. 

The word kept untenable, held to be unbearable [parok di-tmue 
intmabk]. 

In a text that I shall cite later, Sarah speaks of a "secret" that is held 
(a "secret they would hold," she says, the "they" being "doctors," men of 
science, appointed physicians), and it is the secret of a life, of life, of what 
she calls "an opening onto life."• 

:a. Sarah Kofman, "La mort conjurtt: Remarquc:s sur La l~on d'anatomie du docreur 
Nicolas Tulp, 163:a Mauritshuis, La Haye," in LA port d~ l'rxil, ro. Alexandre Kyriu.os 
(Bruo,scls: Presses de I' Acad~mie roy ale des beaux-arts de Bruxdles), no. 11 (1995): •4' -45· 
Translated by Pascale-Anne Brault as "Conjuring Dt-ath," in A Sarah Kofrt~an &alkr. 
ed. Leorgia Albert and Tom Albrecht (Stanford: Sunford University Press, :aoo1). 
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How does one give an account of the secret of what is held or kept 
and so refuses itself in this way? The question is all the more formidable 
insofar as this unlocatable double, the place to hold and the speech to be 
held or the word to be kept, the experience of what is twice held untenable, 
is at the same time the most common experience of friendship. 

There is nothing exceptional about this. 
From the first moment, friends become, as a result of their situation, 

virtual survivors, actually virtual or virtually actual, which amounts to 
just about the same thing. Friends know this, and friendship breathes this 
knowledge, breathes it right up to expiration, right up to the last breath. 
These possible survivors thus see themselves held to the untenable. Held 
to the impossible as possible impossible survivors, so that some might be 
tempted to conclude from this that friends are impossible people. 

We are that, we were that. I will talk a great deal, here again today, 
of the impossible. And of the impossible between Sarah and me. 

Impossible: that is no doubt what we were for one another, Sarah and 
I. Perhaps more than others or in some other way, in innumerable ways 
that I will not be able to recount here, considering all the scenes in which 
we found ourselves together, all the scenes we made before one another. I 
sometimes catch myself again making a scene before her, in order to catch 
up with her, and I smile at this sign of life, of the life in which I am no 
doubt still obscurely trying to keep her, that is, keep her alive. To "conjure 
death," as she says in her last text-which implies both to conjure it up 
and conjure it away, to summon ghosts and chase them away, always in 
the name oflife, to summon and chase away, and thus to pursue the other 
as the other dead. As if I were making yet another scene before her in 
rt"sponse to hers, just so as to make things last long enough to say to her: 
you see, life goes on, it's still the same old story .... 

But since it's all about "being impossible" here, perhaps we must 
accept this side of things. That is, if we can. We cannot say everything, 
that's impossible, say everything about Sarah, what she was, what she 
thought and wrote, everything about a work whose richness, force, and 
necessity the future will never cease to appreciate. We can only accept this 
side of things [en prendre son parti] and take up sides [prendre parti]. 

I am thus taking up this side of things by taking a side-the sicJ.c of 
Sarah. 

So here would be another title: 
Sarah's Side 

Taking a side, then, within this side of things, I finally chose to 
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speak of the art of Sarah. Her art-and this is the side on which I will 
wager-will have given me the chance to take sides. 

I will thus speak of her art but also of her laughter-indissociably. 
We would thus have two additional subtitles. 

Since the death of Sarah, and I owe it to her, as I owe it to the truth, 
to say this. assuming that I might at last be able to do so, since the death 
of Sarah-and what a death-it has been impossible for me to speak as I 
knew I wanted to, impossible to speak to h~r, to her, as one does without 
pretending to friends who have disappeared, impossible also to speak of 
her, as other friends, who are also mine, have known how to do-and have 
done so well, and were so right to do. 

I thus had to try to relearn everything, and I am :;till at it. 
Let us then not hasten to think of mourning, of an impossible 

mourning. For we would then run the risk of missing, or actually we 
would not fail to miss, under some clinical category, some general type 
of mourning-to which a certain guilt is always associated-this incisive, 
singular, and unappeasable suffering that I simply could not bear, precisely 
out of friendship, to transfer onto someone else, and even less onto some 
conceptual generality that would not be Sarah, Sarah Kofman herself. 

For me too, of course, Sarah was unique. 
And even if I were still to blame her for my suffering, at least it 

would be her, and her alone, who would be implicated, and that is my 
first concern here. There would be nothing very new in this, for over the 
course of twenty years of a tender, tense, and sometimes stormy friendship, 
of, dare I say, an impossible friendship, impossible right up to the end, we 
often blamed one another. She would make fun of me, she in me would 
once more take me to task, were I to try to deny, transfigure, sublimate, or 
idealize this long story. 

Against such a lie, she would once again be right. 
Among all the things we shared (I have already said that I would 

not be able to count them and, besides, the texts bear witness to them to a 
certain point), there was this protestation (a word I prefer to accusation), 
of which I would like to let something be heard through her laughter and 
her art. 

I will thus venture a few words to try to say what I believe I can hear 
through her art and her laughter, as well as through her intapr~tation of 
both art and laughter, which, it seems to me, carri~s through all her work, 
and, from her body, carries all the books in the great body of work she has 
left us. 
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According to the hypothesis I am going to pur before you, Sarah 
interpreted laughter like an artist, she laughed like an artist bur also 
laughed at art, like an artist and in the name oflife, nor without knowing 
that neither art nor laughter saves us from pain, anxiety, illness, and death. 
For she knew these things better than anyone else: pain, anxiety, illness­
and death. Art and laughter, when they go together, do not run counter to 
suffering, they do not ransom or redeem it, but live off it; as for salvation, 
redemption, and resurrection, the absence of any illusion shines like a ray 
of living light through all of Sarah's life and work. We will later hear a 
few of her texts that say this better than I can right now. This ray ofliving 
light concerns the absence of salvation, through an art and a laughter that, 
while promising neither resurrection nor redemption, nonetheless remain 
necessary. With a necessity to which we must yield. This ray ofliving light 
was her lucidity and what I was tempted to call, a moment ago, by analogy, 
her irredentism, right up to the end, and even through the end. 

Her art and her laughter, themselves indissociable, were also in­
dissociably interpretations of art and laughter. Her interpretations were 
not only readings or theoretical acts bur affirmations, themselves art and 
laughter, and always affirmations oflife. When I insist that they were nor 
only readings bur also acts and experience itself, my point is nor to exclude 
reading from this. For reading was always on the parr of Sarah a firm, 
unconditional, uncompromising, unrelenting, and implacable demand. 

Implacable interpretations, implacable like Nietzsche and Freud, 
for example, and all those pitiless doctors of arts and of laughter whom 
she cited and summoned to appear and speak, inexhaustibly, sometimes 
against themselves, in truth protesting always against themselves, and 
against one another, while laughing it up. 

For she too was without pity, if nor without mercy, in the end, for 
both Nietzsche and Freud, whom she knew and whose bodies of work she 
had read inside and our. Like no one else in this century, I dare say. She 
loved them pitilessly, and was implacable towards them (not to mention 
a few others) at the very moment when, giving them without mercy all 
that she could, and all that she had, she was inheriting from them and 
was keeping watch over what they had-what they still have-to tell us, 
especially regarding arr and laughter. 

Art and laughter were also for her, no doubt, readings of art 
and of laughter, but these readings were also operations, experiences 
or experiments, journeys. These readings [ll"cturl"s) were kssons.. in the 
magisterial sense of an exemplary lecturing or teaching (and Sarah was a 
great professor, as so many students throughout the world can testify); they 
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were lessons of the lesson in the sense of an exemplary teaching, lessons in 
the course of which, life never being interrupted, the teacher experiments: 
she unveils in the act, through experimentation and performance, giving 
the example of what she says through what she does, giving of her person, 
as we say, with nothing held back, throwing herself into it headlong, body 
and soul. The truth being in the symptom. 

One of these lessons of the lesson given by Sarah is, for example, that 
this tormented being laughed a lot, as her friends know, like a little girl 
shaken by the irresistible joy of uncontrollable laughter on the verge of 
tears, a little girl whose kept secret does not age and whose tragedies have 
not stifled the freshness and sparkle of her innocent laughter. 

Another of these lessons of the lesson given by Sarah is that she not 
only talked about art, painting, and drawing in others--or interpreted 
by others, for example Nietzsche or Freud-but she painted and drew as 
well. And among all the things that she gave me, which I keep and keep 
looking at, there are some of these works. 

And then, and those who knew her well know this, Sarah laughed a 
lot even when she did not laugh, and even when, as was often the case­
and others here can also bear witness to this-she did not laugh at all. 
For she did not laugh everyday, as you know, indeed it was quite often 
the opposite, but even then she was still laughing-and right away, both 
during and after. I want to believe that she laughed right up to the end, 
right up to the very last second. 

She would cry for laughs-that is my thesis or hypothesis. 
I would thus like to imagine that all the meditation we see at work 

in her work might resemble a long reverie on everything that might be 
meant by the expression "for laughs," and "to cry for laughs," following the 
Nietzschean-Freudian interpretation of laughter, on the edge of anxiety, 
on the edge of the conscious and unconscious ends of laughter, of what 
is done for laughs, in view of laughing, by virtue of laughing, by virtue 
of laughter's apotropaic economy or economy of drives (I will come back 
to this in relation to Freud's fok~s and th~ Unconscious and Sarah's book 
Pourquoi rit-on [Why Do Wt Laugh]?J.-yes, why do we laugh, and why 
do we cry?), right up to the post-Platonic or nonmetaphysical structure 
of fiction or the simulacrum, of what has worth only "for laughs," for 
example, the simulacrum in art and in literature. 

_3. Sarah Kofman, Pnurquoi rit~n? Frnul ..r 1~ mot tl'~sprit (Paris: Galile~. •9116) (h~r~aft~r 
abbr~viat.:d as PR). 
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In what sense were these great lessons of art and laughter affirmations of 
life for Sarah? 

The affirmation of life is nothing other than a certain thought of 
death; it is neither opposition nor indifference to death-indeed one would 
almost say the opposite if this were not giving in to opposition. 

I take as testimony, and as a sign, even before beginning, Sarah's last 
text, "Conjuring Death," published after her death by Alexandre Kyritsos 
in La part tk l'o~i/. Like others, perhaps, I am tempted to approach Sarah's 
last text today so as to take by surprise, in some sense, but also to make 
linger, these last words leaving her lips, to make them resonate with her 
first words, as I will later do, and to hear in them a final confidence 
imparted or confided to us--and notice I am not saying a last wish or last 
word. 

Something for which we must be responsible, a confident confidence 
barely veiled to which we should also respond or correspond. 

This very beautiful text is unfinished. A sketch, then, brought to 
term-interminably, as if a sign of life. It begins with a sentence of just a 
couple of words, an incipit that fits on one line alone, it alone on the line: 

It is a lesson. 

It is a lesson, she says. 
She is talking about T~ Anatomy usson of Doctor Nicola~s Tulp, 

1632, by Rembrandt. Sarah interprets in this painting the strange historical 
relationship between the book and the body, between the book and the 
proper or lived body of the mortal, to be sure, but also between the book 
and the body of the body or corporation of doctors gathered there, a body 
whose gaze is completely occupied by the book rather than the body. 

There is too much to say about this text, so I will choose just a few 
themes, three or four, to let them speak to us today--of Sarah, from Sarah, 
mixing my words with hers. I read this both posthumous and living­
so very living-text as an ironic autobiography of Sarah Kofman, her 
autobiogriffur~, her auto-bi-claw-graphy, as she would have said, but also 
as a painting that has been re-painted and de-picted by her own hand. 

It is, in the first place, the story or history of a prq"tnc~ for the 
book. We can there follow the narrative of a historical fascination with the 
book when it comes to occupy the place of the dead, of the body-cad.aver. 
Actually, I prefer the English word corpse here because it incorporates at 
once the body (k corps!, the corpus and the cadaver, and because, when 
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read in French, Ia corps~ seems to pur the body in the feminine and to 
become an allusion to sexual difference, if not a respect for it. 

Un~ corps~: here would be the subject; there would be the object. 
I say "historical fascination" or "history of a preference" for the book 

because all this belongs to a history. It is precisely a reading of this history 
that this lesson on a le!i!\on offers us. 

For what does Sarah Kofman tell us of this corps~ in Th~ Anatomy 
usson? That this image of the corps~ is r~plac~d or displac~d. its plac~ takm 
by the book (as seems to be happening to us at this very instant), replaced­
displaced by "a book wide open at the foot of the deceased." This open book 
organizes: an organ detached from the body, it has an organizing mission. 
Detached from the body, this quasi organ, this corpus, in turn organizes 
space. In an at once centripetal and centrifugal fashion. Decentered with 
regard to the body, as you look at the body, it centers or recenters in turn a 
new magnetic field; it irradiates it but also capitalizes upon it and captures 
all the forces of the painting. An open book attracts all the gazes. 

This book (lui-masculine pronoun-Trans.) stands up to, and 
stands in for, the body: a corps~ replaced by a corpus, a corps~ yielding 
its place to the bookish thing, the doctors having eyes only for the book 
facing them, as if, by reading, by observing the signs on the drawn sheet of 
paper, they were trying to forget, repress, deny, or conjure away death­
and the anxiety before death. 
( ... ) 

But instead of seeing here a simple negativity of distraction (negation, 
denegation, lie, occultation, dissimulation), Sarah Kofman seems to sense 
in this repression, in a no doubt very Nietzschean fashion, a cunning 
affirmation of life, irs irrepressible movement to surviv~. to liv~ on [sur­
vivr~). to get the better of itself in itself, to lie by telling its truth of life, to 
affirm this truth oflife through the symptom of repression, to express the 
irrepressible as it is pur to the test of repression, to get, in a word, the better 
of life, that is to say, of death, giving an account of life: to defeat death by 
affirming a "hold on the truth oflife," a "science oflife and irs mastery." 

There would rhus be a secret of life. Life would hold the secret of 
the secret, and all secrets would keep life alive. For the claim over such 
a secret, even if it is nut justified, even if it is merely an allc:gatiun of 
anguished scholars, could still be read as a redoubled affirmation oflife. 

Lessons given: what this lesson on the usson, this physiological 
lesson on a lesson of anatomy, gives us would be not only a diagnosis 
concerning a repression or a denegation (later on, we will also talk about 
a "conjuring" and a "conspiracy"), not only a thesis on the historicity of 
this repression and this denegation, but an at least implicit interpretation 
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of the very concepts of repression and denegation, an interpretation of 
their ultimate function, of the ultimate meaning of their strategy. Under 
their negative or oppositional appearance, through their grammatical or 
strategic negativity, repression, suppression, and denegation would be in 
the service of an affirmation of life. Repression would be yet another ruse 
of affirmation, a trop (too much) and a trop~. an excess and a figure of the 
"yes" to life, a number or figure of the amor Jati. The science oflife would 
itself be an art of living; it would have come from, and would take part 
in, an art of life. The side or part taken by the artist, the art of the painter 
(like that of the interpreter), would consist in interpreting the truth of this 
art of life. 

The invincible force of this an uf life, a force that is at once 
irreducible, irredentist, its time literally interminable, even in death, at 
the moment of death, the elan of an art that is at once all powerful 
and, in the end, powerless, given to failure, frustrated before what is 
called death itself, this impotence of the all-powerful, this ineffective­
ness of an all-powerful that refuses to let up even though it is really 
nothing-that is what invites a good laugh: it is truly comical, isn't it, 
laughable, crazy, off the wall, and we can receive from it, as a lesson, the 
inheritance of an art of living that knows a thing or two about the art 
of laughter. 

That is at least what I think I hear in the following passage, which 
mentions life three times in this place where book, cadavn; corpus, and 
corpse exchange places. 

They have before them not a subject but an object, a purely tech­
nical instrument that one of them manipulates in order to get a 
hold on the truth of lift. The dead man and the opening of his body 
are seen only insofar as they provide an opening onto life, whose 
secret they would hold. The fascination is displaced and, with this 
displacement, the anxiety repressed, the intolerable made tolerable, 
from the sight of the cadaver to that of the book wide open at the: 
foot of the deceased, who might now serve as a lectern. 

This opening of the book in all its light points back to the 
opening of the body. For the book alone allows the body to be 
deciphered and invites the passage from the exterior to the interior. 
It is this book (and the opening it provides onto the science of lift 
and its mastery) that attracts the gazes, much more even than the: 
point of the scissors that has begun to peel away the skin from the 
body stretched out there. (My emphasis) 
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Sarah Kofman thus says: "displacement" of an "anxiety repressed," 
and the: "intolerable: made tolerable:." In numerous texts, too numerous 
to cite and analyze here:, Sarah Kofman has thoroughly examined the 
question of the: relationship between laughter, jokes, and the: economy of 
repression, the complicated symptomatology of repressed anxiety. 
r ... 1 

3 

Before the diagnosis, after the: diagnosis of the diagnosis, before and after 
the lesson on the usson, before: and after Sarah Kofman's diagnosis of the: 
diagnosing attitude of the doctors, of the anatomical gaze and medical 
knowledge, the: little word 14 comes up, meaning at once h~r~ [ici] and over 
ther~ [14-ba.rJ, right there, between here: and over there:, between till and 
fort. It comes up, right thn~ [kl], three times. Three times to speak of the: 
presence of the dead person or of the corpse stretched out rightther~. of the 
corps~ of man's body [corps], of a man's body-and not a woman's. 

Three times rightth«~ [/d), the same number of times as the: word 
"life." 

And the whole lesson on the usson questions and teaches this here 
(c~la ), this right ther~ [c~ kl), this being-right-there of the body [corps) or of 
Ia corps~ in the: corpus of the: work of art. '· .. ] 

What is at stake here is indeed the: being-right-there: (here: and over 
there:) of the corps~. Three times the adverb kl(like the musical note "Ia "­
Trans.] comes to set the tone. Three times it comes to localize both the body 
of death and its taking-place in the work, the work of art, its representation, 
as we say, in a painting, although it is already, as dead, framed or displayed 
in the: anatomical exhibition, which is also a work or o~ration between 
the: eye and the hand-gaze, surgery, dissection. 

So here are the: three /a's, and then 110ikl, there it is, a gift of modesty, 
only a veil there [un 110il~ ~st Ia) to veil the sex, the b~ing-right-th«~ of (the) 
sex, that is to say, sexual difference: "And with this dissimulation of the 
body, its fragility, its mortality, comes to be forgotten, even though it is 
exhibited in full light by the pale cadaver that is right there [ul), purely and 
simply lying there, naked (only the sex is modestly veiled), in the most 
absolute anonymity" (my emphasis). 

What is most remarkable here: is the insistence on anonymity, on the 
loss of the name in the being-right-there of the: corpse; it is as if death cut 
the name off in the midst oflife, severed the name from the living one who 
bore it, and this would be precisely its work as death, the operation proper 
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to it; as if death separated the name and the body, as if it tore the name 
away from the body, as if, as a result, everywhere the name were detached 
from the body-and this happens to us all the time, especially when we 
speak, write, and publish-we were attesting, right there, to death, as if 
we were witnessing to it, all the while protesting against it: 

Those around him seem to be unmoved by any feelings for him, 
for someone who, just a short time ago, was still full oflife, had a 
name land Sarah takes pleasure in recalling in a note the child, the 
little boy, under the name of this corps~: u According to the account, 
the cadaver is that of a recently hanged man, identified by name 
and nickname as Abrian Adriaenz, called the kid, H~t Kind"], was 
a man just like them. Their gazes display neither pity, nor terror, 
nor fright. They do not seem to identify with the cadaver stretched 
out th"~· They do not see in it the image of what they themselves 
will one day be, of what, un~knoumst to themselves, they are in the 
process of becoming. (My emphasis) 

In other words, this th~rt:, this right th~. which they hold at a distance 
to disrupt an identification that they unconsciously fear, is also, right here, 
the place of their unb~k.nowing, to wit, that which they are here and now 
unwittingly in the process of becoming-according to the process of life 
and the process of art, two processes to which they are, in all the senses of 
this word,~xpos~d, thr~~ tim~s exposed without knowing it: exposed to gazes 
or looks when they believe themselves to be looking, exposed as mortals, 
as living beings destined to die, and exposed in the painting as a work of 
art and by the work of art. "They do not see in it the image of what they 
themselves will one day be, of what, unbeknownst to themselves, they are 
in the process of becoming. They are not fascinated by the cadaver, which 
they do not seem to see as such." 

They are thus seen not seeing, and, visible as nonseeing, visible as 
blinded, they are being diverted, distracted from the fascination for that 
thing there, diverted by the distracting distance of this rightth"~; and this 
distraction is their very position of objective knowing or learning, their 
very gaze, their point of view and their doctoral objectivization: 

and their solemnity is not the sort that can be awakened by the 
mystery of death. 

They have before them not a subject but an object, a purdy 
technical instrument that one of them manipulates in order to get a :. 
hold on the truth of life. The dead man and the opening ofhis body 
are seen only insofar as they provide an opening onto life, whose 
secret they would hold. The fascination is displaced. 
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A moment ago we were told that they are not fascinated, not 
fascinated by the cadaver, but that did not mean that they are not fascinated 
at all: they have simply turned from one fascination to another, the 
fascination simply being displaced: 

and, with this displacement, the anxiety is repressed, the intolerable 
made tolerable, from the sight of the cadaver to that of the book 
wide open at the foot of the deceased, who might now serve as a 
lectern. 

This opening of the book in all its light points back to the 
opening of the body. For the book alone allows the body to be 
deciphered and invites the passage from the exterior to the interior. 
It is this book (and the opening it provides onto the science of life 
and its mastery) that attracts the gazes, much more even than the 
point of the scissors that has begun to peel away the skin from the 
body stmched outth"~· (My emphasis) 

"The fascination is displaced." I suggested earlier that "they are 
not fascinated" still implies fascination. The repression of tascination is a 
repression fascinated by what it represses, and which it simply submits to 
a topical translation, to a change of place, in a play between the here and 
the over there. 
[ ... ] 

This would be another way of saying that the science of life, along 
with the book, along with the corpus and the corporation, do indeed 
fascinate, and let themselves be fascinated, and so displace attention, and 
replace, repress, deny, and divert, distracting one from death as much as 
from life, to be sure, but always in th~ nam~ of /if~. These are at once 
symptoms and affirmations of a life that, in the end, as the unconscious 
that it is, does not know and does not want to know death, wants not to 
know it, actively wanting this before reactively doing so. 

Here is a lesson, then, concerning what we do, in place of death, when 
we write or read books, when we talk about one book in lieu of an other. 
Sarah points a finger at these doctors, denouncing them to some extent, for 
having suddenly become indifferent, all taken up by the book, apparently 
"unmoved by any feelings for him, for someone who, just a short time ago, 
was still full of life, had a name, was a man just like them"-and whom 
the book of science, just like the effect of the corps~. returns to anonymity. 
[ ... [ 

And just as she is about to draw a double lesson, what she calls the 
"lesson of this Anatomy Lesson," her own lesson, Sarah Kofman makes a 
gesture that I would regard as a sort of initialing. It's like the short stroke, 
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the economic signature that was always hers, the logic of a testimonial 
idiom: her affirmation, her protestation in the name of life. She ends up 
affirming the triumph of life, as Shelley would have said, not the triumph 
of death but the triumph over death-not through a denegation regarding 
an anxiety over death (Sarah knew what that could be), not through the 
relinquishing of a knowledge of death, but, on the contrary, through an 
active interpretation that renounces neither knowledge nor the knowledge 
of knowledge, that is to say, the knowledge of the role that occultation 
or repression might still play in certain forms of knowledge. Whence 
the deployment of so many types of knowledge, the rigorous analysis of 
an intersemiotic and intcrtextual imbrication of speech, writing, and the 
silence of the body, of the sacred book and the book of science, book and 
painting, in more than one corpus, and first of all within Rembrandt's 
corpus, especially in the two Anatomy Lessons painted by Rembrandt some 
twenty years apart. 

Twenty years apart, and there is always another anatomy lesson, yet 
one more lesson. 

Here is the conclusion, where you will be able to admire along with 
me the precision of an analytical scalpel that does not forgo any knowledge 
but that also does not fail to reaffirm life--operating in fact so as to reaffirm 
life, but without resurrection or redemption, without any glorious body: 

The doctors of Th~ Anatomy usson are gazing down at the book 
of science with the same attentive fervor as that found in other 
paintings (see, for example, Jordacns's Four Evang~lists, mentioned 
by Claudel), where the evangelists are looking down at the sacred 
books from which they draw the confirmation of their message. 

In Th~ Anatomy usson, the book of science takes the place of 
the Bible; for one truth another has been substituted, a truth rhar is 
no longer simply confined to books since it finds its experimental 
confirmation in the opening of a cadaver. The cadaver of Christ (for 
example, the one by Mantegna in the Brera Art Gallery in Milan, 
alluded to by the second Anatomy usson, that of Amsterdam) has 
been replaced by that of a man recently hanged, a purely passive 
object, manipulated, displaying nu emutiun, ~ignaling no Resurrec­
tion, Redemption, or nobility. The cur into the Rayed body thus also 
cuts into the religious illusion of a glorious body. 

The lesson of this Anatomy usson is thus not that of am~­
mmto mori; it is not that of a triumph of death but of a triumph 
over death; and this is due not to the life of an illusion, but to that of 
the speculative, whose function too is one of occultation. 
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Though uncompromising in her analysis of a speculation, this ruse 
of the speculative whose economy remains in the service of occultation 
and repression, indeed of sublimation or denegation, Sarah Kofman 
nonetheless detects in it the work of art, that is, art's work. She does 
so in order both to have some fun with it and subscribe to it, to laugh at it 
but also to approve in it. love, affirm, and repeat in it, the affirmation of an. 
She deciphers in it, or once again sees in it, the invincible triumph of life. 
This becomes clear when the word "life" gets drawn into a strange syntax: 
not illusory life or, as she says, "life of an illusion," the "religious illusion of 
a glorious body" which she had just mentioned, but life again, the life of 
the speculative, insofar as it remains, even in its function of occultation or 
illusion, the non illusory /if~ of an illusion, manifesting, affirming, and still 
holding on to life, carrying it living right to its limit. 

The subject d~ni~s [dhnffltJ-denegation, and that is perhaps the 
logic of protestation, of a protestation that says no(t) without illusion, 
that says, not without illusion, no without illusion to the illusion and the 
de negation of death, no to a death conspired or conjured away. ("Conjuring 
Death" is the title of this last text on the Anatomy Ussons, which shows, in 
short, the body or corporation of doctors as the gathering of a conspiring 
or a conspiracy [conjuration[: the body of the corporation is the body of a 
conspiracy, the oath, intrigue, and plot of a social body that will do anything 
to conjure away death.) But this no to conjuring death is not spoken in the 
name of death; it speaks still in the name of life, of rh~ work of art and of 
the book of life. It is inscribed in the book oflife, in the book of the living, 
there where, it's crazy to tkny it, it dfflies like crazy lfa dhnfflt J-in the name 
of a life that knows that the name of life, as we have said, is not life. Yes, 
no(t) without any illusion. 

Some might consider my granting such a privilege to this last text, 
to the reaffirmation of the work of life as work of art, to be a stratagem 
on my part, a ruse to conjure away death in my turn, and, through this 
ruse, which I do not deny, a sort of protestation against her death: a 
protestation, that is to say, a sort of testimony so as to attest to what 
was in her a constant protestation. A lesson in protestation. In nonnegative 
protestation. But also a lesson in the fact that "protestation" will have been, 
I now realize as I listen to all the resonances of this word, the privileged 
mode, the most constant and most common tonality of our face-to-face 
encounters. 

Throughout our entire friendship, during decades of work and 
shared concerns, we protested, sometimes even against one another, right 
up until the end, and I catch myself still protesting. I catch myself still 
making scenes betorc her, as ( said earlier, and I smile over this, while 
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smiling to her, as if over a sign oflife in reconciliation. And when it comes 
to scenes, I have to say that I'll never be able to make as many as she; I'll 
never catch up. 

I began with the end; I would now like to end with the beginning. 
"Some twenty years apart," as I emphasized and repeated earlier 

when quoting her on the two works of Rembrandt that bear the: title Th~ 
Anatomy Lesson. 

Some twenty years apart. 
Had I the time, I would tell you how I reread today what worked, 

for more than twenty years, as this protestation of life devoted to art 
and laughter. More than twenty years ago, Sarah came to see me for the 
first time already to tell me, among other things, that she protested or 
objected to something I had ventured in Plato's Phannacy. Everything 
thus began with this scene. When, after becoming friends, we chose 
together, or so I thought, the title of her first book, Th~ Childhood of 
Art,~ I did not understand or recognize what I understand better today, 
after having read Smoth~r~J Wordr~ (between Blanchot and Antelme, in 
the wake of Auschwitz), and Rt« Ordron; ru~ Labat, 6 namely, that this 
first book-so rich, so sharp, so perfectly lucid in its reading of Freud­
was also the childhood of the art, the child's play, of Sarah Kofman. 
An autobiographical anamnesis, an autobiogriffuu. All the places-{)f the 
father, of the mothers, of tht' substitution of mothers, of laughter and life 
as works of art-were there already acknowledged, rigorously assigned. 
I ... I 

Instead of spending the time we really ought to around the final 
pages of Th~ Childhood of Art (around what is said there about laughter, 
about the enigma of art as life, about artistic life, about what Nietzsche 
calls "laughing at onesclr' [CA . .z.z4 n. 14), about the phrase "one can either 
cry or laugh" on the next-to-last page [CA, 173], about the world that, for 
Nietzsche as for Freud, plays "an innocent 'child's game' guided by chance 
and necessity," when "the true art is the art of life" [CA, 174]), instead of 
all that, I rush toward a scene at the table, and toward laughter, as is often 
done in the most difficult moments of mourning. 

4· Sarah Kofman, Tlr~ Clli/JirooJ of Art: • .fn lntnpr~talion of Frn41/'s AatMti~s. tran$. 
Winifred Woodhull (New York: Columbia Universiry Pr~s. t<)88) (hereafter 
abbreviated as CA). 

'i· Sarah Kofman. Smotlr"~J Wt>rds, trans. Madd.,in" Dobi" (Evanston: Northw.,stern 
Univ.,rsity Press, t9<)8). 

6. Sarah Kofman. Rur Orrinln. ru~ Labat, trans. Ann Smnclc (l.inmln: llniv•niry of 
Nebraska Press, 1 <)96). 
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Sarah dedicated a copy of her text "Damned Food" to me in rg8o 
by circling the title of the volume, Mang" [Eating), in order to write the 
words: "in the hopes of Eating together." 

Six years later, on New Year's Day 1986, the dedication to Pourquoi 
rit-on? Fr~ ~tl~ mot d'~sprit still spoke of the table. It read: "For Jacques 
and Marguerite, recalling the good Jewish jokes we once peddled at table, 
and hoping we can do it again one day." 

Now, what is the last word of this great book that says both every­
thing and the rest about laughter, as well as about the apotropaic economy 
oflaughter according to Freud? It is, precisely, the "last word." The book 
ends in this way: "By way of conclusion, let's give laughter the last word" 
(PR, 198). 

But right before this last word on the last word comes a Jewish joke, 
a sort of postscriptum. It is a joke we had once told each other. Here is the 
postscriptum: 

Finishing this book today, September 25, the day of Yom Kippur, 
I cannot resist peddling lthis word was already used, recall, in the 
dedication, which was itself alluding to a subsection of the book 
entitled "Peddling," whose subtitle is "The Economic Necessity of 
the Third"; and I recall that my last conversation with Sarah must 
have more or less directly concerned, at the time it was interrupted, 
a story about the peddling of history and the economic necessity of 
the third] this Jewish joke told by Thtodore Rc:ik [who has written 
much on the Great Atonement and the song of Kol Nidre ): "Two 
Jews, long-standing enemies, meet at the synagogue on the day of 
the Great Atonement. One says to the other [by way of forgivenes~): 
"I wish you what you wish me." And the other replies, giving tit for 
tat: "See, you're doing it again!" (PR. 198). 

An unfathomable story, a story that seems to stop in its tracks, 
whose movement consists in interrupting itself, in paralyzing itself in 
order to refuse any future, an absolute story of the unsolvable, a ver­
tiginous depthlessness, an irresistible whirlwind that draws forgiveness, 
the gift, and the giving back of forgiveness right to the abyss of the 
impossible. 

How does one acquit oneself of forgiving? Mustn't forgiveness 
exclude all acquittal, all acquittal of oneself, of the other? To forgive is 
certainly not to be quits. Neither with oneself, nor with the other. That 
would be to repeat the evil, to countersign or consecrate it, to let it be what 
it is, unalterable and identical to itself. No adequation is here appropriate 
or tolerable. So what then? 
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As I said, we must have told this Jewish joke to each other, and 
probably while eating. And we must have agreed that it was not only funny 
but memorable, unforgettable, precisely insofar as it treats this treatment 
of memory called forgiveness. There is no forgiveness without memory, 
surely, but neither is there any forgiveness that can be reduced to an act of 
m~mory. And forgiving does not amount to forgetting, especially not. A 
joke "for laughs," no doubt, but what about it makes us laugh, laugh and 
cry, and laugh through our tears or our anxiety? 

It is no doubt first a matter of its economy, an economy powerfully 
analyzed by Freud, and then by Sarah Kofman questioning Freud. In fact, 
in the chapter "The Three Thieves," in the subsection "Peddling: The 
Economic Necessity of the Third," a note also speaks of forgiveness. It 
speaks of the economy of "pleasure given by the superego, the forgivmess 
that it in some sense grants, bringing humor close to the maniacal phase, 
since, thanks to these 'gifts,' the diminished '(' finds itself if not euphoric, 
at least lifted back up" (PR, 104; my emphasis). 

Without venturing any further in this direction, let me keep for the 
moment to a rough analysis of this Jewish joke: two enemies make the 
gesture to forgive one another, they feign to do so, "for laughs," but by 
inwardly reopening or pursuing the hostilities. In the process, they admit 
to this inexpiable war, and blame one another for it reciprocally, as if in a 
mirror. That the admission should be made by way of a symptom rather 
than a declaration changes nothing as far as the truth is concerned: they 
have not disarmed, they continue to wish one another ill. 

I will thus venture to say this, to address to you something that once 
again concerns laughter, art "for laughs" and the art of laughter, and to 
address this to you as if to Sarah, to Sarah in me. Allegorically: what these 
two Jews come to experience and what makes us laugh is indeed the radical 
impossibility of forgiveness. 

A Jew, a Jew from time immemorial, and especially in this century, 
Sarah knew this and lived it better than any of us here, better in the worst of 
ways, for she was also someone who was put to the test of the impossibility 
of forgiveness, its radical impossibility. 

Who, in fact, could give us the right to forgive? Who could give 
whom the right to forgive on behalf of the dead, and to forgive the infini~c 
violence that was done to them, depriving them of both a grave and a 
name, e\'erywhere in the world and not only at Auschwitz? And thus 
everywhere that the unforgivable would have taken place? 
I ... J 

And you know, I bet that this insurmountable limit-surmounted, 
nonetheless, as insurmountable, in the setting free of what is insuperable 
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in the unsurmounted-is indeed the line that our two jews have crossed­
with or within the confession, though without repentance, of their recip­
rocal accusation. To admit to, to share, to entrust to one another this 
insurmountable test of the unforgivable, to deem oneself unforgivable 
for not forgiving, is perhaps not to forgive-since forgiveness appears 
impossible, even when it takes place-but it is to sympathize with the 
other in this test of the: impossible. 

Here it is, then-the ultimate compassion. 
It is to tell the: other, or to hear oneself tell the other, and to hear the 

other tell you: you see, you're doing it again, you don't want to forgive 
me, even on the day of the Great Atonement, but me too, me neither, a 
"me" neither, we're in agreement, we forgive ourselves for nothing, for 
that's impossible, so let's not forgive one another, all right? And then you 
burst into complicitous, uncontrollable laughter, laughing like crazy, with 
a laughter gone crazy. For isn't this paradoxical agreement peace? Yes, 
that's peace, that's life: that, in the end, is the great atonement. And what 
is more comical than the great atonement or forgiveness as the test of the 
unforgivable? What could be more alive, what better reconciliation could 
there be? What an art of living! How to do otherwise, in fact, how to do 
better, as soon as we live, or live on? Without having chosen to do so? 
This reconciliation in the impossible is the definition of today, of a today, 
oflife's reprieve. 

But I want to imagine that these two Jews in their infinite compassion 
fur one another, at the very moment when they conclude that they do not 
know how to conclude, at the very moment when they recognize that they 
cannot disarm, just as life itself never disarms, I want to believe that these 
two Jews have forgiven one another, but without telling one another. At 
least they have spoken to one another, even if they haven't said that they 
forgive one another. They have said to one another, in silence, a silence 
made up of tacit understanding, where misunderstanding can always 
find a place, that the forgiveness granted implies neither "reconciliation" 
(Hegel) nor "the work itself," "the profound work" of discontinuous time, 
a time that is delivered or that delivers us from continuity through the 
interruption of the other, with a view to the "messianic triumph" "secured 
against the revenge of evil" (Levinas).7 
[ ... I 

At what moment does Abraham reawaken the memory of his being­
foreign in a foreign land? For Abraham does indeed recall that he is 

7· Emmanuel uvinas. Tol'lllity and Infinity, rrans. Alphonso Lingis (Piruburgh: Duqu~snc 
Univ,.rsiry Press. t<J69), :183, :aS~. 
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destined by God to be a guest (gb), an immigrant, a foreign body in a 
foreign land ("Go from your country and your kindred and your father's 
house," "your offspring shall be guests in a land that is not theirs").8 

Presenting himself as a foreigner who has no home, keeping watch over 
the body of the dead, his dead, Sarah (the woman who laughs when told 
she is ro have" a child, 2nd then pretends not to have laughcd),9 Abraham 
requests a place for her. A final dwelling, a final resting place. He wants to 
be able to give her a burial place worthy of her, but also a place that would 
separate her from him, like death from life, a place "in front of me," says 
one translation, "out of my sight," says another."' And for this--you know 
the scene-he wants to pay, this husband of Sarah, the woman who laughs; 
he imists on it, he wants at all costs that this not be given to him. In fact, 
Abraham had himself also laughed upon hearing the same news, the news 
of the belated birth oflsaac. (Yirkhak: he laughs: Isaac, the coming oflsaac, 
makes them both shake with laughter, one after the other; Isaac is the name 
of the one who ~s to make them laugh, to laugh about his coming, at 
his very coming, as iflaughter should greet a birth, the coming of a happy 
event, a coming of laughter, a coming to laugh: come-laugh-with-me.) 
The moment having come to laugh was also the moment when Elohim 
named Sarah. He gave her a new name, deciding that Abraham, who had 
himself just received another name (changed from Abram to Abraham), 
would no longer call her Sarai, my princess, but Sarah, princess." So what 
then? Commmt s'm sortir?-How to get out of this? 12 To this question in 
the form of an aporia, I know of no satisfying answer. Not even crazed 

8. Gmms 1:1.:1, 15:13, from TM N~w Orfrml AniiOIQtn/ Bibk, ~. Bruc~ M. M~tzg~r and 
Roland E. Murphy (N~w York: Oxford Univ~rsity Prns, 1991). 

9· When told about th~ coming of Isaac (yiskhak: he laughs), Sarah laughs and th~n 
pr~t~nds not to have don~ so. But God bccom~s indignant that sh~ might be doubting his 
omnipot~nce and contradicts h~r denial: "Oh yes, you did laugh" (G~sis 18:15). Lat~r 
(21:3, 6), at Isaac's birth, MAbraham gav~ th~ nam~ Isaac to his son whom Sarah bor~ 
him: /s'lulc-he will laugh!" Sarah says, ~God has broughtlaught~r for me; ~v~ryon~ 
who h~ars will laugh with m~." 

10. Gm~sis l3:4. 

11. Gm~sis tj':l5, 17. 

ll. Sarah Kofman, Commrot s'm sortir? (Paris: Galil&,, 1~3): run. nf rhi• book have been 
translat~ und~r the tide "Beyond Aporia?" by David Mac~y in Post·stnu'tuflllist Classics, 
~d. Andr~w Benjamin ("'ew York: Roud~ge, 1988), 7-44. This t~xt, a short tr~ati~ 
on the aporia, opens and cl~s with a quot~ from Blanchot's Madness oftM Day. trans. 
~orgc Quasha (Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1981), 7: "M~n want to escape 
death, strange beings that they arc. And some of 1h~m cry out 'Die, die' bccau~ they 
want to escape from life. 'What a life,. I'll kill myself. I'll give in.' This isl:&m<Ontable and 
strange; it is a mistake. Yeti have met people who have n<Ov<Or said to lif.,, 'Qui<Ot!,' who 
have nc:v<Or said to death, 'Go away!' Almost always wom<'n, beautiful creatur<Os." 
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laughter. Nothing is given in advance for an act of forgiveness, no rule, no 
criterion, no norm. It is the chaos at the origin of the world. The abyss of 
this nonanswer or nonresponse would be the condition of responsibility­
decision and forgiveness, the decision to forgive without any concept, if 
there ever is any. And always (in) the name of the other. 

(Last vertigo, last sigh: to forgive [in) the name of the other-is this 
only to forgive in their place, for the other, in substitution? Or is it to forgive 
the other their name, to forgive what is in their name, what survives the 
corps~. to forgive the name of the other as their first wrongdoing?) 

The answer must each time be invented, singular, signed, and each 
time only one time like the gift of a work, a giving of art and oflife, unique 
and, right up until the end of the world, played back. 

Given back. To the impossible, I mean right up to the impossible. 

This is what Sarah Kofman gives me to think about today, in the over­
flowing of memory, there where she remains for me unique, and where I 
want to believe that this reaffirmation of life was hers, right up to when 
the time came, to when it became time, right up to the end. 



CHAPTER 12 

~--GIL~E-SDELEUZE ---
jANUARY 18, 1925-NOVEMHER 4• 1995 

0 ne of France's most important philosophers of the 
twentieth century, Gilles (Louis Rene) Ddeuze was born 
on January 18, 1925, to Rene Ddeuze, an engineer, and 
Odette Camauer. He was born in the Seventeenth Ar­
rondissement of Paris, a neighborhood in which he would 
spend most of his childhood and much of his adult life. 
Ddeuze's older brother and only sibling was arrested 
by the Germans for "resistance" activities during World 
War II and died on the train deporting him to Auschwitz. 

Deleuze attended the Lycee Carnot for the last two 
years of his high school education and did his khagn~ at 
the Lycee Henri IV. In 1943 he met Michel Tournier, 
with whom he would develop a close friendship and on 
whose work he would later write. Like all the students 
of his year (the class of 1945 at the Lycee Henri IV), 
he was exempted from military service as a result of 
the liberation of France. From 1944 to 1948 he studied 
philosophy at the Sorbonne with, among others, Ferdi­
nand Alquie, Jean Hippolyte, Georges Canguilhem, and 
Maurice de Gandillac. He worked in particular on Plato, 
Malebranche, and Leibniz, all of whom were on the study 
list for the agrtgation exam, which he passed in 1948. 



190 CHAPTI!:.Jl TWP.l.VE 

During this time he formed close friendships with Fran\;ois Chatelet, 
Michel Butor, Pierre Klossowski, and Claude and Jacques Lanzmann. 
In 1947 he received a dip/6m~ d'itutks supirirores for a project on Hume 
supervised by Hippolyte and Canguilhem; this later became his first book, 
Empiricism and Subj~ctivity, published in 1953· 

After his studies at the Sorbonne, Deleuze taught at lycees in Amiens 
(1948-s2) and Orleans (1953--55) before moving back to Paris to teach at 
the Lycee Louis-le-G rand. He then became maitr~-assistant in 1957 in the 
history of philosophy at the Sorbonne, where he stayed until 196o. In 
1956 he married (Denise Paul) "Fanny" Grandjouan, one of the French 
translators of D. H. Lawrence. They had two children, Julien, born in 
196o, and Emile, in 1964. 

From 1~ to 1964 Dcleuze was attachi d~ recherches at the Centre 
National de Ia Recherche Sciemifique. It was during this time that he met 
Michel Foucault, with whom he would have a long intellectual friendship. 
His influential text Ni~tzsch~ and Philosophy was published in 1¢2. From 
1964 to 1¢>9 Deleuze taught at the University of Lyon. Histhesetkdoctorat 
d'ttat, Difference and Repetition (supervised by de Gandillac), and the 
accompanying secondary thesis, Spinoza and the Problem of Expr~ssion 
(supervised by Alquie), were both published in t¢8. His pulmonary 
problems, which led to a lung operation in 1970, also date from this same 
period. In 1¢9 he became a professor of philosophy at the University of 
Paris VIII (initially at Vincennes, and then later at the new campus at Saint 
Denis), where he remained until his retirement in 1987. 

In the early 1970s Deleuze became involved in various political 
activities, due in part to his friendship with Felix Guattari, whom he 
had met in 1969. He lent his support to a number of political groups 
and organizations, among them GIP (Groupe d'information sur les pris­
ons), formed by Foucault and Daniel Defert, FHAR (a movement for 
homosexual rights), the Maoists, the Italian autonomy movement, and the 
Palestinian liberation movement. Anti-Ckdipus, published in 1972, was the 
first fruit of Deleuze's collaboration with Guattari. The two wrote four 
more books together: Kafka (1975), Rhizome (197fi), A Thousand Plateaus 
(1980), and What Is Philosophy? (1991). (Guattari died on August 29, 1992, 
at the age of 62..) 

During most of the 1970s Deleuze spent his time teaching and 
writing, traveling rarely and making very few media appearances. He 
participated in the 1972 Cerisy colloquium on Nietzsche, alongside Jean­
Fran\;ois Lyotard, Klossowski, and Derrida, and oversaw, with the help 
of Foucault, the translation of the Colli-Montinari edition of Nietzsche's 
work:> into French. In a book of interviews with Claire Parnet, Dialog~s 
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(1977), Deleuze speaks of his long-standing love for Anglo-American 
literature (in particular, Melville, Fitzgerald, and Lewis Carroll). 

In the 198os Deleuze wrote a number of important books on the 
visual arts, among them Francis Bacon: Logiqu~ tk Ia s~nsation (1981) 
and two volumes on cinema, L'imag~-mouv~mt (1983) and L'imag~­
tNnps (1985). A great admirer uf the films uf Godard, Ddeuze was also 
associated with the Cahlers du cinema. In 1986 he wrote a book devoted 
to, and in memory of, Foucault. A book on Leibniz and the baroque, 
Th~ Fold, appeared two years later, followed by a collection of interviews, 
N~goti11tions (1990). His last book, Critiqu( ~~ cliniq~. a series of essays 
on philosophy and literature, was published in 1993· His influence on the 
history of philosophy (with works on the Stoics, Spinoza, Leibniz, Hume, 
Kant, Nietzsche, and lkrgson, among others), art and literary criticism 
(his 1¢4 book on Proust becoming an authoritative text in the field), 
psychoanalysis, and film studies continues to grow in English-speaking 
countries, where the majority of his works have been translated. 

By 1993 Deleuze suffered so badly from the pulmonary condition 
that had plagued him for many years that it became difficult for him 
to write and even to socialize with friends. He took his own life on 
November 4• 1995· 



I'M GOING TO HAVE TO WANDER ALL ALONE 

So much to say, and I don't have: the: heart for it today. So much to say 
about what has happened to us, about what has happened to me: too, with 
the: death of Gilles Dc:lc:uzc:; so much to say about what happens with a 
death that was undoubtedly feared-we knew he was very ill-but yet 
so much to say about what happens with this death, this unimaginable: 
image:, which, if it were: possible:, would hollow out within the: event the: 
sad infinity of yc:t another c:vc:nt. More: than anything c:lsc:, Dc:leuzc: the: 
thinker is the: thinker of the: event and always of this c:vc:nt in particular. 
From beginning to end, he remained a thinker of this event. I reread 
what he said concerning the event, already in 19<>9, in one of his greatest 
books, Th~ Logic of Sms~. He quotes Joe Bousquet, who says, "For my 
inclination toward death, which was a failure of the will, I shall substitute 
a longing for dying which is the apotheosis of the will." Dc:leuze then 
adds, "From this inclination to this longing there is, in a certain respect, 
no change except a change of the: will, a sort ofleap in place by the whole 
body, which exchanges its organic will for a spiritual will. It wills now 
not exactly what occurs, but something in what occurs, something to come 
that conforms to what occurs, in accordance with the laws of an obscure, 
humorous conformity: the Event. It is in this sense that Amor foti is one 
with the struggle of free men."• (One could go on quoting endlessly.) 

So much to say, yes, about the time that was allotted to me, as to 
so many others of my "generation," to share with Dc:leuze, so much to 
say about the chance to think, thanks to him, by thinking about him. 
From the very beginning, all of his books (but first of all Ni~tzsch~ and 
Philosophy, Diff~rmc~ and R~tition, Th~ Logic of Sms~) have been for 
me not only, of course, strong provocations to think but each time the 
flustt-ring, really flustering, experience of a closeness or of a nearly total 
affinity concerning the "theses," if we can use this word, across very 
obvious distances, in what I would call-lacking any better term-the 
"gesture," the "strategy," the "manner" of writing, of speaking, of reading 
perhaps. As regards these "theses"-but the word doesn't fit-notably 
the one concerning an irreducible difference in opposition to dialectical 

Rc:primc:d, with changes, from 'Tm Going to Have to Wander All Alone:," translated by 
Leonard Lawler, Philosophy Toduy .p. no. I (spring •9')11): 3--5· First French publication, wll me: 
faudra c:rrcr tout scul," L.ibbution, November 7• 1995. 

1. Gilles Oelcuu,LA logiqu~ Ju .u-'2.< (Paris: Minuit, ttl~). 174; English translation, Th~ 
LogirnfSro.u-, c<l. Cons~.<~ntin V. Bounc.las, trans. Mark l.cstcr with Charles Stivalc (New 
York: Columhia University Prc:u, 11J90), l.f9· 
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opposition, a difference "more profound" than a contradiction (Diff~rrou 
and Rep~tition), a difference in the joyously repeated affirmation ("yes, 
yes"), a taking into account of the simulacrum-Deleuze undoubtably 
still remains, despite so many dissimilarities, the one among all those of 
my "generation" to whom I have always considered myself closest. I have 
never felt the slightest "objection" arising in me, not even potentially, 
against any of his works, even if I happened to grumble a bit about one 
or another of the propositions found in Anti-Oedipus (I told him this one 
day while we were driving back together from Nanterre, after a thesis 
defense on Spinoza), or perhaps about the idea that philosophy consists in 
"creating" concepts. One day, I would like to try to providr- an account 
of such an agreement in regard to philosophic "content," when this same 
agreement never does away with all those deviations that I, still today, 
do not know how to name or situate. (Deleuze had agreed to publish at 
some point a long, improvised discussion between us on this topic, but 
then we had to wait, to wait too long.) I only know that these differences 
never left room for anything between us but friendship. There was never 
any shadow, any sign, as far as I know, that might indicate the contrary. 
This is rather rare in our milieu, so rare that I want it to go on record 
right here. This friendship was not based merely on the fact-and this 
is not insignificant-that we had the same enemies. It's true, we didn't 
see each other very often, especially in the last years. But I still hear the 
laughter of his voice, which was a little raspy, saying to me so many 
things I like to recall exactly as he said them. He whispered to me, "Best 
wishes, all my best wishes," with a sweet irony back in the summer of 
1955 in the courtyard of the Sorbonne as I was in the process of failing the 
examinations for the agrtgation. Or with a concern like that of an older 
brother: "It pains me to see you put so much time into this institution [the 
Coll~ge International de Philosophiej, I would prefer that you write." And 
I recall so many other moments, among them the memorable ten days at 

' the Nietzsche conference at Cerisy in 1972, which make me feel, along 
with Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard, no doubt (who was also there at Cerisy), so 
alone, surviving and so melancholy today in what we call with that terrible 
and somewhat misleading word a "generation." Each death is unique, of 
course, and therefore unusual. But what can be said about the unusual 
when, from Barthes to Althusser, from Foucault to Deleuze, it multiplies, 
as in a series, all these uncommon ends in the same "generation"? And 
Deleuze was also the philosopher of serial singularity. 

Yes, we will have all loved philosophy, who can deny it? But, it is 
true-he said it-Deleuze was the ont' among all of this "generation" 

who "was doing" philosophy the most gaily, the most innocently. I don't 
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think he would have liked me using the word "thinker" earlier. He would 
have preferred "philosopher." In this regard, he once described himself 
as "the most innocent (the one who felt the least guilt about 'doing 
philosophy')."• Undoubtedly, this was the necessary condition in order 
to leave on the philosophy of this century the deep and incomparable 
mark that will always be his. The mark of a great philosopher and of a 
great professor. This historian of philosophy, who conducted a kind of 
configura! election of his own genealogy (the Stoics, Lucretius, Spinoza, 
Hume, Kant, Nietzsche, Bergson, etc.), was also an inventor of philosophy 
who never enclosed himself within some philosophic "field"-he wrote 
on painting, cinema, and literature, Bacon, Lewis Carroll, Proust, Kafka, 
Melville, and so on. 

I also want to say right h"~ (in Libbation I that I loved and admired 
the way-which was always just right-he treated images, newspapers, 
television, the whole public sphere and the transformations it has un­
dergone in recent decades. All with economy and a vigilant retreat. I 
felt in complete agreement with what he was doing and saying in this 
regard, for example, in an interview for Liberation (October 23, 1980) on 
the occasion of the publication of A Thousand Plauaus (in the vein of his 
1977 Dia/o~s).J He said: "It is necessary to come to understand what is 
really going on in the field of books. We've been going through a period of 
reaction in all fields for several years. There's no reason for it not to have 
affected books. People are setting up a literary space, along with a legal 
space, and an economic and political space, that's completely reactionary, 
artificial, and crippling. I think it's a systematic process, which Liberation 
should have investigated." It is "far worse than censorship," he added; but 
"this sterile phase won't necessarily go on indefinitely."• Perhaps, perhaps. 
Like Nietzsche and like Artaud, like Blanchot, others whom we both 
admired, Deleuze never lost sight of this connection of necessity with the 
aleatory, chaos, and the untimdy. When I was writing on Marx, at the very 
worst moment, in 1992, I was somewhat reassured to find out that Deleuze 
intended to do the same thing. And I reread this evening what he said in 
1990 on this subject: "I think Felix Guattari and I have remained Marxists, 

:z. ~rrida is referring to comments Ddeuzc made in Pwrparl"s, 19Trf<J90 (Paris: 
Minuit, 1990), 1n; English translation, N~lilllions, 197r199Q. trans. Martin )oughin 
(New York: C.olumbia University Press, 1995),119.-Tnrns. 

3· Gilles ~leuze and Claire Parnet, Dill/ogl«s (Paris: Flammarion, 1977); English 
rranslation, Dialogurs, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habbcrjam (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 11)87). 

4· Dcleuzc, Pourpurln-s, 41; N~golidlions, :z6....-:z7. 
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in two different ways, perhaps, but both of us. You see, we think any 
political philosophy must turn on the analysis of capitalism and the ways 
it has developed. What we find most interesting in Marx is his analysis of 
capitalism as an immanent system that is constantly overcoming its own 
limitations, and then coming up against them once more in a broader 
form, because its fundamental limit is Capital itself.''' 

I am going to continue--or begin again-to read Gilles Deleuze in 
order to learn, and I'm going to have to wander all alone in that long 
discussion that we should have had together. I think my first question 
would have concerned Artaud, Deleuze's interpretation of the "body 
without organs," and the word "immanence," which he always held on 
to, in order to make him or let him say something that is still for us 
undoubtedly secret. And I would have tried to say to him why his thought 
has never left me for nearly forty years. How could it do so now? 

' 

5· Deleuze, Po11rparkrs, :zp.; N~tuuions, 171. 





CHAPTER IJ 

~ EMMANUEL LEVINAS 

jANUARY 1~, 1906-DECEMBER ~5. 1995 

Emmanuel Levinas was born on January 12., 19o6 (De­
cember 30, 1905, according to the Julian calendar), in 
Kaunas (Kovno), Lithuania, to Jehiel Levinas, a booksel­
ler, and Deborah Gurvic. He had two younger brothers, 
Boris (born in 1909) and Aminadab <tx>rn in 1913). At 
a very young age Levinas read the Bible (in Hebrew), 
Shakespeare, and the classic works of Pushkin, Gogol, 
Dostoyevsky, and Tolstoy (in Russian, which was the 
language of his formal education). In Kovno he attended 
the Jewish lycee before the family moved to Kharkov 
in the Ukraine to escape the German invaders. Levinas 
attended the Russian high school in Kharkov until the 
family's return to Lithuania in 19::zo. 

In 192.3 Levinas traveled to Strasbourg, France, to 
study philosophy at rh~ University of Strasbourg, where 
he counted among his professors Henri Carteron, Charles 
Blondel, Leon Brunschvicg, and Maurice Pradines (who 
directed his 1930 doctoral thesis on Husserl). It was also 
at Strasbourg that Levinas met fellow student Mau­
rice Blanchot, with whom he soon formed a lifelong 
friendship. Levinas devoted himself to a close study of 
Husserl's Logical Investigations and obtained his licence in 
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philosophy. He spent 1928-29 at Freiburg University, where he studied 
with Husser! and Heidegger, giving a presentation in one ofHusserl's last 
seminars and attending the famous Davos encounter between Heidegger 
and Ernst Cassirer in 1929. In 1930 Levinas returned to Strasbourg to 
defend and then publish, at the age of twenty-four, his tMs~ d~ doctoral tk 
troi.ribn~ cyclt', "Theory of Intuition in the Phenomenology of Husserl." 
In that same year he became a French citizen and performed his military 
service in Paris. His translation of Husserl's Cart~sian M~ditations (with 
Gabrielle Peiffer) appeared in 1931. 

In September 1932 Levinas married Raissa Uvi, a musician who had 
studied in Vienna and at the Conservatoire National Superieur de Musique 
in Paris. The: couple: had two children, Simone, born in 1935, and Michael, 
born in 1949. (The former is a doctor and the latter an accomplished 
pianist and composer.) In the 1930s Levinas took up a position at the 
Ecole Normale Israelite Orientale (ENIO) and settled in the Seventeenth 
Arrondissement of Paris. He attended Uon Brunschvicg's and Alexandre 
Kojeve's lectures at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, where he also met Sartre 
and Jean Hyppolite. 

During this same period Levinas began work on a book on Hei­
degger, which he later abandoned, though some of this work appeared in 
En dlcouvrant /'~xi.rtmc~ av~c Huss~rl and H~idegg~r (published in 1949). 
Levinas's 1932 essay "Martin Heidegger et !'ontologie" was one of the 
very first essays written in French on Heidegger. In 1939 Levinas was 
drafted into the French army as an interpreter of Russian and German. 
The following year he became a military prisoner of war in northern 
Germany (Stalag 11 B). His wife and daughter were hidden and protected 
by Maurice Blanchot, who later arranged for their refuge in a convent of 
the sisters of Saint Vincent de Paul in Prelfort. Many members ofLevinas's 
family in Lithuania (including his father, mother, and two brothers) were 
killed by the Nazis during the war. 

At the end of the war Levinas became director of the ENIO, an 
institution with which he would remain associated for most of his life, 
whether as its director (1945-61) or in other teaching and administrative 
positions. In 1947 he publishedD~/'erirtmc~a l'~xistant, much of which was 
written during his captivity, along with four lectures given at Jean Wahl's 
College Philosophique in 194~47 under the title Tim~ and the Oth~r. 
Levinas also began studying the Talmud at this time under the direction 
of M. Chouchani and, from 1957 onward, gave talmudic lessons at the 
annual Colloquium of Jewish Intellectuals of French Expression. Several 
of these talmudic readings were published in Quatr~ l~ctures talmudiqu~s 
(1968), Du sacrt au saint (1977), and /'Au-de/a du v"s~t (1982). 
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It was not until after the publication of Totality and Infinity (his 
main thesis for the doctoral d'itat) in 1961 that the true significance of 
Levinas's philosophical work began to emerge. In 1¢3 he was appointed a 
professor of philosophy at the University of Poi tiers, where his colleagues 
included Mikel Dufrenne and Jeanne Delhomme, who accompanied 
him in r¢7 when he moved to the University of Paris, Nanterre. This 
university became one of the centers of student political activity during 
the uprisings of 1¢8. Beginning in the late 196os Levinas frequently 
taught at the University of Fribourg in Switzerland, and in 1972 he 
visited the United States, teaching a course on Descartes at Johns Hopkins 
University. 

Levinas left Nanterre in 1973 to join Henri Birault, Pierre Aubenque, 
and Ferdinand Alquie at the University of Paris IV, Sorbonne. His second 
major work, Otherwise than Being, was published the following year. 
Levinas officially retired from the Sorbonne in 1976, but stayed on three 
more years as Professor Emeritus. In 1980 he left his official post at the 
ENIO but still gave regular Saturday lessons there. 

With the widespread translation of his work, Levinas's international 
stature and importance continued to grow during the 198os and 1990s. 
Several significant collections of his papers and talks were published 
during these years, notably Of God Who Comes to Mind (1982), Outside the 
Subject {1987) and Entre Nous (1991), and a number of major international 
colloquia were devoted to his work, at Cerisy-la-Salle (1986), University 
of Essex ( 1987), and Loyola University of Chicago ( 1993), among others. 

Levinas was the recipient of numerous awards and prizes during 
his lifetime, among them the Albert Schweitzer award (in 1971, for 
international philosophy), Officier de I'Ordre National du MC:rite (1974), 
Chevalier de Ia Legion d'honneur (1976), the Jaspers Prize (1983), Com­
mandeur des Arts et Lemes (1985), and Officier de la Legion d'honneur 
(1991). 

Emmanuel Levinas died in the early hours of December 25, 1995. An 
homage was paid to him at the Richelieu Amphitheater of the Sorbonne 
on December 7, 19¢. 



ADIEU 

For a long time, for a very long time, I've feared having to say Adieu to 
Emmanuel Levinas. 

I knew that my voice would tremble at the moment of saying it, 
and especially saying it aloud, right here, before him, so close to him, 
pronouncing this word of adi~u, this word d-Di~u, which, in a certain 
sense, I get from him, a word that he will have taught me to think or to 
pronounce otherwise. 

By meditating upon what Emmanuel Levinas wrote about the 
French word adieu-which I will recall in a few moments-1 hope to 
find a sort of encouragement to speak here. And I would like to do so with 
unadorned, naked words, words as childlike and disarmed as my sorrow. 

Whom is one addressing at such a moment? And in whose name 
would one allow oneself to do so? Often those who come forward to speak, 
to speak publicly, thereby interrupting the animated whispering, the secret 
or intimate exchange that always links one, deep inside, to a dead friend or 
master, those who make themselves heard in a cemetery, end up addressing 
directly, straight on, the one who, as we say, is no longer, is no longer living, 
no longer there, who will no longer respond. With tears in their voices, 
they sometimes speak familiarly to the other who keeps silent, calling upon 
him without detour or mediation, apostrophizing him, even greeting him 
or confiding in him. This is not necessarily out of respect for convention, 
not always simply part of the rhetoric of oration. It is rather so as to 
traverse speech at the very point where words fail us, since all language 
that would return to the self, to us, would seem indecent, a reflexive 
discourse that would end up coming back to the stricken community, 
to its consolation or its mourning, to what is called, in a confused and 
terrible expression, "the work of mourning." Concerned only with itself, 
such speech would, in this return, risk turning away from what is here 
our law-the law as straightforwardness or uprightn~ss [droiture']: to speak 
straight on, to address oneself directly to the other, and to speak for the 
other whom one loves and admires, before speaking of him. To say to him 

This text was delivered as the funeral oration for Emm.:anud U=vinas on December ~5. 1995. 
Reprinted, with changes, from "Adieu," lr.:anslated by Pascale-Ann<' Brault and Michael Naas, 
Critical Inquiry ~3. no. 1 (autumn 19¢); and in Philosophy To/4y, fal119¢. Republished in AJieu 
to Emnuznuell..rvinas, by Jacques Derrida (Stanford: S1anford University Press, 1999), 1-13. 
Finr Fr~nch publicarion. Atiit'u: A Emnuznuel Ul!inas (Paris: Galil~. 1997). 11-:Z7. 
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adi~u. to him, Emmanuel, and not merely to recall what he first taught us 
about a certain Adi~u. 

This word droitur~-"straightforwardness" or "uprightness"-is an­
other word that I began to hear otherwise and to learn when it came to me 
from Emmanuel Levinas. Of all the places where he speaks of uprightness, 
what first comes to mind is one of his "Four Talmudic Readings," where 
uprightness names what is, as he says, "stronger than death."• 

But let us also keep from trying to find in everything that is said 
to be "stronger than death" a refuge or an alibi, yet another consolation. 
To define uprightness, Emmanuel Levinas says, in his commentary on the 
Tractate Shabbath, that consciousness is 

the urgency of a destination leading to the Other and not an eternal 
return to self ... an innocence without naivete, an uprightness 
without stupidity, an absolute uprightness which is also absolute 
self-criticism, read in the eyes of the one who is the goal of my 
uprightness and whose look calls me into question. It is a movement 
toward the other that docs not come back to its point of origin the 
way diversion comes back, incapable as it is of transcendence-a 
movement beyond anxiety and stronger than death. This upright­
ness is called T~mimut, the essence of Jacob. (NTR, 48) 

This same meditation also sets to work-as each meditation did, 
though each in a singular way-all the great themes to which the thought 
of Emmanuel Levinas has awakened us, that of responsibility first of all, 
but of an "unlimited" responsibility that exceeds and precedes my freedom, 
that of an "unconditional yes," as this text says, of a "y~s older than that of 
naive spontaneity," a y~s in accord with this uprightness that is "original 
fidelity to an indissoluble alliance" (NTR, 49-50). And the final words 
of this Lesson return, uf course, tu death, but they do su prccisc:ly so as 
not to let death have the last word, or the first one. They remind us of a 
recurrent theme in what was a long and incessant meditation upon death, 
but one that set out on a path that ran counter to the philosophical tradition 
extending from Plato to Heidegger. Elsewhere, before saying what the a­
Di~u must be, another text speaks of the "extreme uprightness of the face of 
the neighbor"' as the "uprightness of an exposure to death, with defense."• 

I. Emmanud uvinas. "Four Talmudic R~adings."' in Nin~ TalmuJi< RNtlings. trans. 
Ann~u~ Aronowicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Pr~s. 19'}0), 48 (her~after 
abbre•·iatcd as NTR). 

;z. Emmanud uvinas, "Bad Conscience and the Inexorable," in Fau to Fa<T u•ith ut•inas. 
ed. Richard A. Cohcn (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1986), .~8. This cssa) i• incluclt'<l 
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I cannot, nor would I even try to, measure in a few words the 
oeuvre of Emmanuel Levinas. It is so large that one can no longer glimpse 
its edges. And one would have to begin by learning once again from 
him and from Totality and Infinity, for example, how to think what an 
"oeuvre" or "work"-as well as fecundity-might be. One can predict 
with confidence that centuries of readings will set this as their task. We 
already see innumerable signs, well beyond France and Europe, in so many 
works and so many languages, in all the translations, courses, seminars, 
conferences, and so on, that the reverberations of this thought will have 
changed the course of philosophical reflection in our time, and of our 
reflection on philosophy, on what orders it according to ethics, another 
thought of ethics, responsibility, justice, the: State, and so on, according 
to another thought of the other, a thought that is newer than so many 
novelties because it is ordered according to the absolute anteriority of the 
face of the Other. 

Yes, ethics before and beyond ontology, the State, or politics, but also 
ethics beyond ethics. One day, on the rue Michel Ange, during one of those 
conversations whose memory I hold so dear, one of those conversations 
illuminated by the radiance of his thought, the goodness of his smile, 
the gracious humor of his ellipses, he said to me: "You know, one often 
speaks of ethics to describe what I do, but what really interests me in the 
end is not ethics, not ethics alone, but the holy, the holiness of the holy." 
And I then thought of a singular separation, the unique separation of 
the curtain or veil that is given, ordered and ordained (donnt", ordonnt"], 

by God, the veil entrusted by Moses to an inventor or an artist rather 
than to an embroiderer, the veil that would s~rau the holy of holies 
in the sanctuary. And I also thought of how other Talmudic "ussons" 
sharpen the necessary distinction between sacredness and holiness, that is, 
the holiness of the other, the holiness of the person, who is, as Emmanuel 
Levinas said elsewhere, "more holy than a land, even when that land is a 
holy land. Next to a person who has been affronted, this land-holy and 
promised-is but nakedness and desert, a heap of wood and stone."J 

This meditation on ethics, on the transcendence of the holy with 
regard to the sacred, that is, with regard to the paganism of roots and the 

as the final section of Ml..a conscience non-inrentionndle," in Enm· now: Esmis sur k 
f'"lln-tl-l'aut" (Paris: Grasse!, 1991) (hereafter abbreviated as BC). 

3· See Levinas's preface to Marl~ne Zarader, H~iJ~~ut k.r parol~s J~ I' origin~ (Paris: Vrin, 
19ll6), 11-1.~.l&e also the interview with Schlomo Maika published in &.r nou~ux 
ct~hi"s 18 (1982-8.~): 71, 1-8; translated by Jonathan Romney in TM uvinas Rratkr. ed. 
Scln Hand (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 198<)), 297.-Trans. I 
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idolatry of place, was, of course, indissociable from an incessant reflection 
upon the destiny and thought of Israel: yesterday, today, and tomorrow. 
Such reflection consisted of requestioning and reaffirming the legacies not 
only of the biblical and talmudic tradition but of the terrifying memory 
of our time. This memory dictates each of these sentences, whether from 
nearby or afar, even if Lcvinas would sometimes protest against certain 
self-justifying abuses to which such a memory and the reference to the 
Holocaust might give rise. 

But refraining from commentaries and questions, I would simply 
like to give thanks to someone whose thought, friendship, trust, and 
"goodness" (and I ascribe to this word "goodness" all the significance it is 
given in the final pages of Totality and Infinity) will have been for me, as 
for so many others, a living source, so living, so constant, that I am unable 
to think what is happening to him or happening to me today, namely, this 
interruption or a certain non-response in a response that will never come 
to an end for me as long as I live. 

The non-response: you will no doubt recall that in the remarkable 
course Emmanuel Levinas gave in 1975-76 (exactly twenty years ago), 
"La mort et le temps" [Death and time),4 where he defines death as the 
patience of time, and engages in a grand and noble critical encounter with 
Plato as much as with Hegel, but especially with Heidegger, death is often 
defined-the death that "we meet" "in the face of the Other"-as non­
r~.cpon.u; "it is the without-response" (DMT, :to), he says. And elsewhere: 
"There is here an end that always has the ambiguity of a departure without 
return, of a passing away but also of a scandal ('is it really possible that he's 
dead?') of non-response and of my responsibility" (DMT, 47). 

Death: not, first of all, annihilation, non-being, or nothingness, but 
a certain experience for the survivor of the "without-response." Already 
Tollllity aruJ Infinity called into question the traditional "philosophical and 
religious" interpretation of death as either "a passage to nothingness" or 
"a passage to some other existence."~ It is the murderer who would like 
to identify death with nothingness; Cain, for example, says Emmanuel 
Levinas, "must have possessed such a knowledge of death." But even this 
nothingness presents itself as a "sort of impossibility" or, more precisely, 

4· This is one: of two courses Lc:vinas ~aught at the Sorbonnc: (Pari.• IV) during 1975-76· h 
was first published in 1991 under the: tide: "Lamon c:tlc: temps" in Emmarrwl uviMJ, 
Paris Cahit"n de: I'Hc:rnc:, no. 6o, 21-75, and tht"n in 1<}93 (with !he: olher course: from 
the: same: year, "Dic:u c:t l'onto-th~o-logic:") in ~vinas, Di('u, Ia mort('/ k tnrrps (Paris: 
Grassel, 19'H) (ht"rc:aflrr abbreviated as DMn. 

5· Emmanud Lc:vinas, T11141il)• and /rrfirritv: An £say on Ext('riority. tran•. Alphonso Lingis 
(Piruburgh: Duquesne: University Press, 1¢9), 232 (hc:rc:aftc:r abbreviated as T/). 



an interdiction. The face of the Other forbids me to kill; it says to me, 
"thou shall not kill," even if this possibility remains presupposed by the 
interdiction that makes it impossible. This question without response, this 
question of the without-response, would thus be underivable, primordial, 
like the interdiction against killing, more originary than the alternative of 
"to be or not to be," which is thus neither the first nor the last question. 

"To be or not to be," another essay concludes, "is probably not the question 
par excellence" (BC, 40). 

Today, I draw from all this that our infinite sadness must shy away 
from everything in mourning that would turn toward nothingness, that 
is, toward what still, even potentially, would link guilt to murder. Levinas 
indeed speaks of the survivor's guilt, but it is a guilt without fault and 
without debt; it is, in truth, an mtrusud r~sponsibi/ity, entrusted in a 
moment of unparalleled emotion, at the moment when death remains 
the absolute ex-ception. To express this unprecedented emotion, the one I 
feel here and share with you, the one that our sense of propriety forbids us 
to exhibit, so as to make clear without personal avowal or exhibition how 
this singular emotion is related to this entrusted responsibility, entrusted 
as legacy, allow me once again to let Emmanuel Levinas speak, him whose 
voice I would so much love to hear today when it says that the "death 
of the other" is the "first death," and that "I am responsible for the other 
insofar as he is mortal." Or else the following, from this same course of 

1975-76: 

The death of someone is not, despite what it might have appeared 

to be at first glance, an empirical facticity (death as an empirical 

fact whose induction alone could suggest its universality); it is not 

exhausted in such an appearance. 
Someone who c:xprc~scs him~lf in his nakedness-the face­

is in fact one to the extent that he calls upon me, to the extent that 

he places himself under my responsibility: I must already answer 

for him, be responsible for him. Every gesture of the Other was a 

sign addressed to me. To return to the classification sketched out 

above: to show oneself, to express oneself, to associate oneself, to 

bt: t:tltrustt:d to mt:. The Other who expresses himself is entrusted 

to me (and there is no debt with regard to the Other-for what is 

due cannot be paid: one will never be even). [Further on it will be 
a question of a Mduty beyond all debt" for the I who is what it is, 

singular and identifiable, only through the impossibility of being 
replaced, even though it is precisely here that the "responsibility 
fnr the Other." the "responsibility of the hostage," is an experience 
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of substitution and sacrifice.! The Other individuates me: in my 
responsibility for him. The death of the Other affects me in my very 
identity as a responsible I ... made up of unspeakable responsi­
bility. This is how I am affected by the death of the Other, this is 
my relation to his death. It is, in my relation, my deference toward 
~omeone who no longer rc:~pomh, already a guilt of the survivor. 
([)MT. 21; quotations in brackets, 31, 199) 

And a bit further on: 

The relation to death in its ex--ception-and, regardless of its sig­
nification in relation to being and nothingness, it is an exception­
while conferring upon death its depth, is neither a seeing nor even 
an aiming toward (neither a seeing of being as in Plato nor an 
aiming toward nothingness as in Heidegger), a purely emotional 
relation, moving with an emotion that is not made: up of the reper­
cussions of a prior knowledge upon our sensibility and our intellect. 
It is an emotion, a movement, an uneasiness with regard to the 
unJcnown. (DMT. 25-26) 

The "unknown" is emphasized here. The "unknown" is not the 
negative limit of a knowledge. This non-knowledge is the dement of 
friendship or hospitality for the transcendence of the stranger, the infinite 
distance: of the other. "Unknown" is also the: word chosen by Maurice 
Blanchot for the: title of an essay, "Knowledge of the Unknown," which 
he devoted to the one who had been, from the time of their meeting in 
Strasbourg in 1923, a friend, the very friendship of the friend. 

For many among us, no doubt, certainly for mysdf, the absolute 
fiuclity, the exemplary friendship of thought, the frimdship between Mau­
rice Blanchot and Emmanuel Levinas, was a grace, a gift; it remains a 
benediction of our time: and, for more reasons than one, a good fortune 
that is also a blessing for those who have had the great privilege of being 
the friend of either of them. In order to hear once again today, right here, 
Blanchot speak for Levinas, and with Levinas, as I had the good fortune 
to do when in their company one day in t¢8, I will cite a couple of lines. 
After having named what in the other "ravishes" us, after having spoken 
of a certain "rapture" (the word often used by Levinas to speak of death), 
Blanchot says: 

Hut we must nut despair of philosophy. In Emmanuel Lc:vinas's 
hook (Totality and lnfinity)-whc:re, it seems to me, philosophy in 
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our time has never spoken in a more sober manner, putting back 
into question, as we must, our ways of thinking and even our facile 
reverence for ontology-we are called upon to become responsible 
for what philosophy essentially is, by welcoming, in all the radiance 
and infinite exigency proper to it, the idea of the Other, that is to 
say, the relation with autrui. It is as though there were here a new 
departure in philosophy and a leap that it, and we ourselves, were 
urged to accomplish.• 

If the relation to the other presupposes an infinite separation, an 
infinite interruption where the face appears, what happens, where and 
to whom does it happen, when another interruption comes at death to 

hollow out even more infinitely this first separation, a rending interruption 
at the heart of interruption itself? I cannot speak of interruption without 
recalling, like many among you, no doubt, the anxiety of interruption I 
could feel in Emmanuel Levinas when, on the telephone, for example, 
he seemed at each moment to fear being cut off, to fear the silence or 
disappearance, the "without response," of the other, to whom he called 
out and held on with an "allo, allo" between sentences, sometimes even in 
midsentence. 

What happens when a great thinker becomes silent, one whom 
we knew living, whom we read and reread, and also heard, one from 
whom we were still awaiting a response, as if such a response would 
help us not only to think otherwise but also to read what we thought 
we had already read under his signature, a response that held everything 
in reserve, and so much more than what we thought we had already 
recognized there? This is an experience that, as I have learned, would 
remain for me interminable with Emmanuel Levinas, as with all thoughts 
that are sources, for I will never stop beginning or beginning anew to 
think with them on the basis of the: new beginning they give me, and I 
will begin again and again to rediscover them on just about any subject. 
Each time I read or reread Emmanuel Levinas, I am overwhelmed with 
gratitude and admiration, overwhelmed by this necessity, which is not 
a constraint but a very gentle force that obligates, and obligates us not 
to bend or curve otherwise the spare of thought in its respect for tht> 
other, but to yield to this other, heteronomous curvature that relates us 

6. This is Maurie~ Blanchot"s text wKnowlcdgc of the Unknown," first published in LA 
nouw/1~ r~v~ franfais~. no. 1 o8 ( 1 Q(• 1 ): 1 o81--<J5. then again in L'mtr~tim injini (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1Ql>9), 7o-83; sec M•uricc Blanchot, Th~ /nfinit~ Conwrsation, trans. Susan 
Han:oon (Minneapolis: Univeni1y of Minnc>ula Pre>>, 199_~). 5•4~· 
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to the completely other (that is, to justice, as he says somewhere in a 
powerful and formidable ellipsis: the relation to the other, that is to say, 
justice), according to the law that thus calls us to yield to the other infinite 
precedence of the completely other. 

It will have come, like this call, to disturb, discreetly but irreversibly, 
the most powerful and established thoughts of the end of this millen­
nium, beginning with those of Husser! and Heidegger, whom Levinas 
introduced into France some sixty-five years ago! Indeed, this country, 
whose hospitality he so loved (and Totality and Infinity shows not only that 
"the essence of language is goodness" but that "the essence of language 
is friendship and hospitality" [T/, 305)), this hospitable France, owes 
him, among so many other thinwo, among so many other significant 
contributions, at least two irruptive events of thought, two inaugural acts 
that are difficult to measure today because they have been incorporated into 
the very element of our philosophical culture, after having transformed its 
landscape. 

First, to say it all too quickly, beginning in 1930 with translations 
and interpretative readings, there was the initial introduction of Husser­
Han phenomenology, which would feed and fecundate so many French 
philosophical currents. Then-in truth, simultaneously-there was the 
introduction_ of Heideggerian thought, which was no less important in 
the genealogy of so many French philosophers, professors, and students. 
Husser! and Heidegger at the same time, beginning in 1930. I wanted 
last night to reread a few pages from this prodigious book, which was 
for me, as for many others before me, the first and best guide. I picked 
out a few sentences that have made their mark in time and that allow us 
to measure the distance he will have helped us cover. In 1930, a young 
man of twenty-three said in the preface that I reread, smiling, smiling at 
him: "The fact that in France phenomenology is not a doctrine known 
to everyone has been a constant problem in the writing of this book."' 
Or again, speaking of the so very "powerful and original philosophy" of 
"Mr. Martin Heidegger, whose influence on this book will often be felt," 
the same book also recalls that "the problem raised here by transcendental 

7· Emmanud uvinas, LD tltlori~ tk /'intuition dans Ill pltlnommologir tk Hussrrl (Paris: 
Vrin, 1 <j6 J), To English translation, TAr Tltrory of Intuition in Hussrr/1 PltmommoloffY, 
ul ed., trans. Andr~ Orianne (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1995).(As the: 
transla10r nota (xlix), ~vinas"s short preface or avant-propor, from which the: above: 
quotr- was taken, was omitted from thr- translation and rr-placc:d by 1hr- tran•lator's 
foreword so as to provid.- a sc:rir-s of "historical remark• morr- spr-cifically dirc:ctc:J to 
rodoy 's English reader." T .... n.t.) 
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phenomenology is an ontological problem in the very precise sense that 
Heidegger gives to this term." 

The second event, the second philosophical tremor, I would even 
say the happy traumatism that we owe him (in the sense of the word 
"traumatism" that he liked to recall, the "traumatism of the other" that 
comes from the Other), is that, while closely reading and reinterpreting the 
thinkers I just mentioned, but so many others as well, both philosophers 
such as Descartes, Kant, and Kierkegaard and writers such as Dostoyevsky, 
Kafka, and Proust-all the while disseminating his words through publi­
cations, teaching, and lectures (at the Ecole Norrnale Israelite Orientale, at 
the College Philosophique, and at the Universities of Poitiers, Nanterre, 
and the Sorbonnc)--Emmanud Levinas slowly displaced, slowly bent 
according to an inflexible and simple exigency, the axis, trajectory, and 
even the order of phenomenology or ontology that he had introduced into 
France beginning in 1930. Once again, he completely changed the land­
scape without landscape of thought; he did so in a dignified way, without 
polemic, at once from within, faithfully, and from very far away, from the 
attestation of a completely other place. And I believe that what occurred 
there, in this second sailing, this second time that leads us back even further 
than the first, is a discreet but irreversible mutation, one of those powerful, 
singular, and rare provocations in history that, for over two thousand years 
now, will have ineffaceably marked the space and body of what is more 
or less, in any case something different from, a simple dialogue between 
Jewish thought and its others, the philosophies of Greek origin or, in the 
tradition of a certain "here I am," the other Abrahamic monotheisms. 
This happened, this mutation happened, through him, through Emmanuel 
Levinas, who was conscious of this immense responsibility in a way that 
was, I believe, at once clear, confident, calm, and modest, like that of 
a prophet. 

One indication of this historical shock wave is the influence of 
this thought well beyond philosophy, and well beyond Jewish thought, 
on Christian theology, for example. I cannot help recall the day when, 
listening to a lecture by Andre Neher at a Congress of Jewish Intellectuals, 
Emmanuel Levinas turned to me and said, with the gentle irony so familiar 
lu us; "You see, he's the Jewish Protestant, and I'm the Catholic"-a quip 
that would call for long and serious reflection. 

In everything that has happened here through him, thanks to him, 
we have had the good fortune not only of receiving it while living, from 
him living, as a responsibility entrusted by the living to the living, but also 
the g1xx! fortune of owing it lo him with a light and innocent debt. One 
day, speaking of his research on death and of what it owed to Heidegger 
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at the very moment when it was moving away from him, Levinas wrote: 
"It distinguishes itself from Heideggcr's thought, and it docs so in spite of 
the debt that every contemporary thinker owes to Heidegger-a debt that 
one often regrets" (DMT. 16). The good fortune of our debt to Lc:vinas is 
that we can, thanks to him, assume it and affirm it without regret, in the 
joyous innocence of admiration. It is of the order of the unconditional yes 
of which I spoke earlier, and to which it responds, "yes." The regret, my 
regret, is not having said this to him enough, not having shown him this 
enough in the course of these thirty years, during which, in the modesty 
of silences, through brief or discreet conversations, writings too indirect 
or reserved, we often addressed to one another what I would call neither 
questions nor answers but, perhaps, to use another one of his words, a sort 
of"question, prayer," a question-prayer that, as he says, would be anterior 
to all dialogue (DMT. 134). 

The question-prayer that turned me toward him perhaps already 
shared in the experience of the a-Dieu with which I began. The greeting 
of the a-Dieu does not signal the end. "Thea a-Dil'll is not a finality," he 
says, thus challenging the "alternative between being and nothingness," 
which "is not ultimate." The a-Dieu greets the other beyond being, in 
"what is signified, beyond being, by the word 'glory."' "The a-Dieu is not 
a process of being: in the call, I am referred back to the other human being 
through whom this call signifies, to the neighbor for whom I am to fear" 
(BC, 39-40). 

But I said that I did not want simply to recall what he entrusted to us 
of the a-Dieu, but first of all to say adieu to him, to call him by his name, to 
call his name, his first name, what he is called at the moment when, if he 
no longer responds, it is because he is responding in us, from the bottom 
of our hearts, in us but before us, in us right before us-in calling us, in 
recalling to us: a-Dieu. 

Adieu, Emmanuel. 





CHAPTER 14 

JEAN-FRAN<;OIS LYOTARD 

AUGUST 10, 1924-APRIL 21, 1998 

Philosopher, writer, and aesthetician Jean-Fran~ois Ly­
otard was born in Versailles in 1924 to Jean-Pierre Lyo­
tard, a sales representative, and Madeleine Cavalli. He 
attended the Lyct'es Buffon and Louis-le-G rand in Paris. 
He once said that at various periods of his youth he 
considered becoming a priest, a painter, and a historian, 
before finally choosing to study philosophy. 

After twice failing the entrance exam to the Ecole 
Normale Superieure, Lyotard attended the Sorbonne in 
the years just after Wurld War II. He there became 
friends with Michel Butor, Gilles Deleuze, Roger La­
porte, and Fran~ois Chatelet. Lyotard's master's thesis, 
"Indifference as an Ethical Notion," written at the end 
of the 1940s, examined various conceptions of indif­
ference, from Epicurean ataraxia, to Stoic apath~ia and 
adiaphora, to Zen "not-thinking" and Taoist nothingness, 
in conjunction with Pierre Janet's book on madness, D~ 
l'ango~ a l'~rtas~. He later passed the agrtgation and 
obtained his doctorat d'itat for Discours,figure, which was 
published in 1971. 

In 1948 Lyotard married Andree May, with whom 
he had two children, Corinne and Laurence. He taught 
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at a boys' lycee in Constantine, Algeria, from 1950 to 1952, before being 
appointed to a school for the sons of military personnel at La Fleche 
(1952-59). His first book, Phmommology, was published in 1954· In the 
1950s Lyotard was very active in politics; at the suggestion of Pierre 
Souyri he joined Socialisme ou barbaric, a political organization devoted 
to combating exploitation and alienation and engaged in a critique uf 
totalitarianism. He was on the editorial board for the journal of the 
same name and its principal spokesperson on Algeria for several years. 
Lyotard remained with Socialisme ou barbaric, alongside Claude Lefort 
and Cornelius Castoriadis, until 1964, when he left to join the offshoot 
group Pouvoir ouvrier (1964-66). (A collection of pseudonymous articles 
written for Socialisme ou barbaric was published in 1989 under the title 
La gum·~ d~s Alg&iros.) 

From 1959 to 1966 Lyotard was maitr~-assistant at the Sorbonne, 
before joining the philosophy department at the University of Paris X, 
Nanterre. During the political upheavals of 1¢18 Lyotard organized a 
number of demonstrations in support of the "March 22 Movement." He 
waschargt de ucherch~s at the Centre National de Ia Recherche Scientifique 
from 1¢8 to 1970, before being named to the faculty at the University of 
Paris VIII, Vincennes, where he became maitr~ d~ conftrmccs in 1972. He 
taught at Vincennes until 1987, eventually becoming Professor Emeritus. 
During the mid-1970s Lyotard was a visiting professor at a number of 
American universities, including the University of California at San Diego 
and at Berkeley, Johns Hopkins, and the Center for Twentieth Century 
studies at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 

Lyotard's engagement with Marx and Freud resulted in several 
important texts in the early 1970s, among them D~s dispositifi pulsionn~ls 
(1973), Derived partir d~ Marx~~ Frrod (1973), and Libidinal Emnomy 
(1974). In 1977 Lyotard published four books, lnstruaions pai"c-nnes, Rudi­
mmts pairos, us transformatturs Duchamp, and Rlcits tmnblants. The 
publication in 1979 of Th~ Postmodem Condition, a commissioned report 
on the status of knowledge in the late twentieth century, led to Lyotard's 
international fame. Au jusu, a dialogue with Jean-Loup Thebaud, also 
published in 1979, signaled Lyotard's turn toward the question of judg­
ment, particularly in Kant. 

Throughout his career, Lyotard maintained a keen interest in art, 
writing books (including~ p~indr~? Adami, Arakawa, Burro, published 
in 1987) and essays, contributing to exhibition catalogs (on Jacques Monory, 
Albert Ayme, Henri Maccheroni, Ruth Francken, and Sam Francis) and 
even organizing an exhibition, us immattriaux, at the Pompidou Center 
in Paris in 1985. He was one of the founders of the College International 
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de Philosophic: in 1983 and served as its president from 1<)84 to 1986. In 
1984 he published Tht! Differmd-a work he refers to as "my book of 
philosophy"-a dense, sustained engagement with figures such as Plato, 
Aristotle, Kant, Freud, and Wittgenstein. 

Lyotard's Heidegger and "the jews" was published in 1989; written 
against the backdrop of the "Heidegger Affair" in France, the book is 
an attempt to understand Heidegger's disturbing silence on the topic of 
Auschwitz. Several significant books were published during the late 198os 
and early 1990s, Peregrinations (originally delivered as the Wellek Library 
Lectures at the University of California, Irvine), The Inhuman ( 1988), a 
collection of essays on time, art, and technology, Lectures d'mfonce ( 1991 ), 
Postmodem Fabks ( 1993), and Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime ( 1993), 
an analysis of Kant's third Critique, a text that was pivotal to much of 
Lyotard's later work. 

Lyotard lectured and taught extensively in the United States during 
the 198os and 1990s. He became a professor of French and Italian at 
the University of California, Irvine, and, later, the Rohert W. Woodruff 
Professor of French at Emory University (199_~-98). He also taught for 
extended periods at the Universities of Montreal, Sao Paulo, Arhus (in 
Denmark), Turin, and Siegen (in Germany). In 1993 Lyotard married his 
second wife, Dolores Djidzek, with whom he had a son, David. 

With his biographical book on Malraux, Signed, Malraux (19¢), 
and The Soundproof Rorm~ (1998), a powerful analysis of Malraux's "anti­
aesthetics," Lyotard took on a subject whose intellectual interests (philos­
ophy, literature, art criticism) and political engagements were as varied as 
his own. Augustine's Confession, which was never completed, was published 
posthumously in 1998. 

Lyotard passed away in the early hours of April 21, 1998, in Paris, 
following a long struggle with leukemia. 



ALL-OUT FRIENDSHIP 

I feel at such a loss, unable to find public words for what is happening 
to us, for what has left speechless all those who had the good fortune 
to come near this great thinker-whose absence will remain for me, [ 
am certain, forever unthinkable: the unthinkable itself, in the depths of 
tears. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard remains one of my closest friends, and [ 
don't use these words lightly. He will have been so, in my heart and 
in my thought,Joreover-a word [ use to translate more than forty years 
of reading and "discussion" (he always preferred this word, and even 
gave it as a title for a major text on Auschwitz-and on the rest).' A 
vigilant, uncompromising "discussion," an amused provocation, always 
punctuated, it seemed, by a smile, a smile at once tender and mocking, 
an irony committed to disarming itself in the name of what we did not 
know how to name but that [ today would call "all-out friendship" (amitit­
d-tout-rompr4 A tone at once light and serious, a burst of philosophical 
laughter that all the friends ofJean-Fran~ois can no doubt hear today deep 
within themselves. A singular combination of cutting laughter (judgment) 
and infinitely respectful attention, which [ always loved and thought [ 
could recognize, even in the moments--which were rare and hard to pin 
down--of "differend," in all the areas common to us (phenomenology, 
to begin with, an admiring and indispensable reference to Levinas, even 
if it wasn't exactly the same one-along with so many other points of 
reference in the same landscape). But [ cannot and do not even wish 
to try to reconstitute here all the paths on which we have crossed and 
accompanied one another. These encounters will remain for me forever 
uninterrupted. They took place but will not cease to seek their place in 
me, right up until the end. The memories of friends differ greatly from 
one another; they probably bear no resemblance to one another. And yet [ 
remember today having shared too many things with Jean-Fran~ois during 
all those years to try to encompass them in a few words. [ did not know 
him at the time of Socialisme ou barbaric, but [ thought [ could see traces 
of a faithful attachment to it in all his great books (for example, to cite only 
a few, Discourse-, Figure-, The- Postmodnn Condition, The- Differmd, which 
I would relate today, in admiration, to his last writings on childhood 
and tears: an immense treatise or treaty on absolute disarmament, on 

Translatro by Pascale-Anne Brauh and Michael Naas for this volum<'. First French publication, 
"Amiti~-;\-tout-rompr<'." Ubbation, March a2, r9'}8. 

J. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard. "Discu .. inn; Oll, phrascr apre• 'Auschwil7~·· in usfinsJ~ 

l'homme (Puis: Galil~. 1981), a!IJ-JIO. 
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that which links thought to infinite vulnerability). The now worldwide 
thought on the "postmodern" has him to thank, as we know, for its initial 
elaboration. Along with so many other innovations. I would say the same 
thing about what, in our time (proper noun and metonymy: "Auschwitz"), 
will have shaken the tradition of philosophy, its testimony on testimony. 
Lyotard there ventured forth, as always, with a courage and independence 
of thought of which I know few other examples. We will no longer be able 
to think this disaster, in the history of this century, without engaging with 
him, without reading and rereading him. Students the world over know 
this. I can attest to it from the faraway place from which I am writing 
to you and where, for many years, I have lived in the same house that 
Jean-Fran~ois lived in, and where, alone, I cry for him today. 

A couple more words before giving up. 
Among the things that I like having liked along with him, there was 

more than one affront against the institution. For example, the College 
International de Philosophic:, for which he was a driving force, which owes 
him so much, and which the rearguard of resentment still finds intolerable. 
One of the last times I saw Jean-Fran~ois, he burst into laughter at the 
pitiful grimaces of certain hidden detractors. As always, he was committed 
to counterattack. But he also laughed on the phone to reassure me about 
his health: "It's foolishness that saves me," or something to that effect. 

Upon the death ofDdeuze, you also asked me to attempl-that time 
luu without dc:lay, and in the midst of my sorrow-a sort of testimony. 
I seem to recall having said that I could fed us quite alone now, Jean­
Fran~ois Lyotard and I, the sole survivors of what has been identified as 
a "generation"--of which I am the last born, and, no doubt, the most 
melancholic of the group (they were all more joyful than 1). What can I 
say today, then? That I love: Jean-Fran~ois, that I miss him, like the words 
I cannot find, beyond words: I alone, and those dear to him, as well as our 
common friends. For our best friends, in thought as in life, were, I believe, 
friends we had in common. And that is rather rare. I am going to take 
refuge in the texts that he wrote here, and I am going to listen to him, on 
the Pacific Wall, so as to rethink childhood .... 



LYOTARD AND Us 

When, surviving, and so forevermore bereft of the possibility of speaking 
or addressing oneself to the friend, to the friend himself, one is condemned 
merely to speak of him, of what he was, thought, and wrote, it is 
nonetheless still of him that one should speak. 

It is of him we mean to speak, of him alone, of or on his side alone. 
But how can the survivor speak in friendship of the friend without a "we" 
indecently setting in, without an "us" incessandy slipping in? Without a 
"we" in fact demanding-and precisely in the name of friendship--to be 
heard? For to silence or forbid the "we" would be to enact another, no less 
serious, violence. The injustice would be at least as great as that of still 
saying "we." 

For who could ever venture a "we" without trembling? Who could 
ever sign a "we," a "we" as subject in the nominative, or an "us" in the 
accusative or dative? In French, it is the same, the same "nous," even 
when the second is reflected in rhe first: "11ou.' nous" -yes, oui, nous nous 
somm~s rrocontrts, nous nous sommes par/i, icrit, nous nous somm~s t:ntnuius, 
nous nous somm~s aimis, nous nous somm~s accordts--ou non I yes, we met 
one another, we spoke with, wrote to, and understood one another, we 
loved and agreed with one another--or not]. To sign a "we," an "us," 
might thus already seem impossible, far too weighty or too light, always 
illegitimate among the living. And how much more so in the case of a 
survivor speaking of his friend? Unless a certain experience of"surviving" 
is able to give us, beyond life and death, what it alone can give, and give to 
the "we," yes !ouil, its first vocation, its meaning or its origin. Perhaps its 
thought, thinking itself. 

When, again at the last minute, I was asked about a title for this 
paper, I was roaming about the French and English words "we," "nous," 
"oui, nous," but someone inside me could not stop, and no doubt did 
not want to stop, this movement. It was impossible to endorse the strict 
authority exhibited by every title, even one made up of only two words, 
for example, "oui, nous," "yes, we." I shall not propose any title here. I have 

The: title: w:.s chosen aftcr thc talk wa• firsr given; it was originally ddivcrcd without a title. 
The: papc.-r was lim ddivcrw at thc Coll~ge lntcrnatiunal dc Philosophic in Paris in March 
1<)<19, and th<"n again, aft<"r som<" minor modifications, in October 1999 at Emory Univcnity 
in Atlanta. Tra"'latcd by Boris Belay and r<"viscd hy Pascalc-Ann<" Hrauh and Michel Naas 
fi,r this vnlunu·. First Frcnch publication, /<"an-FrunfoiJ Lyotard: L'a...-,·iu du difftrmJ, cd. 
Jlnlnrf-~ Lyut:ard. )t:;an-CbuJe Milnee, and (.;Cral,f Sfcz (Puris; Prc~sc~ Univcnitaircs ~.lc 

France, .lO<>I), 16q-q6. 
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none to propose. But you are well aware that the "nous," the "we," was one 
of the most serious stakes of Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's thought, particularly 
in Th~ l)iff~r~nd. Let us make as if, for us, the title had to be missing, even 
if "Lyotard and Us," for instance, would have perhaps not been the most 
unjust phrase-a phrase to be risked, played out, or played off. 

"There shall be no mourning [i/ n'y aura pas d~ d~uill," Jean-Fran~ois 
Lyotard once wrote. 

This was about ten years ago. 
I would never dare say, despite a couple of indications to be given 

in a moment, that he wrote this phrase for me. Rut it is certain that he 
addressed it to us. 

That day, in the singular place where he published this phrase, he 
was pretending without pretending. The place was a philosophy journal. 
Perhaps he was then pretending to pretend. He was both pretending 
to address me and pretending to address some other, indeed any other. 
Perhaps you, perhaps us. Nobody will ever be able to ascertain this beyond 
a doubt. It was as if. in addressing me, he were addressing some other, or as 
if, in addressing no one in particular, he were also confiding to me: "there 
shall be no mourning." 

He thus wrote what had to be written, and in the way it had to be 
written, for the identity of the destination to remain elusive, for the address 
to any particular addressee never to be, as we say, provm, not even by the 
one who signed it: neither publicly declared, nor obvious enough on its 
own, nor conclusively ascertained by means of a determining, theoretical 
judgment. In so doing, he asked publicly, in full light, and practically, 
but with reference to mourning, the question of the Enlightenment or 
the question about the Enlightenment, namely-in that Kantian space he 
tilled, furrowed, and sowed anew-the question of rational language and 
of its destination in the public space. 

"There shall be no mourning" was thus like a drifting aphorism, 
a phrase given over, abandoned, exposed body and soul to absolute 
dispersion. If the tense of the verb in "there shall be no mourning" is 
clearly the future, nothing in what comes before or after tht- phr:~se allows 
one to decide whether the grammar of this future is that of a description or 
a prescription. Nothing allows one to decide between, on the one hand, the 
prediction, "it will be thus" (there will be no mourning, mourning will not 
take place, one will especially not plan for it, there will be no sign or work 
of mourning), and, on the other hand, the command or the prohibition 
of an implicit imperative, the prescription, "it must be thus," "there must 
be no mourning" (no sign or work of concerted mourning, of instituted 
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commemoration), or even the normative wish, "it would be better if there 
were no mourning." For wouldn't the institution of mourning run the 
risk of securing the forgetting? Of protecting against memory instead of 
keeping it? 

These hypotheses will remain forever open: is it a prediction or a 
prescription, an order, prohibition, or wish? What is more, all these "as 
if's" in these hypotheses come to be suspended through the detour of a 
negation. One must first pass through mourning, through the meaning of 
the word "mourning," enduring a mourning that befits its meaning, its 
essence, according to the very vision of what it will or must be, one must 
first cross this threshold and understand the meaning of what a mourning 
worthy of its name would or should be, in order to be able, afterward 
or thereupon, but in a second moment, to confer upon mourning or the 
meaning of mourning a negation, a "no" [ne pas]. As for mourning, there 
shall be none. There shall be none of it. And in the French syntax, "il 
n'y aura pas tk deuil," the de, the partitive article, on the verge (a l'artick 
tk) of death and of mourning, is just as disturbing in the syntax of this 
extraordinary phrase: of mourning (du tkuil], there shall be none, none 
of it, none at all, neither a lot nor a little, neither in whole nor in part­
no matter how small the part; but also, as for mourning (de deuil], there 
shall be none, which means that mourning itself(k deuil] shall not be. No 
mourning, period. 

But is there ever mourning itself, any mourning at all? Does such 
mourning exist? Is it ever present? Does it ever correspond to an usence? 
The very authority of the assertion "there shall be no mourning" can even, 
in its decontextualized isolation, lead one to think that Jean-Franc;ois also 
meant to expose it to an analytical question. What is one saying in the 
end, what does one mean to say, when one asserts, in a suspended phrase, 
"There shall be no mourning"? 

The impossibility of assigning any one single addressee to this phrase 
is at the same time the probably calculated impossibility of determining its 
context, including the meaning or the referent of the statement-which, 
in fact, earlier than a discourse, before being a statement, forms and leaves 
a trace. It is the impossibility of describing a context whose borders would 
be secure. No border is given, no shore (rive) at which to arrive or to allow 
this phrase to arrive. Later, I will explain what the apparent or manifest 
context was for this discreet but public and published declaration. Yet, 
even as I give further surface information about the subject, the context 
will be far from saturated, far from saturable, secure on all its borders. 

And so let us dream: "There shall be no mourning" could have 
been an apocalyptic repetition, the hidden or playful citation of John's 
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Apocalypse; "ultra non erit ... luctus, auk estai eti ... penthos": "God 
shall wipe all tears from their eyes. Death shall be no more. Neither 
mourning, nor cries nor pain shall be, for the first universe [the first things 
of the world I has vanished [quia prima abin-unt, oti ta prota ap~lthan J." This 
echo of the Apocalypse is infinitely far from exhausting Jean-Fran~:ois 
Lyotard's words, but it cannot but accompany, like a precursive double, 
like an elusive memory, at once clandestine and visionary, this "there shall 
be no mourning." It could be said that this spectral echo roams about like a 
thief of the Apocalypse; it conspires in the exhalation of this phrase, comes 
back to haunt our reading, respires or breathes in advance-like the aura 
of this "there shall be [aunz] no mourning," which Jean-Fran~ois will have 
[auml nonetheless signed, he alone. 

Earlier, I ventured the hypothesis, itself uncertain, that this "there 
shall be no mourning" may not be a constative but a normative or 
prescriptive phrase. Yet normative and prescriptive are not the same 
thing. Th~ Dijfn-md offers us the means to distinguish them.' Speaking 
about the "We" after Auschwitz, Jean-Fran~ois insists once more on the 
heterogeneity of phrases, and particularly on the subtle difference between 
a normative phrase and a prescriptive one. Whereas the normative phrase 
"resembles a performative" and in itself, by itself, in its immanence, 
"effectuates the legitimation of the obligation by formulating it," the 
prescriptive phrase requires another phrase, a further one. This further 
phrase is left to the addressee, the reader in this case; it is left to him or 
her, and thus to us here, to take it up or link on, even if it is, as is said 
elsewhere, with a "last phrase." Jean-Fran~ois continues: "That is why it 
is customary to say that the obligation entails the freedom of the one who 
is obligated." And he adds-and I imagine him smiling mischievously as 
he wrote this remark about the freedom of the one obligated, playing with 
quotation marks-"This is a 'grammatical remark,' one that bears upon 
the mode oflinking called forth by the ethical phrase. "If the ethical phrase 
"there shall be no mourning" is taken as an obligation, it thus implies, in 
a quasi-grammatical way, that another phrase coming from an addressee 
responds to it. A phrase already called for in advance. 

t. lean-Fran~ois LyoLard, Tlr Dijf"N~J: Phrwes in Dispute, tran•. Gt"Orges Van lkn 
Abbcde (Minneapolio: Univeuity of Minnt"SOta Press, t')88), 99 (hereafter abbreviated 
as D).[Grorgcs Van lkn Abbede's translation of The Differmd has, with just a couple 
of minor modifications. been uscd throughout her<:, and his translation of most key 
Lyotardian terms retain<:d. For exampl<:, the Fr<:nch "phrwe" io translated throughout 
here as ""phrasc" rather thon "sentence.'" Sec Van lkn Abbccle's justification of this 
ch01ce on 194.-Trans.) 
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I would have followed this last recommendation, let myself be led 
by such an "obligation," had the phrase: "there shall be no mourning" 
been determinable as a constative, normative, or prescriptive phrase, or 
if it had been possible, by either internal or external means, to identify 
its addressee. Yet not only is this not the case, but this phrase, unlike any 
other example of normative or prescriptive phra~s given by Jean-Fran~ois 
Lyotard, contains no personal pronoun. "There shall be no mourning" is 
an impersonal phrase, without an I or a you, whether singular or plural, 
without a we, he, she, or they. This grammar sets it apart from all the 
other examples given in Th~ Diff"md in the course of the: analysis just 
mentioned. 

I thus did not know how to take this phraK, this phrase without a 
truly personal pronoun, when, about ten years ago, in an issue of LA r~vu~ 
philos&phiqr«, Jean-Fran~ois pretended to be addressing me by pretending 
not to address me----ilr anyone. As if there already had robe some mourning 
of the addressee of this phrase that says "there shall be no mourning." The 
reader must already go through mourning (foir~ son d~uil] in his very 
desire to know to whom this phrase is destined or addressed, and above 
all, with respect to the possibility of being, he or she, or us, its addressee. 
Readability bears this mourning: a phrase can be readable, it must be able 
to become readable, up to a certain point, without the reader, he or she, or 
any other place of reading, occupying the ultimate position of addressee. 
This mourning provides the first chance and the terrible condition of 
all reading. 

Today, I do not know any better, I still do not know, how to read this 
phrase, which I nevertheless cannot set aside. I cannot stop looking at it. It 
holds me. It will not let me go, even while it does not need me as addressee 
or inheritor, even while it is designed to pass right by me more quickly than 
it is to pass through me. I will thus turn round, turn back to these five words 
[seven in French] whose imbrication simply cannot be linked up, whose 
chain cannot be moored or fastened onto any constraining context, as if it 
risked-a risk calculated by Jean-Fran~ois-being given over forever to 
dispersion, dissipation, or even to an undecidability such that the mourning 
it speaks of immediately turns back to the mute mumbling of those five 
[or seven] words. This phrase gets carried away all by itself. It holds itself 
back or withdraws; one can neither understand it nor be deaf to it, neither 
decipher it nor understand nothing of it, neither keep it nor lose it, neither 
in oneself nor outside oneself. It is this phrase itself, the phrasing of this 
unclassifiable phrase, drifting far from the categories analyzed even by 
its author, that one feels driven to go through mourning (foir~ son d~uill, 
precisely at the point where this phrasing says to us: over me, there shall 
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be no mourning. Over me, the phrase says, or at least the phrasing of 
the phrase says, you will not go into mourning. You will especially not 
organize mourning, and even less what is called the work of mourning. 
And of course the "no mourning," left to itself, can mean the perpetual 
impossibility of mourning, an inconsolability or irreparability that no work 
of mourning shall ever come to mend. 

But the "no mourning" can also, by the same token, oppose testimony, 
attestation, protestation, or contestation, to the very idea of a testament, 
to the hypothesis of a mourning that always has, unfortunately, as we 
know, a negative side, at once laborious, guilt ridden and narcissistic, 
reactive and turned toward melancholy, if not envy. And when it borders 
on celebration, or wa~e. one risks the worst. 

Despite all I have just said, and would wish to reaffirm, about the 
absence of a definite addressee for a phrase that was above all not addressed 
to me, in a context in which it may nevertheless have seemed to be, 
I could not completely avoid a temptation. The temptation to imagine 
Jean-Fran~ois, one day in 1990, betting that the phrase "there shall be no 
mourning," which he wrote as he read it, and which I myself then read 
in a particular fashion in 1990, would one day, when the time came, be 
reread by one of the two of us (but which one?) both in the same way 
and differently, for oneself and in public. For this phrase was published. It 
remains public even if it is uncertain whether its public character exhausts 
it and whether there might not be a crypt forever buried and hidden 
within it. As if, published, it still remained absolutely secret, private, or 
clandestine-three values (secret, private, clandestine) that I would wish 
to distinguish carefully. I do not mean that this phrase is testamentary. I 
take all phrases to have a virtually testamentary character, but I would 
not rush to give this one, just because it says something about the death 
of the author, any specificity as a last will, as the instructions of a mortal 
being, even less of someone dying. Rather, it tells us something about the 
testamentary-perhaps that what the most faithful inheritance demands 
is the absence of any testament. In this respect, it says again or dictates 
another "there shall be no mourning." One would owe it to the loved one 
or the friend not to go through or even into mourning for them. 

I am going to put aside, though just for a time, this strange phrase. 
It will thus keep all of its reserve. I set it aside for a moment with the odd 
feeling that it will have been, one day, entrusted to me, intensely, directly, 
immediately addressed to me, while leaving me with no right over it, 
especially not that of the addressee. He who signed it is still looking at me 
with an attention at once watchful and distracted. 
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Reading Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard, rereading him so intensdy today, I think 
I can discern a question that would retain a strange, uncanny, quality for 
him, a power that some might rush to call organizing, a force that I also 
believe to be radically disruptive. If I were to call it subversive, it would 
be not so as to take advantage of a facile word but so as to describe in 
its tropic literality (tropic, meaning turning, like the spiraling of a turn or 
a torment) and sketch out in its figural letter a movement that revolves, 
evolves, revolutionizes, overturns from the bottom u~as any subversion 
should. The effect of this question is not to radiate out infinitely from a 
center of thought but would instead be, if one insists on keeping close to 
a center, like a whirlwind, like a chasm open as a silent eye, like a mute 
glance, as Jean-Fran~ois liked to say about music, an eye of silence, even as 
it summons speech and commands so many words that crowd about the 
opening of the mouth. Like the eye of a hurricane. 

This question of such vertiginous force, this thought like the "eye 
of a hurricane," would not be the question of evil, not even of radical 
evil. Worse, it would be the question of the worst. A question that some 
may deem not only apocalyptic but altogether infernal. And the eye of 
the hurricane, the hyperbole of the worst, is probably not foreign, in its 
excessive motion, in its blustery violence, to what sucks down from below, 
making it turn upon itself, the phrase "there shall be no mourning." That 
there be no mourning-is that bad? Good? Better? Or is it even worse 
than mourning, like the mourning without mourning of mourning? 

In at least two instances the thought of the worst is mentioned, both 
times quickly, in Th~ Differmd. First, through a quotation of Adorno: 
"In the camps death has a novel horror; since Auschwitz, fearing death 
means fearing something worse than death" (D, 88). I emphasize the word 
"worse," a comparative that can so easily turn into a hyperbolic superlative. 
There is worse than radical evil, but there is nothing worse than the worst. 
There would thus be something worse than death, or at least an experience 
that, in going further than death and doing more harm than it, would be 
disproportionate to what is too easily granted just after death, namely, 
mourning. A little further, the worse appears a second time, once again 
in relation to the survivors of Auschwitz, to the impossibility of bearing 
witness, of saying "we," of speaking in the "first person plural." Jean­
Fran~ois Lyotard wonders: "Would this be a case of a dispersion worse 
than the diaspora, the dispersion of phrases?" (D, 98). This would seem 
to imply that the dispersion of the diaspora is only half-bad; in fact, it is 
barely a dispersion-and dispersion in itself is not absolute evil. As soon as 
it receives a proper name, indeed a national name, this historical name, the 
diaspora, interrupt~ ::absolute dispersion. The Jews of the diaspora form, or 
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at least think they form, a community of the diaspora; they are gathered 
together by this principle of dispersion, originary exile, the promise, the 
idea of a return, Jerusalem, if not Israel, and so on. The dispersion of 
phrases, however, would be an evil worse: than evil since what these phrases 
forever lack-and this is the point of The Differrod-is the very horizon of 
a consensual meaning, of a translatability, of a possible "to translate" (I usc 
the infinitive form here for reasons that will become clear in a moment). 
What is lacking in this dispersion of phrases, in this evil worse than evil, is 
the horizon, or even the hope, of their very dispersion ever receiving a com­
mon meaning. What is inscribed in this worse, apparently, is the diffcrend 
as everlasting difference between the wrong and the litigation, for example. 
But, as we will ~ee. there may be something worse yet than thi~ wor~. 

It is not certain that the "worse:" is actually some thing, that it ever 
appears, is ever presently present, essentially, substantially, like something 
that "is." It is thus uncertain whether it can be approached by means of an 
ontological question. Nevertheless, I shall not refrain from asking, so as to 
pretend to begin: What is the worse:, the worst? Is there an essence of the 
worst? And does it mean anything else, and worse, than evil?• 

I would first like, for reasons I shall give later, to surround this old 
word ikui/, "mourning," with a few phrases. 

As if I were citing it-but I just cited it and I will cite it again. 
There come moments when, as mourning demands [tkuil oblige), 

one feels obligated to declare one's debts. We feel it our duty to duty to say 
what we owe to the friend. Yet being conscious of such a duty may seem 
unbearable and inadmissible. Unbearable for me, as I believe it would 
have also been for Jcan-Fran~;ois Lyotard. Unbearable, no doubt, because: 
unworthy of the very thing it means to give itself to unconditionally, 
the unconditional perhaps always having to endure the trial of death.J 
Inadmissible, not because one would have problems recognizing one's 

2. I once heard my friend Serge Margd ask a similar question, but in the context of another 
space of thinking and set of references. Sec his essay "Lcs denominations orphiques 
de Ia survivance: Dcrrida et Ia question du pire," in L'anima/ autobiopphiq~. ed. 
Marie-Louise Mallet (Paris: Galilee, t9C)9), +4t-68. 

3· Outline of the argument I was not able to spell out during the conference: death 
obligates; I! would thus be the other ongmal name of absolute obhgation. Unconduional 
engagement binds only to the one who (Mwho" rather than "what"), from the place 
of death, becomes at once the absent origin and the destination of the absolute, 
unconditional, unnegotiable obligation, beyond any transaction. Absence without return 
would thus open onto the unconditional. Terrifying. Terror. This would be the meaning 
of "God is dead," the association of the name of God, ;u the place of the unconditional, 
with death. A desperate conclusion, perhaps: the unconditional (which I distinguish 
here from the 50Vcrcign~ even if the di,.tinction remains improbable) 'iKJlihcs the death 
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debts or one's duty as indebted, but simply because in declaring these debts 
in such a manner, particularly when time is limited, one might seem to 
be puning an end to them, calculating what they amount to, pretending 
then to be able to recount them, to measure and thus limit them, or more 
seriously still, to be able to settle them in the very act of exposing them. The 
mere recognition of a deht already tends toward its cancellation in a denial. 
The recognizing, grateful [rt'connaissantt'J consciousness, all consciousness 
in fact, perhaps falls into such sacrificial denial: consciousness in general is 
perhaps the sacrificial and bereaved denial of the sacrifice it mourns. This 
may be why there must not be-why there shall be-no mourning. 

I also wanted, for reasons that should become clear later, to surround 
the old word garrkr, "to keep," with a phrase:. 

As if I were citing it-and I will cite it. 
For I know that the debt that binds me to Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard 

is in some sense incalculable; I am conscious of this and want it thus. I 
reaffirm it unconditionally, all the while wondering in a sort of despair 
why an unconditional engagement binds only at death, or to death, to 
the one to whom death has come, as if the unconditional still depended 
on absolute death, if there were such a thing, death without mourning: 
another interpretation of"there shall be no mourning." I will thus not even 
begin to give an account of this debt, to give an accounting of it, whether 
with respect to friendship or to philosophy, or to that which, linking 
friendship to philosophy, will have kt'fJt us fgardt's) together, Jean-Fran~ois 
and me (kept us together without synchrony, symmetry, or reciprocity, 
according to a reaffirmed dispersion), in so many places and so many 
times that I cannot even begin to circumscribe them. I am not able here, 
relying on my own memory, to recall all the places, occasions, people, texts, 
thoughts, and words that, whether we recognized it or not, will have k.t'f't 
us togetht"r, to this day, together apart, together dispersed into the night, 
together invisible to one another, to the point that this being-together is no 
longer assured, even though we were sure of it, I am sure of it, Wt' were 
together [t'11Sembk[. We were sure of it, but sure with what was neither 
an assurance nor the surety of some certainty nor even a common accord 
[mstmblt'[. (One is never t'nsemblt', never together, in an mstmbk, in a 
group, gathering, whole or set, for the msemhk, the whole, the totality 

of th~ dead, d~ath without mourning: rh~r~ shall ~ no mourning. On~ is und~r an 
unconditional obligation only toward th~ d~ad. On~ can always n~goriar~ conditions 
with 1~ living. Upon death, rh~rc is a ruptur~ of symm~try: truth, th~ im~sibility of 
pr~t~nding anymor~. But d~s on~ ~v~r r~ally d~al with th~ cl~ad? Who could sw~ar to 
it? The impossible death perhaps m~ans that what is living conditions ~vcrything. 
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that is named by this word, constitutes the: first destruction of what the 
adverb msembk might mean: to be msm~bk, it is absolutely necessary 
not to be: gathered into any sort of ensemble.) But sure of being together 
outside any nameable ensemble, we were so, even before having decided 
upon it, and sure of it with a faith lfoi], a sort of faith, over which we were 
perhaps together in accord, and in accordance wirh whic:h wt> Wt"nt wdl 
together. Yes, a faith, because Jean-Fran~ois, like all those I like to call my 
best friends, also remains for me, in a certain way, forever unknown and 
infinitdy secret. 

For reasons that should become clear later, I have just surrounded 
the old wordfoi, "faith," with a few phrases. 

As if I were citing it-and I will cite it. 

In order to free myself, and you as well, from the narcissistic pathos 
that such a situation, the exhibition of such a "we," summons up, I was 
dreaming of being capable at last of another approach. I was dreaming 
of escaping genres in general, particularly two genres of discourse-and 
two unbearable, unbearably presumptuous ways of saying "we." First, I 
wanted to avoid the expected homage to Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's thought 
and oeuvre, an homage taking the form of a philosophical contribution 
fit for one of the numerous conferences in which we took part together, 
Jean-Fran~ois and I, in so many places, cities, and countries (and right 
here, at the College International de Philosophic:, a place that remains so 
dear to me for having been, since its origin, desired, inhabited, shared 
with him, as was also the case for other, more faraway places, for example, 
a particular house on the Pacific Wall). I really do not feel up today to 
such an homage in the form of a philosophical contribution, and Lyotard's 
oeuvre certainly does not need me for that. But I also wanted to stay 
away from an homage in the form of a personal testimony, which always 
tends toward reappropriation and always risks giving in to an indecent 
way of saying "we," or worse, "me," when precisely my first wish is to 
let Jean-Fran~ois speak, to read and cite him, him alone, standing back 
without, however, leaving him alone as he is left to speak, since this 
would amount to another way of abandoning him. A double: injunction, 
then, contradictory and unforgiving. How to leave him alone without 
abandoning him? How, then, without further betrayal, to disavow the act 
of narcissistic remembrance, so full of memories to cry over [pleurt'r) or 
to make us cry lfoire p/eurt'r)? I have just surrounded these words pleurer 
andfaire pleurer, "to cry" and "to make cry," for reasons that will become 
clear later. 

As if I were citing them-and I will cite them. 
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Set on giving in to neither of these two genres, neither of these two 
"we's," in a hurry to get away from them, knowing nevertheless that both 
will catch up with me at every instant, resigned to struggle with this fate, 
to fail before it, so as at least to understand it, if not think it, I had at first 
considered taking up again a conversation with Jean-Fran~ois, addressing 
him as if he were here. For let me emphasize that it is as if he were 
here, in me, close to me, in his name, without fooling myself or anyone 
else in the least with this "as if," bearing in mind that he is not here and 
that, despite the different modalities, qualities, and necessities of these two 
incompatible but equally irrefutable propositions (he is here and he is not 
here, in his name and beyond his name) there is no possible transaction. 
And what [would have wished at once to disco~cr and invent was the most 
just language, the most refined, beyond the concept, so as to do even more 
than describe or analyze without concession, so as to speak as concretely 
and tangibly as possible of the fact that Jean-Fran~ois is here, that he speaks 
to us, sees us, hears us, answers us, and that we can know this, feel it, and 
say it without impugning any truth of what is called life, death, presence, 
or absence. And nothing attests to this better than the fact that I want to 
speak or address myself to him also, here, not knowing whether I should 
address him with the formal vous, as I always did, or with the informal 
tu-which will take me some time yet. 

Later, perhaps. 
This very time, this future, perhaps announces the attestation of 

which I am speaking. And the question I ask myself trembling, following 
him, concerns a certain right, always improbable, resistant to proof if 
not to faith-a certain right to say "we." As we will hear, Jean-Fran~ois 
sketches a sort of answer to this question, but it is neither easy nor given 
in advance. 

So I had thought about taking up an interrupted conversation, the 
strangest of all. In fact, all our conversations were odd and cut short, for all 
conversations arc finite, nothing being less infinite than a conversation, and 
that is why one is never finished with the interruption of conversations, 
or, as he preferred to call them, "discussions." I had thus thought about 
pursuing, as if within myself but taking you as witnesses, a conversation 
that had ended not with Jean-Fran~ois's death but well before, for reasons 
none other than those that knock the wind out of all finite speech. I thought 
I could take up this thread again in order perhaps to declare, among so 
much many other debts, one debt that nobody would have considered, not 
even Jean-Fran~ois, not even myself, in truth, up until today. As for the 
many other debts that link us, you do not need me to declare them; they 
are readable in published texts. 
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I thus wanted to follow a thread of memory-and a particular rec­
ollection waiting for what could, one day to come, come to memory. What 
guided me, more or less obscurely, was an interweaving of motifs whose 
economy I came to see as necessary when most of the threads of the phrase 
"there shall be no mourning" appeared woven together silently within it. 
First, the thread of singularity, of the event and of the destination--of 
the "to whom it happens.'' Next, the thread of repetition, that is, of the 
intrinsic iterability of the phrase, which divides the destination, suspends 
it on the trace between presence and absence, beyond both, an iterability 
that, in dividing its destination, splits singularity: as soon as a phrase is 
iterable, and it is so right away, it can break loose from its context and 
lose the singularity of its destined addressee. A technical machinery comes 
in advance to strip it of the unicity of the occurrence and the destination. 
The tangled web of these threads (the machine, repetition, chance, and 
the loss of destinal singularity) is precisely what I would like to entrust 
to you along with this recollection. An easier choice, more cheerful, more 
modest, more in keeping with the adolescent modesty that always marked, 
and from both sides, our friendship. This modesty was characterized by a 
trait that was not in fact so assured, and left open its destinal singularity. I 
am speaking of the fact that, in a circle of old friends (in particular in the 
College International de Philosophic), where almost everyone addressed 
one another with the friendly or familiar tu form, we always refrained 
from this way of speaking by a sort of unspoken agreement. Whereas 
we both said tu to most of our common friends, who had been doing 
so among themselves, as well as with us, for a long time (such was the 
case, for example, with Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, 
though there were many others), Jean-Fran~ois and I, for decades, did not 
quite avoid but were careful not to say "tu" to on~ anoth~r. This could have 
suggested something more than the inherent difficulty I have using this 
form of address, much more so, to be sure, than Jean-Fran~ois. It could 
have simply implied a polite distance, perhaps even a sort of neutralization 
of intimate singularity, of private intimacy, by means of the proper, plural 
quasi-generality of the formal vous. But this was not the case; if it somehow 
indicated a respect that also keeps a respectful distance. the exceptional 
character of this vous gave it a sort of transgressive value, like the use 
of a secret code reserved only for us. In fact one day, somebody in the 
College expressed their surprise about this in front of us ("How is it that 
after so many years you still say vous to one another; no one else here 
does that!"--or something to that effect). I can still hear Jean-Fran~ois, 
who was the first to answer, demurring with that smile I would like to 

imitate and that you all know so well, speaking what I took right away to 
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be a truth, grateful that he saw it so well and stated it so perfectly: "No, 
he said, let us keep this; this vous belongs solely to us, it is our sign of 
recognition, our secret language." And I approved in silence. Henceforth, 
it was as if the vous between us had become an elective privilege: "we 
reserve ourselves the vous, that's what we do, we say vous to one another; it 
is our shared anachronism, our exception from time." From then on, this 
vous between us belonged to another language, as if it marked the passage, 
through a kind of grammatical contraband, in contravention of customary 
practices, to the idiomatic sign, the shibboleth of a hidden intimacy, one 
that would be clandestine, coded, held back, discreetly held in reserve, 
held in silence [tut']. 

Among so many other signs of this happy complicity, signs that spoke 
in silence like a series of winks, I would have liked to recall the moments 
when Jean-Fran~ois made fun of me, feigning to take on and imitate the 
French-Algerian accent and gestures he pretended to recognize in me, 
precisely because, as you know, he too had his Algerian moment. And I 
learned rather late about the strange love he shared with me for someone 
whom I always tend to place back in his native Algeria: Saint Augustine. 
We were, in the time of these two memories, according to an anachronism 
of some: fifteen centuries, Algerian compatriots of sorts by relation. 

Ifl recall what was said and left unsaid, silenced [tuj, in this unsaid 
tu, it is because the text from which I earlier drew the phrase "there shall 
be no mourning" puts center stage what had gone on behind the: scenes 
between this tu and vous. The phrase: appears in the section "Mourning" of 
a text entitled "Translator's Notes," in a special issue of a journal that was, 
as they say--dare I say it?-"devoted" to me.4 In it, Jean-Fran~ois plays 
at responding to texts that I had, upon his request, written in 1984 for the 
exhibition us immatbiaux. 

Let me simply recall, rather than saying more about the calculated 
randomness of this exhibition, the chance Jean-Fran~ois's invitation pre­
sented me, namely, the wonderful machinations that led me to learn to use, 
despite my previous reluctance, a word processor, which I have depended 
upon ever since. Instead of giving grand narratives about major debts, I 
prefer to speak of this apparently minor debt that Jean-Fran~ois perhaps 
knew nothing ahour, just as I myself never knew whether he used a 
typewriter or a computer. This debt would appear to be merely technical 

4· Rntul' philosophiqur dl' ill Fnzna n dt: l'ltrrmgl'r, no. 1, April-June 19')0, Spt"Cial issuc:­
MDcrrida," ed. Catherine Malabou. Translations are modific:-d from MTransl:uor's Note>," 

trans. Roland-Fran~ois Lack, in Pli: Tht: Warwick Jot~mal of Philosophy 6 (summer 1997): 
51 57 (hereafter abbreviated a> T). 
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or mechanical, but because of the relationship between these techno­
machinations and the effacement of singularity and, thus, of destinal 
unicity, its essential link will soon become clear with the phrase I had to 
begin with, the phrase that surrounded and besieged me in advance: "there 
shall be no mourning." I am thus returning to the important question of 
tu-saying. We never used, as I said, the :u form in speaking with one 
another, but in the serial text I had written for us immath-iaux (which 
consisted of defining and organizing in a computer network, through a 
more or less virtual discussion on early Olivetti computers among Jean­
Fran~ois's twenty-six guests, a series of words, motifs, concepts selected by 
Jean-Fran~ois, the final result being the text later published under the tide 
Epr~utJ~s d'ecritur~), I myself had played with a tu devoid of any assignable 
addressee, leaving the chance reader without the possibility of deciding 
whether the tu singularly addressed the receiving or reading position, that 
is, whoever, in the public space of publication, happened to read it, or, 
rather, and this is altogether different, altogether other, some particular 
private, if not cryptic, addressee. The point of all these both sophisticated 
and naive procedures was, among others, to make tremble, and sometimes, 
at the limit, tremble with fear, the limit itself, all borders, particularly 
those between private and public, singular and general or universal, the 
intimate or inner realm and the outside, and so on.ln so doing, I pretended 
to challenge whoever was addressed by this tu to trans/at~ the idiomatic 
phrasing of many of my phrases, to translate it into another languagt" 
(interlinguistic translation, in Jacobson's terms), or into the same language 
(intralinguistic translation), or even into another system of signs (music 
or painting, for instance, intersemiotic translation). Accordingly, after a 
phrase I considered untranslatable, I would regularly add the infinitive 
form of the ironic command or the imperative challenge: "to translate." 
Now, it is this challenge (to translate, which, if my memory is correct, was 
actually one of the words in the selected vocabulary) that Jean-Fran~ois 
pretended to take up some five or six years later, in the text from which 
I took the "there shall be no mourning." The text in its entirety, many of 
you know it well, I am sure, is thus entitled "Translator's Notes." In it, 
Jean-Fran~ois plays seriously not at translating but at imagining the notes 
of a virtual translator. He does so under four subheadings, which I will 
only mention, leaving you to read these eight pages worthy of centuries 
of talmudic commentary. The four headings are "Dejouer" [To frustrate, 
foil, outmaneuver, evade, play off], "Encore" [Again, more, yet, although, 
still), "Toi" [You),and "Deuil" [Mourning). And right from the first phrase 
of the first heading, right from the incipit, Jean-Frant;ois plays, plays off, 
replays the great scene of the tu and the vous, of the being-to-you [a tu I 
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and the being-yours (d tol]. He addresses me as t10us. I assume-no doubt 
rather imprudently, for the reasons I mentioned-that he is playing at 
answering me and is pretending to address himself to me, for such is the 
law of the genre and the contractual agreement of this text. Right from the 
first phrase, then, he addresses me as tiOUS, leaving for the two final parts 
of the text entitled "Translator's Notes" the passage to the tu. Here are 
the first phrases: "Your fear (you have left me the tiOUS, for good measure, 
agreed) on the large and the small scale, of being made captive." 

Before returning to the question of the worse, of the "worse than 
death," toward which all work of mourning tends (when the work of 
mourning seeks neither to save from death nor to deny it, but to save from 
a "worse than death"), I would like to follow in this eight-page text the 
trajectory leading from the first part, "Dejouer," to the fourth, "Deuil," 
through the second, "Encore," and third, "Toi." I will follow only its 
main oudines, for to do it justice would require an infinite analysis of the 
tight interplay of citations, quotation marks, responses, turns, and elliptical 
questions. Here, then, are but a few white pebbles to lead us from the scene 
of the vous and the toi to the scene of mourning, so that we might then 
come back to what The Differend will have already told us concerning a 
certain "we," one that is difficult to think, a certain "we" after Auschwitz, 
a "thinking we," a "we" that is neither the one related to what Lyotard 
calls "the beautiful death" nor the one that undergoes in Auschwitz what 
is, as he says, "worse than death." This "we," perhaps the last one, or the 
one before last, is neither that of the "beautiful death" nor worse than 
death, but-in a very particular sense of the word-a posthumous "we." 
In a passage I will read in a moment, jean-Fran~ois Lyotard says: "We 
only are 'we' posthumously." 

My little white pebbles are only or mostly citations. I will cite Jean­
Fran~ois, and when he cites me in the citation as if playfully to add 
translation notes, I will make that little two-fingered gesture that mimics 
quotations marks. What comes between my little white pebbles (which 
you may think of as either those left by le Petit Poucet to mark his path,5 or 
those left as tokens on graves by Central European Jews), I leave unspoken 
[tu]; that is, I leave it to you [t!Ous] to read or reread on your own this 
r-xtraordinary work of interwoven writing, this more-than-sublime text. 

Four times, then-according to the: rhythm he chose: to divide these 
"Translator's Notes." 

5· As in Grimm's "Hansd and Greld," It> Pt>tit Pouat drop~ pebbl~ 10 mark his pa1h 
and oo avoid becoming losr.-Tru•u. 



JEAN·FJI.AN,.OIS LYOTAJI.D :ljl 

1. First tim~. in "Dejouer," that of a ductus, one could say, or of 
duction. I select these lines, which already point, as it were--b~tw~m the 
transduction of translation [traduction] and seduction-to the passage from 
the vous to the tu, and, later, from a certain tu to a certain nous. 

He writes: 

The untranslatable leaves something to "transduce," something 

still to be: translated. "That we are expecting one thing or another, 
on arrival" is not "the essential thing," it is "that we are awaiting 
each other, you and I, on arrival." Not in the language of arrival, 
but in "the language of our country." (I defer this "you and 1.") To 
await one another: reflexive, transitive? How to translate this out­
maneuvering (dt:J~uJ? In the language in which it is written. You 

resist capture thanks only to love of the language that captivates. 
Since language captures by means of its amphibologies, you mark 
them. In order to seduce language. (T, 51) 

2. The s~cond tim~ would be time proper, the time of time. Without 
waiting any longer for the passage to the singular and familiar, to the toi. 
this time announces the passage in what I would call a more "cutting" 
manner. I excerpt a few lines from "Encore," the tide of this second time, 
by cutting even more brutally. By cutting, though you are going to hear 
a cenain "with you and me it's decisive, cutting" at the end. It decides 
resolutely with respect to a certain "we" or "us" produced by the mirror 
that Jcan-Fran~ois claims to hold up before "us": 

You give me your voice, your vote (Voir). But you have nothing to 
give. Except suspense. I try suspense .... You will smile. Yet an­
other one who will have gotten it wrong. You watch me watching 
your gaze in the mirror I hold up bc:fore us (Miroir) . ... I run on 
time to Time to see if your desire to bc:nd the matrix (to make it 
submit?) itself lacks time .... and yet you declare your "sentiment," 
your revolt or your ruse: there is simultaneity, bc:yond all temporal 
deferrals. There is some "full speed," some quasi-infinite speed, 
creating synchronies, political contemporaneities, for example, even 
"ignoble" ones, but above all there is the reprieved, absolute "at 
the same time" of a being-together outside the network, as "dyad," 

which eludes any third party (Miroir). That is "tor(youl; I'll come 
back to this. 

The importance of the telephone for this speed .... loving 
caress, diligent too. I wonder whether full speed, your "hollow 
certainty" (Simull4nlitl) of possible simultaneity, so to speak de­
livered from dijft!rance-, spirited away from every "de-" -term, is to be 
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taken as a free-ness or frankness, a freedom at least expected by the 
captive of delays and postponements, or else to be taken as a forcing 
of desire by desire itself, the effacing of its mcort, a ruse of patience 
simulating absolute impatience. Resolution. It would decide, cut. 
With you and me, it's decisive, cutting. (T, 53) 

3· Entitled "Toi" [You), the third tim~ thus cuts; and if its title is, 
directly, if I may say so, toi, it does all it can to avoid, as you will hear, 
a "thesis on the toi." In a few lines that I should not have the right to 
isolate in this way, I wish to underscore the theme of simulation and 
simulacra, the question of right ("the right to address one another as toi''), 
and abo\'e all the appearance of a "we" as "posthumous we," a phrase: that 
should, I believe, not only make us hear the testamentary postmortem 
but inhale [humt'r) in advance the humus, the soil, the earth, the humid 
earth, humility, the human and the inhuman, the inhumed, which will 
resonate at the end of the text, in what will be the fourth time and last act. 
Jean-Fran~ois writes: 

Frankness or simulation: the opposition must be played off[dqoun-) 
against itself. If we simulate suffering it is because we suffer from 
the infinite possibility of simulation (Simulation) .. .. I mean: none 
of these partners could be you [toi]. "Do we have the right to ad­
dress one another as toi?" (Droit) .. .. You are the one who signs, 
only you. "These words that I address only to you but that you sign, 
of which you are the addressee, the address-she, or as he would say: 
the mother" (Sros) . ... With you, "I want to take my time, all my 
time" (Vitme), you (toil who "give me time and tell me what it's like 

out at the time [/e tm~ps qu'il fait), if you su what/ mean [in English 
in original I" (T~ps). 

There is immortality between you and me, whom we shall 
sec die (lmmortaliU). To translate. But you were translating your­
self(?) "The essential thing [is) that we expect, you and I, the arrival, 
that we await one another, you and I, upon arrival, in the language 
of our country" (Traduire). To translate, again. I am trying. But I'm 
afraid of foro.:ing, of forcing you and forcing me into a thesis of and 
on the toi . ... "We shall sec us die." You will see me and I will sec 
you die. Or, dying will come (arrivera) to the two of us together, and 
we will know it together. Coming ashore [LA rive I ... (T. 53-54) 

And later (but I suffer so much at not being able, for lack of 
time, to read everything, rushing as I must toward a certain posthumous 
"we"): 
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I pause at this toi ~~ moi, "you and me," which you dissect ... since 

the body that's yours and the body that's mine, at which neither 

you nor I can arrive, we will not get there, we will arrive at the 

other body. It would be another country. Sunk in darkness? To 
translate. Where we won't see each other, or ourselves, or the two 
of us together. Where we will only see each other, or ourselves, 

sinking, being blinded, un-writing, delivered up to translators 
and those who guide across borders. We are "ourselves," or "we," 

only posthumously. You and I await it, or ourselves, there. Not 
that language will ever sink or go under. It is on the boat of every 

transit. But it is its image in me .... You sign this desire, with my 
signature? (T. 55) 

4· It is in the last breath of this text, in the fourth tim~. entitled 
"Mourning," that one can find at once the words I said I wanted to 
cite-"mourning," "kec=p," "cry," "faith" -and the phrase that is now 
slightly more, but still not totally, recontc=xtualizable, "there shall be no 
mourning," which keeps silent (s~ tait], mute, and keeps it down (s~ tt'TT~) 
between humus, inhuman, and inhumed. I tear a few more strains from 
this mourning lament. Jean-Fran~ois writes: 

u A sign from you, my everyday tongue. What I cry for. To trans­

late" (Sign~). Already translated: you make me cry, I cry after 
you, I shall always cry, right up to the arrival. There shall be no 

mourning. Memory will be preserved. "My luck: that the only form 

of unhappiness would be to lose, not to preserve, memory." ... 

It is not for this supposed loss that I cry, but for and after your 

presence, language, never deserted. Which will always have hap­

pened as long as I write, out of place. This gap gives space and 
time for tears .... You are asked: "We shall efface the harm." The 

harm done by writing. But damages call only for litigation and 
a decision, not forgiveness, which escapes rules and settlements. 

Forgiveness would forgive only the wrong. But it is not a gesture 

and makes no gestures. Forgiveness "has already let it I the wrong I 
ofits~lf efface itself: what I call writing." This is why there is no 
proof of it. As I write, you do me wrong and I forgive you, but 
it will never be proven, not even by my tears. As you haunt my 
writing, without holiness asking anything, I do you wrong. Do 
you forgive me? Who will prove it? Mute .... That is why there 
is this gap, ''melancholy," a wrong exceeding declared forgiveness, 
consuming and comummating itself in writing. Of which you have 
no need. That is why mourning is never lifted, the fire never put 



.134 CtiAPTEII POUIITEEN 

out. It is vain to coum on acquitting yourself of your unseizability 
through incineration ... through the consumption of writing in an 
immediate fire and by a signature in cinders. To satirize, to singe 
this signarizing lsing~rit d~ em~ signtTiel. Cinders are still matter. 
I sign in humus. Of the inhuman, I bear witness inhumed. False 
witnesses. "I love only faith, or rather, in faith, its irreligious trial." 
(T, 55-'}6) 

I still do not know how to interpret these words. I do not know how 
to identify them through, in, and despite the dispersion of phrases that he 
claims to be worse than a diaspora. My fragmentary citations will have 
only made things wurse. I du nut knuw how to interpret "there shall be no 
mourning," followed at a distance by the phrase "that is why mourning is 
never lifted, the fire never put out." The impossibility of interpreting, of 
deciding about or disposing of these phrases no doubt comes from their 
radical, irreversible dispersion, as well as from their forever undetermined 
addressee, whether public or not. 

These "Translator's Notes" have the remarkable status of a rt'sponst'. 
They wish to breathe or exude the "yes" [ouiJ of a response that appeals 
to a certain "we" [nous}, a response with, however, no assignable or 
demonstrable addressee. And yet I do not consider this impossibility of 
interpreting, which is not a hermeneutical impotence, to be an evil. It is the 
very chance of reading. Beyond all destination, it bespeaks the very destiny 
or fate of mourning. It offers this destiny over to thinking, specifically to 
thinking, if that is possible, better than an interpretative decision or an 
assignable destination could have. 

For if, to reassure myself in this deciphering, I were to seek some 
help from Tht' Difft'rrod, written a decade before these "Translator's 
Notes," which are themselves about a decade old, I would be able to 
find there all the necessary premises for a thinking of this destiny without 
destination. And particularly when it is a question of us, of you and I. Tht' 
Diffe-rrod already put to work the very language of these "Translator's 
Notes," thus confirming yet again that these Notes, and their "there 
shall be no mourning," cannot be confined to their context or apparent 
destination. 

Hence, in closing, let me come back to the three occurrences of the 
"worse" I mentioned earlier: 

1. Adorno's phrase: "since Auschwitz, fearing death means fearing some­
thing worse than death" (D, 88). 

2. Lyotard's phrase some rhirtt-t•n pages later, which, commenting upon 
Adorno's phrase, says of the death sentence at Auschwitz: "This death 
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must therefore be killed, and that is what is worse than death. For, if 
death can be exterminated, it is because there is nothing to kill. Not 
even the name Jew" (D. 101). 

3· And between these two occurrences, this third one: "Would this be a 
case of a dispersion worse than the diaspora, the dispersion of phrases?" 
(D, 98). There is indeed another name for the worse, for the "worse than 
death." And when, while preparing for this gathering, I read the title 
chosen by Jean-Luc Nancy, "From One End to the Infinite" (D'un~fin 
a l'infini], I assumed that he would cite the following phrase, which I 
simply recall here without comment: "What makes death not yet the 
worst is its heing not th~ end but only the end of tht" finite and thf' 
revelation of the infinite. Worse than this magical death would be a 
death without reversal, an end which is simply the end, including the 
end of the infinite" (D, 89). 

In all these pages, which are also powerful readings of Hegel and 
Adorno, but above all, meditations on Auschwitz, on the impossible 
possibility of bearing witness, on survival and the "we," a "we" that may go 
beyond, as Lyotard says so well, what he calls a "transcendental illusion" for 
which the "we" would be a "vehicle" (D, 99), the law of the magical death, 
that is, the "beautiful death," is opposed to the ~xc~tion of Auschwitz. 

In both cases, I will venture to say, there is no--there shall be no-­
mourning. But for diametrically opposed reasons. What Lyotard calls the 
"beautiful death" or the "magical death" is the one that gets meaning, 
and gets it as an order given to an addressee. It is a beautiful death 
because the order thus given to a dying or mortal addressee, the verdict 
addressed to him, signifies to him that this death has meaning because 
it is prifmzbl~. and since it is preferable, it is, in sum, as if it did not 
take place and thus can do without mourning. This is the case, Lyotard 
says, when the private authority of the family, the political authority of 
the state or the party, the authority of religion, gives its members, that 
is, its identifiable addressees, the order to die the preferable death, the 
order to prefer death: "Die rather than escape" (Socrates in prison) (in 
the background :m• rht- analyst"s of tht" Apology and tht" Mffl/'rt"nu.r in tht' 
"Plato Notice," often with reference to Nicole Loraux's work); "Die rather 
than be enslaved" (the Paris Commune); "Die rather than be defeated" 
(Thcrmopylae, Stalingrad). 

This beautiful death does not, in the end, I would say, take place, 
insofar as it claims to make sense, to remain meaningful, oriented by an 
end that goes beyond it, and thus by an economy, even if it is an economy 

of sacrifice: "Die with a view to ... ,"and you shall not die. And Lyotard 
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concludes: "Such is the Athenian 'beautiful death,' the exchange of the 
finite for the infinite, of the t'schaton for the tt'los: the Dit' in order not to dit'" 
(D. roo). 

But "this is not the case for 'Auschwitz"' (D. roo), Lyotard notes, 
taking pains-and with very good reason-to put quotation marks around 
this name that also names the "extinction of that name" (D, ror), but 
which of course-and this is an enormous problem that I must leave open 
here--can play its role of absolute exception only if it loses the quotation 
marks that make it a metonymical or exemplary name, and as such not 
exceptional, able to stand in for other possible "Auschwitzes." At any rate, 
"Auschwitz" would be the exception to the law of the "beautiful death." 
This is indicated in section r57, whose title is in fact "Exception,'' and 
which begins: '"Auschwitz' is the forbiddance of the beautiful death" (D. 
roo). It is an exception first of all because the victim is not the addressee 
of the order-and let me note in passing that all the deaths in question 
here are deaths following an order, "Die," which means that these deaths 
(whether beautiful of not) are never, as one says of illnesses, natural­
supposing that an illness is ever natural. The choice here, if I may use 
this word precisely where there is no longer a choice, is between "Die, 
I decree it" and "That s/he die, I decree it" or "That I die, slhe decrees 
it" (D. roo). Both of these deaths, which are no more natural than any 
other, are also forms of putting to death, ordered deaths, whether we are 
talking about Socrates, Athenian soldiers, World War II, or Auschwitz. 
But between these two deaths, these two "Die's," the heterogeneity is 
absolute, so that "Auschwitz" cannot, except through an abuse of rhetoric, 
be turned into a "beautiful death," or a sacrificial holocaust in which the 
Jewish people comes to replace Isaac on Mount Moriah. "Rhetoric" is 
the word Lyotard uses in his analysis of these terrifying hypotheses in the 
paragraphs about Abraham (r6r, r7o), which I wish I could have meditated 
upon at greater length. 

In all these pages on the Rt'sult, on the "after Auschwitz," on the 
witness, the third party, the survivor, on the enormous question of the 
"we," on the two "Die's," the two orders of dying and the two orders that 
say "Die," that of the beautiful death and that of"Auschwitz," mourning 
never comes up. "Mourning" never appears, and the word "mourning" has 
no grounds for appearing. As if the phrase "there shall be no mourning" 
had already been heard, and taken into account, in its most extreme 
consequences. I wouldn't swear that the word "mourning" never appears 
in the whole book, but if it does, it is not in the passages dealing with death, 
the beautiful death, or the death that is worse than death. The word and 
concept "death" appear twice in the index ("death," "beautiful death"), but 
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"mourning" does not appear at all. If there are no grounds for mourning, 
if there are no grounds for having to go through mourning these two 
ordered deaths, it is for diametrically opposed reasons. In the "beautiful 
death," it is because death has meaning: it brings to fulfillment a life full 
of meaning; this death gets over itself, overtakes or sublates itself, in this 
meaning. In the case of"Auschwitz," on the contrary, "worse than death," 
it is the extinction of the very name that forbids mourning, given that this 
murder of the name constitutes the very meaning of the order "die," or 
"that he die," or even "that I die. "In both of these orders, the "there shall be 
no mourning" is implicitly so radical that the word "mourning" does not 
even need to be uttered. Which would seem to suggest that whenever the 
word is uttered we are perhaps-we are no doubt--dealing with another 
case, where mourning is at least possible enough to be averted by the "there 
shall be no mourning." 

I would like to inscribe here, as a programmatic indication of a 
reflection to come, a reference to two of Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's remarks, 
apparently quite distant from one another (D, to6, 56), which, without 
referring to mourning, give us a great deal to think about the empty place 
left to mourning in Th~ Dijft7md and about what is worse than death. It 
is as if--or at least this will be the hypothesis of my reading-mourning 
implied either a litigation concerning damages, or else some kind of wrong, 
that is, some differend. Without litigation or differend, there can be no 
mourning. In a way, then, what is worse than death, as well as non­
mourning, is that there not ~vm b~ a diff~rmd. As if what is "worse than 
death" were what comes, if not to erase, at least to marginalize or subor­
dinate the nevertheless unerasable limit between a wrong and damages, 
differend and litigation: an alternative or alternation that, as you know, 
marks the rhythm, pulse, and heartbeat of this great book, Th~ Dijft7md. 

I take the risk of sketching this hypothesis about mourning based on 
what Lyotard himself says, without mentioning mourning, about a certain 
duel, or even divorce, between "Auschwitz" and "Israel." In establishing 
damages that can be repaired, in thinking that it can translate the wrong 
into damages and the differend into a litigation, which is and remains 
impossible, it is as if Israel had wished to go through mourning. The 
state of Israel would have sought to signify the mourning of Auschwitz, 
precisely there where mourning has no meaning. All I can do here is 
juxtapose these two series of statements from Th~ Diff~rmd: 

1. First, "Auschwitz": 

Berween the SS and rhe Jew there is not ~vm a differcnd, because 

there is nor even a common idiom (rhar of a rribunal) in which 
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damages could at least be formulated, be they in place of a wrong. 
Thus there is no need of a trial, not even a parodic one. (This is not 
the case with the communists.) The Jewish phrase has not taken 
place. (D, ro6; I emphasize "not even") 

2. Now Israel, the state that bears or takes this name, signifying something 
like the mournful mis-understanding of this truth, namely, the absence 
of a common idiom and the impossibility of translating a wrong into 
damages. Some fifty pages earlier, we read: 

By forming the State oflsrad, the survivors transformed the wrong 
into damages and the differend into a litigation. By beginning to 
speak in the common idiom of public international law and of 
authorized politics, they put an end to the silence to which they 
had been condemned. But the reality of the wrong suffered at 
Auschwitz I no quotation marks here J before the foundation of this 
state remained and remains to be established, and it cannot be estab­
lished because it is in the: nature of a wrong not to be established by 
consensus. (D, 56) 

I now want to recall something obvious throughout: the absence of 
the word "mourning," the alternative between the "beautiful death" and 
the exception of the "worse than death," are related to an institution of 
ortkr~d death, to some imperious verdict: "die," "that he die," or "that 
I die." Should we deduce from this that mourning, the experience of 
mourning or simply the hypothesis and the naming of mourning-even 
if it is only to say "there shall be no mourning"-are reserved for the 
endurance of a death that, while never natural, would nevertheless not 
be murder, not the terrifying result of some order to die, whether given 
to oneself or the other? Yes, of course, and this is precisely what we are 
discussing tonight. Whether we accept it or not, whether we endure it or 
not, whether we name it or not, mourning here does not follow an order to 
die. If mourning does still follow, hypothetically, some order, wish, prayer, 
request, or desire, it would instead be, still tonight, a "do not die" or a "that 
he not die." And the "there shall be no mourning" could thus be heard 
as a response to, or echo of, some "do not die," "that he not die." To go 
into mourning, on the contrary, and even more so, to organize mourning, 
would always run the risk of confirming the order or the wish ("die," "be 
dead," "stay dead," "that you die, that you be or remain in death"). (We 
should never forget, however, that whathapp~ to us, what comes toaffict 
us, at the death of the friend, goes beyond the order, the wish, even the 
promise, beyond any l'lf'rformative project. As does any event worthy of 
this name.) 
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But we know that this "do not die," which nothing will silence, 
even when it would not be heard, even when it would forgo mourning, is 
thr~atro~d on all sides: threatened by the "beautiful death" itself, with its 
consoling image, like the figure of a life that was indeed fulfilled, successful, 
so full of accomplishments and reminders left for future generations, so 
abundant in meaning and work in the service of thinking, of loved ones, 
of humanity, and so on, but threatened too by the always open risk of a 
"worse than death," the disguised extinction of the name always lying in 
wait. For there are a thousand different ways, as we know, for a name to 
vanish; it can lose itself at the point where there would no longer even be 
a differend, as in the "not even a differend" I just recalled. But the name 
can also be effaced, in another perversion of the worse, precisely insofar 
as it is kept or keeps itself back, through what it keeps for itself or through 
the one who keeps it, or insofar, as we read in Sign~d. Malraux, in the last 
chapter entitled "Witness," as "the names remain," or what remains is the 
"Signature from beyond the tomb. As always. The only one."6 Names keep, 
watch over, but these spectral sentinels remain always as threatened as they 
are threatening; "In and around names, vengeance is on the prowl," says 
Th~ Diff"rod (D. 56) on the same page as the passage about Israel I cited 
a moment ago. Consequently, would this threat be "worse than death"? 
Would the "worse than death" be this, and worse than the worst? Would 
what is worse than the worst be this threat of the contamination of all these 
deaths, and all the forms that might be taken on-and yet also denied-by 
this mourning of mourning? 

This is why, in his "Translator's Notes," Jean-Fran~ois linked with 
so much insight his reflection on mourning to the question of wrong and 
forgiveness. Faced with the threat of equivocation, forever pressing and 
necessary, between all these orders of death, we are all, we, Jean-Fran~ois's 
friends, in the impossible-some may even say unforgivable-situation of 
those third parties or surviving "we's" who must survive not only death 
but the disa ppea ranee or d isqual ifica tion of the "witness," of a certain "we" 
and a certain "third." 

In the guise of a conclusion, I would like to read an extraordinary 
passage, the passage to hyperbole in TM Diff"rod, in the apparently furtive 
moment in which, so to speak, Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard signs his book by 
giving us to think what is perhaps here thought, the very thinking of 
thought. It is also precisely the moment of the leap toward a thinking 
"we" that signs, seals, leaves its seal and its legacy, goes on to survive or 

6. Jcan-Fran\ui> Ly01ard, Signt'd, M11/ruru, Iran>. Robert Harvey (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnoota Press, 1999), :t86, 288. 
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live on beyond all the "we's" that it demystifies. This "we" will have been, 
in the end, the only one to have inspired me tonight, to have whispered to 
me everything I say and address to Jean-Fran'<ois, to those who love him 
and those whom he loves. The fact that Lyotard almost always (though 
there are exceptions) puts this "we" into quotation marks does not mean 
that he is neutralizing it. It is simply being torn out of an all-too-easy 
understanding of so many other "we's" and gi,·en over to a type of thinking 
that should be called reflection, the reflexive thinking of an impossibility. 
What happens when one thinks and reflects an impossibility? Is this 
possible? For instance, so close to the experience of the worse, whenever it 
becomes nearly impossible to distinguish between a wrong and damages, 
between a differend and a litigation? Does this experience of the impossible 
become possible? What possibility is there for another w~ announcing 
itself to us through the impossibility of the w~? And even through the 
"affirmation of nothingness"? 

Here is the passage to the hyperbole of the "we."ltcomesattheend of 
section 158, entitled "Third Party?" in the course of a powerful reflection 
on the coexistence of two secrets and on the troubling equivalence between 
the third and fourth party. These pages deserve a much closer analysis 
than I can provide here. As you will hear, this thinking w~ is pr~suppos~d 
by the critique, by the overcoming or sublating [r~lt'Vant~J disappearance 
of all the other w~'s. Rhetoric here develops an "objection" attributed to 
the "speculative." But it is unclear whether the speculative gains or loses 

itself here, whether it wins or loses its head. This thinking w~ survives 
all the w~'s it thinks. It thus indeed resembles a Hegelian presupposition 
(Vorauss~tzung), a speculative w~. But does it not also survive this survival? 
Does it not survive as survival itself, through a subtle and infinitesimal 
excess of thinking? Does it not rather think the speculative, even before 
thinking in a speculative mode? A beautiful risk to run, once again, at 
the instant of death. With or "without a result" ("Without a Result" is the 
title of the following section, which I would have wanted to follow step by 
step). Let us listen: 

But the third is there, objects speculation. The dispersion without 
witnesses that "we" have characterized as the extinction of the: third 

needed to be expressed by a third. That ux lin italics, while most 

of the other "we's" are within quotation marks I has vanished at 

Auschwitz, "we," at least, have said it. There is no passage from the 

deportee's phrase universe to the SS's phrase universe. In order to 
affirm this, however, we needed to affirm one universe and then 
the other as if "we" were first the SS and then the deportee. In 
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doing this, "we" effected what "we" were looking for, a we I this 

time, neither italics nor quotation marks]. In looking for it, this 

we was looking for itself. h is expressed then at the end of the 

movement as it had effected itself since the beginning. For, without 

the presupposition of this permanence of a thinking "we," there 
would have bc::cn no movemem in search of a whole. This we is 

certainly not the totalization of the l's, the you 's, and the slhe 's in 

play under the name of" Auschwitz," for it is true that this name 

designates the impossibility of such a totalization. Instead, it is the 

reflective movement of this impossibility, that is, the dispersion that 

comes to self-consciousness and is sublated out of the annihilation 
and into the affirmation of nothingness. The we composed at least 

of I who write and you who read. (D, 102-3) 

There it is. Running the risk of what Th~ Diff"rod elsewhere calls 
the •last phrase" (D, 11), that is what I would have wanted to say. Perhaps 
I was still speculating. 

And yet would I have stopped addressing myself to you? 
To "us"? 
Would I be abusing fiction or desire iff were to say to Jean-Fran~ois, 

here and now, as if for the first time in my life, still not daring to address 
him as tu, still keeping to the tiOUS, keeping it, keeping him faithfully alive 
in our tiOUS, there it is, Jean-Fran~ois, this is what, I tell myself, I today 
would have wanted to try to tell you. 
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