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Es gilt, nicht eine Reihe von Aussagesätzen anzuhören,  
sondern dem Gang des Zeigens zu folgen. 

– Martin Heidegger (Zeit und Sein) 
 
 

Solche festgewordene Gegensätze aufzuheben,  
ist das einzige Interesse der Vernunft. 

– Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (Differenz des Fichteschen und Schellingschen 
Systems der Philosophie) 

 
 

Sans parodie discrète, sans stratégie d’écriture, sans différence 
ou écart de plumes, sans le style, donc, le grand,  

le renversement revient au même dans la déclaration bruyante 
de l’antithèse. 

D’où l’hétérogénéité du texte. 
– Jacques Derrida (Éperons: Les styles de Nietzsche) 
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P r e f a c e  |  P A R C O U R S  –  G A N G  –  B E W E G U N G  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In De la grammatologie, Derrida writes that his text is not to be ‘abandoned to 
the simple content of its conclusions’. Doing so would make it 
indistinguishable from a merely ‘pre-critical’ text. What is it that a reader 
should look for, if not the text’s conclusions? What is it that exceeds them, and 
how are we supposed to read that excess through those conclusions? In that 
text, Derrida states that this excess lies in a ‘pathway’ [parcours] that traverses 
the text. Essentially implicit with respect to the text’s conclusions, the excess is 
shown but not itself posited. Instead, it is ‘marked’ by the ‘track’ [sillage] that 
it leaves in the text.1 
 

————— 
 
The motto that Heidegger appended to the collected edition of his works is: 
‘ways – not works’ [Wege – nicht Werke]. In numerous writings, Heidegger 
dismisses the thinking that ‘merely explains’ and in his Beiträge zur Philosophie 
(Vom Ereignis) he distinguishes his text from a ‘“work” in the previous style’. 
Philosophy attempts a kind of saying that is informed by thinking 
[denkerisches Sagen], and such a saying does not represent: ‘[…] the issue is 
[…] neither to describe nor to explain, neither to promulgate nor to teach’ 
[hier wird nicht beschrieben und nicht erklärt, nicht verkündet und nicht 
gelehrt].2 
 In his lecture Zeit und Sein, he states that the form of the proposition must 
be regarded as an ‘obstacle’ for a philosophical saying. What are we to look for, 
if not the content of a proposition? What do his texts do, if not (re)present a 
philosophical ‘position’?3 
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 At the start of his lecture, he gives a ‘little hint’ to his audience. Their task 
would be ‘not to listen to a series of propositions’, but rather to hear the 
‘movement of showing’ [dem Gang des Zeigens] in those propositions, and to 
follow that movement.4 
 

————— 
 
According to Hegel, the need for philosophy arises everywhere where 
determinate, fixed positions – that are necessarily one-sided and incomplete – 
are posited as absolutes. The fixation of opposites deprives them of their 
vitality – living thoughts become dead letters. Such a ‘philosophy of reflection’, 
that adheres only to the rules of the understanding and the principle of non-
contradiction, must be overcome, but the problem is only exacerbated if 
philosophy would oppose its oppositions. Instead, what exceeds reflection is its 
own movement, and the task of philosophy consists in tracing the immanent 
self-development or the movement of the concept [Bewegung des Begriffs]. 
 

————— 
 
Parcours, mouvement, Gang, Weg, Bewegung. In this dissertation I set out to 
read Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida as thinkers of movement. ‘Movement’ 
names what cannot be reduced to – what exceeds – the content of propositions 
or conclusions. 
 ‘Excess’ implies a limit, and it will indeed be a matter of identifying how the 
limits can be articulated of ‘theory’ or of what can be posited in a theoretical 
position, what can be contained in a proposition, or of what can be determined 
or decided through opposition (pro or contra, yes or no). 
 But theory is not ‘limited’ in such a way that something lies outside of it, 
something that would lie ‘beyond our grasp’ or that we ‘cannot say’. The very 
concept of such an ineffable results from a representation of the concept of 
‘limit’ (as the dividing line between a diesseits and a jenseits, an inside and an 
outside or a ‘within’ and a ‘beyond’) that remains tributary to the very 
oppositionality that it purports to exceed. 
 It is neither a matter of opposing theoretical (op)positionality, nor of 
opposing an excess to it. There is nothing to ‘escape’, and the excess is not 
elsewhere. On the contrary: if there is an excess, it is announced in and through 
these texts: the excess is implicit. Though ‘implicit’ does not mean explicit, and 
so announces what is in a certain way beyond our simple grasp (what defies 
direct description or explanation), it is not outside of that grasp either; 
opposed or external to conceptuality, language or discourse – as the mystery 
of an ineffable. 
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 Here is the performative or reflexive paradox that structures the texts that 
I discuss in this dissertation: it is implicit in or through their propositions that 
what exceeds those propositions is shown. What I hope my text provides, is a 
program for a way of reading these different thinkers that brings this out and, 
with that, elevates the discussion of their relation above the level of a mere 
opposition of philosophical ‘positions’. That is: to wrest their interpretation 
from the very oppositionality they attempted to exceed. 
 This, then, is the light in which this dissertation can be read: I hope to 
contribute, without having recourse to the mystery of an ineffable, to the 
understanding of how the great philosophical texts cannot be reduced to the 
presentation of a theory or the unequivocality of a position; of how the life of 
their otherwise ‘dead letter’ is more, less or other than the simple content of 
their conclusions. 
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§1  Outline of the problem: Exposition and the implicit 
 
a) From the initial problem to the guiding question: Indirectness and critique 
The work on this dissertation started out as a critical engagement with 
Derrida’s writings, but I soon came to recognize the very idea of a ‘critique of 
Derrida’ as a problem. If there is anything consistent about Derrida’s writings, 
it is their irreducibility to theory or to the presentation of an unequivocal 
position. Instead of trying to minimize ambiguity and self-contradiction, 
Derrida seems to amplify them, and put them to use as strategic resources. 
There are many names with which do describe this. One could call it a 
structural ‘ambiguity’. Derrida speaks of ‘undecidability,’ of a ‘hesitation’ or a 
‘trembling’ proper to his writings, or a need to proceed ‘obliquely’ or 
‘strategically’. I will primarily refer to this situation of Derrida’s writings under 
the heading of ‘indirectness’.1 
 It is not that no positions or unequivocal propositions can be found in 
Derrida’s texts – it is that they never seem to be unequivocally endorsed, that 
they invariably seem to be accompanied by a gesture that undercuts them, or 
complicates their very legitimacy or their status as assertions. This raises the 
question what the place or role of these explicit positions and oppositions is 
within the movement of Derrida’s writings, in which they are repeated, 
reversed, retracted, contradicted, visibly erased, or otherwise implicitly or 
explicitly complicated. 
 That this indirectness is structural, that it names something of the essence 
of Derrida’s writings, is not denied but only affirmed by the fact that Derrida 
so often felt the need to explicitly deny that there is an ‘essence’ or unity to his 
writings at all – by stating, for instance, that there is not ‘one’ deconstruction, 
that it is ‘not a method’; that its categories are ‘not concepts’; that it is ‘not 
relativism’ (or nihilism, or historicism, or skepticism) and not a ‘critique’ or 
‘criticism’ or ‘analysis’; that it is ‘not philosophy’; that it is not certain whether 
deconstruction ‘exists’ or is even ‘possible’, and so on. 
 Any ‘critique of Derrida’ would therefore have to doubt at the threshold: 
(how) can one criticize a discourse that refuses to identify with an unequivocal 
position? As I will describe in a bit more detail below, polemics has, in a variety 
of ways, made it difficult to investigate the specific kind of ‘undercutting’ that 
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is characteristic of Derrida’s writings in a way that does not require one to 
immediately fall into the oppositionality of a ‘Derridean’ or ‘anti-Derridean’ 
camp. The issue is to ask, without already eyeing either a justification or a 
refutation of Derrida’s work, how to judge or evaluate such a discourse that, in 
a certain way and to a certain extent (to borrow the words of Foucault) ‘avoids 
the ground on which it could find support’.2 
 Any meaningful critical engagement with Derrida’s work must take into 
account and take seriously the manner in which the movement of these 
writings exceeds the positivity of a position. Before being able to critically 
engage Derrida’s work, one must take a step back in order to account for how 
Derrida writes, and why he writes in the way he writes. This means that 
questions of ‘critique and justification’ must be preceded by the question: what 
is the sense of Derrida’s ‘indirectness’, and what necessitates it? Why does he 
not just ‘come right out and say it’? These are the questions that will guide my 
research in this dissertation, starting with Derrida but then expanding into the 
general question: is there a necessary indirectness, or a necessary equivocality? 
Is there perhaps a necessary self-complication of the philosophical discourse? 
Where, when, at what point? And what kind of philosophical exposition could 
expose such a necessity? Could it do so unequivocally? 
 
b) Against the outside: Alterity is not externality 
In one sense, this focus on Derrida’s indirectness is a focus on his style, but 
only if that concept is not already determined in its opposition to ‘content’, as 
its mere externality or outer form. In Derrida’s case, it is certainly true that his 
indirectness manifests itself ‘externally’, on the surface of his writings. His 
indirectness is marked in syntax, in the non-linear structure of his essays, in 
his frequent use of hypotheticals and subjunctives, in the printed erasures and 
in the layout of his writings. But it would make no sense to focus solely on 
these ‘external’ aspects of style, if we are asking whether there are reasons that 
necessitate that style. If the focus is on the entanglement of what Derrida writes 
with how he writes, then the meaning of Derrida’s ‘indirect style’ cannot itself 
rely on a rigorous distinction between ‘form and content’. 
 The same is true if we were to say that my questions focus on Derrida’s 
language – or rather: his ‘use’ of language – if the concept of language is meant 
to oppositionally designate the ‘outer’ or external form of ‘what’ Derrida 
writes. Moreover, though in one sense my questions certainly concern 
‘language’, in another sense they ask precisely what apparently cannot be 
stated or posited unequivocally; what exceeds language in a certain way, what 
one cannot unequivocally talk ‘about’ or (re)present ‘in one go’. One of the 
first steps would be to acknowledge that what Derrida understands under the 
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‘problem of language’ is precisely that language irreducibly entails or implies 
its own excess. 
 The word ‘excess’ and the negative language that I employ here (‘what one 
cannot…’) indicate that my concern is with limits – the limits of what can be 
talked ‘about’, what can be represented in the form of a presentation of a 
determinate thesis, theory, proposition or conclusion. That negative language 
seems to suggest that these ‘limits’ of (op)positionality would imply something 
beyond it, something that one ‘cannot say’ and that is ‘beyond our grasp’ – the 
ineffable or the unknowable.  
 At first sight, this might seem to be in line with some of Derrida’s deepest 
concerns: with disruption, with ‘alterity’ or with the ‘wholly other’. These 
concerns arise in his resistance to ‘logocentric metaphysics’ – a name that 
according to Derrida designates both an ‘historical totality’ (the history of 
Western metaphysics) as well as a ‘structural figure’ (i.e.: metaphysics is in 
every distinction or concept that is constituted by a hierarchical 
oppositionality). Derrida’s work would then be emancipatory with respect to 
this tradition and this way of thinking, his work would be directed ‘towards 
the outside’. That is why, for example, Leonard Lawlor writes: ‘Derrida’s 
thought is structured by an exiting movement, a line of flight to the outside. 
That the outside is a sort of utopian non-place, an “elsewhere,” in which it is 
possible to think and live differently, indicates what motivates 
deconstruction.’3 
 But everything depends on to what extent such a non-place is indeed 
‘utopian’, i.e. in which precise sense it is ‘possible’ to think and live differently 
or otherwise. For such an ‘outside’ is itself the result of a particular 
representation of the ‘limit’ (a boundary or dividing line that opposes a diesseits 
to a jenseits, an inside to an outside or a this-side to a beyond) that is tributary 
to the very oppositionality it purports to ‘exceed’. 
 My claim is that Derrida is well aware of this complication, and one of my 
central claims in part one of this dissertation is that alterity is not externality. 
This is true in both senses: (1) there cannot be said to ‘be’ – or be ‘possible’ – 
anything outside or opposed to the oppositionality of ‘logocentric 
metaphysics’, and (2) the entire project of questioning its ‘limits’ can therefore 
not have the form of an opposition to or an ‘exiting’ from metaphysics. This 
means that Derrida’s project cannot be identified with a movement ‘towards 
the outside’. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case.  
 Therefore, what Derrida calls the ‘de-limitation of metaphysics’ is not 
achieved by taking up a counter-position, nor by positioning oneself ‘outside’ 
of metaphysics, not achieved through any position at all. That is where the 
necessity for ‘indirectness’ begins. Instead of positing an unattainable 
‘ineffable’, it is in and through the movement of these writings that something 
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of these essential limits is shown, not through a departure from metaphysics, 
but through an attempt to explicate our entanglement with or our 
inextricability from metaphysics (contamination, complicity). 
 If Derrida’s writing is ill-understood as a (counter-)position, then how 
must its relation to the metaphysical tradition be understood? That is a 
question that I will attempt to answer with reference to Derrida’s relation to 
Hegel and Heidegger. 
 Multiple complex interrelations (of influence and interpretation) exist 
between these three thinkers, and I will not be able to do justice to all of them. 
If it seems that Derrida’s position is still privileged in the Architektonik of this 
dissertation, it is because it was the question of the possibility of a critique of 
Derrida that gave this study its initial impetus. But the inclusion of Hegel and 
Heidegger is both explanatory and exploratory. Explanatory, because they 
serve, by way of contrast, to illuminate the specificity of Derrida’s indirectness. 
Exploratory, because if there is no longer a simple opposition between the 
three, it becomes possible to consider them equally, outside of the confines of 
the Derridean interpretation, as thinkers of movement, as different ways in 
which to account for the necessity for indirectness, and the irreducibility of 
philosophy to the positivity of a position. I will attempt to provide a reading of 
Derrida, Hegel and Heidegger that clarifies their differences without being 
forced into the oppositionality of having to make a simple choice between 
them. 
 
c) If not outside, then ‘in’. Performativity, reflexivity, and the essentially 
implicit 
If it is not a matter of ‘escaping’ – if Derrida’s alterity is not externality and if 
deconstruction ‘works from the inside’, if Heidegger’s philosophical saying is 
still bound to the representation it exceeds, and if Hegel’s movement of 
reflection does not lie outside of reflection – then all the weight of explanation 
falls on how to interpret the ‘in’. First of all, if the notion of an ‘outside’ is itself 
an oppositional determination that undercuts the excess of oppositionality it 
is supposed to signify, then neither can ‘in’ still mean the simple ‘containment’ 
within determinable borders. That is a thought that Hegel, Derrida and 
Heidegger each in their own way take on board. It can be recognized in the 
necessary ‘immanence’ of Hegel’s movement of the concept, in the 
inextricability of Derridean ‘contamination’ or ‘complicity’ and the denial of 
the ‘outside-text’, and in the very special hermeneutical sense that Heidegger 
gives to ‘(always already) being in’. 
 These senses of ‘in’ are far from identical, but what binds them is an 
awareness that there is an inextricable relation between what is written and 
how it is written or the impossibility of the ‘external point of view’ – that the 
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character of the investigation (its ‘method’, its own ‘language’, its ‘style’, the 
sequence of its steps) cannot be dissociated from the ‘content’ that is discussed 
within it (the nature of its ‘object’ or the ‘subject’ that it speaks ‘about’). What 
exceeds metaphysics (Derrida), representation (Heidegger) or a merely 
subjective ‘philosophy of reflection’ (Hegel) is the movement of or in the 
metaphysical, representation, reflection. Its excess is implicit. 
 There are several words that can describe this entanglement of method and 
object. The most important ones would be performativity and reflexivity, but 
the use of these concepts is not without its risks. A short clarification of those 
risks will serve to further specify and situate the direction that I wish to pursue. 
 The concept of performativity is put to work best by David Wood, who 
combines the term with ‘reflexivity’ to identify under the heading of 
‘performative reflexivity’ the problems that he initially identified as the 
‘paradoxes of reflection’ and the ‘question of style’ and of ‘strategy’.4 I take my 
work to be a continuation of the themes that he identified under these 
headings. Wood writes: ‘[…] a performative mode of writing is one in which 
what takes place is dependent on a reflexive strategy, in which the object of 
reflection is the nature and limits of writing itself, or of a particular practice of 
writing (such as philosophy).’5 In his Philosophy at the Limit, he shows how 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche ‘set the stage’ for the performative reflexivity of 
Heidegger and Derrida.6 
 In my approach the emphasis is on Hegel.7 For me it is a matter of 
recognizing in the works of Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida something of what 
Hegel calls ‘reflection in itself’ [Reflexion in sich]: a thinking that explicitly 
relates to itself in its own movement, the ‘conclusions’ of which therefore have 
essential implications for the form of their exposition. Whereas ‘performative’ 
is a word that is very helpful in the context of Derrida, its use in interpreting 
Hegel strictly speaking amounts to an anachronism. The risk in using the term 
‘performativity’ lies in the connotations that tie it to its initial use in the context 
of the philosophy of language, specifically the speech act theory made famous 
by Austin in his How to Do Things with Words.8 To be sure, its value lies in the 
introduction of a dimension of language irreducible to the simple ‘content of 
conclusions’; the performative is distinguished from the constative, which is 
what made Austin’s work so interesting for Derrida.9 The downside of this 
‘performativity’ is that it comes down to a variant of the distinction between 
theory and practice. The concept of the ‘performative’ results from the analysis 
of language as action. The significance of the speech act is that one does 
something by saying it (‘I promise that…’), its meaning – what one says – is 
therefore essentially tied to what one does in saying so (to promise, to inform, 
to warn, etc.). Although ‘performative’ indeed introduces a dimension that 
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exceeds the positive content of determinations, in my use of the term I do not 
interpret that excess as a ‘practice’.10 
 In interpreting Derrida, aside from Wood’s work, the term ‘reflexive’ has 
no doubt been made most famous by Rodolphe Gasché in his The Tain of the 
Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection.11 The problem with the 
connotations of the concept of ‘reflection’ is the multitude of its senses, 
especially in Hegel’s philosophy.  
 For Hegel, philosophy is distinguished from all other sciences by not 
having the luxury of being able to define beforehand either its method or its 
object, since both need to be justified within the investigation itself. This 
necessitates an immanent self-development in which ‘object and method’ are 
inextricably entangled. Hegel’s ‘performativity’ does not lie in a dimension of 
practice, but in this structurally reflexive character of the investigation. But 
what a ‘reflection-in-itself’ entails, is precisely that it reflects onto the concept 
of ‘reflection’ itself; one must distinguish at least the following different senses 
of ‘reflection’: the reflection ‘in itself’ as it is a part of Hegel’s very method; the 
reflection that it is an object for it; and then the very kind of philosophy 
(‘philosophy of reflection’) that Hegel’s reflection-in-itself was supposed to 
overcome.  
 Although Gasché did an exemplary job at distinguishing the different 
senses of reflection (isolated, transcendental, speculative/absolute), there are 
two theses in The Tain of the Mirror that, even if they are very close to my 
point, I do not completely subscribe to. The first is that reflection ‘fails’; Gasché 
speaks of Hegel’s ‘absolute reflection’ as the ‘self-destruction of reflection’. The 
second is that what Derrida is doing is ultimately irreducible to the philosophy 
of reflection; that he works on the ‘tain’ of that mirror. 
 In connection with the first, it is interesting to note that in her wonderfully 
lucid introduction to Heidegger’s Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), 
Daniela Vallega-Neu introduces another term for the ‘performative’ character 
of the language that Heidegger employs there. She calls it ‘poietic saying’, with 
reference to Heidegger’s interpretation of ποίησις as bringing-forth.12 Poietic 
saying is distinguished from representation, because it stands in a productive 
rather than a representative relation to ‘what’ it says. In her introduction, 
Vallega-Neu therefore introduces Heidegger’s poietic saying as the result of 
the ‘failure’ of the ‘still too metaphysical’, ‘still too representational’ language 
of Sein und Zeit. 
 The point is indeed to make sense of what Hegel called the necessary ‘one-
sidedness’ of any determinate (pro)position. And the point is indeed to think 
through the relation between the ‘failure’ of language in Heidegger’s early 
work and the later attempt to, precisely, think the failure of the word as 
originary.13 Even if we were to call this limitation, the finitude of reflection or 
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representation, a ‘failure’, then the crucial question is still whether these 
philosophers must be understood to engage in an attempt to amend or 
overcome that failure, or to recognize, preserve and affirm it.  
 My reading will go towards attempting to recognize Hegel, Heidegger and 
Derrida, mutatis mutandis, as thinkers of an affirmation of finitude, of a 
movement of or implicit in the proposition or the representation. This is what 
we must make sense of: that, to put in in Derrida’s words, the excess (what he 
calls the trace, the supplement), in a certain sense, ‘is nothing’ – that ‘[this] 
thought has no weight’.14 
 For these reasons, though I will at times use all of these terms – 
‘performative’, ‘reflexive’, ‘poietic’ (and there are other options, such as the 
distinction between ‘gesture and statement’ or Levinas’ distinction between 
the ‘saying’ and the ‘said’ [le dire et le dit]) – I will primarily use the term 
implicit to describe the movement of the statement that exceeds its ‘content’, 
or the excess of the propositions that is not ‘outside’ of them. 
 By now, the interpretive challenges that I am attempting to meet in this 
dissertation have already been laid out. Does not my emphasis on ‘in’ stand for 
the very Hegelian immanence that Derrida so vehemently criticized and 
distanced himself from? Does Derrida not explicitly state that deconstruction 
‘affirms the outside’; an emphatic affirmation that does not sound very 
‘indirect’, and an ‘outside’ that does not sound very ‘implicit’? Conversely: 
have I really suggested that Hegel’s ‘absolute’ philosophy is to be understood 
as an ‘affirmation of finitude’? Finally, did I suggest that Heidegger’s 
development is not to be understood as the attempt to overcome the failure of 
his earlier, ‘too representational’, ‘too metaphysical’ language? 
 
 
§2  Setup of the investigation: Derrida – Hegel – Heidegger 
 
This dissertation is divided in three parts. My initial question was how a 
critique was possible of Derrida’s discourse as it ‘avoids the grounds on which 
it could find support’. In order to answer that question it is first necessary to 
qualify Derrida’s indirectness: wherein exactly does it consist and what 
necessitates it? This is the subject of part one (chapters 1-3). 
 This enables considering Hegel and Heidegger as thinkers of movement 
who are not simply opposed to Derrida (parts two and three). These two parts 
are similar in structure: in their first chapters I attempt to arrive at an original 
interpretation of the respective forms of performativity in the work of Hegel 
(chapter 4) and Heidegger (chapter 6), and their second chapters consider how 
the structural ambiguity of Derrida’s ‘critique’ is visible in his writings on 
Hegel (chapter 5) and Heidegger (chapter 7). 
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 Below, I lay out my questions in a bit more detail and situate my approach 
with respect to the literature. 
  
a) Part one: Derrida 
In the first part I take a negative approach by starting from the view that is 
opposed to mine: before we concede a ‘structural indirectness’, isn’t there a lot 
that is unequivocal in Derrida’s texts? Is there not something like Derridean 
‘theory’? How to justify this focus on ‘indirectness’ when Derrida presents us 
with so many quite unequivocal, direct propositions and rigorous insights? 
 Some commonly held views on Derrida on this point include: (1) that if 
there is any recognizable theory in Derrida, that this is primarily a theory of 
(the interrelated concepts of) the sign, meaning, writing or language, and (2) 
that the core of this theory is to be found in Derrida’s relatively early works. 
Therefore, to establish Derrida’s indirectness as structural, it would be most 
fruitful to look at the texts that seem to be least equivocal and most 
‘theoretical’, in order to ask to what extent even these texts implicitly undercut 
their own ‘theoretical’ or scientific status. And if these are ‘implicit’ 
complications, then how are they marked in the text? 
 For these reasons, the emphasis in part one will be on Derrida’s earlier 
works,15 and at the center of it will be a reading of De la grammatologie. A 
quick glance at De la grammatologie would already suffice to show that it is 
quite absurd to characterize it as an ‘unequivocal’ work. I chose it because it 
very explicitly targets the determination of language and writing and the 
possibility of their scientific elucidation. Also, it belongs to the famous trio of 
works published in the breakthrough year of 1967 that is generally agreed to 
‘bring Derrida’s formative period to a close’.16 Most importantly: if Derrida 
presents a ‘theory of language’ in his earlier works, its most rigorous 
formulation is commonly taken to be found in that work.  
 What I will show in chapter one is that Derrida aims to uncover an 
‘incompetence of science’ from which this very uncovering – the text of De la 
grammatologie itself – is not exempt. I do this by showing the implicit 
complication of what is often taken to be Derrida’s ‘position’ on the nature of 
language – through the notions of ‘arche-writing’ [archi-écriture] and 
‘(originary) trace’ – and that such a ‘generalized arche-writing’ cannot be seen 
to form a ‘rival account’ to writing’s traditional, narrow determination. 
 Derrida’s reflections on the sign and language are not an end in themselves, 
but they serve the ‘de-construction of the greatest totality – the concept of 
epistémè and logocentric metaphysics’,17 which is the subject of chapter 2. The 
first question should obviously be: what exactly is logocentric metaphysics? 
But it is decisive for Derrida that there is an irreducible complication implicit 
in that very question, because for him the form of the question (‘what is’) is 
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already complicit with metaphysics itself, which complicates the possibility to 
put it in question. That raises the question: how to understand Derrida’s 
questioning of metaphysics? Since it is not a matter of a definition, I proceed 
to show in a more preliminary, empirical manner what the main traits are of 
what Derrida understands under the term metaphysics. I do this under the 
headings of regionality, opposition, hierarchy and presence. The rest of the 
second chapter will then be devoted to teasing out the consequences of what is 
my main interpretive thesis: that alterity is not reducible to externality, which 
is to say that Derrida’s attempt to ‘write otherwise’ is not reducible to a 
counter-position with respect to metaphysics.  
 The attempt to emphasize a Derridean ‘theory’ or position corresponds to 
a specific type of commentary. It arose in the early 1980’s, primarily in the 
attempt to defend Derrida from accusations of skepticism, relativism, nihilism 
or textual ‘free play’. Those accusations, and the ensuing polemic of ‘defense 
and refutation’, have long determined, and often still determine, the 
understanding of Derrida’s texts and the landscape of commentary. Such 
refutations usually either distill from Derrida’s work a certain thesis and show 
that to be flawed, thereby negating the very style and strategy that is essential 
to his writing, or show Derrida to be in contradiction with himself (whether 
immanently, logically or ‘performatively’), which raises the question what the 
force of the objection of (self)-contradiction is to a work that so emphatically 
affirms or blatantly flaunts its own ‘self-contradiction’? 
 One of the strategies of defense has consisted in asserting that Derrida is in 
fact very rigorous, and that there are good arguments to be found in Derrida’s 
texts. The supposition here is that the force of Derrida’s words and the value 
of his texts can only be felt if they can be shown to be theoretically strong.18 
 Derrida’s work is no simple relativism and these critiques are therefore no 
doubt necessary. But there is a risk involved in equating the force of Derrida’s 
writings with theoretical strength, since this tends to underemphasize its most 
essential feature: that Derrida’s discourse ‘does not restore confidence’, that it 
‘hesitates’ for essential reasons, that it ‘does not lead to possibilities’ and that 
in a certain way the activity of deconstruction ‘falls prey to itself’. 
 Polemics (defense and refutation) can lead to the very oppositionality that 
Derrida attempted to exceed.19 The form of Derrida’s indirectness is what 
makes it exceed a simple relativism, but it is also what distinguishes it from a 
‘justified position’. This vulnerability of deconstruction is neither grounds for 
justification nor for refutation. What does this mean for the possibility of a 
critique of Derrida? 
 In chapter 3, I attempt to answer that question by focusing on three figures 
related to the question of justification, with which Derrida maintains a 
structurally ambiguous relation: empiricism, skepticism and critique. That the 
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movement of showing of Derrida’s writing exceeds the ‘positions’ one finds 
within it, is confirmed by the fact that Derrida often explicitly distances 
himself simply from empiricism, skepticism and critique. He repeatedly does 
this in the most unequivocal, propositional manner: deconstruction simply ‘is 
not’ empiricism, skepticism or (a) critique. But on the other hand Derrida in 
various ways acknowledges a structural relation between deconstruction and 
each of these figures. The question of a critique of Derrida in terms of 
‘justification and defense’, therefore, has to be: what is the relation between 
Derrida’s ‘explicit opposition’ to these figures, and his implicit (and at times 
explicitly acknowledged) relation of structural ‘resemblance’ to empiricism, 
skepticism, and critique?  
 If Derrida is approached as a thinker of movement, and if alterity is not 
externality, then his relation to the metaphysical tradition is not simply one of 
opposition, of the very oppositionality that the movement of his writings 
attempts to exceed. This makes it possible to consider Hegel and Heidegger as 
thinkers of movement to whom Derrida is not simply opposed. That means 
that two questions guide the parts on Hegel and Heidegger: (1) in what sense 
are they thinkers of movement and how does the specific form of their 
‘performativity’ relate to Derrida’s? And (2) how does the non-oppositional 
character of Derrida’s relation to metaphysics show itself in his ‘critique’ of 
Hegel and Heidegger? 
 
b) Part two: Hegel 
In the case of Hegel, the main challenge was already outlined above: if Hegel is 
to be a thinker of movement, then he must be understood as affirming finitude. 
 There are several traditions that stress the importance of finitude for 
Hegel’s philosophy. There is of course an entire tradition of (mostly French) 
‘existentialist’ interpretation of Hegel. Perhaps there is no better way to begin 
to read Hegel than by approaching him, as does Jean Hyppolite, through the 
lens of the following paradox: that he is a thinker of finitude as well as an 
exorcist of transcendence. The existentialist interpretation of Hegel as it is 
found with Kojève, Merleau-Ponty and Hyppolite20, emphasizes finitude 
because it is fundamentally a humanist interpretation: ‘finitude’ signifies the 
finitude of man. It aims for a secular reading of Hegel that emphasizes man’s 
work, his mortality, or the struggle for recognition as the negativity that drives 
the movement. Recently, there has been an upsurge of interest in the role of 
finitude for Hegel through an emphasis on negativity and contradiction. There 
is an interesting focus on tragedy, attempting to show how Hegel’s philosophy 
is a resource for thinking fundamentally irreconcilable contradictions of 
reality,21 and there is the renewed focus on negativity in the wake of French 
philosophers such as Jean-Luc Nancy or Catherine Malabou.22  
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 Aside from a very recent focus in the literature that ties negativity and 
contradiction to the concepts of life and finitude,23 my position differs slightly 
from all these traditions, which I will point out in detail in chapter 4. I do not 
argue for an ‘originary’ negativity, nor is my finitude the finitude of ‘man’. 
Instead, it is found in the implicit self-complication of the philosophical 
exposition: that the excess of the absolute with respect to the determinations 
of reflection can only be shown in and through an exposition of the movement 
of those very determinations. One could call that a finitude of Hegel’s 
‘language’, but not if that means, with Hyppolite, that the dialectic becomes a 
movement of ‘sense’. Such a determination risks underemphasizing what I 
take to be the dialectic’s most important aspect: that it is essentially an 
explication of the implicit, the exposition of which is never entirely 
unproblematic or reducible to ‘positive sense’. 
 What is Derrida’s position in this? I discuss his relation to Hegel in chapter 
5 and we will see that he differs from the approaches above precisely in the 
specific kind of indirectness that creates an essential and necessary ambiguity 
with respect to Hegel. The relation is similar in structure to the explicit denial 
of skepticism, empiricism and critique: on the one hand Derrida distances 
himself from a certain Hegel, and defines deconstruction in contrast to a 
‘reappropriating dialectics’ in which all negativity is reverted back to positivity, 
and in which all ‘outside’ is reduced to the ‘immanence of the system’. That 
reading goes squarely against the Hegel that I presented, but Derrida is well 
aware that Hegel cannot be reduced to this figure of reappropriation, and there 
is always another Hegel in play in Derrida’s texts, one who cannot simply be 
reduced to a figure of reappropriation. The question then becomes what the 
place of the oppositions and reversals of these different Hegels is within the 
broader movement of Derrida’s writing, and how to understand Derrida’s 
difference from Hegel if that does not lie in a simple opposition. Instead, 
Derrida’s departure from Hegel lies in the enactment of certain ‘textual’ 
maneuvers. 
 
c) Part three: Heidegger 
The publication in 1989 of Heidegger’s 1936-38 Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom 
Ereignis) and the works in its wake24 has profoundly changed the way we 
understand Heidegger’s development, philosophy and authorship. It has 
sparked renewed interest in a host of themes from the ‘later’ works. Of these 
themes, no doubt the one that stands out most is the theme of language. I 
already mentioned the work of Vallega-Neu, for whom the Beiträge effectuate 
a ‘transformation of language’ such that ‘what the language of Contributions 
says is found in the performative motion, that is, in the occurrence of thinking 
and language, and not in something that this occurrence would present 
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objectively’.25 In the excellent recent collection Heidegger and Language, 
Jeffrey Powell emphasizes that ‘the entire text of Contributions is sandwiched 
between the concern for language’,26 and Krzysztof Ziarek states it well when 
he writes that ‘from Contributions to Philosophy onward’, ‘more than 
presenting insights about language, this mode of writing enacts the event of 
language […] in order to demonstrate how undergoing an experience with 
language remains irreducible to assertions or theories’.27 Heidegger says it like 
this: ‘[…] here the saying is not opposed to what is to be said, but is itself the 
to-be-said as the essential occurrence of beyng’28 [… hier ist das Sagen nicht im 
Gegenüber zu dem zu Sagenden, sondern ist dieses selbst als die Wesung des 
Seyns].29 
 With that, the Beiträge is an exemplary text with which to qualify the 
specific form of the entanglement of method and object in Heidegger. The 
limits of the propositional no longer lie in a necessary ‘one-sidedness’, but in 
a ‘destruction of the genuine relation to words’ that characterizes our time. ‘In’ 
now no longer stands for Hegelian immanence, the form of the problem of 
entanglement now becomes: how to question the limits of what one is always 
already essentially in, in such a way that it is – at least partly and at worst 
completely – hidden, concealed, withdrawn? I already indicated above that I 
will argue that for Heidegger the ‘failure’ of representational language is not to 
be (nor can it be) fully overcome, but that the required ‘poietic saying’ consists 
in a different ‘attunement’ [Stimmung] to the (re)presentational language of 
metaphysics. It is an attempt to recognize and preserve a certain necessary 
failure-to-say with respect to the question of being, which is why Heidegger 
calls it a saying that ‘effects the highest thoughtful reticence’ [Welches Sagen 
leistet die höchste denkerische Erschweigung?].30 
 In the final chapter I discuss Derrida’s relation to Heidegger. At first, the 
point is to recognize the same irreducibility to an unequivocal position in 
Derrida’s relation to Heidegger that I articulated with respect to Hegel. Here 
again it is a matter of several Heideggers being at work simultaneously in 
Derrida’s texts: the one who works within the ‘hermeneutical circle’, which 
Derrida interprets as fundamentally a project aiming for the fullness of 
meaning, and another Heidegger who, in thinking Ereignis, proceeds in a 
manner that anticipates deconstruction. Derrida does not ‘choose’ between the 
two, but he inaugurates a movement that aims to bring out both aspects, as 
well as enacting a departure from Heidegger through a ‘textual intervention’. 
I show this through a reading of Derrida’s Éperons: Les Styles de Nietzsche. It 
is because of these textual interventions and the indirectness as it leads to a 
‘plurality of styles’ that Nietzsche keeps recurring throughout this dissertation. 
 No philosopher has had a greater impact on Derrida’s writing than 
Heidegger. Is Derrida’s mode of ambiguity with respect to Heidegger identical 
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to that of his oppositional entanglement with Hegel? In the final chapter 7 I 
show how in De l’esprit, we seem to encounter a different kind of critique, 
where Derrida addresses concerns that seem to be systematically avoided or 
underrepresented in Heidegger’s work (such as gender, politics, race, heritage, 
animality, the body). But given Derrida’s indirectness, is it possible to reverse 
or counter that situation? At stake is to question whether a thought of 
‘irreducible complicity’ can aim for a presentation, a making-present of what 
Heidegger avoided, or whether there is something like a necessary avoidance 
in the explication of what is essentially implicit? The ambiguity of Derrida’s 
critique of Heidegger is exemplified by his diagnosis of what he calls the 
‘privilege of the question’ in Heidegger. In the very impossibility to question 
that privilege, Derrida identifies an excess of the horizon of Heidegger’s 
question of being that nevertheless does not go ‘beyond’ or ‘deeper’ than the 
question; an unquestioned privilege ‘before’ the question that, because the 
privilege is only affirmed in questioning it, is not simply ‘before’. It is an 
affirmation at work in all questioning, on which Derrida bases a new concept 
of responsibility. 
 The question of Derrida’s concept of responsibility concludes the 
investigation in this dissertation, and leads to questions exceeding its scope. 
The question what necessitates Derrida’s indirectness ultimately lies in this 
attempt to assume what Derrida regards as the highest form of intellectual 
responsibility. The details of that account of responsibility would take me 
beyond the scope of this investigation. On the other hand, the attempt to 
affirmatively assume this responsibility is the most positive sense of what 
motivates deconstruction, and therefore it poses the most radical question to 
my perspective of indirectness: how does the necessity of that indirectness 
relate to the drive for affirmation? That is why at the end of chapter 7, I will try 
to show how this responsibility is what drives Derrida’s indirectness, and how 
this affirmation is not the positivity of a position. 
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…whatever one thinks under that name, the problem of language has no 
doubt never been one problem among others. 

– Derrida (De la grammatologie) 
 
 
 
 
In this first part I aim to show how Derrida’s writings attempt to set in motion 
a ‘movement of showing’ that is not reducible to any one unequivocal position. 
I will try to show why it is necessary for Derrida in his writings to consistently 
resist the form of a ‘direct’ presentation of an unambiguous ‘theory’. It is 
commonly held that Derridean ‘theory’ is primarily a theory of the sign, 
meaning, writing or language, and that the core of this theory can be found in 
Derrida’s relatively early works. Therefore, I focus on a reading of De la 
grammatologie. 
 This first part is divided into three chapters. In the first I show how the 
possibility of theoretical presentation is complicated at the outset by the very 
nature of the project of De la grammatologie. I do this through a close reading 
of its preface, exergue and opening pages (§3). I will show how the 
complication of De la grammatologie’s form of presentation is essentially tied 
to its main theme. Though this very ‘entanglement’ of form and content or 
method and object leads to a ‘new’ account of language and writing (a 
‘generalized’ writing that ‘comprehends’ language), I will show that the main 
characteristic of that account (as it is formed by the notions of ‘arche-writing’ 
[archi-écriture] and ‘(originary) trace’) is precisely the impossibility to develop 
a rigorous ‘account’ of it (§4-6), that it suffers from the very ‘incompetence of 
science’ that it is out to expose. Because Derrida’s development of the notion 
of arche-writing serves to complicate the very determinability of language, it 
‘provides no assurances’ and thus does not seek the ‘legitimacy’ or assuredness 
of a presented theory or an unequivocal position.  
 In chapter two, I show how the discussion of language and writing is not 
an end in itself, but provides a privileged access to Derrida’s main problem: to 
complicate the oppositionality of what he calls ‘logocentric metaphysics’. In 
the third chapter I then take up the question of the possibility of a critique of 
Derrida, by showing how Derrida relates in a structurally ambivalent way to 
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three oppositional figures that concern questions of ‘justification’, from which 
he often seemingly unequivocally distances himself: empiricism, skepticism 
and critique. 
 
 
§3  The opening of De la grammatologie 
 
a) The preface: First general characterization of De la grammatologie’s 
implicit self-complication 
Starting to read De la grammatologie from the beginning, one encounters: first, 
a short avertissement (which can be translated as ‘preface’ but could also carry 
the sense of a warning) that precedes two main parts, the first of which, in turn, 
is preceded by an exergue.  
 Guided by our present interest in the ‘theoretical’ status of the work, the 
opening lines of the ‘cautionary’ foreword seem to point us to its first part: part 
one of the essay is said to sketch out ‘a theoretical matrix’, indicating ‘certain 
historical moments’, ‘some critical concepts’. Part two is then said to ‘put to 
the test’ the concepts proposed in part one [Ceux-ci sont mis à l’épreuve]. What 
is a rather conventional distinction of ‘theory’ and its ‘application’ is, however, 
immediately undone: this would make part two the ‘example’, but, according 
to Derrida, ‘strictly speaking’ [en toute rigueur], that notion – and here the 
reader receives his first ‘warning’ – is ‘not acceptable’ [irrecevable] and will be 
retained only ‘for convenience’ [par commodité].1 
 Already a certain ‘indirectness’ presents itself. How is it ‘convenient’ to 
retain an ‘unacceptable’ concept? What kind of investigation allows itself the 
use of such concepts and why? 
 It would certainly be possible to explain this peculiar opening by pointing 
to the history of the essay. We know that, originally, De la grammatologie was 
not one idea or project. What we now know under that title is the conjunction 
and reworking of, firstly, a revision of a two-part essay in Critique from 
1965/1966 and, secondly, of material from a seminar on Rousseau at the École 
normale supérieure.2 One could point this out and refer to Derrida’s own 
admission that it is ‘made up of two heterogeneous passages, put together 
somewhat artificially’.3 
 Pointing this out would amount to saying that these opening lines are not 
that significant, not to be taken too literally. Or it would be like saying: De la 
grammatologie is only contingently a title for what is in fact not one thing, i.e.: 
there is no reason why these essays are joined together in a single volume. But 
Derrida contends that he has argued ‘patiently and at length’ for not only the 
‘choice’ but also for the ‘necessity’ of his ‘examples’. De la grammatologie, 
moreover, is far from the only text of Derrida’s that begins with such a 
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complication, with the introduction of an unacceptable concept, with a 
distinction introduced and simultaneously retracted. A great many of 
Derrida’s earlier texts open with that structure4 and one of their decisive motifs 
is their ‘moving on’ from ‘unacceptable’ distinctions, concepts or propositions. 
It begs the questions: what necessitates that gesture and what authorizes it (the 
introduction of the unacceptable and the act of moving on from it)?5 
 The answer is that these ‘historical’ considerations are not mere matters of 
circumstance. On the contrary: it is essential to the content of the ‘project’ of 
De la grammatologie that it is not essentially ‘one’ project. Its fractured nature 
is intrinsically connected to one of the essay’s ‘main intentions’, namely: to put 
in question what Derrida calls the ‘model’ of ‘the book’. The book, for Derrida, 
is no mere model among others, but represents the very form of exposition 
that implicitly underlies or constitutes Western science and metaphysics. To 
its central characteristics belong the ideas of a self-contained whole or totality, 
within determinable borders, with a clearly distinguishable beginning and end, 
so that it is possible to rigorously distinguish ‘form’, ‘style’ or manner of 
execution from its ‘content’. 
 To an extent, this project undercuts itself in its very articulation. If the book 
is what De la grammatologie wants to put in question, then this has 
consequences for that investigation itself6: it is unclear at the start whether De 
la grammatologie will be able to form a self-contained totality, whether its 
proper beginning is rigorously determinable, whether its exposition can be 
‘complete’ and especially whether its content and its method (the ‘object’ on 
which it focuses and its way of proceeding; what it says and how it says it) can 
be rigorously discerned. Can there be a complete exposition of the necessary 
incompleteness of the book? For this reason, Derrida indicates (precisely in his 
own “Question of Method”, the significance of which is already starting to 
show itself) that his main concern lies in problems of ‘outlining’ [‘découpage’]. 
His problems have the form of a certain inability to rigorously distinguish or 
to determine, precisely to the extent that ‘determination’ means to delineate, to 
draw the line distinguishing inside from outside, essence from accident, 
beginning from end. Derrida speaks of ‘contamination’, of ‘overflowing’ 
[débordement] or of the ‘effacement of (all of) its limits’ [effacement de (toutes) 
ses limites], and I will sometimes speak in this context of the ‘entanglement’ of 
method and object. 
 It is in this undercutting and Derrida’s awareness of it that the sources for 
the ‘indirect’ character of his writings must be sought. So the title of De la 
grammatologie’s first chapter, “The end of the book and the beginning of 
writing” therefore announces both (1) that a certain notion of ‘writing’ will be 
employed to challenge the idea of the book, as well as (2) that such challenging, 
and the concept of writing employed in it, are themselves problematic, that 
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these notions carry with them an implicit complication, making it necessary 
for Derrida to maintain equally that ‘there is no end of the book and no 
beginning of writing’ or that ‘writing can no more begin […] than the book 
can end’.7  
 There is, therefore, a complex relation of entanglement between the 
‘project’ of the book and its ‘contents’. Not only is it difficult to strictly separate 
the two, but the very relation between the investigation itself and its ‘contents’ 
is itself a theme for it. That relation between method and content is itself, in 
other words, ‘content’. So the fractured architecture of the work is tied 
intimately to its contents: a (specific) reading will provide the means or the 
way via which (‘method’) the (general) problems of reading will be explicated. 
 For now, what we take from this is that the first lines of De la grammatologie 
posit nothing unambiguously; that they do not present unequivocal theses or 
introduce a theory and that this is related to an implicit complication of the 
investigation; a certain entanglement of its way of proceeding or its 
articulation, and its contents.8 Returning to the preface, this complication is 
affirmed when Derrida goes on to call the example that may not be called an 
example a ‘reading’ [une lecture], that is announced (here comes the second 
warning) to be merely sketched or outlined. That is: it will be incomplete, not 
only for its limited text-selection, but because through this reading Derrida sets 
out to produce the problems of critical reading [nous tentons de produire [...] 
des problèmes de lecture critique]. Perhaps that is the most assured description 
of the work yet: it will be a production of problems. It is this production of the 
problems of reading by means of a reading, that constitutes the ‘unacceptable’ 
value of ‘exemplarity’. 
 This reflexive complication is the auto-complication constitutive of the 
entire work; the co-complication or mutual implication of, on the one hand, 
its ‘subject’ (what it is ‘about’) or its ‘object’ (towards what it is directed), its 
‘content’, and, on the other hand, its ‘method’ or its mode of investigation. 
Derrida admits: it will not be a matter of proposing a ‘new method’: it is this 
auto-complication itself which is tied to the essay’s ‘guiding intention’. Thus, 
De la grammatologie performatively explores the limits of what one can 
unequivocally write or speak ‘about’, which Derrida conceives in Heideggerian 
terms: what one can speak ‘about’ is what one can sufficiently distinguish 
oneself from in order to study it as an ‘object’ and ‘present’ it.9 In this way, De 
la grammatologie is a performative exploration of the limits of presentation. 
 The preface, therefore, does not positively ‘present’ any ‘theory’, nor 
introduce it. It announces that a problem shall be produced. If we look beyond 
the preface, we see that, there, the work also stutters before truly starting (as is 
already indicated by its title: “Writing before the letter” [l’écriture avant la 
lettre]), this time not by way of a warning, but by way of an exergue (an 
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‘outwork’), which, again, announces above all the auto-complication of what 
is to come. But what it introduces are the recognizable elements of what is 
commonly taken to be Derrida’s ‘theory’, and as such it will require some 
special attention. 
 
b) The exergue: The unscientificity of the project of putting grammatology in 
question 
The exergue is comprised of three statements on writing (a scribe, a passage 
from Rousseau’s Essai sur l’origine des langues and one from Hegel’s 
Enzyklopädie) and a short interpretation of what these passages ‘should focus 
attention on’. In the course of that interpretation, Derrida sets up what at first 
glance may seem to be a collection of assured propositions concerning the 
entire project of De la grammatologie. It is possible to at least identify the 
following: Derrida points to (1) the existence of a ‘metaphysics of phonetic 
writing’ which he calls ‘logocentrism’ and which, ‘for enigmatic yet essential 
reasons’ is said (2) to ‘command in one and the same order’ the concept of 
writing, the history of metaphysics and the concept of science, since (3) ‘the 
concept of science, or of the scientificity of science has always been determined 
as logic’. Also: (4) that metaphysics ‘has always assigned the origin of truth to 
logos’ and has as such always been (5) ‘the debasement of writing’. Lastly, (6) 
that what Derrida calls the ‘phoneticization of writing’ must ‘must dissimulate 
its own/proper history in its production’.10 
 These are all complex and heavyweight statements. They will receive 
attention in due course but for now I will focus only on their status as 
theoretical assertions. On the one hand, they seem to be posited as the 
elements of a general theory, encompassing nothing less than the 
identification of the origin of truth and that which commands the 
determinations of writing, science and the history of metaphysics. At the heart 
of Derrida’s ‘theory’ lies writing – the preface already announced that it is 
through a certain concept of writing that the ‘book’ and its logocentric or 
metaphysical order are challenged. As such, the science that would have to 
establish all of this (writing’s relation to the scientificity of science and to 
metaphysics) would be a science of writing: a grammatology. 
 Yet the exergue is consciously set up in such a way as to repeatedly 
announce ‘not only’ all of the above (‘pas seulement’, ‘ni seulement’ – 
effectively turning it into a build-up to something else) but ‘above all’: 

 
We would like to suggest above all that such a science of writing risks never seeing the light 
of day as such and under that name. Of never being able to define the unity of its project 
and its object. Of not being able to write its discourse on method or to describe the limits 
of its field. [emphasis mine, JdJ]11 
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The themes introduced here (determination of writing, scientificity of science; 
metaphysical determination of the origin of truth as logos; writing’s ‘self-
dissimulation’, etc.) do not form claims which combine into a ‘theory’. Rather 
they form the unestablishable elements of a science not to be. Grammatology 
– the very science that would have to justify all this, establish it rigorously or 
produce these insights securely – that very science itself runs the risk of never 
being established. It is not complicated in merely one aspect, but complicated 
in its name, in its project, in its object, in its method, in the limits of its field. It 
is the idea of a science thoroughly complicated – complicated throughout. And 
this is said to be so ‘for essential reasons’: 

 
For essential reasons: [...] The idea of science and the idea of writing – therefore also the 
science of writing – have meaning for us only in terms of an origin and within a world to 
which a certain concept of sign (we will later say the concept of the sign), and a certain 
concept of the relation between speech and writing, have already been assigned.12 
 

If Derrida is right, then the very idea of a science of writing, the question ‘what 
writing is’, itself already presupposes a determination of the very concept of the 
sign and of the relation between speech and writing (Derrida stresses: ‘[…] 
have already been assigned’). It is the very positing, the form or the character 
of that question that Derrida will show to ‘have already assigned’ this 
determination. This determination, in fact, is said to command the very idea 
of science (and, indeed, the history of metaphysics and the determination of 
truth). The science of writing would put in question a meaning of writing or a 
determination of that meaning that is itself said to be constitutive of the very 
idea of science and, thus, of such a science, and thus, of the very question which 
institutes that science: ‘What is writing?’ 
 It is here that the problem of a grammatology comes into focus, and the 
stakes involved in a meditation upon it become clear: it is the scientific putting 
in question of the very idea of science, of scientificity and its possibilities; if it 
were a theory, it would be one of the limits of the possibility of theory; it would 
put in question the values of metaphysics, logic, truth, science and writing – 
values, however, that simultaneously seem to be necessary for any putting-in-
question at all to be possible. This is exactly why Derrida states that a science 
of writing would have to reflexively ‘produce its own dislocation and itself 
proclaim its limits’.13 
 Derrida himself has always been very clear on this point. De la 
grammatologie (‘of’ grammatology) is a meditation on the nature and 
possibilities of such a grammatology; it is not that science in its execution. One 
of the most succinct formulations of the complicated nature of the work is 
Derrida’s remark that, rather than being a presentation or a theory ‘of’ or 
‘about’ grammatology, De la grammatologie is ‘the title of a question’ [le titre 
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d’une question]. What question? According to Derrida, it is a question about 
‘the necessity of a science of writing [...]; but also a question about the limits of 
such a science’ [la nécessité d’une science de l’écriture [...]; mais question aussi 
sur les limites de cette science].14 He writes that De la grammatologie is not a 
‘defense’ of that science, nor an ‘illustration’ of it. Rather, it is the meditation 
on what a general science of writing would amount to; what its demands would 
be or what it would entail. The purport of the work is precisely that such a 
meditation reveals that those demands do not lead to the idea of a realizable 
science, but rather point to the very limits of theory, science or philosophy. 
 This complication thus operates on two levels: grammatology is the idea of 
a science that questions writing, yet as science simultaneously already 
presupposes a specific determination of it. And De la grammatologie itself is 
‘about’ that science, but sets out to challenge this very ‘aboutness’, the limits of 
scientificity or the possibility of the rigorous distinction between method and 
object that is requisite for the ‘presentation’ of any ‘theory’. It is in that sense 
that De la grammatologie is itself ‘indirect’: it does not proceed to a theory, to 
an answer or solution to the question of writing, but it shows the ‘aporetic’ 
character of that question. The ‘indirectness’ of this approach – which, in 
contrast to ‘proceeding’ towards an ‘answer’ is rather like a step back – consists 
in the reflexive awareness that this showing itself cannot lay claim to any 
(prior) theoretical or scientific legitimacy.15 
 The thematization of what one is ‘always already in’ (what is thus always 
already presupposed in any thematization or questioning) thus names the 
general structure of the complication as it guides the opening of De la 
grammatologie. What is to be ‘thematized’ in questioning ‘writing’ (ultimately 
metaphysics as such) is precisely what one cannot thematize because it is what 
one is inextricably ‘in’.  
 Now, the general term that, for Derrida, best describes this ‘hermeneutical 
situation’ of ‘always already being in’, the term that gives rise to or opens up 
the interpretation of that situation in an exemplary way, is language. 
 
c) The entanglement of the question: The ‘effacement of the limits’ language 
So far I have attempted to distinguish De la grammatologie from a ‘theory of 
language’, primarily by pointing to its non-theoretical character: it is not an 
unequivocal ‘theory’ of language because the complication of its own 
exposition is itself a theme for it: it exceeds the possibilities of science because 
it is the very scientificity of science that it puts in question. Now we see that De 
la grammatologie does not provide a theory of language for another reason, 
namely that it sets out to show in a Heideggerian fashion precisely that 
‘language’ cannot properly be a ‘subject’ about which one speaks, to the extent 
that this implies treating it as a (re-)presentable ‘object’. So De la 
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grammatologie is not ‘about’ language in two ways, that I will state here 
summarily and then work out in more detail in this paragraph: (1) insofar as 
language stands for what one is irreducibly ‘always already in’, including 
especially any attempt to question it, this complicates the possibility of a 
determinate concept of ‘language’ that could properly function as object for or 
subject of the investigation. Paradoxically, this does not mean that De la 
grammatologie is not about language, but on the contrary: its very 
indeterminacy makes ‘language’ overflow into the ‘entirety’ of its ‘problematic 
horizon’. But then we are no longer speaking about ‘language’ as merely one 
‘subject’ among others. (2) Precisely because of this ‘overflowing’, interpreting 
language always entails ‘more’ than what the specific ‘subject’ of language (as 
one subject among others) designates. This is what the exergue announces: 
finding one’s way into the problem of language necessarily puts in question 
the very scientificity of science (including the one doing the questioning) as 
well as the metaphysics and its history.  
 Starting with the latter point, this ‘more’ than language that the question of 
language entails is metaphysics and its history or the ‘order’ of logocentrism as 
it ‘commands’ or structures that history in which science, phonocentric 
writing and metaphysics are, according to Derrida, intimately intertwined. 
This is precisely what gives language its privileged position in Derrida’s earlier 
works. Because one might easily object here: even if De la grammatologie 
cannot be reduced to a ‘theory of language’, then we would still have to qualify 
the privileged position that ‘language’ takes up in it, as well as in Derrida’s 
earlier works more generally. How can I maintain that they are ‘not about 
language’?16 But it is precisely through the positing of the questions of language, 
writing, meaning and the sign, as Derrida shows in countless of his earlier 
writings17, that the possibility and limits of scientific, metaphysical or 
philosophical presentation and thematization as such, of the order of 
logocentrism, are questioned. Now this ‘order’ cannot be thematized or 
described ‘directly’ since Derrida understands under it the very structure of 
Western rationality that we are always already in and which has ‘already’ 
assigned specific determinations of the values of writing, language, science, 
truth, etc., as well informs the means with which to question them. For that 
reason, Derrida writes that under the name of logocentrism he describes both 
a ‘structural figure’ and a ‘historical totality’. It is a structural figure to the 
extent that it describes the general structure of Western rationality or 
conceptuality, such as it structures both our ‘conceptions’ as well as the means 
with which we (scientifically, metaphysically) question them. It is a ‘historical’ 
totality because this rationality belongs essentially to the West and its history 
(more precisely: it is the historical rationality within which the very idea of 
history – which is no less logocentrically determined – could emerge), and for 
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that reason Derrida sometimes speaks of an ‘epoch’ or ‘age’. Also for this 
reason, Derrida will speak of ‘traditional’ concepts, conceptions or 
oppositions, but since they are as ‘structural’ as they are ‘historical’, they are 
not simply from the past. Derrida’s question is finding a way to challenge this 
order or to raise the question of its limits, without neglecting the irreducibility 
of always already being ‘in’ it. This means that Derrida tries to show the limits 
of this rationality without extracting himself from it or being able to fashion 
for himself a ‘neural standpoint’. It also means that logocentrism is not limited 
in such a way that one can oppose something to it: there is no ‘other’ rationality 
or possibility beyond it. So the task and the problem of De la grammatologie is 
to conceive of the limits of logocentrism in a way that I will provisionally call 
‘from within’ (I willl show why this terminology is problematic in a moment). 
 For all these reasons, Derrida opens the first chapter of De la 
grammatologie with the statement that ‘whatever one thinks under that title, 
the problem of language has no doubt never been one problem among others’. 
Derrida clarifies this by looking at language’s irreducibility to a determinable 
object or subject in two essentially related ways, by pointing to two moments 
of the same ‘gesture’ he is out to articulate with respect to language. What is it 
that distinguishes the ‘problem of language’, not from other problems, but from 
problems among others? Derrida writes: (1) that ‘everything one tries to 
exclude’ [arracher] from language is itself ‘recaptured in it’, and (2) in the same 
gesture [parce que du même coup], language would then ‘itself’ no longer be 
‘self-assured, contained and guaranteed [rassuré sur soi, contenu et bordé], by 
anything that would ‘exceed’ it).18 
 These two moments express something of the general structure of what 
Derrida is attempting to articulate concerning language, writing and 
metaphysics broadly speaking. The moments are two aspects of the same 
‘gesture’ that I introduced above and that Derrida frequently calls the 
‘effacement of (all) the limits’ [effacement de (toutes) ses limites] of language, 
or its ‘overflowing’ [débordement]. What does this mean? Because every 
determination or even every questioning of it is itself essentially ‘in’ language, 
it does not, according to Derrida, let itself be unequivocally thought in terms 
of interiority and exteriority (inside and outside, what does or does not 
‘belongs to’ language, what it is and is not, where it ‘begins and ends’). Because 
there is no way to rigorously make these distinctions, everything one tries to 
exclude from language is ‘recaptured in it’. I already indicated how Derrida 
states that De la grammatologie’s central problems concern delineation or 
outlining, such as it belongs to the ‘structural figure’ that is logocentrism. 
Because of the attempt to complicate such ‘outlining’ and expose its limits, 
‘inside and outside’ make up the central categories of De la grammatologie’s 
first part.  
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 So in this first moment, what was ‘formerly’ (‘traditionally’ in the special 
sense Derrida gives the term, i.e.: metaphysically) thought to be foreign to 
language is now recaptured in it. For that reason, Derrida states that a 
‘historico-metaphysical epoch must eventually determine as language the 
totality of its problematic horizon’. But the second moment complicates 
matters. Where the first moment states that what was otherwise opposed to 
language now falls under it, the second indicates that the same problem of the 
possibility to delineate language (to draw the dividing line between what 
belongs to language and what does not, i.e.: what language is and what it is not) 
complicates the possibility to determine language. For Derrida this 
impossibility to distinguishing language’s inside from its outside, essence from 
accident, what belongs to it and what not, complicates the possibility of 
identifying language ‘itself’, or identifying it in a determinate conception. 
Language is, in a certain way, essentially indeterminate. 
 Why ‘in a certain way’? The ‘overflowing’ of any determinate conception 
of language implies a certain indeterminacy of language. This corresponds to 
what is taken to be a well-known aspect of Derrida’s ‘theory of language’. The 
reason why grammatology is the title of a question, however, is because there 
could never be an unequivocal theory of the indeterminacy of language. Here, 
two possible senses of ‘indeterminacy’ converge. The first leaves description 
and theory intact. ‘Indeterminacy’ would be a property attributed to – that is: 
still a determination of – language; an element of a theory of language. The 
diagnosis of ‘indeterminacy’ would still be about ‘language’ (this is the source 
of relativism and its derivations, which is characterized by positing the 
indeterminacy of language. I get back to this in detail in chapter 3). But 
positing the indeterminacy of language in such a way would still presuppose 
or leave intact the integrity of ‘language’ as determinable subject or object 
‘about’ which one can say all these things and it would thus, as a ‘determination 
of indeterminacy’, contradict itself. The other sense is that ‘language’ lends 
itself for no such theory, thetic discourse or positive determination. The 
indeterminacy of language is then not a statement about language, but the 
problem of ‘language’s resistance to being an object of investigation, the subject 
of a theory or description. 
 I said that these two moments show something of the general structure of 
Derrida’s strategy with respect to language and metaphysics more generally. 
On the one hand, Derrida’s resistance to a simple ‘outside’, that corresponds to 
the first moment: one does not indicate language’s ‘limits’ by opposing 
something to it. This holds equally for the limits of science, the limits of 
metaphysics, or the limits of the structural figure and/or historical totality 
called ‘logocentrism’. If they are limited, they are not limited in such a way that 
something falls outside of them, is opposed or opposable to them (the utopia 
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of a ‘new’ language, an ‘other’ metaphysics, a ‘future’ epoch). On the other 
hand, they are not ‘absolute’ either. There are limits, but they don’t form the 
dividing line between what lies inside language or metaphysics and what falls 
outside of it. This motif gets its most famous expression in that ‘axial 
proposition’ of De la grammatologie that there is ‘no outside-text’ [il n’y a pas 
de hors-texte], to which I will return.  
 This impossibility of, both, fashioning for oneself an outside-position from 
which to determine the matter at hand, as well as the impossibility to 
determine that matter itself by distinguishing it rigorously from what is 
outside of or opposed to it – these could be called a certain internalization of 
the problematic.19 
 On the other hand, if there is no simple outside, there is no simple ‘inside’ 
either. ‘Internalization’ cannot mean ‘containment’. This is the second 
moment: the ‘internality’ of language, what it is to be ‘in’ it, cannot be equated 
with being ‘contained’ within determinable borders.20 
 So what is the general strategy? To explicate the limits of metaphysics, in 
the double awareness that they are not such that one can oppose an outside to 
it. But that there is no outside does not mean there are no limits. It means that 
these must be ‘inner’ limits. Only there is no unequivocal ‘inner’ either. 
Instead, this very equivocality or lack of rigorous determinability itself forms 
the ‘limit’ to which metaphysics must be confronted ‘from within’: it is this 
necessity-yet-insufficiency of a distinction such as that between the inside and 
the outside that forms the limit of metaphysics or logocentrism.21 
 
 
§4  What a Derridean ‘theory’ would ‘oppose’: The ‘traditional determination’ 

of writing 
 
De la grammatologie attempts to indicate the limits of a scientific, 
metaphysical, traditional ‘theory’. Although this seems to lead to a different 
‘account’ of language and writing, what Derrida is interested in most of all is 
how such a view is essentially complicated with respect to the possibilities of 
its own articulation. This inability to articulate, that Derrida calls an 
‘incompetence of science’ and of philosophy, is no less the incompetence of 
the very discourse that tries to ‘present’ that very incompetence. 
 It is therefore the status of Derrida’s claims concerning language and 
writing that I want to question. That is: do they form the elements of a 
presented viewpoint, unambiguous position or theory of language and writing, 
and if they do not, as I will try to show, then what is the function of Derrida’s 
claims within the broader ‘movement of showing’ of his writing? For that 
reason, it will not be a matter of reconstructing differently the claims that are 
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already so well-known about the functioning of the sign and the relation of 
writing and speech and to presence. My concern is with the supposedly 
‘theoretical’ status of these remarks. In other words, my concern is with the 
relation between the statements that Derrida makes and the gesture he 
performs in making them, which is precisely Derrida’s own concern in reading 
Ferdinand de Saussure in order to produce the problems of writing: he states 
that he will recognize in De Saussure’s work a ‘tension between gesture and 
statement’ [tension du geste et du propos].22  
 There are two positions on Derrida’s claims concerning language as writing 
that seem to me equally insufficient: the first is too ‘negative’ and holds that 
with his destabilization of the ‘traditional’ conception of language, Derrida’s 
position amounts to mere relativism. The second is too ‘positive’, and holds 
that Derrida provides or presents a new and positive account of the nature of 
language, one that better or more adequately corresponds to or describes the 
nature of language. Both, I want to argue, misunderstand the gesture of 
Derrida’s statements.  
 This means that I can be relatively brief about the basic elements – the 
‘statements’ – of Derrida’s reading. Derrida identifies an element common to 
all ‘traditional’ linguistics, namely that language is a system of signs in which 
the sign is a signifier of a signified. What is ‘traditional’ in that conception is 
the general idea that a sign refers to, or represents something. It does not matter 
what it is that is signified by the sign (the world, an intention, an idea, a thing, 
a thought, ‘mental content’, a ‘meaning’, etc.). A sign can itself refer to an other 
sign, but in order for it to signify something, we suppose this chain of 
significations must stop somewhere – at a signified that is not itself a signifier 
(e.g. the world, the thing, the thought, the experience, etc). Because such a 
signified – which must ultimately be external to the sign-system, i.e.: not itself 
a signifier – is thus constitutive for signification, because it constitutes the 
condition for the possibility of signification, Derrida speaks of a 
‘transcendental signified’.  
 How does, ‘traditionally’, writing fit in here?  
 De Saussure assumes a view that Derrida traces back to Aristotle, which is 
according to Derrida constitutive of Western thought, of the entire history, 
epoch or structural figure of metaphysics. According to De Saussure ‘language 
and writing are two distinct systems of signs; the second exists for the sole 
purpose of representing the first’ [Langage et écriture sont deux systèmes de 
signes distincts; l'unique raison d'être du second est de représenter le premier]. 
Derrida compares to Aristotle: ‘“spoken words are the symbols of states of the 
soul and written words are the symbols of spoken words”’.23 
 For Derrida, this traditional view of writing is both narrow [étroite] and 
derived or derivative [dérivée]. Narrow, because foreign to the essence of 
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language, and derived because merely representative. Derivative and 
representative of what? Derivative and representative of the voice:  

 
[…] within this logos [the history of metaphysics and the metaphysical determinations of 
truth], the original and essential link to the phonè has never been broken. […] As has been 
more or less implicitly determined, the essence of the phonè would be immediately 
proximate to that which within ‘thought’ as logos relates to ‘meaning’, produces it, receives 
it, speaks it, ‘composes’ it.24 
 

As such, the voice has, as ‘producer of the first symbols’, a ‘relationship of 
essential and immediate proximity with the mind. […] It signifies “mental 
experiences” which themselves reflect or mirror things by natural 
resemblance.’25 In contrast to the voice, which is ‘closest to the signified’, 
writing will always be derivative: because it is a representation of the ‘first’ 
representation in spoken language; ‘foreign to the essence of language’ as mere 
‘signifier of the signifier’ instead of signifier of a signified: 

 
signifier of the first signifier, representation of the self-present voice [de la voix présente à 
soi], of the immediate, natural and direct signification of sense (of the signified, the 
concept, the ideal object, or what have you).26 
 

Such a writing is ‘phonetic’: ‘[…] it will be the outside, the exterior 
representation of language and of this “thought-sound”.’ The tradition that 
approaches writing in this way is therefore called ‘phonocentric’. 
 So the traditional view of language is that its signification is constituted by 
the signified that it represents. The voice is the model for the immediate 
signification, the self-presence of the signified in the signifier. In contrast, 
writing is always merely signifier of the signifier, and maintains no essential 
relation to the signified in the way the voice does. For that reason, writing has 
traditionally been ‘debased’ or considered secondary with respect to the voice. 
 Now, what the first part of the reading of De Saussure does (‘the outside 
and the inside’, the part that focuses on De Saussure’s ‘stated purpose’ and not 
yet on its ‘gesture’) is to chart all the ways, all the conceptions, all the 
oppositions within which writing has in this way been ‘debased’ or regarded 
as secondary with respect to spoken language. That is: all the ways in which 
writing is considered outside, external to the essence (inside) of language, e.g.: 
the difference between ‘natural’ and ‘conventional’ signification; natural 
language and the ‘instrument’ or ‘technique’ of writing; the immediacy of the 
voice and the mediacy or mediation of writing; signifier of a signified as the 
‘essence’ of language, this essence itself being the ‘image’ of ‘reality’, 
‘representation’ of a ‘presence’ as opposed to writing as mere representation of 
a representation, ‘image of an image’. To this also belong the differences 
between ‘symbol’ and ‘sign’; the ‘soul’ and the ‘body’; ‘living’ language and the 
‘dead’ letter; autonomy and heteronomy; origin and substitution. 
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 Where is the ‘indirectness’ here? Is all of this not quite unequivocal theory? 
Is it not a clearly outlined and detailed analysis of the history of linguistic 
theory and the conceptual grid within which writing has been determined? 
 Certainly, in the diagnosis of the phonocentric character of traditional 
determinations of writing there is little ‘indirectness’. The question is: if that 
determination is ‘narrow’ and ‘derivative’, do we find in Derrida’s work an 
alternative position, theory or account? Is there a different determination of 
writing that Derrida opposes to the phonocentric determination?  
 The second part of the reading of De Saussure sets out to show how the 
conceptual grid with which writing is conceived in the Cours de linguistique 
general contains the resources for the conception of a more ‘general’ writing. 
It is in order to articulate this ‘general writing’ that Derrida will introduce the 
well-known critical vocabulary in which we have come to recognize the 
elements of a Derridean ‘theory of language’: the ‘(instituted) trace’ [trace 
(instituée)], arche-writing [archi-écriture], différance. If Derrida has a ‘theory 
of writing’, it is often thought to reside in this ‘generalized writing’ and it is 
here that Derrida’s gesture, the movement of showing in making his ‘claims’, 
becomes decisive. This is so for at least two reasons. 
 First of all, Derrida’s claim is that the necessity to conceive of a ‘generalized’ 
writing (as opposed to a narrow and derived writing) arises from the 
theoretical framework that De Saussure himself employs (the conceptual grid 
that makes his work an ‘exemplary’ instance of logocentrism). It is this 
framework itself which allows for the articulation or the conception of a 
different, ‘general’ writing. According to Derrida, the ‘intention that institutes 
general linguistics as a science’ itself ‘remains […] within a contradiction’.27 
This is a contradiction between its ‘declared purpose’ (‘saying what goes 
without saying, the subordination of grammatology, the historico-
metaphysical reduction of writing to the rank of an instrument enslaved to a 
full and originarily spoken language’), and an ‘other gesture’ that allows for a 
general or originary writing (Derrida speaks of deconstruction’s ‘inhabiting’ 
of texts ‘in a certain way’: as a way of reading, deconstruction ‘[does] not 
destroy structures from the outside’, but ‘[operates] necessarily from the 
inside, borrowing all the strategic and economic resources of subversion from 
the old structure’).28 This means that Derrida’s claim is that it is not he who 
‘supplies’ an ‘alternative account’ of writing, but that it is De Saussure himself 
who implicitly goes against his own declared intentions. This should already 
indicate that a generalized writing cannot be contrasted to writing’s traditional 
determination as being ‘Derrida’s position’.  
 Moreover, secondly, what Derrida names under the heading of a 
‘generalized writing’ cannot be a rival view, theory or standpoint to be opposed 
to the ‘traditional’ determination of writing because the very idea of such a 
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writing ruins itself. It undercuts itself in its very articulation. And it is to the 
necessity of this undercutting, this ‘performative’ contradiction or implicit 
self-complication, that Derrida wants to testify above all in the broader 
movement of his writing. Rather than being a ‘better description’ of the nature 
of language and writing, it serves to show a certain inability to describe, an 
‘incompetence’ of science that is the incompetence of theory and of 
philosophy; of what Derrida calls the ‘episteme’. It is here that one must take 
very seriously Derrida’s claim that De la grammatologie ‘does not restore 
confidence’. 
 Before being able to show how the idea of a generalized writing complicates 
itself, we must first understand what would be meant by it. For that reason I 
will now reconstruct the necessity of such a writing while bracketing its status. 
So supposing that the idea of a generalized writing would be an ‘alternative 
account’, what would it consist of? The answer to this question is found in the 
second part of Derrida’s treatment of De Saussure, the part on the ‘gesture’ of 
De Saussure’s stated intentions. 
 
 
§5  The science of writing and the incompetence of science 
 
Derrida’s distance from ‘theory’ lies less in, say, a misrepresentation of his 
‘claims’ or ‘statements’, but rather in the (theoretical) status that is accorded 
them, or in the nature of their gesture. The ‘statements’ that supposedly make 
up Derrida’s ‘theory of language’ are quite easily recognizable. They can be 
repeated here without much fuss, and it will be easy to do so. 
 What are resources within the conceptual grid of De Saussure that ‘liberate 
the future’ of a ‘general grammatology’? First of all, this complication has 
already begun to be revealed in the first part of the reading of De Saussure, to 
the extent that writing’s supposed ‘exteriority’ with respect to the essence of 
language raises the question: why, if writing must be considered exterior to the 
essence of language, is it not harmless with respect to that inner logic of 
language, but rather conceived in several ways and consistently by several 
authors as a ‘threat’ to that essence? In its most systematic expression, this is 
Derrida’s question:  

 
Why does a project of general linguistics, concerning the internal system in general of 
language in general, outline the limits of its field by excluding, as exteriority in general, a 
particular system of writing, however important it might be, even were it to be in fact 
universal?29 
 

Derrida goes on to show via Plato (writing ‘[condemned] to blindness, 
wandering and mourning’), De Saussure’s complicity with Husserl concerning 
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the determination of empty intuition as a ‘crisis’ (‘usurpation’: the ‘danger’ of 
the ‘violence’ with which ‘writing would substitute itself for its own origin’), 
Rousseau (on the ‘tyranny’ of writing as the risk of mispronunciation), that 
this supposedly exterior writing is by no means conceived as therefore 
harmless, but rather as ‘dangerous’, as ‘threat’, as ‘crisis’, even as ‘evil’, as 
‘sacrilege’. The exteriority of writing is considered to be a threat to the stability 
of language. 
 At that point Derrida traces the first clear mark of a certain ‘overflowing’. 
If Derrida wants to show that logocentric metaphysics is essentially, 
constitutively phonocentric, it is because its movement consists precisely in the 
exteriorization of writing. But that means that writing is not simply exterior to 
the essence of language, but rather threatens it ‘from within’. Or better: it 
means that the movement of the exteriorization of writing cannot itself be 
understood if writing was already simply or harmlessly ‘external to the essence 
of language’. For Derrida, it also means that a certain complication of 
maintaining the integrity of the distinction between language’s ‘inside and 
outside’ starts to become visible: in one sense writing must be wholly external 
to the essence of language, in another sense of the same gesture, it cannot be. 
 According to Derrida, this would account for the amount of attention De 
Saussure devotes to writing as well as the important exemplary value he 
regularly accords it. The idea that writing would not be considered to be 
external to the essence of language gives a new meaning to the instances in 
which De Saussure states that language is ‘comparable’ to writing and that for 
this reason De Saussure uses writing to ‘clarify’ the structure of language.  
 This suggestion, that writing must, according to De Saussure’s own text, at 
the same time not be thought to be external to the essence of language, is 
implicit in the gesture of two of its main statements: (1) ‘the thesis of the 
arbitrariness of the sign’ and (2) ‘the thesis of difference as the source of 
linguistic value’. Here Derrida recalls De Saussure’s remark that ‘arbitrary’ and 
‘differential’ are ‘correlative qualities’.30  
 The first thesis complicates, firstly, the possibility of writing being a 
‘figuration’ or ‘mere image’ of language (if all signs are arbitrary, there can be 
no relation of ‘figuration’ to the signified) which was constitutive for writing’s 
exteriority, as well as, secondly, the supposedly immediate, ‘natural 
attachment’ of signifier and signified in the voice from which writing was 
distinguished. Derrida argues that the thesis of the arbitrariness of the sign 
ruptures any sense of such attachment. The sign is wholly ‘unmotivated’.  
 Now, what this means according to Derrida is that one would have to 
attribute to language generally the structure for which writing was traditionally 
debased and excluded from language.  
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 That is also the implication of the second main De Saussurrean statement, 
the thesis of difference as the source of linguistic value. The constitutive value 
of difference ‘contradicts the allegation of a naturally phonic essence of 
language’31 (Derrida argues that De Saussure himself already draws that 
conclusion at least implicitly, for instance when he describes phonology as 
being ‘only an auxiliary discipline’). 
 Thus there arises the necessity to think a writing that would not be external 
to the essence of language, a ‘general’ rather than a ‘narrow’ writing. One might 
suppose that, if not simply external, such a writing would then have to be 
‘internal’ to the essence of language. That is indeed one of the formulations 
that Derrida employs to describe such a generalized writing: ‘It threatened the 
desire for the living speech from the closest proximity, it breached living 
speech from within and from the very beginning’.32 However, it is at that point 
that the movement of Derrida’s writing becomes essential, for even given all 
the necessities to think in the direction of such a writing, it does not lead to a 
‘better determination’ of the nature of language: even though all this ‘amounts, 
of course, to reforming the concept of writing’,33 still this ‘does not give rise to 
a new “scientific” concept of writing’. It is this that we must understand. I will 
start with the ‘reformation’ of the concept of writing, before looking at its 
resistance to ‘scientificity’. 
 What would it mean to say that writing would be ‘internal’ to the essence 
of language? This would mean that (all) language would be constituted by the 
very structure for which writing was considered to be derivative. What does 
that amount to? Writing was debased as ‘mere sign of a sign’; signifier of a 
signifier rather than signifier of a signified. One would then have to think such 
‘narrow’ writing in a more ‘general’ way: ‘[…] writing is not a sign of a sign, 
except if one says it of all signs, which would be more profoundly true’: 

 
There the signified always already functions as a signifier. The secondarity that it seemed 
possible to ascribe to writing alone affects all signifieds in general, affects them always 
already, the moment they enter the game. There is not a single signified that escapes, even 
if recaptured, the play of signifying references that constitute language. The advent of 
writing is the advent of this play.34 
 

What does it mean to think this general writing? To think the movement of 
language as a ‘play’ of signifiers that would not be ‘arrested’ by a signified. In 
other words – contamination, overflowing, effacement of limits: ‘[…] effacing 
the limit starting from which one had thought to regulate the circulation of 
signs, drawing along with it all the reassuring signifieds, reducing all the 
strongholds, all the out-of-bounds shelters that watched over the field of 
language.’35 Thus, the ‘absence of the transcendental signified’ signifies the 
‘limitlessness of play’. 
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 If we were to ‘abandon’ these statements ‘to the contents of their 
conclusions’, i.e.: without thinking through their place within the broader 
scope of Derrida’s ‘movement of showing’, then it would be at this point that 
one would attribute to Derrida a linguistic relativism. That relativism would 
consist in the assurance that the ‘play of significations’ is arrested nowhere by 
a signified; the play of significations being endless, anything can mean 
anything whatsoever; all meaning is unfounded and arbitrary, and everything 
can refer to anything. 
 But the signified is transcendental. That is: constitutive for the functioning 
of the sign. If the very functioning of the sign and language rests for its 
possibility on such a signified (whether this be the ‘thing itself’, or context, or 
‘(authorial) intention’ or ‘mental content’ or whatever ‘presence’ one would 
imagine language to refer to or signify and as such determine its ‘full’ meaning) 
and if we are now asked to think of a ‘general writing’ which would be a 
language without such a signified, if we say that ‘we think only in signs’ then 
indeed this ‘amounts to ruining the notion of the sign at the very moment 
when, as in Nietzsche, its exigency is recognized in the absoluteness of its 
right’.36 It ‘amounts to destroying the concept of “sign” and its entire logic’. 
 It is here that we recognize that Derrida cannot be said to give us a ‘theory 
of language’. What emerges here could never be a ‘theory’, could never be a 
better determination of the ‘nature of language’. Rather, we are confronted here 
with an ‘overwhelming’ that Derrida says ‘supervenes at the moment when the 
extension of the concept of language effaces all its limits’. Rather than a new 
account of better view of language, we are confronted with the ‘effacement of 
its limits’. We already saw this at work in the very structure of the question of 
writing. Now we see that a ‘general writing’ destroys the very notion of the 
sign. 
 Here, Derrida shows himself to be a thinker of ‘movement’. The assurance 
of language as a mere ‘limitless play’ is not an endpoint or a ‘position’ for 
Derrida, but forms a part of a broader strategy of writing that does not provide 
assurances. What holds for a ‘general linguistics’ holds equally for a ‘general 
writing’: one cannot think its inside and outside in terms of ‘determined 
linguistic models’. But as generalized writing, its outside can neither be 
thought in terms of determined non-linguistic models (the transcendental 
signified as the presence that would arrest the play of meaning). Rather, 
thinking language as writing implies an ‘effacement of its limits’, which is to 
say that we are faced with a certain inability to determine rather than a ‘better 
determination’ of the ‘nature of language’. The very idea of a ‘nature of 
language’, to the extent that this is conceived as an ‘internal system’, in terms 
of its ‘inside and outside’ has now become problematic. And it is this ‘internal 
system’, the ability to distinguish inside from outside (what belongs from what 
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does not belong; essence form accident; nature from culture; beginning from 
end, etc.) that lies at the heart of what Derrida calls ‘scientific exigency’. This 
is how the question of writing does not provide a better determination of 
language or writing, but confronts one with a certain ‘incompetence of 
science’. 
 This incompetence is what informs all of Derrida’s ‘indirectness’, the 
movement of his writing. Derrida speaks also of a hesitation and of a 
‘trembling’ of his writings that is ‘not an incoherence’.37 At this point, there 
arises a necessity for Derrida to write what he explicitly recognizes cannot be 
written. Asking the question of writing means explicating a function of the 
sign (in a ‘generalized writing’) that simultaneously destroys that very concept. 
It means explicating a ‘writing’ that can no longer answer to its classical 
determination, it could not be object of a science.  
 This becomes even clearer when we realize that the full implications of this 
‘modification’ of the concept of writing exceed that of generalization alone: 
phonocentric writing was not only a narrow, but also a derivative 
determination of writing. A generalized writing however complicates the 
norm with respect to which a phonocentric writing would be ‘derived’. That 
norm is presence, as the source of linguistic value, represented most fully in the 
idea of the self-presence in the voice. If that norm is itself problematic, if in 
Derrida’s words ‘“signifier of the signifier” no longer defines accidental 
doubling and fallen secondarity’, but describes ‘on the contrary the movement 
of language’, then this general writing would constitute language in its ‘origin’ 
or ‘archè. For this ‘originary’ writing Derrida employs the concept of arche-
writing [archi-écriture]: ‘[…] writing itself as the origin of language’.38 But 
here, again, one must say what cannot be said. Because ‘one can already suspect 
that an origin whose structure can be expressed as “signifier of the signifier” 
conceals and erases itself in its own production’. 
 So where does this leave us? There is a need for a general instead of a 
narrow writing, but it would ‘destroy’ the concept of the sign altogether. There 
is a need to think an ‘originary’ instead of a ‘derived’ writing, but that is a 
contradiction in terms that destroys the very concept of originarity. What is it, 
then, that the broader movement of De la grammatologie is out to show? It is 
not to oppose to the metaphysical determinations of the sign, of writing and of 
language new, other or better determinations. That they do not let themselves 
be articulated as such, means that metaphysics must itself be understood as the 
exteriorization of writing and as the concealment and erasure of the origin.  
 Here it is important to adhere to the warnings that one hears often, that 
have even become something of a slogan but that have been insufficiently 
explained in the literature: that deconstruction does not ‘rehabilitate writing 
in the narrow sense’, nor ‘reverse the order of dependence’ between language 
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and writing.39 Because there could be no coherent ‘view’ of a general writing 
that did not simultaneously undercut itself, rather than constructing a ‘new 
writing’ or call for a ‘rehabilitation’ of the ‘old’ writing (so that it would not be 
derivative), the articulation of arche-writing in fact shows the very movement 
of exteriorization that is constitutive of the vulgar, colloquial or narrow 
writing. It shows metaphysics to be the very movement that attempts to 
maintain the rigor of the distinctions between inside and outside, a ‘desire for 
presence’ that manifests itself in the repression of writing. It is not a matter of 
opposing this metaphysics or opposing something to it, but of recognizing an 
arche-writing in its very movement of the repression of writing. It shows that 
writing is derived and determined only by virtue of its exteriorization by 
metaphysics, and in that sense arche-writing is the ‘condition’ both for the 
possibility of colloquial writing as well as for the traditional concept of the sign. 
The same holds for the determination of language as such. In this way, the 
movement by which the ‘internal system’ of language (with presence as the 
source or norm of its signification) and writing as its exteriority are separated 
from each other – this would be the movement that arche-writing is to name. 
It is not a matter of rehabilitating writing, but of understanding the movement 
of the ‘repression’40 of a certain kind of (phonocentric) writing. Such a 
repression takes place as the ‘desire for presence’. This repression and desire 
go hand in hand, are the same movement, and name the structure of the 
movement of logocentrism or metaphysics. 
 That all this leads to a certain inability to determine, a certain 
incompetence of science, rather than to a ‘new concept of writing’, this shows 
itself in the fact that Derrida insists on calling this movement of arche-writing 
a ‘writing’. I will devote the final paragraph of this section to that. Before doing 
so, I will explore how Derrida specifies this complex movement of metaphysics 
with respect to writing by means of the concepts of the ‘(instituted) trace’. 
 The movement by which writing is exteriorized (thus becoming colloquial, 
‘vulgar’, derivative, writing), in virtue of the reassurance and protection of the 
‘internal system’ and the integrity of the distinction between inside and 
outside, must now be thought as the movement of the ‘dissimulation’ of an 
arche-writing. That arche-writing names the difference that was reduced in the 
historical imposition of the colloquial distinction of (phonocentric) language 
and writing – in writing’s repression. Only arche-writing’s ‘threat from within’ 
can explain the necessity for that repression, and the force of the ‘desire for 
presence’: ‘[arche-writing] threatened the desire for the living speech from the 
closest proximity, it breached living speech from within and from the very 
beginning.’41 Thus, Derrida states that the ‘derivativeness of writing’ was 
possible ‘on one condition: that the “original”, “natural,” etc. language had 
never existed, never been intact and untouched by writing, that it itself had 



   THE PROBLEM OF LANGUAGE | 37 

always been a writing’.42 The claim here is that the movement of the desire for 
presence, the movement of or towards presence, can only be understood as the 
repression of a difference that threatens ‘from within’. The movement of 
presence is that movement of difference effacing itself: difference is not 
external to presence but presence carries difference within itself: it is its own 
effacement.  
 To understand this self-effacing arche-writing as ‘condition’ of all systems 
of signification, Derrida introduces the notion of the ‘(instituted) trace’, two 
concepts (institution and trace) that would, for reasons now becoming 
increasingly clear, have to be ‘[detached] from the classical discourse from 
which I necessarily borrow them’.43 What is that classical discourse and what 
is their meaning in it? 
 The word ‘institution’ colloquially acquires its meaning by virtue of its 
opposition to ‘nature’; if something is ‘instituted’, this means that it is not 
‘natural’. The word ‘trace’ is borrowed, according to Derrida, from Nietzsche 
and Freud. Colloquially, that notion implies the presence of an absence, of 
something that is not or no longer itself present. 
 It is the concept of the ‘trace’ that is said to be ‘irreducible’ to the 
deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence, which is announced to be the 
‘final intention’ of De la grammatologie to the extent that it ‘[makes] enigmatic 
what one thinks one understands by the words “proximity”, “immediacy”, 
“presence” (the proximate [proche]), the own [propre], and the pre- of 
presence)’. 
 One can see how the trace, as the presence of an absence, could be 
irreducible within such a project that sets out to show the self-effacement of 
presence. Nevertheless Derrida insists that that notion must be detached from 
the discourse from which it is borrowed. How is Derrida’s concept of the trace, 
like the concepts of writing or of language, ‘reformed’? 
 The colloquial concept of the trace still leaves the present intact as the 
source of what it signifies. The footprint in the sand does not signify the 
complete absence of man, but precisely his delayed presence. The trace is then 
the representation of an absent, because past, present, and that is what it 
ultimately ‘signifies’. It leaves intact in an unproblematic fashion the notion of 
origin and its link with presence. Derrida’s instituted trace, however, is 
introduced to describe the movement by which the distinction of absence from 
(and its derivation with respect to) presence can be understood. This means 
that it essentially complicates the possibility of full presence (a presence to 
which difference is wholly exterior) as well as the notion of origin. The trace 
‘[retains] the other as other in the same.’ In this way, what Derrida wants to 
articulate involves stating what undercuts itself or saying what cannot strictly 
speaking be said. That is, what cannot be ‘interpreted within the classical 
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system of oppositions’.44 The problem underlying both the ‘too positive’ 
reading of Derrida as well as the ‘too negative’ reading of him is that they both 
take him to propose a new determination of writing opposed to the one 
conceived within the classical oppositions. But how could one oppose the 
‘classical oppositions’? How could one identify the ‘proper’ character of 
language or writing outside of or in opposition to the very ‘logic of identity’? 
 The dispersion or dissemination as the movement of play in language that 
is not arrested by some presence complicates the idea of an origin of 
signification. That such a play itself be ‘original’ would be a proposition which 
ruins itself, and which for that reason could never be ‘scientific’. The very idea 
of an arche-trace or of an arche-writing destroys itself and for that reason it 
could not be the object of a science. Derrida says it like this:  

 
The concept of arche-trace […] is in fact contradictory and not acceptable within the logic 
of identity. The trace is not only the disappearance of origin – within the discourse that we 
sustain and according to the path that we follow it means that the origin did not even 
disappear, that it was never constituted except reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace, which 
thus becomes the origin of the origin. From then on, to wrench the concept of the trace 
from the classical scheme, which would derive it from a presence or from an originary 
nontrace and which would make of it an empirical mark, one must indeed speak of an 
originary trace or arche-trace. Yet we know that that concept destroys its name and that, if 
all begins with the trace, there is above all no originary trace.45  
 

To have to say what cannot be said: here is the combination of necessity and 
impossibility that is at the heart of Derrida’s movement of showing. It is now 
this combination of necessity and impossibility that we must consider.  
 
 
§6  The movement of Derrida’s writing: Impossibility and necessity of the ‘old 

name’ 
 
To have to say what nevertheless cannot be said – I have announced that a 
certain type of undercutting or of implicit self-complication would be at the 
heart of the indirectness of Derrida’s ‘movement of showing’, and that this 
relation between its ‘statements’ and the gesture in making them is itself a 
theme for it. This is what complicates the status of the ‘new’ sense of Derrida’s 
notion of writing as a ‘new account’ of language or writing. 
 First of all, there is the necessity to insist on calling by the name of ‘writing’ 
the arche-writing that is clearly so far removed from writing ‘in its colloquial 
sense’. In fact arche-writing is supposed to account for the very production of 
the difference between colloquial writing and the norm with respect to which 
it is regarded as derivative (‘language’, ‘full’ speech, the auto-affection of the 
voice, in short: presence). So why retain the old name?  
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 According to Derrida, he retains the name because arche-writing 
‘essentially communicates’ with writing in the colloquial sense. Why? Firstly, 
the structure of arche-writing is the very structure for which writing has always 
been ‘debased’: ‘Not that the word “writing” has ceased to designate the 
signifier of the signifier, but it appears, strange as it may seem, that “signifier 
of the signifier” no longer defines accidental doubling and fallen secondarity’. 
Secondly, though arche-writing does not consist in a ‘rehabilitation’ of writing 
or in a ‘reversal’ of the traditional hierarchy, it also does not give a ‘new’ 
determination of writing. Rather, it points to a certain indeterminacy, an 
incompetence of science, a ‘complicity of origins’ that cannot be brought back 
to the ‘form of presence’ which Derrida states ‘orders all knowledge and all 
objectivity’. The trace ‘does not exist’, cannot be said to ‘be’, or to be ‘possible’ 
or ‘impossible’: ‘[…] no concept of metaphysics can describe it’, which means 
that it is irreducible to any one side of a metaphysical opposition. 
 The question of writing, then, leads us to formulate and work with concepts 
that ruin themselves, within propositions that undercut themselves. I have said 
that it is above all this undercutting that Derrida wants to acknowledge. He 
does this by showing how it is necessary to think a writing that ‘comprehends’ 
language, while at the same time showing how the very idea of such a writing 
essentially complicates itself.  
 Aside from acknowledging this undercutting in the broader movement of 
his text, Derrida also acknowledges it by marking it in writing. The 
combination of the necessity and the impossibility of the use of a concept is 
marked in Derrida’s writing through the technique of erasure. It is the mark 
of the necessary use of a concept, the movement of which is nonetheless such 
that its limits (and with that its determinacy) are effaced (as is the case with 
writing, language and the sign in the foregoing). This is why the first part of 
the reading of De Saussure is called ‘the inside and the outside’ (the distinction 
that controls De Saussure’s ‘statements’ and the ‘traditional’ determination of 
writing) and the second part of the reading is called ‘the inside is the outside’ 
(the ‘overflowing’ corresponding to De Saussure’s ‘gesture’ that does not let 
itself be unambiguously articulated, as it exceeds the ‘metaphysical 
oppositions’). And even aside from the erasure there is the fact that the 
difference between ‘and’ and ‘is’ can be written, but in the original French (‘et’ 
and ‘est’) it cannot be heard, just like the ‘a’ of différance. Next to the erasure, 
these too are ways in which Derrida attempts to challenge phono- and 
logocentrism – the primacy of the voice – through a written mark, or an act of 
writing: 

 
Certainly a new conceptualization is to be produced, but it must take into account the fact 
that conceptualization itself, and by itself alone, can reintroduce what one wants to 
“criticize”. This is why this work cannot be purely “theoretical” or “conceptual” or 
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“discursive”, I mean cannot be the work of a discourse entirely regulated by essence, 
meaning, truth, consciousness, ideality, etc. What I call text is also that which “practically” 
inscribes and overflows the limits of such a discourse.46  
 

What I have tried to argue is that neither the erasure nor the ‘performative 
contradiction’ of an arche-writing or of an inside that ‘is’ outside can be 
understood if one attributes to Derrida the assurance of a theoretical position. 
It does not matter whether one does this in order to refute him as a relativist 
(deprive his work of ‘legitimacy’) or in order to defend him as a post-
metaphysical thinker by attempting to provide it with some kind of legitimacy. 
Neither refutation nor defense are adequate in response to Derrida’s writing. 
This always means that the movement by which Derrida complicates 
metaphysics (in the preceding chapter: the metaphysical determination of 
writing) can only be understood if one sees that though he is out to expose the 
limits of metaphysics, he is not out to oppose anything to it nor to free himself 
from it, both of which would not lead to the limits of metaphysics. As Derrida 
indicates in his discussion of Husserl: ‘[…] in the deconstruction of the arche, 
one does not make a choice’ in terms of ‘yes or no’. This is why Derrida 
systematically emphasizes that one must ‘faithfully [repeat]’ the movement of 
metaphysics ‘in its totality’ and in doing so ‘make it tremble [l'ébranlant] in its 
most assured evidences’.47 Derrida speaks of ‘going through’ the concept of the 
arche-trace. In other places, he speaks of the necessity of a certain parcours 
(‘track’). To repeat and to make insecure, or, better: to make insecure only in 
or through its repetition – a movement of showing in or through sentences and 
positions that, if left to themselves, will have been merely propositions. It is 
only through a series of repetitions (not through an ‘escape’ or a position 
‘outside’ metaphysics) that one can question metaphysics or make it ‘tremble’. 
One would therefore be tempted to say: make it tremble ‘from within’, if not 
the very idea of this trembling was to make unstable the supposed rigor of 
distinction between the inside and the outside.  
 One exemplary concept under erasure, aside from origin, arche, writing, 
etc. and of which Derrida emphasizes the necessity of ‘going through’ it, is the 
‘transcendental’. The instituted trace, arche-trace or originary trace must as we 
now know both fulfil a constitutive, transcendental or originary function as 
well as signify the very impossibility of such ‘constitution’, ‘put in question’ 
transcendentality, and signify the impossibility of a (single) origin. And it is 
because of this irreducibility to any specific constituted difference that Derrida 
‘nicknames’ this movement the ‘pure movement which produces difference’: 
différance.48  
 One must ‘refer’ to the transcendentality one puts in question. Because of 
this double necessity with respect to the transcendental, Derrida’s discourse 
has been dubbed quasi-transcendental, or ‘ultra-transcendental’ as Derrida 
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designates it in De la grammatologie.49 One sees that the ‘quasi’ here does not 
have the form of a sort of compromise, but rather the Kierkegaardian 
hyperbolic sense of the necessity of an impossibility.50 Thus, Derrida maintains 
that ‘the ontological and transcendental problematics must first be seriously 
exhausted’, which for Derrida means to ‘patiently and rigorously [work] 
through’ them: ‘the critical movement of the Husserlian and Heideggerian 
questions must be effectively followed to the very end, and their effectiveness 
and legibility must be conserved.’51 Derrida is very clear on the necessity for 
the ‘legibility’ of the metaphysical movements (here: the transcendental and 
ontological questions in Husserl and Heidegger). Erasure and legibility are 
equally necessary: without the first, not a single critical step in the direction of 
the limitations of metaphysics is possible. But without the second, the ‘ultra-
transcendental text will so closely resemble the precritical text as to be 
indistinguishable from it’. Therefore: ‘[…] the value of the transcendental 
arche must make its necessity felt before letting itself be erased. The concept 
of arche-trace must comply with both that necessity and that erasure’. Which 
is to say ‘that that concept [of the arche-trace, JdJ] destroys its name and that, 
if all begins with the trace, there is above all no originary trace’.52 
 This structure of the both-and of legibility and erasure, of necessity and 
impossibility, structures the indirectness of Derrida’s movement of showing 
and the ambiguity of his ‘position’, although it should by now be clear that 
both ‘indirect’ and ‘ambiguity’ do not entirely adequately describe it. Both are 
in a sense too vague: ‘indirect’ has the connotations of being ‘evasive’ and 
‘ambiguous’ has the sense of being muddled or unclear. 
 The indirectness and ambiguity become necessary in the attempt to raise 
or show what is essentially implicit, or irreducible to the ‘content’ of a 
proposition. The ‘limits’ of such propositions – and the same holds for the 
limits of ‘language’ or, as I will show in section two, of ‘metaphysics’ as such, 
or in part two of ‘the understanding’ – do not let themselves be conceived in 
terms of ‘something’ that would be ‘external’ to it, which is why the showing 
of these limits does not result in a ‘new account’ of language. This does not 
mean that propositions, language, metaphysics are ‘unlimited’ in the sense of 
absolute, but it means that what ‘exceeds’ it, is not simply ‘external’ to it. Nor, 
of course, simply ‘internal’: specific for Derrida is that he conceives of these 
limits precisely as both the necessity and the impossibility (this ‘double bind’) 
of the very distinction between inside and outside.  
 In chapter two, I will further clarify this ‘position’, that is: the ‘movement’ 
of Derrida’s showing and the role that (theoretical) position, opposition and 
reversal have within it. After focusing on the relation between language and 
writing I will now zoom out and investigate the ‘scientificity’ of Derrida’s 
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writing in order to then qualify the general structure of what Derrida calls his 
‘de-construction of the greatest totality’: metaphysics as such. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have tried to show that in De la grammatologie, Derrida’s concern from the 
outset is to bring out a certain ‘incompetence’ of science and philosophy from 
which the discourse that brings it out is not exempt. It shows itself in the 
hesitant presentation and essentially ambiguous and provisional character of 
the distinctions with which Derrida opens his text (theory/example, to 
‘produce the problems’ of reading ‘through a reading’). In the sketch of the 
outline of the entire project, where grammatology is presented as a science that 
would have to put in question the ‘order’ of logocentrism as it commands the 
phonocentric determination of writing, the scientificity of science and the 
history of metaphysics, Derrida stresses that ‘above all’ his aim is to show that 
such a science risks ‘never seeing the light of day as such and under that name’. 
This ‘incompetence of science’ is due to the Heideggerian complication of the 
question: to scientifically put in question the very scientificity of science means 
to already rely on what one wants to put in question even in the attempt to 
even posit the question. It is that aporetic structure of the question that Derrida 
attempts to bring out and to which the question of language provides an 
exemplary mode of access. Now it is, in the words of Heidegger, no longer a 
matter of avoiding the circularity of this question but of finding the ‘right way 
into’ it.53 For Derrida, that circularity reveals a ‘de-limitation’ or an 
overflowing of language into the structures formerly thought to be alien, 
external or opposed to it. The most important of these structures is what ios 
colloquially called writing. I have stressed that Derrida’s ‘account’ of arche-
writing is not a new or rival ‘theory’ of language that one could oppose to a 
‘traditional’ view. Rather, Derrida explicates a certain necessary indeterminacy 
of language at the very heart of the ‘traditional’ view. This ‘incompetence’ of 
Derrida’s own discourse results from the ‘incompetence of science’ (the 
incompetence of the ‘episteme’ and of ‘logocentric metaphysics’) that it wants 
to bring out. 
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Certainly a new conceptualization is to be produced, but it must take 
into account the fact that conceptualization itself, and by itself alone, can 

reintroduce what one wants to “criticize”. This is why this work cannot 
be purely “theoretical” or “conceptual” or “discursive”, I mean cannot be 

the work of a discourse entirely regulated by essence, meaning, truth, 
consciousness, ideality, etc. What I call text is also that which 

“practically” inscribes and overflows the limits of such a discourse.  
– Derrida (Positions) 

 
It is a trace, and a trace of the erasure of the trace.  

 Thereby the text of metaphysics is comprehended. Still legible; 
and to be read. It is not surrounded but rather traversed by its limit, 

marked in its interior by the multiple furrow of its margin. 
– Derrida (Positions) 

 
 
In the first chapter I established that the necessity for indirectness is at the 
heart of the general ‘project’ of De la grammatologie, and I stressed that 
Derrida’s account of arche-writing does not boil down to a ‘theory’ of language 
that one could oppose to a ‘traditional’ view. We do not find two ‘rival 
accounts’ of writing – one ‘derived’ and one ‘originary’. Rather, Derrida shows 
that the (auto-)deconstruction of the traditional view does not result in a 
different, new or ‘better’ determination of writing, but in a certain necessary 
indeterminacy of it. 
 But the meditation on writing is not an end in itself in De la grammatologie. 
What it does, is ‘broach’ [entamer] the ‘order’ of logocentrism: the meditation 
on the ‘Saussurean text’ and ‘in a general way the treatment of the concept of 
writing […] already give us the assured means of broaching the de-
construction of the greatest totality – the concept of the epistémè and 
logocentric metaphysics’. I recall the role of science and metaphysics in De la 
grammatologie’s central premise: the question of writing (and with that the 
science of writing) is meant to put in question that very logocentrism that 
‘commands in one and the same order’ the phonocentric determination of 
writing, the history of metaphysics, and the scientificity of science. 
 What is at stake in this chapter is how the movement of Derrida’s own 
writing purposely breaks with an unequivocality that belongs to the 
scientificity of ‘science’ (that Derrida ties to ‘epistémè’, ‘philosophy’ and 
‘logocentric metaphysics’). Of course the first question will have to be: what 
exactly is ‘logocentric metaphysics’? §7 is devoted to showing how the ‘what 
is…?’-question is precisely one of its main hallmarks, which results (like the 
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question of language) in a performative or implicit complication that Derrida 
is out to expose: for him there is no ‘answer’ to this question because the 
question itself ‘already’ presupposes what is in question. After in this way first 
having demonstrated the Heideggerian form of the complication of the 
question of a definition of logocentrism, I proceed (in a manner that itself 
recalls one of the characteristic marks of Derrida’s ‘indirectness’) in by 
describing in a more empirical manner the general characteristics of what 
Derrida understands under the heading of ‘logocentric metaphysics’. In a list 
that is not meant to be definitive I gather the main traits of ‘logocentrism’ – of 
which Derrida states that it describes as much a ‘structural figure’ as a 
‘historical totality’ – under the headings of ‘regionality’, ‘opposition’, 
‘hierarchy’ and ‘presence’. 
 After having established in this way what logocentrism means for Derrida, 
I will present my central interpretive thesis with respect to Derrida’s relation 
to metaphysics in §8: that alterity cannot be reduced to externality. Derrida’s 
work has too often been presented as a move away from or out of logocentric 
metaphysics. In this view, metaphysics would stand for the structural figure or 
historical totality that we are essentially ‘in’, insofar as it is already-familiar and 
more or less determinable. Derrida’s question of ‘alterity’ (of how to think or 
write ‘otherwise’) would then be the question how we can get out of it. I hold, 
however – analogous to Heidegger’s warning that it is not a matter of getting 
out of the vicious circularity of the question of being, but of getting into it ‘in 
the right way’ – that alterity arises in the movement towards metaphysics, in 
the very problem of the interrogation of what we are irreducibly ‘in’, not in the 
move away from it. If Derrida states that his work cannot be reduced to a mere 
moment in philosophy’s perpetual self-questioning, it is still because the 
‘(non-)place’ from which he works arises in the attempt to question 
philosophy; the implicit self-complication of the very Western rationality that 
we are inextricably ‘in’ and from which we can not extract ourselves. This 
means that logocentric metaphysics is itself not rigorously determinable or the 
already-familiar: there is no more a determined idea or definition to be found 
of logocentrism in Derrida’s work than there is of what would lie ‘outside of’ 
it, just like the deconstruction of the sign does not lead to ‘new assurances’ 
concerning the nature of language and writing.  
 Why is this so important for the problem of Derrida’s indirectness? 
Because the decisive insight for the performative complexity of Derrida’s 
writing is that though he is out to expose the limits of what he calls 
metaphysics, its oppositionality cannot be unequivocally opposed, its 
regionality cannot simply contrasted to something ‘outside’ of it, its 
domination of the very form of the (scientific, philosophical) ‘question of 
essence’ cannot be simply questioned. The most decisive Derridean idea is not 
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that a certain ‘overcoming’ of metaphysics should be realized, but that this very 
‘overcoming’ cannot have the form of a movement outside of or away from, 
an opposition to metaphysics – the very idea of a ‘beyond’ itself comes ‘under 
erasure’ (which has important consequences for how terms that seem to imply 
a ‘beyond’ – such as ‘new’, ‘future’ or ‘limit’ – are interpreted).  
 According to Derrida, ‘complicity is irreducible’, and in positioning oneself 
against metaphysics one always risks ‘merely reversing’ and thereby 
reaffirming it. It is this situation that necessitates the performative complexity 
of Derrida’s texts, and its resistance to an unequivocal ‘position’ that would 
either be simply metaphysical or simply beyond or outside of it. 
 
 
§7  The delimitation of the episteme: What is logocentric metaphysics?  
 
For all the importance of logocentrism for Derrida’s project, it is difficult to 
find an explicit, rigorous account of it in Derrida’s works. The situation is 
exacerbated by the fact that Derrida seems to freely use a wide range of related 
concepts quite interchangeably. Among them are (in De la grammatologie 
alone): ‘logocentrism’ or simply ‘logos’1, or ‘epistémè’, which itself seems to 
mean ‘science’, but also ‘philosophy’ and of course ‘metaphysics (of presence)’. 
Those concepts are also associated with ‘theory’ and with ‘(theoretical) 
knowledge’. We already saw that the question of the sign points ‘beyond 
knowledge’; positing the question of writing means to ‘understand this 
incompetence of science which is also the incompetence of philosophy, the 
closure of the episteme’. In this way, that question points ‘beyond the field of 
the episteme’, to the extent that, as we have seen above, Derrida states that 
archi-écriture ‘cannot and can never be recognized as the object of a science’.2 
This is why the question of writing enables the ‘de-construction of the greatest 
totality’ that is logocentrism. But what exactly, then, is logocentrism? And 
what, for Derrida, is ‘metaphysics’ or ‘science’ if these terms can apparently be 
used interchangeably? 
 What is logocentrism? What is metaphysics? What is science? Enormous 
questions. Like Heidegger in his positing of the question of being, for Derrida 
these questions prompt hesitation, a pause or a step back. Their very positing 
complicates the possibility of a progression towards an answer because 
‘logocentrism’ already ‘commands’ the ‘question of essence’, the very form of 
the question ‘what is…?’. To interpret that circularity means to recognize that 
the ‘what is…’ – what Derrida calls ‘the (onto-phenomenological) question of 
essence’ – is itself one of the moments of what logocentrism, metaphysics and 
the ‘scientificity of science’ is. De la grammatologie is a meditation on what is 
‘broached’ in positing these questions that put in question ‘the arche-question 
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“what is”’.3 The very positing of the question therefore performs a kind of 
implicit self-complication for Derrida.  
 Instead I will now do what Derrida does at these points in his text, where 
he is stopped in his tracks by the complication of a ‘question of essence’ and 
that is to suspend that question. That suspension is itself one of the clearest 
instances of Derrida’s ‘indirectness’; a moving on from seemingly 
unacceptable distinctions.4 This means that I will ‘not venture up to that 
perilous necessity’ that would attempt to answer or at least address these 
questions directly. Instead I will ‘provisionally take shelter’ in more ‘empirical’ 
knowledge. That is: one does not find a definition of logocentrism in Derrida’s 
work, but this does not mean that we cannot, in a more empirical fashion, try 
to gather the instances in which Derrida employs the term, to identify what it 
is that he seems to mean. 
 So what do we know about logocentric metaphysics? Derrida states that he 
is out to ‘[demonstrate] the systematic and historical solidarity of the concepts 
and gestures of thought that one often believes can be innocently separated’.5 
Logocentrism is an order of conceptual solidarity. Solidarity of what with what? 
We know that Derrida states in De la grammatologie’s exergue that the ‘order’ 
of logocentrism ‘commands’ the phonocentric determination of writing, the 
scientificity of science, and the history of metaphysics. There, just like in the 
quote above, he stresses that with it he attempts to articulate what is both a 
‘structural figure’ as well as a ‘historical totality’, and a ‘hierarchy and an order 
of subordination’.6 
 In what follows, I will try to specify this seemingly all-encompassing notion 
of logocentric metaphysics by mentioning the most important ones among the 
‘concepts and gestures of thought’ that the notion of logocentrism binds 
together. I have done this under the headings of regionality (or delimitation), 
opposition, hierarchy and presence. 
 
a) Regionality: Determination through delimitation (inside, outside, 
borderline) 
For Derrida the ‘instituting question’ of science and philosophy is ‘what is…?’. 
Identification of a subject (what it is ‘about) or object (what it is ‘directed at’) 
in question is conceived by Derrida as drawing the line that distinguishes the 
matter’s inside (what it is, its definition or its essence; what ‘belongs’ to it; 
where it ‘begins’ and ‘ends’) from its outside (what it is not, what does not 
belong, is not ‘proper to’; what lies ‘beyond’ the matter or is opposed to it). This 
means that to know what something is (to define, to establish the essence), 
means to draw the line (the boundary or the border, the limit) between what 
‘belongs to’ the matter (where does it begin?) and what does not (where does 
it end?); between its inside and its outside. This corresponds to a certain, 
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specific model of determination, namely as delimitation: to establish ‘what 
something is’ (the ‘onto-phenomenological question of essence’) by ‘pinning 
down’ (de-) its endpoint, edge, border or limit (terminare, terminus); to draw 
the line between inside and outside, essence and accident, beginning and end. 
As Derrida writes in Otobiographies: ‘[…] this difficulty crops up whenever 
one seeks to make a determination: in order to date an event, of course, but 
also in order to identify the beginning of a text, the origin of life, or the first 
movement of a signature. These are all problems of the borderline.’7 Derrida 
also calls this logic of the borderline the logic of the ‘internal system’ 
(internality as it depends on the exclusion of what falls outside of it) or the 
logic of totality or of the ‘field’; regionality. 
 
b) Opposition 
Logocentrism is the order that maintains the integrity of the borderline. The 
structural figure through which this is achieved is that of opposition. The 
opposition between inside and outside is constitutive for the figure of 
determination sketched above. That opposition is the main target of the first 
part of De la grammatologie. Derrida often speaks of ‘binary oppositions’ and, 
in what for some may again seem to be a lack of rigor, he often groups such 
binary distinctions together (distinction of essence from accident; inside from 
outside, positive from negative, presence from absence, nature from culture, 
etc). This indicates that Derrida’s primary concern is with the general structure 
of oppositionality as it guides the movement of logocentric determination (the 
identification through delimitation by means of such binary distinctions, 
which he also calls the ‘logic of identity’). Much later, in the afterword to 
Limited Inc, Derrida will speak of this structure of oppositionality as the 
indispensable structure of all conceptuality. There, he calls it a ‘logic of all or 
nothing’, which is ‘confounded with the demands of rational logic and of 
philosophy as a rigorous science’. This logic is ubiquitous (‘Every concept that 
lays claim to any rigor whatsoever implies the alternative of “all or nothing.”’). 
Its very universality and necessity both demand as well as defy (necessity and 
impossibility) critical determination: 

 
[The] discourse that seems problematic to me [...] neither can nor should avoid saying: it's 
serious or nonserious, ironical or nonironical, present or nonpresent [...] etc. To this 
oppositional logic, which is necessarily, legitimately, a logic of ‘all or nothing’ and without 
which the distinction and the limits of a concept would have no chance, I oppose nothing, 
[...]; rather I add a supplementary complication that calls for other concepts, for other 
thoughts beyond the concept and another form of ‘general theory’, or rather another 
discourse, another ‘logic’ that accounts for the impossibility of concluding such a ‘general 
theory’.8  
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Archi-écriture, instituted trace, or différance are a few of the ‘(nick)names’ for 
the logic that accounts for the impossibility of the ‘general theory’. In the 
course of this chapter I will attempt to develop an account of what this 
‘supplementary complication’ stands for. 
 
c) Hierarchy 
According to Derrida the distinction of essence from accident (what belongs 
from what does not belong, proper from the improper) inaugurates the figure 
(Derrida says the model) of a distinction between norm and derivation: ‘[…] an 
opposition of metaphysical concepts (speech/writing, presence/absence, etc.) 
is never the face-to-face of two terms, but a hierarchy and an order of 
subordination.’9 The distinction of the non-arbitrary from the arbitrary is ‘the 
gesture, which in truth presides over metaphysics’.10 In one and the same 
gesture, it inaugurates both what counts as norm – the essence, interiority; the 
original; what is present; or what is, the ‘natural’, etc. – and what counts as 
derivative with respect to that norm – the secondary or accident, the exteriority 
or the excluded; the mere ‘image’; mere ‘presentation’ or re-presentation of 
that which is, the mere ‘medium’ or ‘instrument’; the ‘technics’ or technique, 
etc. If Derrida speaks of the attempt to recognize the movement of 
metaphysics, it consists in recognizing in seemingly neutral determination a 
distinction that is hierarchical, i.e.: to recognize in it a manifestation of what 
Derrida calls ‘desire’. This desire is a movement towards the norm that, as 
such, is simultaneously a repression (movement away from what is therewith 
‘derivation’). This is why Derrida analyzes the philosophical tradition 
(following Nietzschean lines) in terms of a consistent privileging. Derrida 
devotes considerable attention in Freud et la scène de l'écriture to stressing that 
the thematics of desire and repression are not primarily Freudian: ‘[…] despite 
appearances, the deconstruction of logocentrism is not a psychoanalysis of 
philosophy’.11 Instead, the problematics of repression and desire function 
more along lines running from Kierkegaard and Nietzsche through Heidegger: 
it is not a matter of (therapeutically or otherwise) making present what was 
absent, but of analyzing a certain necessary absence, what is irreducible to the 
form of presence. 
 
d) Presence, presentation, representation 
If metaphysics is desire, then the primary ‘object’ of that desire (next to the 
general maintenance of the integrity of the binary distinction, the ‘closure’ of 
metaphysics) is presence. Derrida follows Heidegger in claiming that the 
determination of being as presence forms the ‘matrix’ of the ‘history of 
metaphysics’ and of ‘the West’: ‘It could be shown that all the names related to 
fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have always designated an 
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invariable presence – eidos, archē, telos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence, 
substance, subject) alētheia, transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, and 
so forth.’12 
 If Derrida states that he is after the deconstruction of this ‘greatest totality’, 
then this does not mean to go beyond it, as if it were possible to delimit that 
totality so as to recognize its outer boundary. The claim that we will have to 
unpack in what follows, is that metaphysics ‘is not surrounded but rather 
traversed by its limit’. Here, or so I claim, lies one of the greatest 
misconceptions in commentary: Derrida’s writings cannot be adequately 
characterized by a movement outside or away from metaphysics.  
 
 
§8  Alterity is not externality 
 
Analogous to Heidegger’s vicious circle (that it is not a question of ‘avoiding’ 
it but of entering into it ‘in the right way’), the question is not how one gets 
‘out of’ metaphysics, but how one gets into it. What could count as a sufficient 
determination of logos or metaphysics if the latter stands for determination as 
such, which is to say the ‘as such’ as such? If determination is the delimitation 
of inside from outside, then how to determine the inside and outside of logos, 
the inside and outside of inside and outside? Derrida’s claim in deconstructing 
the inside/outside-distinction is that the very movement of metaphysics itself 
cannot be accounted for with metaphysical (regional, binary, hierarchical, 
representative) means. The predicament on which Derrida insists, is the 
question how to interrogate that structure itself, to determine determination, 
to write writing, to question the scientificity of science or how to question the 
very (metaphysical) form of the question. If De la grammatologie is ‘indirect’, 
it is because of its exploration of the forms of indeterminability (the ‘limits’ of 
‘logos’) in which this results. Does that mean that logocentrism has no ‘limits’? 
Certainly not. The deconstruction of logocentrism aims precisely at 
explicating the limits of the logos. It means that, as logos designates the system 
of delimitation as such, its own limits would no longer be conceivable as 
border or outer edge dividing its inside from its outside. In talking of the ‘limits 
of metaphysics’, a transformation of the concept of limit is called for. 
 If the ‘other’ is to play a significant part in Derrida’s writings, as we know 
it does as well as in so much of the French philosophy of the second half of the 
20th-century, then this ‘other’ cannot have the form of externality. Nor can the 
‘beyond’, the ‘new’ or the ‘future’ be thought of as regions, fields or realms on 
the ‘other side’ of a limit that divides the ‘other’ from the ‘same’. Here, the very 
notion of the ‘other side’ and all related concepts (beyond, exceed, overcome, 
transcend, other, transgress, new, future) will have to undergo a certain 
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transformation analogous to the transformation of the concept of limit and of 
the sense of writing. This ‘transformation’ or this ‘supplementary 
complication’, of which Derrida stated that it calls for ‘other thoughts beyond 
the concept’, has consequences that pose problems for all the ‘gestures of 
thought’ that are held together by the order of logocentrism as I outlined them 
above (cf. §7 ).  
 a) Delimitation. Metaphysics’ ‘limits’ cannot have the form of overseeable 
borders that separate its determinable interior (‘what it is’) from its outside 
(where the matter ‘begins and ends’, what lies beyond it, what it is not). It 
complicates the figure of determination through negation and through 
delimitation, of determining by distinguishing rigorously between what a 
matter is (its ‘inside’) and what a matter is not (its ‘outside’), where it ‘begins’ 
and ‘ends’ – a scheme in which the matter’s ‘limits’ would be the boundary or 
border separating the two ‘regions’. Derrida’s tireless insistence on the 
complication of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ as well as ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ (e.g. that 
we have ‘always already begun’, writing ‘before the letter’) should be 
understood in light of the question how to qualify this very movement of 
determination itself. It is the movement of delimitation as it cannot itself be 
‘delimited’ that Derrida will come to recognize as ‘movement of différance’. 
 b) Opposition. The ‘limits’ of metaphysics, of the ‘age of logocentrism’ – 
cannot be conceived as a dividing line between its ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ since 
this would repeat its constitutive gesture, and therefore do the opposite of 
pointing to its ‘limits’. This means that it cannot be a matter of opposing 
metaphysics, nor of opposing something to it (a new, better, other order, 
independent from and outside of it). What I have called the ‘entanglement’ of 
method and object holds for metaphysics as it did for language: we are ‘in’ 
metaphysics as we are ‘in’ language, and thus we lack a vantage point from 
which to de-limit or describe it in its entirety. Derrida’s explicit concern (to 
which all the problems of ‘overcoming metaphysics’ belong) is with the 
necessity of a certain conception of ‘outside’ to trace the limits (the ‘closure’) 
of metaphysics (the ‘point of a certain exteriority’ that Derrida speaks of in the 
“Question of Method”) without simply opposing it (placing oneself outside of 
it) or opposing an outside (its ‘end’, and ‘other’ metaphysics, a ‘new age’) to it. 
Derrida’s concern with opposition and reversal is to articulate that structural 
risk: the problem of the unavoidable repetition of the gesture constitutive of 
metaphysics in the attempt to ‘escape’ it. 
 c) Hierarchy and the privilege of presence. Many commentators have 
emphasized that Derrida is not out to ‘reverse the hierarchy’ or order of 
dependence. And yet, often in the same breath they assert that deconstruction 
targets an overthrow or transformation of the ‘existing hierarchy’, but here the 
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‘alternatives are not so simple’. In La voix et le phénomène, Derrida explicitly 
makes the point that he is not out to diminish the ‘founding value of presence’: 

 
That […] does not cut into the founding value of presence [Cela […] n’entame pas la valeur 
fondatrice de la présence]. ‘Founding value of presence’ is, moreover, a pleonastic 
expression. It is only a matter of making the original, non-empirical space of non-
foundation appear at the irreducible void from which the security of presence in the 
metaphysical form of ideality is decided and removed [de faire apparaître l’espace original 
et non empirique de non-fondement sur le vide irréductible duquel se décide et s’enlève la 
sécurité de la présence dans la forme métaphysique de l’idéalité]. It is within this horizon 
that we will here interrogate the phenomenological concept of the sign.13  
 

Instead of diminishing the value of presence, Derrida is, in a gesture inspired 
by Nietzsche, out to show the very value-character of presence. So, for instance, 
in the case of ‘originary writing’ or the ‘originary trace’, we saw that instead of 
presenting a trace as originary (which would be impossible and counter to 
what that notion expresses) it would be a matter of recognizing the movement 
of the ‘concealment of origin’, or to understand how such an ‘origin’ (under 
erasure) ‘produces itself as self-occultation’. The reason why Derrida 
distinguishes deconstruction rigorously from a ‘psycho-analysis of 
philosophy’ is because the goal cannot be to present what has been ‘repressed’ 
in the history of metaphysics – this movement towards the presentation of an 
absence would remain wholly or simply complicit with logocentric 
metaphysics. Instead, it is a matter of showing what is repressed as repressed, 
showing the movement of metaphysics itself as a movement that is oriented. 
What manifests itself as teleology or as ‘desire’ is not only a movement towards 
a goal but also a movement away from something. It is not a matter of 
‘rehabilitating’ the undecidability of différance that metaphysics represses, but 
of acknowledging this movement of repression itself, which is already a task 
that cannot be undertaken by a realizable science, nor through a simple 
‘presentation’. 
 This brings us finally to that other main aspect of logocentrism: that is not 
only a systematic, but also an historical order of conceptual solidarity; Derrida 
calls it an ‘epoch’. 
 
a) Logocentrism as ‘epoch’: History, the future and beyond 
If I maintain that Derrida is not out to oppose anything to logocentrism, then 
why speak of it in terms of a determined historical period, even one that is ‘all 
in all a short enough adventure’?14 Does not the very idea of an epoch imply 
that there are other epochs? And how to reconcile what Derrida says here with 
what he writes about ‘epochs’ in his “Lettre à un ami japonais”: 

 
[…] we still have to think through what is happening in our world, in modernity, at the 
time when deconstruction is becoming a motif, with its word, its privileged themes, its 
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mobile strategy, etc. I have no simple and formalizable response to this question. All my 
essays are attempts to have it out with this formidable question. They are modest 
symptoms of it, quite as much as tentative interpretations. I would not even dare to say, 
following a Heideggerian schema, that we are in an ‘epoch’ of being-in-deconstruction, of 
a being-in-deconstruction that would manifest or dissimulate itself at one and the same 
time in other ‘epochs’. This thought of ‘epochs’ and especially that of a gathering of the 
destiny of being and of the unity of its destination or its dispersions (Schicken, Geschick) 
will never be very convincing.15 
 

What is an ‘epoch’? One would think of a period in time, a part of history. If it 
is the ‘limits’ of an ‘epoch’ that the deconstruction of logocentrism tries to 
explicate, one would think that these limits are such that other epochs lie 
‘beyond’ them.  
 Yet the ‘limits’ of the ‘epoch’ do not form the dividing line between ‘our’ 
time and an ‘other’ time. Why? Firstly, according to Derrida it is the epoch of 
logocentrism in which the very concept of history has been produced:  

 
[…] epoch not of history but as history. […] The concept of history is therefore the concept 
of philosophy and of the episteme. What exceeds this closure is nothing: neither the 
presence of being, nor meaning, neither history nor philosophy; but another thing which 
has no name, which announces itself within the thought of this closure and guides our 
writing here.16  
 

At this point there is no room to explore precisely how phonocentric writing 
conditions the concept of history (which is, with that, a scientific and 
metaphysical concept). But we have already seen enough to be able to state that 
the non-position from which to judge metaphysics itself cannot be simply 
beyond it nor wholly within it, which means that the ‘new’ writing, the 
‘beyond’ of logocentrism can no more be said to ‘be’ than to be ‘possible’, to 
engender a possibility beyond logocentric (phonocentric) writing, science or 
metaphysics. This is a beyond that announces itself ‘within’ the thought of this 
closure and it cannot be said to ‘be’. 
 I have tried to show this with respect to the supposed ‘theory’ of a ‘new’ 
writing (originary trace, arche-writing, as opposed to phonocentric or 
colloquial writing): strictly speaking that writing can neither be posited as 
being or as being possible (nor, crucially, not being or to being impossible). 
Deconstruction, Derrida will write much later, entails an ‘experience of the 
impossible’. But that (im)possibility is already at work here, as the thought of 
the beyond that cannot be said to ‘be’ any ‘thing’. Thus the ‘beyond’ (and the 
related notions of excess or exceeding, limit and overcoming) must themselves 
be used ‘under erasure’. This means that the limits of the ‘age of metaphysics’ 
cannot be thought as the line that divides it from an other age: ‘This would 
perhaps mean that one does not leave the epoch whose closure one can outline. 
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The movements of belonging or not belonging to the epoch are too subtle, the 
illusions in that regard are too easy, for us to make a definite judgment.’17  
 Because a ‘new’ writing’ (or science or metaphysics), a ‘new’ epoch is not 
straightforwardly possible, Derrida refers to it under the heading of the 
‘future’. In his later work, Derrida will distinguish the ‘predictable, 
programmed, scheduled, foreseeable’ future [la future] from the ‘totally 
unpredictable’ ‘to-come’ [l’avenir].18 The latter is not a determinable period 
that may at a certain point become present. In De la grammatologie, Derrida 
states that the future can only be presented as ‘a sort of monstrosity’ [sous 
l’espèce de la monstruosité].19 
 The figure of the future is first encountered already in the early 
considerations of the paradoxical necessity and impossibility of a ‘new’ 
concept of writing, of the ‘production [by the science of writing] of its own 
dislocation’. The reading in which grammatology might at some point become 
possible, its statements perhaps presentable at a later moment seems, at a quick 
glance, seems to be corroborated by the quasi-revolutionary rhetoric in the 
exergue – the ‘signs of liberation all over the world’, the possibility after ‘several 
millennia’ to finally ‘proclaim the limits’ of the predetermination of the sign, 
the ‘world of the future [...] beyond the closure of knowledge’20 – such 
formulations might tempt one to think that there would be a place to go, a 
‘beyond’ (beyond ‘knowledge’, beyond the old concepts and categories) that, 
although difficult to achieve, might someday become a reality. But Derrida 
stresses that the concept of future is used in the sense of ‘that which breaks 
absolutely with constituted normality’.21 The future, therefore, what can be 
presented only as a ‘monstrosity’ is not the external, but the unpresentable. To 
the extent that the becoming-reality of a future possibility is thought as the 
becoming-present of what is still absent, it is clear that such a thought would 
remain entirely metaphysical in Derrida’s sense of the term. The image of the 
future is for Derrida thus never a delayed possibility; a possibility which is 
simply not yet actually, presently, achieved. The adequacy of the image of the 
future for Derrida resides in its transcending not only what we colloquially call 
the present but everything that lets itself be presented; presentability or 
(re)presentation as such.  
 This is why the figure of the future returns at the end of chapter three when 
Derrida returns to the matter of the possibility of grammatology as a science: 

 
The constitution of a science or a philosophy of writing is a necessary and difficult task. 
But, a thought of the trace, of differance or of reserve, having arrived at these limits and 
repeating them ceaselessly, must also point beyond the field of the epistémè. Outside of the 
economic and strategic reference to the name that Heidegger justifies himself in giving to 
an analogous but not identical transgression of all philosophemes, thought is here for me 
a perfectly neutral name, the blank part of the text, the necessarily indeterminate index of 
a future epoch of differance. In a certain sense, ‘thought’ means nothing. Like all openings, 
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this index belongs within a past epoch by the face that is open to view. This thought has no 
weight. It is, in the play of the system, that very thing which never has weight. Thinking is 
what we already know we have not yet begun; measured against the shape of writing, it is 
broached only in the epistémè. 
 Grammatology, this thought, would still be walled-in within presence.22 
 

The ‘index’ of the future thus flows from the idea of the closedness or the 
closure of the ‘age’ of metaphysics. But that does not mean that there can be 
said to ‘be’ a ‘possibility’ ‘beyond’ that closure. Derrida states repeatedly that 
notwithstanding metaphysics’ ‘closure’, it may well never end. The necessity of 
the legibility of the erased writing conveys that same necessity of the ‘double 
bind’: if the ‘old’ writing (sign of a sign) is ‘generalized’ then ‘the very idea of 
the sign falls into decay’. But, equally, ‘it would be silly to conclude from its 
placement within an epoch that it is necessary to “move on to something else”, 
to dispose of the sign, of the term and the notion.’23 Derrida makes the same 
point in La structure, le signe et le jeu:  

 
[…] the metaphysics of presence is shaken with the help of the concept of sign. But [...] as 
soon as one seeks to demonstrate in this way that there is no transcendental or privileged 
signified and that the domain or play of signification henceforth has no limit, one must 
reject even the concept and word ‘sign’ itself – which is precisely what cannot be done. [...] 
And what we are saying here about the sign can be extended to all the concepts and all the 
sentences of metaphysics.24 
 

Derrida invokes the concept of the future to point to the closedness or the 
limitations of metaphysics itself, that is, the ‘greatest totality’ or of closure as 
such. Such ‘limits’ cannot be thought as ‘outer borders’ beyond which one there 
would be a place to go.25 
 In that sense, there is no future ‘after’ metaphysics. That does not mean 
that there is no way to approach its limits (to ‘force the closure’), it means, as I 
have tried to outline above, that the colloquial concepts of limits, borders and 
the way they are used in determinations, do not suffice to indicate them. And 
this also holds for the ‘colloquial’ sense of temporality, history, the epoch, and 
especially the ‘new’ of the ‘future’, the ‘other’ that is ‘to come’. As Derrida 
writes toward the end of De la grammatologie: ‘[…] the horizon and origin of 
language [...] do not hold themselves at its exterior borders’. Such limits, 
‘neither a present to come nor a present past, [shape] the interior of speech, as 
its trace, its reserve, its interior and exterior differance: as its supplement.’26 
 
b) Overcoming philosophy’s self-overcoming 
I have tried to argue that Derrida does not provide an ‘account’ of the nature 
of logocentric metaphysics, but insists on the problem that is raised by the very 
question of such a nature. That problem takes on the form of an inability to 
rigorously decide or delineate; a complication of the representable regionality 
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and the hierarchical oppositionality of metaphysics. What I have argued, is 
that the ‘alterity’ of that undecidability arises not in the attempt to move away 
from or out of metaphysics; the problem of metaphysics only arises in the 
positing of the (reflexive) question of its own form; when the question of its 
own question becomes a theme for it. This is where the thought that 
deconstruction ‘operates from the inside’ becomes important. If metaphysics 
is to be broached, its ‘limits’ or closure to be outlined, then this tasks at least 
commences with a question about the (im)possibility of metaphysics’ self-
interrogation, with a challenge to the supposed transparency of metaphysics 
to itself. It is not a matter, even though Derrida has been interpreted in this 
way so many times, of being ‘non-metaphysical’, but of showing how ‘The 
movements of belonging or not belonging to the epoch are too subtle, the 
illusions in that regard are too easy, for us to make a definite judgment’.27 
 This means that ‘overcoming metaphysics’ ceases to designate a task, 
something that one could or should even want to execute, or even something 
that might become ‘possible’ at some point ‘in the future’. ‘Metaphysics’ is itself 
already the name for a self-investigation that is structured around the 
movement of overcoming: it has always been a relation-to-its-other, and a self-
interrogation in the attempt to recognize or understand (itself in) the other. 
Deconstruction cannot be identified with the attempt to ‘overcome 
metaphysics’, because ‘overcoming’ is itself one of the metaphysical motifs par 
excellence. The very insight that metaphysics is itself already ‘overcoming’, is 
not even the result of a deconstruction, it is in fact a central Derridean premise. 
This is clearest in the opening of Marges (which I will discuss in detail in part 
2), where Derrida deals explicitly with the problem of a position ‘outside’ 
philosophy. But several clear instances of the same insight are already present 
in earlier works. At the start of La structure, le signe et le jeu Derrida writes of 
Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger that:  

 
[…] all these destructive discourses and all their analogues are trapped in a kind of circle. 
This circle is unique. It describes the form of the relation between the history of 
metaphysics and the destruction of the history of metaphysics. There is no sense in doing 
without the concepts of metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics. We have no language 
– no syntax and no lexicon – which is foreign to this history; we can pronounce not a single 
destructive proposition which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic, and the 
implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest. [...] But there are several ways of 
being caught in this circle. They are all more or less naïve, more or less empirical, more or 
less systematic, more or less close to the formulation – that is, to the formalization – of this 
circle.28 
 

There are ‘more or less naive’ ways in which to be ‘caught up in the circle’ of 
metaphysics. The discourses of Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger do not set put 
to ‘escape metaphysics’ simply (which would be wholly naïve), but are already 
attempts to formulate and formalize the circle that makes impossible such a 
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complete escape. A similar point is found in the opening of Derrida’s seminal 
1964 essay Violence et métaphysique. After positing a host of problems with 
respect to philosophy’s ‘limits’ (the ‘death’ of philosophy; philosophy’s 
opposition to ‘non-philosophy’; the necessity of non-philosophy for a 
philosophy of philosophy – a ‘community of the question about the possibility 
of the question’), he states that the question of philosophy can only be 
‘indicated or recalled’ since it appears (can be presented) ‘only through the 
hermetism of a proposition’, that is, the ‘hypocrisy of an answer already 
initiated’.29 In one sense, the question is a mere proposition that already 
anticipates its ‘answer’ in a circular matter that leaves no room for alterity, 
rupture or overflowing – the closure of metaphysics. But this ‘correspondence 
of the question with itself’, in which it ‘comes to speculate, to reflect, and to 
question about itself within itself’30 makes enigmatic how philosophy then 
relates to itself, or whether philosophy can understand its own movement by 
its own means. So two figures of philosophy emerge: on the one hand the 
philosophy ‘of the question’ and on the other ‘philosophy’ as a determined – 
finite and mortal – moment or mode of the question itself’. That is: ‘The 
difference between philosophy as a power and adventure of the question itself 
and philosophy as a determined event or turning point within this adventure’. 
The point in all this, as in La structure, le signe et le jeu above, is that according 
to Derrida it is ‘perhaps the most deeply inscribed characteristic of our age’ 
precisely ‘that this difference has come to light, has been conceptualized as 
such’.31 
 In other words: it is a premise for Derrida that several critical discourses 
(Nietzsche, Freud, Husserl, Heidegger, and I will argue in part 2 that one can 
include Hegel here) have already, both indicated the necessity of a certain 
overcoming of metaphysics as well as the impossibility of such overcoming. It 
also means that though these discourses, including Derrida’s own, cannot be 
simply reduced to being another moment in philosophy’s perennial self-
investigation, they cannot be wholly detached from that ‘interior dialogue’ 
either. 
 In Violence et métaphysique, this means for Derrida that ‘the tradition’s 
origin will have to be summoned forth and adhered to as rigorously as 
possible’.32 He states that this places him in line with Husserl and Heidegger. 
But Derrida’s goals are different here. What Derrida is after with respect to this 
‘rigorous adherence’ to metaphysics, is its strategic repetition, as opposed to its 
‘mere repetition’. What is the difference? 
 As I indicated in §6 above, Derrida argues for a ‘faithful repetition’ of 
metaphysics in order to ‘[make] it insecure in its most assured evidences’. To 
oppose metaphysics or oppose something to it would mean to merely repeat it, 
to not take a single step outside of metaphysics. It is this inability to oppose 
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(oneself to) metaphysics that makes deconstruction ‘operate from the inside’. 
And that is where repetition becomes a strategy. One would appear to adhere 
to a certain position or philosopheme in positing it. But if one posits it again 
and again, inaugurating a certain track [parcours] or movement, one makes 
insecure in or through its repetition – a movement of showing in or through 
sentences and positions that, if left to themselves, will have been merely 
propositions. It is only through a series of repetitions (not through an ‘escape’ 
or a position ‘outside’ metaphysics) that one can question metaphysics or 
make it ‘tremble’.  
 Only on that level, when the explicit propositions and (op)positions in 
Derrida’s texts are understood out of the context of their broader ‘movement 
of showing’, can the status of Derrida’s ‘position’ become clear.  
 In my view, in the better literature on Derrida, Derrida’s irreducibility to 
the unequivocality of a ‘(theoretical) position’ has received a reasonable 
amount of attention, and the works of Critchley and Gasché are only two 
examples of very good work in that direction.33 Still, even in these works, this 
very equivocality is then shown to be precisely what sets Derrida apart from 
the philosophical tradition. In the case of Gasché this is most clear: though 
knowledge of what he calls the tradition of ‘reflection’ is necessary to 
understand the philosophical import of Derrida’s work, that work itself is 
‘irreducible to the philosophy of reflection’ as it is written on the tain of that 
mirror. The very impossibility to position himself outside of metaphysics is 
what positions Derrida – outside of metaphysics. Even if Gasché would not 
put it this way, and even if he does recognize Derrida’s inextricability from 
metaphysics, this makes the extent to which Derrida’s discourse is itself 
‘complicit’ and problematic, perhaps the most interesting, especially since he 
himself emphasized this aporetic aspect of his own stance so many times. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The question what exactly ‘logocentric metaphysics’ is, posits a performative 
self-complication that complicates the possibility of an ‘answer’ to that 
question: what Derrida wants to bring out is the Heideggerian performative or 
implicit self-complication in the very attempt to question metaphysics. 
Consequently, in the absence of a ‘definition’ of logocentric metaphysics I 
proceeded to provisionally describe its main characteristics under the headings 
of regionality, opposition, hierarchy and presence. On the basis of this, I then 
established my main interpretive thesis concerning Derrida’s relation to 
metaphysics: that alterity (the question whether one can think or write 
‘otherwise’) is not reducible to externality. 
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 Derrida’s work has too often been presented as a move away from or out of 
logocentric metaphysics. In this view, the metaphysics that we are essentially 
‘in’ is the already-familiar and thus more or less already known or 
determinable. Derrida’s question of ‘alterity’ (of how to think or write 
‘otherwise’) would then be the question how we can get out of it.  
 I have tried to show, however – analogous to Heidegger’s warning that it is 
not a matter of getting out of the vicious circularity of the question of being, 
but of getting into it ‘in the right way’ – that alterity arises in the movement 
towards metaphysics, in the very problem of the interrogation of what we are 
irreducibly ‘in’, not in the move away from it. Even if Derrida states that his 
work cannot be reduced to a mere moment in philosophy’s perpetual self-
questioning, the ‘(non-) place’ from which he works still arises in the attempt 
to question philosophy; the implicit self-complication of the very Western 
rationality that we are inextricably ‘in’ and from which we can precisely not 
extract ourselves. This means that logocentric metaphysics is itself not 
rigorously determinable or the already-familiar: there is no more a determined 
idea or definition to be found of logocentrism in Derrida’s work than there is 
of what would lie ‘outside of’ it, just like the deconstruction of the sign does 
not lead to ‘new assurances’ concerning the nature of language and writing, or 
to a ‘new account’ of language. 
 Why is this so important for the problem of Derrida’s indirectness? 
Because the decisive insight for the performative complexity of Derrida’s 
writing is that though he is out to expose the limits of what he calls 
metaphysics, this cannot be done by opposing its oppositionality, or by 
contrasting an ‘outside’ to its regionality, or by simply putting in question the 
order that Derrida states commands the very form of the (scientific, 
philosophical) question.  
 My claim is that the decisive Derridean idea is not that a certain 
‘overcoming’ of metaphysics should be realized, but that this very 
‘overcoming’ cannot have the form of a movement outside of, or away from, 
or of an opposition to metaphysics – the very idea of a ‘beyond’ itself comes 
‘under erasure’. I have tried to show that this has important consequences for 
how terms that seem to imply a ‘beyond’ – such as ‘new’, ‘future’ or ‘limit’ – 
are interpreted. 
 According to Derrida, ‘complicity is irreducible’, and in positioning oneself 
against metaphysics one always risks ‘merely reversing’ and thereby 
reaffirming it. It is this situation that necessitates the performative complexity 
of Derrida’s texts, and its resistance to an unequivocal ‘position’ that would 
either be simply metaphysical or simply beyond or outside of it. What I will 
not be able to show in detail until chapter seven, is that this irreducible 
complicity changes the way in which the relation between undecidability and 
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the unconditional necessity for action is conceived. If one sees this, then it 
becomes possible to recognize the way in which Derrida consistently 
maintains this performative complexity as the attempt to assume an 
intellectual responsibility that Derrida calls affirmative.  
 This performative complexity has important methodological 
consequences, and for now it will be a matter of thinking through the 
consequences for the possibility of justifying what Derrida is doing. One of 
these is that it no longer makes sense to interpret either the charge of 
‘performative contradiction’ or the idea that a discourse is ‘still (too) 
metaphysical’ as critiques, whether of Derrida’s own discourse or as critiques 
that Derrida would level at the philosophical tradition. This raises the question 
in what sense a critique of Derrida is possible, as well as in what sense Derrida’s 
own discourse can be understood as a critique. I address these questions of the 
‘legitimacy’ of Derrida’s own non-positional discourse in the next chapter, by 
asking to what extent Derrida is able to provide himself with any sure footing 
(a question of Derrida’s ‘empiricism’ in connection to his ‘method’ in §12); 
how deconstruction’s status as either subject or object of critique relates to its 
emphatic affirmation of its own ‘(performative) self-contradiction’ (a question 
of Derrida’s ‘skepticism’ in §13), and the meaning of Derridean ‘critique’ (a 
question of the relation between resistance and oppositionality in §14). The 
way in which Derrida relates to all three of these moments itself testifies to the 
way in which the movement of his writings exceeds the unequivocality of a 
position: Derrida often explicitly, propositionally and unequivocally 
distinguishes his own work from empiricism, skepticism and critique, but 
those explicit denials are taken up in a broader movement of writing that at 
the same time testifies to its structural resemblance and ultimate 
indissociability from these figures. 
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That pathway must leave a track in the text. Without that track, 
abandoned to the simple content of its conclusions, the ultra-

transcendental text will so closely resemble the precritical text as to be 
indistinguishable from it. We must now form and meditate upon the law 

of this resemblance. 
– Derrida (De la grammatologie) 

 
 
I have argued that the structure of Derrida’s relation to metaphysics cannot be 
reduced simply to the very oppositionality that is constitutive of that 
metaphysics. Such opposition is never unequivocally endorsed, but always 
forms a part of the broader movement or the strategy of Derrida’s writing. 
Whereas most commentators have succeeded in bringing this out, it also has 
consequences for what many of Derrida’s defenders have thought they could 
successfully distinguish Derrida’s writings from. In this chapter I distinguish 
three of the most important of these figures: empiricism, skepticism and 
critique. My aim is to show how the sword cuts both ways: Derrida’s singular 
position with respect to metaphysics no more purifies him from (nor does it 
raise him above or place him at a ‘deeper level’ than) empiricism, skepticism 
and critique than from metaphysics. Instead, we find an interesting dynamic 
in each case: Derrida feels the need consistently to explicitly distance himself 
from each of these figures. He always does so in the form of an unequivocal 
proposition, that Derrida’s followers have been eager to repeat and prove: 
deconstruction ‘is not empiricism’, ‘not skepticism’ and ‘not (a) critique’. Yet, 
on the other hand, Derrida acknowledges a structural relation between 
deconstruction and each of these figures. The aim in this chapter, then, is to 
qualify that structural relation in order to show how Derrida’s ‘explicit 
opposition’ to these moments is integrated in the broader movement of 
Derrida’s writings. This results in problems for the extent to which these 
writings can ‘justify’ themselves or provide themselves with a theoretical or 
critical ‘legality’. Though many of Derrida’s ‘defenders’ have attempted to 
provide his texts with such justification, this runs the risk of obscuring its 
actual value. 
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§9  Empiricism and method: The ‘law of resemblance’ between deconstruction 

and empiricism 
 
The concept of empiricism plays a fascinating role in Derrida’s early works 
and in De la grammatologie specifically, as it forms a central element of its 
“Question of Method”. In the French philosophical context, ‘empiricism’ does 
not stand for what it may signify in other contexts, namely: a theory in which 
knowledge is based on ἐμπειρία, or experience.1 Instead, it signifies rather a 
proceeding that is based in nothing. Empiricism signifies a lack of justification, 
to proceed on the basis of contingencies at best. One sees this at work in 
Derrida’s texts when he equates empiricism simply with ‘non-philosophy’ (as 
in De la grammatologie’s “Question of Method” to which I will next devote my 
attention), but also in the way in which Derrida groups the term together, in a 
telling, characteristic and oft-repeated gesture, with relativism, skepticism or 
nihilism.2 
 So to the extent that we are dealing with the non-philosophical as such, 
Derrida has an easy job of dispensing with empiricism, and of distancing 
himself from it in an explicit way: deconstruction, quite simply, ‘is not’ 
empiricism (or relativism, or nihilism, or skepticism…). This is the first part 
of Derrida’s relation to empiricism: he explicitly distances himself from it, he 
unequivocally posits the non-identity of deconstruction and empiricism. 
 I said that to proceed in an ‘empiricist’ fashion means to proceed without 
justification, and that is why the concept of empiricism plays an important role 
in De la grammatologie’s “Question of Method”. What stands in need of 
justification in that section? 
 First of all, there is the choice of Rousseau as the ‘exemplary’ (a notion that, 
I recall, was said to be ‘strictly speaking, unacceptable’) text with which to 
undertake the deconstruction of metaphysics. At the start of part two, Derrida 
states that Rousseau occupies a ‘singular’ position within the ‘historical 
totality’ that is metaphysics. That is: he made ‘a theme or a system of the 
reduction of writing profoundly implied by the entire age’. Derrida adds to 
this, though, that ‘this abstraction [the focus on Rousseau and the abstraction 
from everything else that is implicated under the titles of ‘greatest totality’, 
‘logocentrism’, ‘history of metaphysics’, ‘the West’, etc.] is partial and it 
remains, in my view, provisional’. It remains ‘provisional’ for a reason we are 
now familiar with: because ‘all concepts hitherto proposed in order to think 
the articulation of a discourse and of an historical totality are caught within 
the metaphysical closure that I question here’.3 Will Derrida’s choices remain 
provisional and partial when he approaches the problem of justification 
directly in the “Question of Method”? 
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 The “Question of Method” is entitled ‘exorbitant’, not only in reference to 
the exorbitant demands of a grammatology with respect to scientific, 
grammatological knowledge, but because Derrida attempts to ‘broach’ the ‘orb’ 
of metaphysics. The question is whether the ‘exorbitant’ (to occupy a place 
outside of the ‘orb’, the circular trajectory of metaphysics) is possible, but the 
concept of the exorbitant also points to what for Derrida is in fact the status of 
his decisions: concerning the ‘formidable problems’ of ‘justification’ and of 
‘method’, ‘there is,’ according to Derrida, ‘no satisfying response’.4 
 First of all, the ‘justification’ of Derrida’s reading (that strange reading 
which, we recall, was to ‘produce the problems of critical reading’) will be 
‘entirely negative, outlining by exclusion a space of reading that I shall not fill 
here: a task of reading.’ Secondly, there is not only no ‘satisfying response’ with 
respect to the ‘choice of the example’, but also when it comes to the ability to 
‘defend’ the ‘claims’ that a grammatology would establish (e.g. ‘that there is no 
simple origin’, that colloquial writing is founded upon a ‘general writing’, etc.). 
I have argued that Derrida is not out to establish anything assuredly, and 
Derrida emphasizes that these claims signify ‘no knowledge at all’: ‘only now’, 
at this point in the essay, do ‘we know’, and know it ‘a priori’, that the text is a 
‘system of a writing and of a reading’ that is ‘ordered around its own blind 
spot’ and this holds no less for the discourse that is De la grammatologie itself. 
But that knowledge is ‘not a knowledge at all.’5 
 It is in these respects, in the use of ‘unacceptable’ distinctions and 
examples, producing knowledge that is ‘no knowledge at all’, and proceeding 
by way of what cannot be called a ‘method’ (if that means a plan one would 
have beforehand, or a program that would create ‘possibilities’) that Derrida 
compares what he does to ‘empiricism’. At the end of Violence et 
métaphysique, Derrida states that it is philosophy itself that has determined 
empiricism as nonphilosophy: empiricism is the ‘philosophical pretension to 
nonphilosophy, the inability to justify oneself’. But: 

 
[…] this incapacitation, when resolutely assumed, contests the resolution and coherence 
of the logos (philosophy) at its root, instead of letting itself be questioned by the logos. 
Therefore, nothing can so profoundly solicit the Greek logos – philosophy – than this 
irruption of the totally-other […].6   
 

A second part of Derrida’s relation to empiricism: now, it becomes a resource. 
Empiricism is the ‘true name’ of ‘this inclination to the Other, of this resigned 
acceptance of incoherent incoherence inspired by a truth more profound than 
the “logic” of philosophical discourse, the true name of this renunciation of 
the concept’.7 So now it seems that there are two empiricisms, or two senses of 
empiricism: ‘[…] the profundity of the empiricist intention must be 
recognized beneath the naïveté of certain of its historical expressions’. What 
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distinguishes the dispensable from the resourceful empiricism, the profound 
intention from the naïve expression? Derrida clarifies in the same text: 
empiricism ‘has ever committed but one fault: the fault of presenting itself as 
philosophy’. So the naïve expression of empiricism is the one that still remains 
philosophical (whether by being determined as such by philosophy, or by 
presenting itself as such). But what does it mean for empiricism to remain 
philosophical? Derrida answers: ‘[…] it is the dream of a purely heterological 
thought at its source. A pure thought of pure difference.’8 
 Empiricism remains philosophical if it opposes itself to (or is opposed to) 
philosophy in such a way that one imagines a distinction between them that 
would itself still be rigorous, determinable, philosophical. Here is the paradox 
of the limit, and of the ‘outside’ of philosophy: the more strictly one wishes to 
separate alterity from philosophy (‘a pure thought of pure difference’), the 
more one affirms the philosophical gesture of absolute and rigorous 
distinction (the ‘desire for purity’, according to Derrida, for the integrity of 
distinction, delimitation, determination). The attempt to increase the distance 
between philosophy and whatever one would want to oppose to or distinguish 
from it, inversely reduces the latter’s alterity with respect to it, in fact decreases 
that distance. Alterity, as I have argued, is not externality. The more external, 
the less ‘other’. Derrida’s ‘totally-other’ cannot be found outside of philosophy. 
Derrida stresses the point already in La structure, le signe et le jeu: 

 
[…] we condemn ourselves to transforming the alleged transgression of philosophy into 
an unnoticed fault within the philosophical realm. Empiricism would be the genus of 
which these faults would always be the species. Transphilosophical concepts would be 
transformed into philosophical naïvetés. Many examples could be given to demonstrate 
this risk: the concepts of sign, history, truth, and so forth. What I want to emphasize is 
simply that the passage beyond philosophy does not consist in turning the page of 
philosophy (which usually amounts to philosophizing badly), but in continuing to read 
philosophers in a certain way.9  
 

So now the situation is as follows: empiricism seemed to be the non-
philosophical, but it reveals itself as merely philosophical precisely to the extent 
that it is determined – as non-philosophical! Derrida confirms: ‘[…] if we 
wanted to pose the problem of empiricism […] in depth, we would probably 
end up very quickly with a number of absolutely contradictory propositions 
[…]’.10  
 In this circularity or ‘self-refutation’ (the characteristic figure of skepticism 
that I will discuss in the next paragraph), where do we find empiricism’s 
resource for the ‘solicitation of the Greek logos’? 
 Let us return to De la grammatologie to answer this question. In the 
“Question of Method”, Derrida states that ‘within the closure’, the ‘style’ of 
deconstruction can only be judged with recourse to ‘accepted oppositions’ 
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[oppositions reçues]. That style could then be said to be empiricist, ‘and in a 
certain way that would be correct’. Derrida specifies that ‘the departure is 
radically empiricist’: 
 

It proceeds like a wandering thought on the possibility of itinerary and of method. It is 
affected by nonknowledge as by its future and it ventures out deliberately. I have myself 
defined the form and the vulnerability of this empiricism. But here the very concept of 
empiricism destroys itself. To exceed the metaphysical orb is an attempt to get out of the 
orbit (orbita), to think the entirety of the classical conceptual oppositions, particularly the 
one within which the value of empiricism is held: the opposition of philosophy and 
nonphilosophy, another name for empiricism, for this incapability to sustain on one's own 
and to the limit the coherence of one's own discourse, for being produced as truth at the 
moment when the value of truth is shattered, for escaping the internal contradictions of 
skepticism, etc. The thought of this historical opposition between philosophy and 
empiricism is not simply empirical and it cannot be thus qualified without abuse and 
misunderstanding.11 
 

It is to words like these that those who wish to defend Derrida often take 
recourse: deconstruction is not a simple empiricism – the latter is defined in 
its opposition to philosophy, and it is the very opposition between philosophy 
and its other that Derrida is out to deconstruct. In the following two 
paragraphs I will show that the same applies to deconstruction’s distinction 
from skepticism and from critique.  
 Now on the one hand this insight is entirely correct: Derrida’s works are 
not reducible to an ‘empiricist’ position outside or ‘against’ philosophy. Yet, 
what these readings crucially miss is that this must also mean that Derrida 
cannot and does not fashion for himself an irreducibly singular place outside 
of that very distinction, as if Derrida’s operation of writing were somehow 
elevated above or below, superior to or deeper than the discourse that would 
be either simply philosophical or non-philosophical. In their zeal to defend 
Derrida, he is often credited with a singular position with respect to the 
tradition that he deconstructs, that goes against the most valuable point in 
Derrida’s writings, which consists in insisting on the inextricability from 
metaphysics, the irreducible complicity or ‘contamination’, and the naivetés in 
any perceived ‘escape’. 
 So although Derrida’s work is nor reducible to one side of the distinction 
between philosophy and empiricism, he cannot be opposed to or placed simply 
outside that opposition either. There is no unequivocal ‘position’ outside of, 
or opposed to, that oppositionality. It is in that light that Derrida’s insistence 
on his ‘(non-)place’ with respect to philosophy must be understood. This does 
not signify the possibility of an irreducibly singular or incomparable place, but 
precisely the (im)possibility of a place that is at the same time not a place; a 
‘(non-)place’ that cannot itself be purified from the oppositionality it 
‘deconstructs’. Derrida cannot wholly extract himself from the tradition he 
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deconstructs; he cannot, nor does he want to, free or purify his own texts from 
the metaphysics that he deconstructs within in them. This means that his own 
texts necessarily suffer from the ‘incompetence’ of science and philosophy that 
is exposed within them, and this leads to essential problems of ‘justification’. 
 Where commentary has at times been overzealous, is in the assumption 
that one can only argue for the worth or value of Derrida’s texts of we provide 
him with some kind of (theoretical) legitimization, or justification, show him 
to be superior to the tradition he deconstructs or to be working on a deeper 
level than that tradition. Even the image of the tain of the mirror, from which 
no doubt one of the best books on Derrida gets its title, still risks such a 
suggestion: there is a whole metaphysical tradition of reflection on the one 
hand, and then Derrida, on the other hand, works on the tain of that mirror. 
 Now we see, looking at the quote above, that Derrida is not out to argue 
that his own texts would not at all suffer from the ‘incapability to sustain on 
one’s own and to the limit the coherence of one’s own discourse’ or from ‘being 
produced as truth at the moment when the value of truth is shattered’, and 
deconstruction is not simply the attempt to escape ‘the internal contradictions 
of skepticism’ (to which I will return in the next paragraph). 
 So now the question becomes: if Derrida does not wholly identify with either 
philosophy or empiricism in the sense in which the two are opposed (the 
possibility and impossibility of justification), but at the same time cannot 
straightforwardly oppose that oppositionality or rigorously distinguish himself 
from it, then how to understand Derrida’s ‘position’? 
 It is at this point of inability to rigorously distance himself from empiricism 
that we see empiricism re-emerge as a structural element of deconstruction. 
Now empiricism becomes something Derrida must explicitly oppose, but at the 
same time an element he cannot rigorously distance himself from. This is why 
Derrida states that deconstruction in a certain sense entails an ‘avowal of 
empiricism’. It ‘necessarily’ has this form of empiricism or even of ‘errancy’ 
(both failure and wandering). It is already evident in the to an extent 
unjustifiable choice for the ‘example’ of Rousseau. The example is not 
unjustifiable because it would be inappropriate, contingent or totally random, 
but because the very choice of Rousseau ‘supposes that we have already 
prepared the exit, determined the repression of writing as the fundamental 
operation of the epoch’.12 This determination would presuppose the very 
determinability of the epoch (as a field that one could ‘master’) which it 
attempts precisely to deny. 
 So the ‘errancy’ of De la grammatologie consists, firstly, in the theoretical 
impurity (or the violation of the ‘scientificity exigency’) of such a 
precomprehension or predetermination as point of departure. Derrida does 
not attempt to wriggle out of that circularity but, on the contrary, to bring it 
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into focus or to expose its irreducibly temporal (more precisely: anticipatory) 
character. 
 Secondly, and as I have been arguing throughout, De la grammatologie’s 
errancy consists in the self-confessed impossibility to ‘determine’ metaphysics 
as repression of writing (that this is no longer a ‘determination’ at all, that this 
is a knowledge that is ‘not a knowledge at all’, etc.). We can call this the 
inherent provisionality of the investigation. 
 In the “Question of Method”, Derrida does not deny, but confirms the 
structurally anticipatory and provisional character, this crisis of scientific 
‘rigor’, of his own ‘method’:  

 
No other trace is available, and as these errant questions are not absolute beginnings in 
every way, they allow themselves to be effectively reached, on one entire surface, by this 
description which is also a criticism. We must begin wherever we are and the thought of 
the trace, which cannot not take the scent into account, has already taught us that it was 
impossible to justify a point of departure absolutely. Wherever we are: in a text where we 
already believe ourselves to be.13 
 

This irreducibility of deconstruction’s own being ‘in’ the ‘object’ of its 
deconstruction, its own ‘complicity’ or contamination, is confirmed in all the 
places where Derrida describes deconstruction as a mode of ‘inhabiting’ 
(‘inhabiting […] in a certain way, because one always inhabits, and all the more 
when one does not suspect it’ (new, my emphasis, JdJ), as ‘borrowing’ from the 
structures of metaphysics, and in the explicit admission that ‘the enterprise of 
deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its own work’.14 
Deconstruction falls prey to itself. But: it falls prey to itself in a certain way. 
What is left to do now is to qualify this ‘in a certain way’ [d’une certaine 
manière]. It functions as something of a central category throughout De la 
grammatologie, and marks the non-identity of deconstruction and simple 
empiricism (‘It may be said that this style is empiricist and in a certain way 
that would be correct’).15 
 Deconstruction inhabits ‘in a certain way’, and falls prey to its own work 
‘in a certain way’. With that phrase, Derrida indicates his non-identity with 
both metaphysics and empiricism without being able to oppose it. Compare 
lines such as these: 

 
[…] one must accentuate the ‘naivete’ of a breakthrough which cannot attempt a step 
outside of metaphysics, which cannot criticize metaphysics radically without still utilizing 
in a certain way, in a certain type or a certain style of text, propostions that, read within the 
philosophic corpus […] have always been and will always be ‘naivetes’, incoherent signs of 
an absolute appurtenance.16  
 

It is not by counterpositioning metaphysics, by opposing it or by proposing 
other propositions (propositions that would, per impossibile, be ‘non-
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metaphysical’) that it can be criticized. Rather, it is a matter of utilizing the 
(irreducibly metaphysical) propositions in a different way. Here we touch 
upon the essence of Derrida’s text as a ‘movement of showing’. It is in the 
course of (though the movement of, on the way of, along the path of) utilizing 
the oppositions of metaphysics in a certain way that one criticizes 
metaphysical oppositionality. 
 This is why Derrida insists that ‘when abandoned to the simple content of 
its conclusions’, the ‘ultra-transcendental text will so closely resemble the 
precritical text as to be indistinguishable from it’. That is: when focusing on 
the content of Derrida’s isolated conclusions alone, deconstruction will be 
indistinguishable from empiricism. He even states in this regard that a law 
guides this resemblance, the very law he is out to formulate or articulate. Now 
one sees how it is possible that, in the commentary that sets out to defend 
Derrida, his distinction from empiricism has perhaps been overemphasized 
with respect to the law of resemblance between deconstruction and 
empiricism. Because the question becomes: how can a ‘radically empiricist 
departure’, a ‘wandering’ which professes to be ‘blind tactics’ and to be affected 
by ‘nonknowledge’, still take accurate aim, still be rigorous? In response to that 
question, it is not enough to distinguish deconstruction from a simple 
empiricism. One must account for the law of their structural resemblance. 
 This entails making at least one concession that some of Derrida’s staunch 
defenders may not like: that there is no way to safeguard the ‘ultra-
transcendental’ from the ‘pre-critical’ text, or deconstruction from 
empiricism, if that means securing for Derrida a position outside of it, or 
rigorously purifying his work from it. Nor does Derrida’s work need such 
purification in order to show its value. The opposite is the case. Derrida 
himself always stressed this impossibility to safeguard his texts: 

 
[…] what I say is always going to run the risk of being taken in an unfavorable light, it 
cannot fail to lead to misunderstandings, according to the very same law of contamination. 
There is no way out. As to the criticisms of deconstruction brought up earlier, one has 
indeed to assume the risk of being misunderstood, continuing to think in modest terms 
what is after all exceedingly ambitious, in order to prepare for these responsibilities – if 
they exist.17  
 

That there is no safeguard from empiricism (no assured position beyond the 
oppositionality of philosophy and empiricism) was already evident in the 
necessity to ‘retain the old name’. What could guarantee that the ‘old name’ 
(difference, writing, supplement, text) now have a new sense? No (pro-
)position could guarantee it. There is no way to secure the ultra-transcendental 
meaning of the seemingly empiricist or precritical text. 
 Nevertheless, there is a way in which Derrida testifies to his non-identity 
with both philosophy and empiricism without opposing them, and this is that 
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he does so textually. If there is a difference between deconstruction and 
empiricism, it is a difference not of position but a difference in the way in 
which the (‘old’) metaphysical op(positions) are utilized; it is a difference that 
lies in the movement of showing that his texts inaugurate in that utilization. 
Because Derrida here ‘performatively’, in his ‘movement of showing’, testifies 
to his non-identity with philosophy or empiricism, that difference is not 
posited; it is in a certain sense (‘in a certain way’) ‘nothing’ or is ‘unheard-of’18, 
it is ‘the blank part of the text’, the ‘necessarily indeterminate index of a future 
epoch of difference’. According to Derrida, ‘in a certain sense,’ it ‘means 
nothing’ and ‘has no weight’. But, as such and precisely for all these reasons, it 
is marked, textually. 
 I will quote in full the main passage in which Derrida makes this explicit. 
Important parts of it have already been discussed: 

 
I believe that there is a short-of and a beyond of transcendental criticism. To see to it that 
the beyond does not return to the within is to recognize in the contortion the necessity of 
a pathway [parcours]. That pathway must leave a track in the text. Without that track, 
abandoned to the simple content of its conclusions, the ultra-transcendental text will so 
closely resemble the precritical text as to be indistinguishable from it. We must now form 
and meditate upon the law of this resemblance. What I call the erasure of concepts ought 
to mark the places of that future meditation. For example, the value of the transcendental 
arche [archie] must make its necessity felt before letting itself be erased. The concept of 
arche-trace must comply with both that necessity and that erasure. It is in fact 
contradictory and not acceptable within the logic of identity. The trace is not only the 
disappearance of origin-within the discourse that we sustain and according to the path that 
we follow it means that the origin did not even disappear, that it was never constituted 
except reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace, which thus becomes the origin of the origin. 
From then on, to wrench the concept of the trace from the classical scheme, which would 
derive it from a presence or from an originary nontrace and which would make of it an 
empirical mark, one must indeed speak of an originary trace or arche-trace. Yet we know 
that that concept destroys its name and that, if all begins with the trace, there is above all 
no originary trace.19  
 

Derrida indicates here that deconstruction’s ‘empiricism’ cannot entail a 
regression to a pre-critical state, short of the transcendental criticism of 
empiricism. It cannot, however, simply identify with the latter either. The only 
way to ‘exceed’ transcendental criticism without reverting back to pre-critical 
empiricism is through a ‘track’ [parcours; path, way, movement] that must be 
marked in the text. Without the mark of this movement, the text would be 
abandoned to the simple content of its conclusions. What exceeds the content 
of conclusions is neither an other conclusion nor the dream of a totally new 
and different writing (the ‘dream of a pure difference’), but the movement of a 
certain utilization of the ‘old’ conclusions. That certain utilization is marked, 
for instance, by the erasure. The necessity of metaphysics, of ‘transcendental 
criticism’ and of the ‘old name’ in general is signified by the legibility of what 
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is erased. The ‘originary trace’, just like all the central Derridean concepts, as 
well as the production of necessarily contradictory propositions, 
performatively or demonstratively mark this movement. 
 The most famous concept with which this ‘method’ – that is not a fixed 
program but that in a certain way always also is the ‘blind tactics’ of a certain 
‘wandering’ – is indicated is that of strategy, although that concept carries 
certain risks. Derrida already indicated as much in the most famous 
introduction to the concept of ‘strategy’, in La différance. I quote the famous 
passage in which Derrida meditates on the problem of ‘justification’ in a way 
that is analogous to the “Question of Method” in De la grammatologie. It 
confirms what we have seen so far and introduces the concept of strategy as it 
pertains to the ‘movement’ of Derrida’s text: 

 
[…] there is nowhere to begin to trace the sheaf or the graphics of differance. For what is 
put into question is precisely the quest for a rightful beginning, an absolute point of 
departure, a principal responsibility. The problematic of writing is opened by putting into 
question the value arkhe. What I will propose here will not be elaborated simply as a 
philosophical discourse, operating according to principles, postulates, axioms or 
definitions, and proceeding along the discursive lines of a linear order of reasons. In the 
delineation of differance everything is strategic and adventurous. Strategic because no 
transcendent truth present outside the field of writing can govern theologically the totality 
of the field. Adventurous because this strategy is not a simple strategy in the sense that 
strategy orients tactics according to a final goal, a telos or theme of domination, a mastery 
and ultimate reappropriation of the development of the field. Finally, a strategy without 
finality, what might be called blind tactics, or empirical wandering if the value of 
empiricism did not itself acquire its entire meaning in its opposition to philosophical 
responsibility. If there is a certain wandering in the tracing of differance, it no more follows 
the lines of philosophical-logical discourse than that of its symmetrical and integral 
inverse, empirical-logical discourse.20 
 

The drawback of the concept of strategy is analogous to the concept of irony 
in understanding Socrates: does he really ‘know nothing’ and proceed in the 
direction of truth blindly? Or does his irony consist, precisely, in a ‘strategy’, a 
means of attaining a certain goal. What Derrida already emphasizes in this text, 
is that if one takes the non-teleological character of deconstruction’s ‘method’ 
seriously, then this must have consequences for that deconstruction itself: 

 
Also, by decision and as a rule of the game, if you will, turning these propositions back on 
themselves, we will be introduced to the thought of difference by the theme of strategy or 
the strategem. By means of this solely strategic justification, I wish to underline that the 
efficacity of the thematic of différance may very well, indeed must, one day be superseded, 
lending itself if not to its own replacement, at least to enmeshing itself in a chain that in 
truth it never will have governed. Whereby, once again, it is not theological.21  
 

I have tried to argue that although deconstruction is no simple empiricism, the 
attempt to distance Derrida’s text from it simply undercut themselves in their 
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very articulation. They aim at providing Derrida with some singular place 
beyond, below or above the opposition of philosophy and empiricism. Instead, 
I have stressed the ‘law’ binding deconstruction and empiricism in order to 
show that it is impossible to oppose metaphysical oppositionality. That 
Derrida is not wholly delivered over to either philosophy or non-philosophy 
is not by opposing (something to) them, but by utilizing the ‘old names’ in a 
certain way, i.e.: through strategy or the following a certain path, way or track, 
a ‘movement of showing’ of which the erasure (but also more generally the 
frequent implicit or explicit self-contradictions of the Derridean text) are the 
mark. This ‘unheard-of’ difference could only be written. That does not, 
however, provide either a defense, justification or explanation of 
deconstruction, nor does it rigorously distinguish it from either philosophy or 
empiricism. The very wish to do so is itself part and parcel of the metaphysical 
oppositionality that is being deconstructed. So is the Derridean text itself. The 
need to explicitly distance itself from a simple empiricism must be 
accompanied by the recognition of their structural resemblance, and the 
knowledge that their difference, in a certain way, ‘is nothing’. This already 
indicates both the necessity of, the simple ‘distancing from…’, the negative 
mode that Derrida employs so often by way of an unequivocal claim or 
proposition (‘deconstruction is not…’); as well as the insufficiency of 
characterizing deconstruction with respect to such claims. What ‘exceeds’ that 
propositionality and oppositionality, is their own movement. 
 
 
§10  Skepticism: Performative self-contradiction in the movement of 

Derrida’s writings 
 
The relation of deconstruction to skepticism is structurally similar to its 
relation to empiricism. At the centre of these concerns are still questions of 
method and justification, now focused more specifically on the status of self-
contradiction in Derrida’s texts, and the occurrence of ‘destructive theses’ 
within it. Again it is a matter of qualifying the broader movement of Derrida’s 
texts and explaining the occurrence of negative or destructive theses or claims 
within it. 
 First of all it is noteworthy that in Derrida’s expansive oeuvre one does not 
find a sustained, systematic engagement with skepticism, a fact that is as 
surprising as it is revealing. Surprising, because skepticism has played such an 
important part (and often still does) in the reception of Derrida’s work.22 
Revealing, because in that reception (especially in the 70’s and 80’s) the term 
‘skepticism’ did not exceed the status of a pejorative label. This brought on an 
all-too-familiar polemic between critics and defenders of Derrida, centering 
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around the occurrence of ‘destructive theses’ in his work (about the 
indeterminacy or impossibility of interpretation, language or meaning). Even 
those who defended Derrida’s work against the reduction to a simple 
skepticism, still often had trouble explaining those theses within that work.23 
They are right to emphasize both the irreducibility of Derrida’s texts to a 
simple skepticism, as well as the occurrence of skeptical elements within them. 
 That very fact should already be enough to realize that the purport of 
Derrida’s writings cannot be exhaustively understood with reference to claims 
with which, say, an irreducible indeterminacy of language is posited, even 
though some of the early commentaries still leave room for such 
interpretations (even the ones that try to defend Derrida).24 In that case, the 
critic’s work is just about done: Derrida is refutable as the next in a long, long 
line of relativists who end up ‘refuting themselves’, if not through flagrant, 
explicit self-contradiction then through a ‘performative’ self-contradiction. 
Jürgen Habermas is probably the best-known proponent of the latter view.25 
All of this would even seem to be in line with the pejorative sense of the term 
‘skepticism’ in Derrida’s work: as I indicated in the previous paragraph, he 
often simply groups the term together with empiricism, relativism, 
historicism, nihilism, and simply distances himself from it. In this way, both 
Derrida (or those writing in his wake) and his critics never need to engage: 
Derrida simply denies he is a skeptic while his opponents think that, as a 
skeptic, Derrida ‘refutes himself’. 
 The binary, oppositional form of that polemic, which is essentially a 
polemic about the impossibility of knowledge (or of thought, certainty, or 
determination) and the impossibility of determining, knowing or claiming 
that very impossibility, has structured discussions surrounding skepticism 
since its inception and will no doubt continue ad infinitum. For some, that 
very infinity is reason enough to leave the discussion to itself altogether – there 
will never be an answer anyway, and no new positions are possible. But in 
taking up such a meta-position with respect to the debate, one actually finds 
oneself recaptured in it: for what is the status of the ‘insight’ into the infinity 
of the debate? Is it an endorsement of indeterminacy since (‘we will never 
know’) or an endorsement of determinacy (‘we will never know’). Is it that the 
difference between determination and indeterminacy is undeterminable, or 
that that difference can be determined as indeterminable? The attempt to 
‘exceed’ the debate appears to entail finding oneself recaptured in the debate. 
 Concerning Derrida’s relation to skepticism, it is indeed a matter of 
exceeding the binary nature of the debate surrounding skepticism, but that 
excess cannot (just like with the relation to empiricism) have the form of a 
position outside of that oppositionality. So, analogous to my discussion of 
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empiricism, it is possible to identify the structural moments of Derrida’s 
relation to skepticism. 
 First moment: explicit denial. Deconstruction is not skepticism. Derrida 
posits that claim explicitly and unequivocally on several occasions. Although 
the way in which he formulates it in the afterword to Limited Inc is surprising: 
he distances himself from ‘a relativism, with everything that is sometimes 
associated with it (skepticism, empiricism, even nihilism). First of all because, 
as Husserl has shown better than anyone else, relativism, like all its derivatives, 
remains a philosophical position in contradiction with itself’.26 Of course this 
is very strange: how can Derrida distance himself from a form of thinking on 
the basis of a ‘contradiction with itself’ that is so clearly an essential part of his 
own writings? In his eagerness to distance himself from simple forms of 
relativism, Derrida here neglects the essential and internal relation, the ‘law of 
resemblance’ between deconstruction and skepticism that is clearer at other 
points in his texts. 
 First of all, as with empiricism, it is equally impossible to fashion for oneself 
a position simply outside of the ‘internal contradictions of skepticism’. This 
aspect is underrepresented in the commentary that is sympathetic to Derrida 
and emphasizes the first aspect. An example is found for instance in W. Fuchs, 
who states that Derrida cannot be a skeptic since skepticism is ‘totally ensnared 
in the metaphysics of presence’.27 In other words: it is part of the tradition that 
Derrida questions. But I have already indicated in several ways that the 
supposition underlying that diagnosis – that Derrida cannot himself be 
ensnared in that tradition since he is the one questioning it, that he, at least, 
occupies some kind of meta-position with respect to it – is not simply possible. 
If there is no way not to be in some way ensnared in that tradition, then what 
does that mean for Derrida’s skepticism? In an influential article by Cascardi 
(“Skepticism and Deconstruction”), he takes a similar approach: skepticism, 
according to Cascardi, moves in a circle (of self-refutation), whereas Derrida 
‘is seeking to free himself from the skeptical circle in order to question the axis 
on which it turns’. In this way, according to Cascardi: 

 
[…] the deconstructionist is [able] to fashion for himself what amounts to a utopian 
(non)place for his inspection and questioning of every determinate position in any 
‘topographical’ (i.e., propositional) logic – which is to say, any position pro or contra 
skepticism.28  
 

Even though the irony is palpable in sentences such as these, they still allow 
for an interpretation in which skepticism is relegated back to a mere 
accusation, a pejorative label. In this view, the extent to which, like the skeptics, 
Derrida’s own movement is not exempt from the instability and 
‘incompetence of science’ that it seeks to expose. 
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 This is why, out of the impossibility to simply oppose skepticism, there 
arises the second moment of Derrida’s relation to it: skepticism as resource. 
There are skeptical elements to Derrida’s philosophy; if not a ‘law of 
resemblance’ that binds Derrida to skepticism. Not only do the critics have a 
point when they quote the ‘destructive theses’ that appear in Derrida’s texts, 
but Derrida gives the same arguments for the value of skepticism as he does 
for the value of empiricism: 

 
[…] within philosophy, empirical or skeptical discourses are incoherent and dissolve 
themselves, following a well-known schema. Nonetheless, the moments of empiricism and 
skepticism have always been moments of attention to difference. [...] One can see the 
empirical or skeptical moments of philosophy as moments when thought meets the 
philosophical limit and still presents itself as philosophy. That, perhaps is the only 
weakness of skeptical or empiricist philosophy.29  
 

The point is not whether there are skeptical theses to be found in Derrida’s 
writings, the point is that none of these, by themselves, are unequivocally 
endorsed. I have already indicated that erasure, mutually (or self-
)contradictory statements, provisionality and anticipation – all of which run 
counter to accepted scientific or theoretical exigency – mark the broader 
movement of Derrida’s texts. 
 This means that circularity and ‘self-contradiction’ are not avoided, but 
affirmed as structural elements of the deconstructive operation. Now it 
becomes clear how strange it is that the charge of ‘performative self-
contradiction’ was leveled at Derrida as a criticism. What does it mean to 
critique a discourse that so ostensibly contradicts itself in the name of 
performative self-contradiction? It is this question that makes the relation 
between deconstruction and skepticism so interesting, because from the 
beginning the skeptics have had to deal with the charges of self-contradiction 
and self-refutation. 
 If there are forms of thought to be found in the history of philosophical 
skepticism that are interesting and insightful in relation to Derrida’s work, 
then it should be clear that this does not reside in modern forms of skepticism 
in which, say, the existence of the ‘(outside) world’ is put in question.30 It seems 
that one would have to look for a form of skepticism for which: (a) its very own 
articulation is deeply problematic, and (b) for which the very binary character 
of oppositions is itself problematic and which thus focuses on their 
‘undecidability’, or the possibility of a ‘third way’ with respect to them. 
 The locus classicus of such a ‘third way’ is Sextus Empiricus’ Outlines of 
Pyrrhonism. Of all the numerous different faces and modifications of 
philosophical skepticism, what distinguishes pyrrhonism is that it takes 
extremely seriously the reflexive implications of what it says for the very 
articulation with which it is said. 
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 The pyrrhonian skeptic comes to a ‘third way’ in the attempt to avoid the 
respective weaknesses of two equally unattractive alternatives: dogmatism and 
relativism. Both are, in the eyes of Sextus Empiricus, determined by a 
commitment: the former are committed to the truth that they ‘believe to have 
found’, the latter to the claim that the truth cannot be found. The skeptic, 
according to Sextus, is ‘still searching’.31  
 Sextus knows like no other that the impossibility to come to certain or 
unequivocal determinations does not let itself be (dogmatically) posited. His 
text everywhere exudes the tension inherent in the paradoxical enterprise of 
describing the ‘outlines [ὑποτυπωσεις] of a ‘doctrine’ of being ‘still-searching’. 
A doctrine which for that reason is ‘not a doctrine’ at all32, that has a goal that 
is at best reached ‘by accident’33, and for which it holds that everything that is 
stated in it is ‘not claimed’ or posited [αφασια].34 A very large part of Book I of 
the Outlines is devoted in such a way to explaining how its own claims should 
be interpreted non-dogmatically. 
 I am not out to posit an identity here between Derrida and the ancient 
pyrrhonian skeptics. It is only in the way in which Sextus attempts to 
consistently take into account the implications of the indeterminacy that he 
exposes for the articulations with which he exposes it, that a reflexive 
complication presents itself that is similar to the one that forms the main 
philosophical challenge for Derrida. The comparison between skepticism and 
Derrida is fruitful in examining (1) how to respond to that challenge, how to 
explicitly account for – how to say – the interrelation between what is said and 
the act of saying it; (2) how to interpret the texts that attempt to face this 
challenge, how their ‘content exceeds their content’, i.e.: how they bring into 
play a movement that cannot be contained is in the ‘content of its conclusions’, 
and (3) what the charge of ‘performative contradiction’ is worth and how one 
responds to it, especially when the criticized discourse not only affirms, but 
even flaunts such self-contradiction. 
 That is where the comparison between deconstruction and pyrrhonian 
skepticism ends. Derrida is not a pyrrhonian skeptic. The differences are so 
numerous and vast that one hardly needs to summarize them.35 I will briefly 
mention only the following here: firstly, Sextus ‘third way’ is a practical way of 
living, a change in one’s attitude toward knowledge, whereas Derrida targets 
no such ‘way of life’; secondly, what is perhaps the most glaring difference 
between them: the ‘principle’ [ἀρχη] of that way of living is the hope for the 
attainment of ‘tranquility’ [ἀταραξια], which runs counter to the disturbance 
or sollicitation [sollicitation, enbranlement] that Derrida is after. Thirdly, one 
may hope for tranquility by suspending [ἐποχη] judgement concerning only 
the things that are ‘not evident’ [ἀδηλος]. Such guiding principles and 
distinctions would be unacceptable for Derrida, especially the distinction 
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between what is ‘evident’ [προδηλος, ἐναργης] and ‘not-evident’ [ἀδηλος] and 
its correlates (the distinction of being from appearance; the main distinction 
that, in different modifications, controls everything that Sextus writes, e.g. that 
the skeptic only states how the matter ‘appears’ to him and not ‘what it is’, etc.). 
These distinctions and principles are indispensable for the skeptical way of life, 
whereas for Derrida they are deeply problematic. Derrida’s ‘hesitation’, 
moreover, is not the epoche as it results from the availability of an ‘equal 
counter-argument’, but from the ‘differential contamination’ of opposites.  
 Not only is Derrida not a pyrrhonian skeptic, but the very search for such 
identifications (is he a skeptic or not?) is itself delivered over to an oppositional 
thinking that deconstruction and skepticism both attempt to put in question 
and that reduces both of them to mere labels. What was at issue, was to 
understand the role of both Derrida’s explicit distancing from skepticism, as 
well as his skeptical elements, from out of the broader ‘movement of showing’ 
of his writing. So wherein lies the value of skepticism, such that it can be 
recognized as a part of the broader movement of Derrida’s texts?  
 In this context, it is helpful to look at the role skepticism plays for Levinas.36 
In his Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l'essence Levinas uses the ‘model’ of 
skepticism’s return in spite of its refutation. That return is not the stubborn 
insistence of what should have already disappeared. Skepticism persists 
precisely in and through its refutation, it is the ‘refutable par excellence’.37 In 
the words of Levinas, this indicates skepticism’s sensitivity to the ‘diachrony’ 
(the incommensurable temporality or non-simultaneity) between what is said 
[le dit] and its saying [le dire].38 This means that skepticism brings to light the 
limits of what can be explicitly posited, stated or claimed (the said) precisely 
by implicitly, performatively contradicting the said in the act of saying (e.g. in 
the performative self-contradiction of the adage ‘nothing is certain’). 
Skepticism thus introduces this implicit dimension of the saying that cannot 
be reduced to ‘content of conclusions’. Skepticism’s ‘refusal’ to ‘synchronize’ 
saying and said precisely demonstrates their difference, a difference that 
cannot itself be posited. It therefore demonstrates the limits of what can be said 
or posited, without opposing something to it. In this way, skepticism is 
exemplary for Levinas’ own project, as it revolves around the question how to 
thematize the ‘unthematizable’ ethical in the language of being and essence (of 
ontology).39 
 In this way, skepticism, for Levinas, exceeds the status of a mere accusation: 
a ‘truth’ of skepticism is revealed that is of a ‘different order’ from the truth 
that is put in question by skepticism.40 
 That places Levinas in a certain tradition for whom the truth of skepticism 
is not the truth that is suspended by skepticism. In contemporary philosophy, 
Stanley Cavell provides a good example. Though skepticism’s concern may be 
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‘epistemological’ (Can we know? Can we be certain?), its very return in spite of 
its refutation already shows that the status and the value of skepticism cannot 
be reduced to epistemological concerns. There is no ‘answer’ to skepticism, 
only a certain ‘range of response’.41 Skepticism’s value does not lie in a denial 
of knowledge (because that would make it partake in the same ‘flight from the 
ordinary’ in which the traditional response to skepticism consists, a flight that 
forms the true ‘scandal’ of philosophy), but in showing a certain 
groundlessness of all knowledge, and the finitude of epistemological concerns. 
The true value of skepticism shows itself only when such concerns are 
surpassed. This is why he argues, for instance, in his “What is the scandal of 
skepticism?” that the sense of skepticism’s epistemological doubts must be 
conceived as an indifference towards objects of knowledge. Such indifference, 
according to Cavell, amounts to tragedy when it is directed at people.42 
 So how is skepticism understood in this reading? First of all, its ‘traditional’ 
concerns are identified as being ‘epistemological’. Then, a dimension is 
contrasted to these (merely) epistemological concerns (in the case of Cavell: 
the ordinary and ‘ordinary language’). There have been several attempts at 
connecting the insights of this surpassing of epistemological skepticism to the 
work of Derrida. I will mention two of the more successful ones. A famous 
example is Simon Critchley’s The Ethics of Deconstruction. There (with explicit 
reference to Levinas’s project of saying the ethical in the language of ontology), 
the dimension that is contrasted to the epistemological is the ethical. The most 
sustained discussion of the relation between deconstruction and skepticism is 
found in Ewa Ziarek’s The Rhetoric of Failure: Deconstruction of Skepticism, 
Reinvention of Modernism. Ziarek combines the insights of Cavell and 
Critchley in order to understand Derrida neither as skeptic or as anti-skeptic 
but as performing precisely a ‘deconstruction of skepticism’. For her, too, an 
epistemological skepticism is simply logocentric, and cannot progress beyond 
a ‘subject-object’-scheme. But the true sense of skepticism does not lie in such 
concerns, but in questioning ‘the primacy of truth as a philosophical concern’. 
This means that in the discussion of skepticism one must make ‘a shift from 
the negative epistemological consequences of linguistic instabilities to the 
emphatic affirmation of the other of reason and the other of the subject’; a shift 
from the epistemological ‘logic of contradiction’, or the ‘rhetoric of failure’, to 
the affirmative ‘rhetoric of temporality’, that consists in a ‘performative 
address to the other’.43 
 In this way, in almost all of these examples, an ‘epistemological’ skepticism 
is identified (which is tied to theoretical knowledge and the form of the 
constative), and then distinguished from a dimension that is irreducible to it: 
the saying, the oridinary, the ethical, the temporal. The problem in relating 
such a distinction to the work of Derrida is that this very distinction (ontology 
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/ ethics, atemporal / temporal, theoretical / practical, constative / performative, 
said / saying) always risks, at least, being a modification of what is a quite 
‘traditional’ (and certainly ‘logocentric’) distinction between theory and 
practice that is suspect from the perspective of deconstruction. I am not saying 
that these authors all mean to contrast a ‘practical’ dimension to the 
epistemological concerns of skepticism and thus enforce the theory/practice-
distinction, but that even if they are attempting to work towards truly 
broaching such a distinction, the schema within which they work risks such a 
relapse. On the one hand, a true discussion of skepticism only starts to be 
valuable when one takes very seriously the skeptical attempt to show or 
demonstrate the limits of the epistemological. That is: skepticism cannot be 
reduced to a merely epistemological doubt simply within epistemology, its 
purport is only understood when the epistemological concern as such is being 
put in question (such as Sextus’ attempt to describe a different ethos, a different 
life in which one can attain tranquility in the face of contradictions). I wholly 
agree with this first step, the necessity to expose the limits of theoretical 
knowledge, and I believe that all of the authors mentioned above, as well as 
Derrida himself, agree on this.  
 However, the risk (with which, I want to argue, one would run counter to 
Derrida’s texts) is that one thinks one can expose these limits by opposing to 
the epistemological or the theoretical a dimension wholly foreign, outside of 
or beyond it. It is this that would be problematic from the point of view of 
deconstruction. 
 I already mentioned that in the case of Sextus this amounts to the 
distinction between appearance and being as the evident and the non-evident, 
and between the theoretical pursuit of knowledge and the practice of living 
one’s life. Similarly, even though there are very interesting parallels to be 
drawn between the work of Cavell and Derrida on the subject of displacing a 
certain ‘traditional’ philosophy (and the same holds for the later Wittgenstein), 
in the end I believe that Cavell substitutes a for traditional philosophical 
‘principles’ a certain idea of the ‘ordinary’ as the ultimate criterion for the 
relevance of philosophical concerns. In the similar case of the later 
Wittgenstein, it is still the ordinary (in terms of forms of life and of ‘language 
games’), in short the practice of language that ultimately decides the level of 
adequacy and concreteness of philosophical concerns. Philosophy would do 
well to rid itself of all flights from the ordinary. For Derrida, the logocentric 
hierarchy would here be merely inverted: a certain evident, ordinary practice 
would provide the norm to which non-evident, extraordinary theory would be 
the derivation. 
 The examples of Levinas, Ziarek and Critchley are more subtle, however, 
and closer to Derrida’s concern, though even they cannot completely avoid the 
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risk of reaffirmation or mere reversal that I am getting at here. Why more 
subtle? Because they do not contrast to the epistemological or the constative a 
dimension outside of it, but implicit in it: the performative. It is what is ‘said’ in 
the ‘saying’ (Critchley, Levinas), the ‘performative’ affirmation even in the 
epistemological ‘failure’ (Ziarek). 
 Everything now depends on how to understand this ‘performative’, and in 
my introduction I have already indicated the risks understanding 
performativity in terms of theory and practice. For Derrida at least, it is clear 
that the necessary ‘sollicitation’ (rupture, trembling, overflowing, etc.) of 
metaphysics cannot be accomplished with recourse to a distinction of theory 
from practice that itself remains ‘metaphysical’. Is there another distinction 
with which it would work? No: the point is precisely that there is no such 
distinction with which that would be ‘possible’, since one cannot make 
metaphysics ‘tremble’ by opposing something to it, whether this be ethics, 
temporality, performativity, affirmation, the ordinary, or practice.44 That 
Levinas’ distinction between said and saying (the ethical doing in the 
expression of the ontological said) still holds on to a certain metaphysical 
value, this is the entire topic of Derrida’s Violence et métaphysique.  
 My point is not that it is a problem that these authors ‘performatively 
contradict’ themselves and so would ‘fail to escape’ metaphysics. My point is 
that the interpretation is problematic that sees in their discourses attempts at 
an escape at all. Can one avoid, even if against all intents and purposes, to run 
the risk of seeming like one is trying to secure ethics in the face of ontology, 
secure the ‘ethics of deconstruction’ in the face of skepticism, relativism or 
nihilism; secure the affirmation in the face of the rhetoric of failure? 
 Instead of the attempt to avoid reaffirmation, I argue that Derrida’s point 
is that there is no way to safeguard one’s discourse from such a reaffirmation. 
This is the vulnerability of the indirect discourse. That ‘contamination is 
everywhere’ and that ‘complicity is irreducible’, this holds most of all for the 
discourse that makes these very claims. One cannot show the limits of the 
epistemological simply by opposing the extra-epistemological. If there are 
limits, they must be ‘within’. One cannot do it without such opposition either, 
but that opposition can always only be a ‘moment’ of such an exposition of 
limits. 
 That brings me to the final example that I wanted to give of an attempt to 
expose both the limits and the value of skepticism, and to distinguish its own 
truth from the truth that it puts in question, and that is the case of Hegel. 
 The literature on Hegel’s relation to skepticism could fill a library, and this 
is unsurprising because of the complexiy of that relation. As with all the 
important Hegelian concepts, skepticism is as much an ‘object for’ Hegelian 
thought as it is a part of that thinking itself. I say this is so with all important 
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Hegelian concepts since it is the very hallmark of Hegelian philosophy that 
neither ‘content’ (‘object’) nor ‘form’ (‘method’) may be extrinsically 
presupposed without receiving their justification within philosophy. This 
requirement of presuppositionlessness or immanence means that philosophy 
must generate its own content and form: it must be ‘self-movement’. 
Skepticism names both a formal aspect of that movement itself as well as a 
particular moment of its ‘content’. Philosophy must go through scepticism.  
 I will return to this in more detail in part two, but this already indicates the 
difference between Hegel and the authors mentioned above, and why I think 
Hegel is closer to Derrida here.  
 In Hegel’s brilliant early essay on skepticism’s different modifications and 
its relation to philosophy, he does not deny skepticism’s ‘self-refutation’ in its 
explication of what Hegel calls its ‘highest point’ (that ‘everything is 
uncertain’). In fact, Hegel affirms it as a ‘moment of truth’. It is the ‘free side’ 
of all ‘knowledge of the absolute’ and of all ‘true philosophy’ [ächte 
Philosophie], because it consists in ‘the complete negation of all mere 
knowledge of the understanding’.45 For Hegel it is not the ‘epistemological’ or 
the constative that skepticism aids in showing the limits of, but the 
understanding (the characteristics of which are, however, certainly not 
unrelated to what Cavell, Levinas, Ziarek and Critchley want to show to be 
limited: it is always a matter of a certain positivity, of a theoretical 
determinability that can be fixed or represented in claims or propositions). 
 In part two I will discuss the meaning of the understanding for Hegel in 
detail. For now I want to point out the following: in the attempt to expose the 
limits of the understanding, Hegel also makes use of a distinction that 
commands the entire structure of the early article on skepticism: the 
distinction between the understanding and reason.46 From the way they are 
presented in that early article, one would be tempted to conclude that they 
signify two opposed points of view. But what I will argue in part two is that 
Hegel’s philosophy precisely comes into its own in the realization that reason 
is not opposed to the understanding, but that reason is nothing but the 
movement of the understanding itself. In the Phänomenologie des Geistes this is 
already very explicit. Skepticism, there, both describes the movement of 
thought within that work (it is a ‘self-completing skepticism’ [sich 
vollbringenden Skeptizismus]) as well as one of its particular moments or stages 
[Haltestelle].47 This inextricability of method and object is what makes Hegel’s 
standpoint so interesting from a Derridean perspective: one cannot oppose 
something to skepticism, it has positive value as a ‘moment’, and yet it is not 
absolute as is shown by its ‘performative contradiction’. The difference, 
however, is that this Hegelian ‘performativity’ has nothing to do with a doing. 
Reason as the ‘movement’ of the fixed determinations of the understanding is 
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not the act of those determinations, their ‘doing’ or their ‘practice’. This 
Hegelian ‘performativity’ no longer rests on a theory-practice distinction, nor 
on any transcendent sphere that one could oppose to the understanding. The 
understanding is inherently limited, and incapable by itself of recognizing the 
absolute. Nothing, however, can be opposed to it, and so tracing the limits of 
the understanding becomes tracing its ‘own movement’, the movement of 
showing in and through its determinations. 
 More on this in part two. For now, I summarize the results of the discussion 
of Derrida’s relation to skepticism. At issue is the ‘charge of self-contradiction,’ 
whether performative or otherwise. It is clear that Derrida explicitly distances 
himself from a simple skepticism. Yet he cannot simply position himself 
outside of it either, purify himself from skepticism in a place of pure non-
skepticism. Derrida’s texts are also (among other things) skeptical, first and 
foremost when they are ‘abandoned to the simple contents of their 
conclusions’. This is why it makes no sense to ‘defend’ Derrida against the self-
contradiction that he so emphatically performs, but also why, left to itself, that 
‘accusation’ carries no weight against a discourse that readily admits it. It is 
only in this far-reaching awareness of the interrelation between what is said 
and how it is said, this ‘performative’ awareness that his own discourse 
produces knowledge that is ‘no knowledge at all’ and suffers from the 
‘incompetence of science’ that it exposes, that a comparison with ancient 
pyrrhonian skepticism suggests itself, even though I have indicated that 
Derrida is not a pyrrhonian skeptic and that in all other respects the differences 
are numerous and too vast.  
 That Derrida is, however, not reducible to skepticism, pyrrhonian or 
otherwise, can only be shown, not by opposing him to skepticism, but with 
reference to the broader movement of showing of his texts, and by the marks 
of the ‘textual’ interventions that set him apart from all traditional skepticism 
(more on which in part two). 
 
 
§11  Critique: The vulnerability of deconstruction 
 
This concluding section of part one is something of a transitional section. 
What I want to address here under the heading of ‘critique’ overflows the 
boundaries of this section alone and spills into what comes after it. On the one 
hand, ‘critique’ is for me here a third name – after empiricism and skepticism 
– for something with which Derrida is ‘oppositionally entangled’: in a way that 
is similar to empiricism and skepticism, Derrida on the one hand dismisses 
critique (propositionally, unequivocally) but still maintains an inherent, 
structural relation to it, and it is this ‘law of resemblance’, a resemblance that 
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subsists precisely in and through this explicit denial of critique, that wants to be 
qualified.  
 On the other hand, the name ‘critique’ is not merely one figure among 
others. For many, if deconstruction is anything, it is a critique of philosophy 
or of metaphysics. The remarks gathered here concerning ‘critique’ therefore 
go to the heart of what deconstruction is. And if that heart lies precisely in a 
reading of texts, in their ‘inhabiting’ them ‘in a certain way’, then these remarks 
also serve as preliminaries or as an introduction to the Derridean readings of 
Hegel and Heidegger at the end of parts two and three. What is at stake is not 
to provide an overview of Derrida’s relation to all the possible forms ad 
meanings of ‘critique’ (transcendental, genealogical, immanent, etc.), but 
rather to explain what he understands under that term and, above all, to wrest 
our understanding of Derrida’s critical relation to the philosophical tradition 
from a scheme that is determined by the very oppositionality that Hegel, 
Nietzsche, Heidegger and Derrida all attempted to put in question. 
 But let’s start, as I did in the previous sections, with Derrida’s most explicit 
and unequivocal assurances on this point.  
 
a) Derrida’s structural vulnerability 
As Rodolphe Gasché already indicates in his 1991 “Critique, Hypercriticism, 
Deconstruction”48: ‘[…] that deconstruction is not a critique is stated in a 
rather unambiguous and decidedly propositional manner throughout 
Derrida’s writings.’49 He mentions two quotes. The first is from “Ja, Or the 
Faux-Bond”:  

 
[…] deconstruction is not a critical operation; it takes critique as its object; deconstruction, 
at one moment or another, always aims at the trust confided in the critical, critico-
theoretical agency, the deciding agency, the ultimate possibility of the decidable; 
deconstruction is a deconstruction of critical dogmatics.50 
 

The second is a famous quote from the “Letter to a Japanese Friend”: 
 
Deconstruction is neither an analysis nor a critique […] in a general, or a Kantian sense. 
The authority of the krinein or of krisis (decision, choice, judgement, distinction) is itself, 
in the same way as the whole apparatus of transcendental criticism, one of the essential 
‘themes’ or ‘objects’ of deconstruction.51 
 

According to Gasché, since deconstruction sets out to complicate the very 
‘criteriology’ that is essential to critique, the idea of deconstruction as a 
‘critique of philosophy’ is a ‘misjudgement’ that ‘could have easily been 
avoided by a more careful scrutiny of Derrida’s texts’.52  
 What I want to show first is that things are not so simple as Gasché is 
suggesting here. In reading Derrida, a certain necessity to oppose critique must 
be combined with a certain impossibility to unequivocally do so. This very 
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impossibility also complicates the possibility of dismissing Derrida’s 
misreadings (that Derrida is a critic of philosophy) through a simple reference 
to a more careful scrutiny of his texts. There is a more internal and ambiguous 
relation between deconstruction and critique that needs to be qualified. 
 Gasché of course knows this, and with his opening comment he somewhat 
short-changes the more nuanced work he does in what actually follows in his 
own text. Because things quickly get complicated: Derrida may explicitly 
distance himself from critique, but Gasché soon claims that deconstruction is 
not ‘anticriticism’ either; it is rather an operation ‘upon’ critique, but then he 
hastens to add that this does not mean that deconstruction is a ‘critique of 
critique’.53 Let’s take a step back. 
 The structure of the way in which Derrida denies engaging in critique is by 
now familiar, and it is already clear from its very formulation that things are 
not as unequivocal as they seem. The claim is: deconstruction is not critique, 
because critique is itself one of its main ‘objects’ or ‘themes’. But of course the 
very fact that ‘theme’ and ‘object’ stand in need of quotation marks already 
signals that these claims cannot unequivocally sustain themselves. As a tracing 
of the limits of what can be explicitly thematized or made into a describable 
‘object’, it is just as essential to deconstruction that it cannot rigorously 
separate itself from, or oppose itself to, critique, as it is essential to it that it ‘is 
not critique’ or is not simply identical to it. The very distinguishability of 
deconstruction from critique is itself subject to the problems of the ‘critico-
theoretical, deciding agency’, the ‘ultimate possibility of the decidable,’ and the 
‘authority of the krinein or of krisis (decision, choice, judgement, distinction)’. 
 But let’s take another step back. What exactly does critique mean here? 
 By referring ‘critique’ back to krinein, Derrida engages in a Heideggerian 
gesture whereby the concept of critique seems immediately far removed from 
both the common-sense meaning of the term as well as its more conventional 
philosophical forms. Critique here seems to mean the very possibility of 
rigorous demarcation or of binary distinction; the distinction of this from that 
or of pro from contra to which Derrida ties the very possibility of decision or 
of judgement. Gasché is right to point to Heidegger’s Die Frage nach dem Ding, 
where the latter states that krinein signifies the ‘most positive of the positive’ 
[das Positivste des Positiven], because it signifies to ‘sort’ or sunder [sondern], 
to ‘sort out’ [absondern] and to so ‘lift out’ what is ‘of its own sort’ or what is 
special [das besondere herausheben], by contrasting it to what is of a different 
sort [Abhebung gegen anderes]. Such apparently ‘negative’ sundering 
(negation, distinction) is in fact positive [positiv] precisely because it forms the 
very structure of positing [Setzung] or of what is determining or decisive in 
every positing or positioning [die Setzung desjenigen, was bei aller Setzung als 
das Bestimmende und Entscheidende im voraus angesetzt werden muß].54 This 
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is the basis for the ‘affirmation’ that ‘precedes’ critique  insofar as it is implicit 
in every critical determination and decision, which I will discuss in chapter 7. 
 In Heidegger’s words we recognize the very demarcation (position, 
opposition, determination, decision) that was the hallmark of what Derrida 
called ‘metaphysical’ (see §7 above). If deconstruction is the attempt to put this 
in question, then neither can there be an unequivocal, binary demarcation of 
deconstruction from critique (or opposition to it). Gasché indeed stresses that 
deconstruction is neither a ‘critique of critique’ nor an ‘anticriticism’, but he 
does so in order to emphasize that deconstruction does not attempt to find 
‘better’ criteria but to question the very criteriology of decision, as well as to 
stress that deconstruction ‘does not destroy’ critique but ‘leaves it intact’.55 
Now both of these are valid points, but they still carry a certain risk. In 
contrasting deconstruction’s ‘hypercriticism’ to critique, Gasché’s account still 
runs the risk of conveying what I claimed was not rigorously possible: to 
fashion for Derrida a strictly singular position with respect to critique 
(incommensurable with the ‘anti’, as well as with ‘critique’, and with 
‘destroying’, and with ‘leaving it intact’, and so on). My claim is rather that the 
impossibility to distinguish deconstruction rigorously from critique does not 
signify its singular incommensurability to, but rather its oppositional 
contamination with it. It is clear why deconstruction would not be identical to 
critique, but there is no unequivocal or singular position that would place it 
rigorously ‘outside’ of critique either. There is no way to safeguard or 
guarantee deconstruction’s ‘falling back into’ critique. It is the essential risk of 
this very ‘falling-back-into’, the irreducible complicity with or the 
reaffirmation of what one ‘criticizes’, that Derrida points to with his insistence 
on ‘contamination’. Derrida’s own text is, above all, not exempt from the 
‘contamination’ it attempts to performatively explicate. 
 To see this a bit more clearly, let me add to Gasché’s two examples a third 
quote in which Derrida distances himself from ‘critique’. It is from Derrida’s 
1999 L’université sans condition. In employing the description ‘more than 
critical’ for deconstruction, Derrida seems to affirm Gasché’s ‘hypercriticism’: 

  
This university without conditions does not, in fact, exist, as we know only too well. 
Nevertheless, in principle and in conformity with its declared vocation, its professed 
essence, it should remain an ultimate place of critical resistance – and more than critical – 
to all the powers of dogmatic and unjust appropriation. 
  When I say ‘more than critical’, I have in mind ‘deconstructive’. (Why not just say it 
directly and without wasting time?) I am referring to the right to deconstruction as an 
unconditional right to ask critical questions not only about the history of the concept of 
man, but about the history even of the notion of critique, about the form and the authority 
of the question, about the interrogative form of thought. For this implies the right to do it 
affirmatively and performatively, that is, by producing events (for example, by writing) and 
by giving rise to singular oeuvres […].56  
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Derrida goes on to state that the university should thus be a place in which 
‘nothing is beyond question, […] not even the traditional idea of critique, 
meaning theoretical critique, and not even the authority of the “question” 
form, of thinking as “questioning”’. Derrida in this way tries to conceive of a 
‘force of resistance’ that passes as much ‘by way of critique, questioning, and, 
beyond critical philosophy and questioning, by way of deconstruction’ (my 
italics, JdJ).57 
 So on the one hand, deconstruction is thus again positioned ‘beyond’ 
critical philosophy and questioning, and described as ‘more than critical’ in a 
way that is similar to the other examples: his point here is that critical 
questioning cannot itself be exempt from critical questioning. Although there 
is a slight nuance here: it is the ‘traditional idea’ of critique, which he calls 
‘theoretical critique’, that cannot itself be exempt from questioning. The only 
way in which this critique can itself be criticized, is affirmatively and 
performatively. 
 I will come back at length to the meaning of ‘affirmatively’, as it is related 
to the (im)possibility of questioning the very form of the question, in the final 
chapter of this book. At this point I will only point out that Derrida explicitly 
stipulates that ‘the “yes” of the affirmation is not reducible to the positivity of 
a position’.58 
 What I want to argue is that ‘performatively’ here does not mean that what 
is impossible ‘constatively’ (a ‘theoretical’ critique) would become possible 
‘performatively’ (critique of critique; fashioning a meta-level above what was 
already a meta-level; a point of arbitration or decision for the point of 
arbitration or decision). Instead of a ‘possibility’ outside of critique, Derrida 
rather acknowledges how critique does (and to a certain extent must) 
implicitly, performatively undercut itself: there is no positivity, no position 
that deconstruction could afford itself that would not itself have to be 
complicated. This also means that ‘more than’ or ‘hyper-critical’ cannot mean 
a position of incommensurable singularity with respect to critique (neither 
anti, nor critique of, nor operation upon, nor…, etc.) but rather the necessity 
of critique to fall prey to itself. In the first account, one attempts to make 
Derrida’s operation absolutely and singularly incommensurable with critique. 
My suggestion is, however, that no point of complete incommensurability, no 
point of non-complicity with respect to critique is possible.  
 I have called this complicity of Derrida’s texts (a complicity with the 
‘incompetence’ that they seek to expose) their vulnerability. It is the aspect 
that, even in the best commentaries (such as Gasché’s) still threatens to go 
underrepresented in the attempt to defend the singularity and the worth of 
Derrida’s textual operation, and to defend it against charges of relativism, 
skepticism, and so on). To illustrate this point, compare how Derrida describes 
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the university without condition, which we now understand would be a ‘more 
than critical’, i.e. deconstructive university, a place so ‘unconditionally’ critical 
that the very critical operation is not exempt from critique, the very authority 
of the question not exempt from being put in question: 

 
One must insist on this again: if this unconditionality, in principle and de jure, constitutes 
the invincible force of the university, it has never been in effect. By reason of this abstract 
and hyperbolic invincibility, by reason of its very impossibility, this unconditionality 
exposes as well the weakness or the vulnerability of the university [my italics, JdJ]. It 
exhibits its impotence, the fragility of its defenses against all the powers that command it, 
besiege it, and attempt to appropriate it. Because it is a stranger to power, because it is 
heterogeneous to the principle of power, the university is also without any power of its 
own. 
  That is why we are speaking here of the university without condition.  
  I say ‘the university’ because I am distinguishing here, stricto sensu, the university 
from all research institutions that are in the service of economic goals and interests of all 
sorts, without being granted in principle the independence of the university; I also say 
‘without condition’ to let one hear the connotation of ‘without power’ and ‘without 
defense’. Because it is absolutely independent, the university is also an exposed, tendered 
citadel, to be taken, often destined to capitulate without condition, to surrender 
unconditionally. 
  Yes, it gives itself up, it sometimes puts itself up for sale, it risks being simply 
something to occupy, take over, buy; it risks becoming a branch office of conglomerates 
and corporations. This is today, in the United States and throughout the world, a major 
political stake: to what extent does the organization of research and teaching have to be 
supported, that is, directly or indirectly controlled, let us euphemistically say ‘sponsored’, 
by commercial and industrial interests?59  
 

It is impossible not to see in the risk of the university without condition that 
Derrida describes here – the risk he is consistently out to expose as a structural 
risk; as no mere ‘accident’ but as inscribed in the very structure of… (here: the 
university)60 – the very vulnerability of deconstruction itself. On the one hand, 
the very irreducibility of deconstruction to the positivity of a position permits 
deconstruction to come back ceaselessly to ‘haunt’ any and all positions. This 
is what makes up its ‘invincible force’. Simon Critchley makes the point well 
when he compares this aspect of deconstruction to skepticism: their very 
ability to return in spite of their ‘refutation’ is what marks their ‘invincibility’.61  
 But there is a flip-side to that coin, that I find emphasized a little less in 
Critchley’s book and in other commentary, and that is that this very ‘abstract 
and hyperbolic invincibility’ at the same time constitutes precisely 
deconstruction’s vulnerability, its ‘impotence, the fragility of its defenses 
against all the powers that command it, besiege it, and attempt to appropriate 
it’. However much one wants to maintain that ‘deconstruction is not a method’ 
– under such powers we cannot merely understand those who, as if from the 
outside, want to abusively turn deconstruction into a method, appropriating 
and ‘applying’ for their own goals an operation that would ‘in itself’ be purified 
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from such ‘application’ given its essential ties to a certain empirical, non-
teleological wandering. Such a model cannot hold, precisely because the very 
essence of what Derrida tries to show is that the ‘risk’ of such appropriation is 
structural. Even if Derrida continually stresses that ‘deconstruction is not a 
method’, it can neither be the case that it is possible to distinguish 
deconstruction rigorously from method, to oppose it to, or safeguard 
deconstruction from method. If in commentary deconstruction’s non-identity 
with method is emphasized (or with critique, empiricism, skepticism, …), 
however necessary this may be, such an account will remain one-sided so long 
as the very attempt to so demarcate deconstruction is not itself shown to be 
compromised. Deconstruction’s ‘misreadings’, its ‘appropriations’ cannot be 
simply reduced to the risk of an extrinsic happening that may or may not befall 
Derrida’s texts and from which they would need safeguarding or protection in 
commentary. Instead, what Derrida tirelessly attempts to put in question is the 
very impulse to safeguard in such a way. The risk of appropriation and 
‘misreading’ is not an extrinsic one, but intrinsic to the operation of 
deconstruction. Derrida himself always most explicitly recognized this risk as 
an inherent one; let me repeat the quote I elaborated above in the section on 
empiricism: ‘[…] what I say is always going to run the risk of being taken in 
an unfavorable light, it cannot fail to lead to misunderstandings, according to 
the very same law of contamination’.  
 It is Nietzsche who was no stranger to this same figure. In Jenseits von Gut 
und Böse (in the section which investigates the ‘prejudices of the philosophers’ 
– could they be elaborated philosophically?), in positing the question ‘what in 
us actually wants/strives “toward truth”?’ [was in uns will eigentlich ‘zur 
Wahrheit’?], Nietzsche, too, recognizes that this results in the reflexive 
complication of a question of the question, or, as he puts it, ‘a rendez-vous of 
question and question mark’ [ein Stelldichein […] von Fragen und 
Fragezeichen]. Such a question involves a ‘risk’, and ‘perhaps there is none 
greater’ [ein Wagnis; und vielleicht giebt es kein grösseres] in the sense that such 
an investigation can above all not afford itself sure footing, since it attempts to 
put in question the very value of sure footing.62 
 The case of Nietzsche is of interest here, because in the early parts of De la 
grammatologie it functions, along with the discussion of Heidegger, as a kind 
of exemplary model with which to qualify Derrida’s relation to the 
philosophical tradition and its status as a ‘critique’. A much more extensive 
account of Derrida’s relation to both Nietzsche and Heidegger will follow in 
the remaining parts of this book. For now I will attempt to lay out the 
parameters of that relation. The question is whether we can wrest our 
understanding of Derrida’s critique of Nietzsche or Heidegger from the very 
oppositional scheme that all of them were out to exceed. 
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b) Necessary ambiguity and tradition – that ‘still (too) metaphysical’ is not a 
critique 
First of all, it will by now be clear that Derrida’s relation to both Nietzsche and 
Heidegger is not simply reducible to an unequivocal ‘position’; Derrida seeks 
to preserve a certain ambiguity with respect to them. However, the very 
preservation of this ambiguity or undecidability could itself be taken as the 
distinguishing mark that separates Derrida from ‘metaphysics’ or from a 
philosophical tradition. This would follow the line of argument which states 
that Derrida is not a skeptic because he questions skepticism itself, not an 
empiricist because he questions empiricism itself, etc. But I have shown the 
inadequacies of such an account. In that view, the hallmark of metaphysics 
(the work of Nietzsche and Heidegger included) would consist in the 
supression of that ambiguity. But recall that in La structure, le signe et le jeu, 
along with several others – and in fact my claim is that this structures all of 
Derrida’s readings – Nietzsche and Heidegger are both cited as thinkers in 
whose texts the necessary ‘decentering’ has ‘already begun to proclaim itself 
and begun to work’.63 Derrida’s undecidability is not what sets him apart from 
a metaphysical tradition in which that undecidability was supposedly absent. 
His claim is that his undecidability results from the explication of several 
‘tracks’ in the text of Nietzsche and Heidegger that are not simply reducible to 
one another, and between which no easy choice is possible. Recall that Derrida 
states in La structure, le signe et le jeu that the discourses of Nietzsche, 
Heidegger and others are caught in a ‘circle’:  

 
This circle is unique. It describes the form of the relation between the history of 
metaphysics and the destruction of the history of metaphysics. There is no sense in doing 
without the concepts of metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics. We have no language 
– no syntax and no lexicon – which is foreign to this history; we can pronounce not a single 
destructive proposition which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic, and the 
implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest. [...] But there are several ways of 
being caught in this circle. They are all more or less naïve, more or less empirical, more or 
less systematic, more or less close to the formulation – that is, to the formalization – of this 
circle. 
 

My aim is to show that in Derrida’s view, Nietzsche and Heidegger (but also – 
for some perhaps more surprising – Hegel) represent the ‘less naïve’ 
inhabitants of this circle, who have each in their own way ‘come close to the 
formalization’ of that circle.  
 It is now time to specify, in order to very precisely describe the relation 
between critique and metaphysics in Derrida’s work. Let me begin with a series 
of propositions: (a) The discourses of Hegel, Nietzsche and Heidegger are not 
simply or only the discourses of ‘metaphysics’; the ‘necessary decentering’ is 
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also ‘already at work’ within those discourses. (b) Derrida neither positions 
himself simply against metaphysics, nor simply against these discourses. (c) 
Showing how the ‘decentering’ is already at work in these discourses is done 
through the explication of several – at least two – tracks or meanings arising 
from these texts. (d) The multiplicity of these tracks does not arise from simple 
polysemia (that a word or a text may ‘mean several things’) but usually involves 
the explication of a ‘performative’ tension between ‘gesture and statement’; 
this is an ambiguity of what is explicit and implicit in the text; of what in the 
text cannot be reduced to its ‘outward appearance’ – to the letter, the word, the 
‘content of its conclusions’, the ‘hermetism of a proposition’, the statement, 
the (op)position – but what, at the same time, comes to us precisely via that 
word, those letters, those statements, those propositions, etc. Most 
importantly: (d) if Derrida succeeds in showing that a certain explicit 
statement in these texts is undercut by the implicit gesture in making them, 
then this is not in itself a ‘critique’. 
 It is in connection with this last point that the biggest misunderstandings 
often arise. Derrida’s allegiance to the discourses of Hegel, Nietzsche and 
Heidegger lies precisely in the fact that they are, with Derrida, ‘less naïve’ 
inhabitants of the metaphysical circle, attempting to formulate that circle, to 
describe its limits ‘from within’, because they display an acute awareness of the 
fact that the attempt to extricate oneself from it, or place oneself outside of it, 
would entail a performative complication that ends up being a ‘mere reversal’ 
and thus attains nothing. That there are several tracks in these discourses, that 
in a certain way and to a certain extent these discourses ‘performatively 
contradict’ themselves, this is the very hallmark of a discourse that attempts to 
describe the metaphysical circle to which it cannot simply oppose itself. 
Derrida calls them ‘destructive’ discourses because for him they are critiques 
of metaphysics.  
 The fact that they do not wholly succeed in ‘extricating’ themselves from 
metaphysics in the critique of metaphysics, that there is in these discourses a 
performative complication of gesture and statement, that is itself not a critique. 
Not only because the irreducible complicity with metaphysics is affirmed by 
each of these discourses in their own way, but perhaps especially because 
Derrida’s own work cannot be understood as avoiding that very complicity, 
that very performative self-contradiction, that tension between gesture and 
statement. For Derrida, it is not a matter of positioning himself ‘against’ 
metaphysics (which is senseless and betrays itself) nor against the ‘analogous 
discourses’ that have attempted to criticize metaphysics. Instead, what 
characterizes his work is that he consistently attempts to textually account for 
the necessary circularity or performative self-complication of that very 
enterprise. 
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 Now we arrive at the heart of Derrida’s ‘critique of metaphysics’, 
exemplified in the phrase ‘still too metaphysical’. Whether in his readings of 
Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Husserl, Austin, De Saussure, or any of the others 
‘critics of metaphysics’, one element of that reading invariably consists in 
Derrida’s explication of the ‘still (too) metaphysical’ character of those texts. 
What is decisive is to recognize that, against many interpretations of that 
phrase, this is not in itself a critique. Not only because these discourses 
themselves (especially the least naïve discourses of Hegel, Nietzsche and 
Heidegger) have never attempted to naïvely distance themselves from 
metaphysics, but moreover because Derrida’s own work is misunderstood if it 
is identified with the attempt to ‘get out of metaphysics’. Instead, his texts are 
the attempts to performatively, textually (through a movement of showing 
irreducible to the unequivocality of a ‘position’) account for the complexities, 
insufficiencies and incompetences – the (im)possibilities – that one necessarily 
deals with when engaging in a non-naïve attempt to explicate the limits of 
metaphysics. 
 That this involves an ‘irreducible complicity’ already shows that ‘still too 
metaphysical’ could never signify a simple critique.64 The ‘performative 
contradiction’ of being metaphysical in the critique of metaphysics is not one 
these thinkers are out to avoid (and for which they could thus be reproached), 
it is one they attempt to bring out. As I indicated in the previous section: what 
exactly is the ‘charge of (performative) self-contradiction’ worth against a 
discourse that affirms and flaunts its own self-contradiction? Every 
articulation, including Derrida’s own, will have been ‘too metaphysical’. There 
is no articulation that is not ‘too metaphysical’. 
 I will describe the complexity of Derrida’s relation to Hegel and Heidegger 
at length (with a secondary though substantial treatment of the relation to 
Nietzsche) in parts two and three of this book. For now, in order to make less 
abstract what is meant by the different ‘tracks’ in these discourses, I point very 
shortly to the discussion of Nietzsche and Heidegger in the early parts of De la 
grammatologie; two less naïve inhabitants of the metaphysical circle. In both 
cases Derrida discusses two contradictory interpretations that can be, and 
often are, taken to follow from their work. 
 Concerning Nietzsche, Derrida states that ‘reading, and therefore writing, 
the text were for Nietzsche “originary’’’.65 Derrida draws out the ambiguity of 
this ‘position’ by pointing to the essential possibility that this contribution to 
‘the liberation of the signifier from its dependence or derivation with respect 
to the logos and the related concept of truth’ always and inherently risks itself 
reverting back to a counter- or metaposition, a new principle or ‘a less naive 
“ontology,” composed of profound ontological intuitions acceding to some 
originary truth, an entire fundamentality hidden under the appearance of an 
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empiricist or metaphysical text’.66 This is, in fact, what Derrida calls ‘the 
Heideggerian reading’, though it soon becomes clear that that reading itself 
comprises of at least two tracks. For Derrida it is not a matter of choosing sides 
here. No more does Derrida support the idea of Nietzsche as ‘dogmatic’, as ‘a 
captive of that metaphysical edifice which it professes to overthrow’, than that 
Derrida endorses the opposite if that would imply a simple transgression of 
metaphysics. If it is not a matter of choosing sides on this matter in the 
interpretation of Nietzsche’s texts, then what are the conclusions Derrida 
draws from this? 

 
[…] rather that protect Nietzsche from the Heideggerian reading, we should perhaps offer 
him up to it completely, underwriting that interpretation without reserve; in a certain way 
and up to the point where, the content of the Nietzschean discourse being almost lost for 
the question of being, its form regains its absolute strangeness, where his text finally 
invokes a different type of reading, more faithful to his type of writing: Nietzsche has 
written what he has written. He has written that writing – and first of all his own – is not 
originarily subordinate to the logos and to truth. And that this subordination has come 
into being during an epoch whose meaning we must deconstruct.67 
 

Instead of responding to Nietzsche either with indignation (‘it is a relativism, 
he cannot write what he writes!’) or with naïve affirmation (‘Nietzsche’s 
liberation of the signifier from truth is the real truth!’), it is a matter of 
understanding writing in such a way as to account for this problematic 
possibility of writing, this divergence of writing within writing, that this too is 
written: ‘Nietzsche has said the most mutually incompatible things, and he has 
said that he has said them’.68 To this end, it makes no sense to point to the ‘true’ 
Nietzsche as opposed to the untrue one, remaining caught in the 
oppositionality Nietzsche, Heidegger and Derrida are all out to put in 
question. The only way the limits of such oppositionality come into light is not 
through some outside, other or ‘new’ position, but by (through a strategic act 
of writing) letting the ‘old’ position regain its absolute strangeness, whereby the 
movement of those propositions can come to the fore. 
 The treatment of Heidegger in De la grammatologie is structurally similar. 
On the one hand there is a Heidegger that corresponds to the naïve Nietzsche 
interpretation. From that point of view: 

 
Heideggerian thought would reinstate rather than destroy the instance of the logos and of 
the truth of being as ‘primum signatum:’ the ‘transcendental’ signified [...] implied by all 
categories or all determined significations [...] and therefore by all linguistic signifiers, 
though not to be identified simply with any of those signifiers, allowing itself to be 
precomprehended through each of them, remaining irreducible to all the epochal 
determinations that it nonetheless makes possible, thus opening the history of the logos, 
yet itself being only through the logos; that is, being nothing before the logos and outside 
of it. The logos of being.69 
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Heidegger’s ‘being’ is at the same time ‘nothing’; being of logos but irreducible 
to its determinations; a ‘transcendental signified’ but, at the same time, ‘in 
opposition to what we suggested above […] for Heidegger, the sense of being 
is never simply and rigorously a “signified”.’ Derrida goes on to point out that 
Heidegger ‘at once confirms a fundamental metaphor and renders it suspect’ 
(that of the ‘presence’ of being in the voice). Recall that this is what Derrida 
calls the ‘ambiguity of the Heideggerian situation with respect to the 
metaphysics of presence and logocentrism. It is at once contained within it and 
transgresses it.’  
 Now this has in itself often been interpreted as a critique of Heidegger, a 
‘relapse’ in the metaphysics of presence he wished to get out of, just like a 
certain naïve reading of Nietzsche would view him as ‘captive of that 
metaphysical edifice which it professes to overthrow’.70 Or like when in La voix 
et le phénomène Derrida states that the main point of the text is to show how 
Husserl ‘remains metaphysical’. But are these critiques? Derrida states clearly 
in De la grammatologie: ‘[…] the thought of the trace can no more break with 
a transcendental phenomenology than be reduced to it’.71 In all these instances, 
the point is not to assuredly criticize Nietzsche, Husserl or Heidegger for not 
being post-metaphysical enough. Of Heideggers simultaneous belonging and 
transgressing of metaphysics he states: ‘[…] it is impossible to separate the 
two’.  
 The point is indeed, according to the numerous formulations to that effect, 
that it is ‘impossible to separate’ metaphysical closure and transgression, that 
‘the alternatives are not so simple’, that ‘the two operate on the same grounds’, 
that ‘to pose the problem in terms of choice, to oblige or to believe oneself 
obliged to answer it by a yes or no, [...] is to confuse very different levels, paths, 
and styles. In the deconstruction of the arche, one does not make a choice.’72 
 It is thus essential for Derrida’s ‘position’ that it preserves a certain 
undecidability. His readings do not claim any ‘theoretical legitimacy’, nor do 
they ‘criticize’ from a point or a place that would itself provide an assurance. 
His texts neither aim at resolving the different tracks of the metaphysical text, 
nor of critiquing them by showing these tracks to ‘contradict’ one another. 
Rather, his operations aim at bringing out these ‘performative contradictions’ 
and of finding a writing that can account for them. This will never be a wholly 
non-metaphysical writing. It will be a writing that strategically tries to enact or 
perform a certain ‘play’ with metaphysical (op)positions (through textual 
interventions such as self-contradiction and self-denial, erasure and 
repetition) such that they ‘regain their strangeness’,73 in order to bring into 
play a dimension of the text that is irreducible to the content of its conclusions, 
or to show the limits of a thinking that is out to reduce sense to what can be so 
contained. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have tried to show the methodological consequences of the 
interpretive thesis that I put forth in chapter two: that alterity cannot be 
reduced to externality. First of all I have tried to show that Derrida’s apparently 
unequivocal and decidedly propositional distancing from empiricism, 
skepticism and critique is integrated in a broader movement of writing that 
maintains a much more ambiguous relation to these figures. The very 
irreducibility of Derrida’s writings to a ‘theory’ and its emphatic affirmation 
of its own ‘(performative) self-contradiction’ relates it essentially to 
‘empiricism’ from the standpoint of method, which creates essential 
difficulties of ‘justification’. I have argued that in the zeal to ‘defend’ Derrida 
against the ‘accusations’ (of empiricism, skepticism, nihilism, relativism) – a 
defense that is important and justified to the extent that there is no simple 
identity between Derrida’s works and these positions – Derrida’s structural 
vulnerability has been underemphasized in commentary. In the wish to defend 
Derrida against identifications with empiricism or skepticism, one risks losing 
what is most important about Derrida’s writings: that though there may be a 
necessity to explicitly distance oneself from empiricism or skepticism, doing 
so by means of a simple reversal risks repeating the gesture one wants to 
contest. Derrida’s value lies precisely in his awareness that he cannot 
unambiguously safeguard his own work from empiricism; the purport of 
deconstruction as a movement of showing that affirms self-contradiction and 
ambiguity lies precisely in its resistance to such ‘safeguarding’.  
 Although this may not make deconstruction into a simple relativism, 
empiricism or skepticism (which are, as I have attempted to show, never all 
that ‘simple’ to begin with), it does leave Derrida vulnerable for critique. Its 
very irreducibility to a position deprives it of the means to establish for itself a 
theoretical legality. This vulnerability is as much its strength as it is its 
weakness. There is no way to safeguard deconstruction from its misreadings 
or misappropriations, since it attempts to put in question the very impulse to 
safeguard in such a way. That also ties deconstruction (but this becomes truly 
explicit only in the later works) to an ‘unconditional’ critique that must be able 
to also ‘performatively contradict’ itself; to become a ‘critique of critique’ or, 
better: to cease being a ‘traditional’ critique altogether.  
 For Derrida, ‘critique’, in whatever sense of the term, is inherently 
metaphysical because it implies the possibility of binary distinction or 
decision. But if alterity is not externality, if there is no way to successfully 
extricate oneself from critique or metaphysics, then the very relation of 
deconstruction to the tradition it ‘deconstructs’ becomes essentially 
ambiguous. Too easily one sees in commentary (just like the phrase ‘Derrida’s 
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theory of language’) ‘Derrida’s critique of…’ (of Hegel, of Heidegger, or of 
whoever). I do not object to that term per se, in fact I have tried to show both 
why Derrida needs to explicitly distance himself from critique as well as why 
he cannot wholly place himself outside of the critical operation. But often that 
phrase (‘Derrida’s critique of…’) is understood in a too propositional sense; a 
simple distancing from, or an exposition of problems that Derrida himself 
would not have. The primal form of such a ‘Derridean critique’ is that the 
deconstructed discourse is ‘still (too) metaphysical’, but I have tried to show 
that this can never in itself be a critique, that there is no articulation that is not 
‘too metaphysical’, that Derrida himself is ‘still (too) metaphysical’ and that he 
takes the ‘less naïve inhabitants’ of the ‘metaphysical circle’ to engage in the 
attempt to show this as well: complicity is irreducible, there is no simply 
external position. This is the source of the necessity for strategy and for the 
‘movement’ of Derrida’s texts. 
 If this is the case, then this has at least two major consequences: (1) first of 
all, Hegel and Heidegger are no longer simply representatives of a metaphysics 
that is to be rejected, nor is their being ‘still (too) metaphysical’ a critique of 
them. Derrida’s relation to them must be more ambiguous and more 
complicated than what can be represented in a simple oppositional scheme. 
This leads to the first main question guiding the remaining parts of this book: 
how should the Derridean critical relation be understood if it exceeds such 
oppositional schemes? (2) If this is so, then a certain levelling of the playing-
field occurs: Hegel and Heidegger no longer serve merely as points of contrast 
that illuminate what would be a properly Derridean question: the question 
wherein the necessity for indirectness consists, and why a philosophical 
discourse would try to resist becoming an unequivocal presentation of a theory 
or position. Now it becomes possible to liberate that question from the 
Derridean confines that initially determined its perimeter. Instead of merely 
illuminating the Derridean relation to the philosophical tradition, Hegel and 
Heidegger can now become two philosophers of whom we can equally ask the 
question of the necessity for indirectness. If I am right, then whatever the 
result, it will in any case not be a matter of making a simple choice (for or 
against) between these thinkers.  
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At the start of the previous part, I asked the question of the necessity of 
Derrida’s indirectness: how do Derrida’s texts exceed the direct presentation 
of an unequivocal theory or position? I attempted to respond to a possible 
outright objection to my approach: is there not, especially in Derrida’s earlier 
works, a lot of unequivocal, direct discourse and argumentation to be found? 
Throughout my reading of De la grammatologie, I have stressed that Derrida 
sets out to produce a discourse that ‘does not restore confidence’.  
 Though the ‘hesitation’ or ‘trembling’ of Derrida’s writings ties them 
essentially to empiricism, skepticism and a certain unavoidable vulnerability, 
this hesitation is no simple weakness in argumentation, vagueness or lack of 
rigor. Rather, a necessary ambiguity, indirectness and self-complication arises 
in the attempt to respond to the philosophical challenge of how to write when 
questioning the metaphysics that already determines the very mode of 
questioning; how to write when questioning the metaphysical oppositions 
without being able to simply oppose something to it; how to write if the very 
discourse with which one writes necessarily suffers from the ‘incompetence’ it 
seeks to expose? If the metaphysics that is put in question is only reaffirmed in 
simply opposing it, then ‘writing otherwise’ must entail inaugurating a 
‘movement of showing’ that attempts to let the propositions in that writing 
‘regain their strangeness’, so as to produce an effect that cannot be reduced to 
the (op)positional ‘content of its conclusions’. 
 At the end of the previous chapter I concluded that this also makes 
Derrida’s ‘critical’ relation to the tradition not simply reducible to an 
oppositional scheme. This not only opened the path to a more elaborate 
investigation of Derrida’s critical way of reading, but it also leveled the playing-
field: Derrida does not occupy a position that would be qualitatively different 
from, ‘deeper’ than or beyond the metaphysics that he puts in question. Any 
such construal risks constructing a tenuous opposition between Derrida and 
the tradition he questions that is incompatible with the thought of irreducible 
complicity that is at the heart of Derrida’s writing. What one can hope for, is 
to become a ‘less naïve’ inhabitant of the ‘metaphysical circle’. 



 

 If this is the case, then what Derrida provides is an opening towards a way 
of reading the metaphysical tradition in which one is not forced to choose 
between Nietzsche, Hegel, Heidegger or Derrida, but to compare as equals the 
respective ways in which they have sought to recognize and formalize their 
inhabitation of the metaphysical circle. 
 That is what I will do in what follows with the cases of Hegel and Heidegger, 
which means that my reading of them will consistently serve two functions: 
the first is to illuminate Derrida’s relation to the tradition by focusing on 
Derrida’s reading of them. The idea is to describe Derrida’s relation to Hegel 
and Heidegger as it exceeds a simply oppositional scheme. I want to qualify 
the role that Derrida’s explicit opposition to Hegel and Heidegger plays within 
the broader movement of his texts, that cannot be reduced to such opposition. 
 The second function is that my main question can now be disconnected 
from its initial Derridean framework: instead of asking the question of the 
necessity of Derrida’s indirectness, it will now be a matter of investigating that 
indirectness in Hegel and Heidegger on their own terms.  
 In that way, this dissertation is no longer simply a dissertation about 
Derrida, but an investigation into the different approaches to the central, 
systematic question of where, when and how philosophy necessarily exceeds 
the direct presentation of an unequivocal theory or position. Where, when and 
how is ambiguity, circularity, indirectness and (performative) self-
complication not to be avoided but to be affirmed? I will be interrogating 
Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida in their own right as different approaches to 
that problem.  
 In this second part, I focus on Hegel. I start with the second function by 
asking in chapter four where and how Hegel’s philosophy necessarily exceeds 
the direct presentation of an unequivocal theory or position. Then, in chapter 
five I turn to Derrida’s Hegel-interpretation in order to show how his relation 
to Hegel exceeds the oppositionality to which it is often reduced. 
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To this oppositionality... I oppose nothing... 
– Derrida (Limited Inc) 

 
...not... as if it would position itself against opposition… 

– Hegel (Differenzschrift) 
 
 
What made up the central Derridean challenge and necessitated the attempt 
to ‘write otherwise’ is a certain mutual complication or entanglement of the 
philosophical exposition with its object (the necessarily metaphysical nature 
of the attempt to ‘escape’ metaphysics, the putting-in-question of the question, 
the impossibility to ‘oppose opposition’, etc.). What characterizes Derrida’s 
writings is the attempt to explicitly account for or to mark this performative 
or implicit self-complication of the discourse. That the character of the 
philosophical investigation is inextricably bound up with and determined by 
the ‘object’ investigated within it – no doubt the form of this problem cannot 
be attributed to any single philosopher or source. But if there is a history of 
that problem, then Hegel certainly takes up a singular and decisive place within 
it. 
 First of all because Hegel is the first philosopher to explicitly formulate the 
aforementioned entanglement right at the heart of the entire enterprise of 
philosophy. Unlike all the other sciences, philosophy for Hegel does not have 
the luxury of being able to define beforehand its method or field of inquiry. 
This means that from the outset, one of philosophy’s main problems is the very 
possibility of its own exposition [Darstellung]. The awareness of this problem 
determines the reflexivity (or what we would now perhaps call the specific kind 
of ‘performativity’) that characterizes all Hegelian philosophy: that it is the 
very content of philosophy that must determine the path of the investigation. 
 That the true object of philosophy can thus only be approached through its 
very progression or movement, means that the philosophical investigation 
cannot be reduced to any of the specific determinations through which that 
movement progresses. In that sense, Hegel is especially the philosopher of the 
limits of what can be unequivocally expressed in a specific determination or 
proposition. Here already we see that Hegel’s relation to Derrida is more 
complicated than is sometimes imagined: it is especially Hegel – the 
philosopher who’s ‘absolute’ idealism is interpreted by some to mean that he 
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knew no limits, at least no ‘other’, let alone a ‘wholly’ other or ‘alterity’ – who 
is much more of an ally to Derrida’s negotiation of the limits of philosophy 
than is sometimes assumed, precisely because they share a skepticism of the 
possibility of a simple ‘outside’. This is especially evident when comparing the 
ambiguity of Derrida’s (early) critique of metaphysics to that of Hegel’s (early) 
critique of reflection. This may come as a surprise to those who approach 
Derrida from a French philosophical tradition in which the ‘other’ plays such 
an important part. My claim that alterity cannot be reduced to externality 
enables a reading of Hegel that is much closer to Derrida’s main concerns than 
is often thought. These concerns are precisely the irreducibility of the proper 
object of philosophy (the movement of the concept) to the unequivocality of a 
specific proposition, opposition or determination. This is what I will focus on 
in my interpretation of Hegel in chapter four.  
 I will show that this places Hegel at a far remove from the image of the 
‘Hegelianism’ or the ‘speculative dialectics’ to which Derrida so often explicitly 
opposes his own operation of writing. Such a Hegelianism consists in the 
infinite reappropriation of the ‘other’, the reduction of all alterity and the 
operation of ultimately reverting all negativity back to positivity. But here, as 
with empiricism, skepticism, critique, or the very relation to logocentric 
metaphysics as such, the broader movement of Derrida’s writing cannot be 
reduced to such oppositions that one finds within it. So not only will I in 
chapter four show that Hegel is not reducible to this image of ‘Hegelianism’, 
but I will also show in chapter five how Derrida’s interpretation of Hegel is not 
reducible to his explicit opposition of ‘Hegelianism’. Positioning himself 
simply against Hegel would merely serve to affirm the very oppositionality 
Derrida is out to ‘deconstruct’. Such explicit opposition is implicitly 
complicated by other gestures within the broader movement of showing that 
Derrida undertakes in his writing, and this is what I set out to show in chapter 
five. 
 
 
§12  The origins of Hegelian ‘movement’ and the critique of the 

understanding 
 
a) Where to look for Hegel’s concept of movement? 
For Hegel, the very exposition of philosophy is inextricably bound up with its 
content. It is the reciprocal determination of philosophical content and 
philosophical method that makes it so that both the true object of philosophy 
as well as the character of its exposition are fundamentally (in) movement. It is 
this movement that raises the true ‘content’ of philosophy decisively above 
what is determinable in the content of a proposition. The first question that I 
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will therefore ask is: whence the necessity, for Hegel, of philosophical 
‘movement’? 
 There are numerous ways in which one could start to answer that question. 
First of all, the concept of ‘movement’ [Bewegung], especially as pertaining to 
the ‘concept’ [Bewegung des Begriffs] is one of the key concepts of Hegelian 
philosophy. In that sense, it is ubiquitous and is everywhere at work in Hegel’s 
texts. Secondly, denoting the movement of the concept, this ‘concept’ of 
movement is surely no mere concept among others. It is at least a post-Kantian 
concept in the sense of a category, to the extent that it belongs to a 
transcendental logic: it is not merely an object for knowledge, but plays a 
constitutive role within all knowledge.1 For Kant, a category is a concept that 
expresses what it means to relate to ‘reality’ at all, rather than a concept that 
merely ‘applies’ to a pre-given one. Because Kant’s transcendental logic aims 
at unfolding the concepts constitutive for reality – the constitutive concepts for 
(the knowledge of) experience – this means that the determinations of thought 
are no longer thought in opposition to reality, but rather reality is itself 
understood in terms of those categories. This means that the question of the 
‘objectivity’ of the categories cannot mean, already for Kant, that they would 
have to be shown to ‘apply’ (as if from the outside) ‘to objects’ (as if pre-given). 
Rather: since these categories define (better: constitute) what it means to relate 
to an object at all, precisely because they express the very necessary form of the 
object, the problem of the ‘objectivity of the categories’ means explaining how 
‘reason gives itself objective reality’.2 
 Arguably, Kant is never closer to Hegel than in formulations such as those, 
taken in this case from the preface to the Kritik der praktischen Vernunft. But 
even if we state that ‘movement’ is no mere logical or empirical concept but at 
least operates on a transcendental level, then where does that leave us? First of 
all, what is it, what does it mean, for a concept (let alone ‘the’ concept), to move? 
 Rather than looking at Kant, a second option would be to open up the 
Wissenschaft der Logik. Is not movement the very name for the dialectical, and 
the Logik its complete system? And since it is the Logik’s operative concept, the 
very operation of the concept, we could look at the preface to the Logik, where 
we read that it is the ‘nature of the content’ that is ‘responsible for movement 
in science’, and that it is ‘the content’s own reflection that first posits and 
generates what that content is’.3 Perhaps even better than the preface would be 
the very opening of the Logik itself, where the (onto)logical source of 
‘movement’ is found: it is the engendering or becoming [werden] of/as being 
and nothing’s ‘disappearance into each other’.4  
 But here the notions of generation, of engendering and movement are to 
such a large extent already at work and in play, that it still begs the question of 
their introduction, their origin and their necessity within Hegelian philosophy. 
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For a concept that is so ubiquitous within the Hegelian system, it is surprisingly 
seldom an explicit object for it; a specific subject of definition or elaboration. 
The (onto)logical source of movement, or being-as-movement that constitutes 
the content and the exposition of the Wissenschaft der Logik does not give us 
the answer to the question: when did it become necessary at all to think ‘the 
concept’ as being ‘in movement’? 
 
b) The origin of Hegelian movement: The Systemfragment of 1800 
When did it become necessary? From what complication did it arise? What 
motivates its introduction? If we ask in this way, we should focus our attention 
on the early Hegel. The introduction of the concept of movement roughly 
corresponds, I think, to Hegel’s transition from Frankfurt to Jena. We are 
looking, then, at the phase of the development of what is called the Jena-
system. The question or problem that dominates Hegel’s Frankfurt and early 
Jena-period is that of the ‘unity of oppositions’ and the task of philosophy, in 
the words of the 1802 Differenzschrift, that ‘the absolute must be construed for 
consciousness’ [Das Absolute soll fürs Bewußtsein konstruiert werden].5 Why is 
that question the title of a problem, and how is ‘movement’ an answer to it? 
 To clarify this I will read some passages from the Systemfragment von 
1800.6 Here, the subject is ‘life’ and how it should be philosophically 
conceived.7 The subject of ‘life’ is one of the key subjects from that early period 
(along with those of love and religion) with which Hegel addresses the problem 
of the ‘unity of oppositions’.8 
 At the stage of the fragment where I want to pick it up, Hegel has tried to 
show that what is in opposition – here thought under the notion of the 
‘manifold’ – cannot only be thought as being simply or absolutely posited. The 
manifold must simultaneously be thought in its relation. It is that relation that 
makes it possible to think a manifold as vital [belebt], and its elements as 
‘organs’; Hegel speaks of ‘living spirit’ [in Beziehung auf den lebendigen Geist]. 
But, so says Hegel, to think it thus would engender a new opposition, for with 
the introduction of the concept of life, now its opposition to ‘death’ is 
presupposed. Therefore this determination would remain ‘incomplete’ [so 
würde damit eben noch etwas ausgeschlossen und bliebe demnach eine 
Unvollständigkeit und eine Entgegensetzung, nämlich das Tote].9  
 What would it then mean to think life completely (and this question may be 
interpreted as the problem of ‘construing the absolute’)? 
 Hegel maintains here that to be ‘complete’, life would have to, 
simultaneously [zugleich] be thought both as organ (that is: in relation) and as 
in opposition [das Leben kann eben nicht als Vereinigung, Beziehung allein, 
sondern muß zugleich als Entgegensetzung betrachtet (werden)]. To think life 
completely, then, would be to think simultaneously synthesis or relation and 
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opposition. It is here that the task becomes a problem, because with whichever 
concept one thinks the two simultaneously, this concept seems itself to 
engender a new opposition and therefore a new, seemingly unavoidable 
incompleteness: 

 
If I say that life is the union of opposition and relation, this union may be isolated again, 
and it may be argued that union is opposed to nonunion. Consequently, I would have to 
say: life is the union of union and nonunion. In other words, every expression whatsoever 
is a product of reflection, and therefore it is possible to demonstrate in the case of every 
expression that with its positing, something else is not posited, or excluded.10 
 

Here we encounter some key concepts. First of all, we recognize the famous 
expression, employed here to describe the structure of life, that guides Hegel’s 
early system-conceptions and will later come to describe the very structure of 
reason, subjectivity and being: a synthesis of synthesis and non-synthesis. 
Hegel here employs it tentatively, searchingly – ‘ich müßte mich ausdrücken’: 
‘I would have to employ an expression such as…’. This means that Hegel is 
aware that such a formula, important as it is to him, is primarily the title of a 
problem, not of a solution. How does he elaborate it? He clarifies by saying 
that, ‘in other words’ every expression is a product of reflection, which means 
that it can be shown of everything, insofar as it is posited, that with its positing, 
something else is always not posited, or excluded. Thus, the question of the 
possibility of construing the absolute is here the question of recognizing the 
limits of reflection: how can one get to the whole, without engendering a new 
opposition? 
 
c) The various senses of Hegel’s ‘reflection’ 
Before looking at Hegel’s response to that question, it is necessary to pause at 
this concept of ‘reflection’.  
 ‘Reflection’ is a notoriously difficult concept in Hegel’s philosophy. It is 
used by him in a variety of ways throughout his works, and this problem is 
quite well-documented.11 This is because reflection is inherently bound up 
with limitation and finitude. Insofar as a ‘philosophy of reflection’ is 
philosophy from a limited standpoint, Hegel uses ‘reflection’ in a pejorative 
sense. This is most prevalent in the early works where Hegel criticizes Kant 
and others of propagating a ‘philosophy of reflection’, but also throughout 
later works, for example in terms of a ‘culture of reflection’ prevalent in 
philosophy. Reflection is not always to be denounced, however, insofar as these 
limits of reflection form a ‘moment’ of truth or of reason or, as in the later 
Wissenschaft der Logik, of the concept in its self-realization.12 This is how, for 
instance, the forms of reflection in the Wesenslogik must be understood but, as 
Jaeschke convincingly argues, as early as the Differenzschrift, both pejorative 
and more positive uses of the concept of reflection can be found. Lastly, there 
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is the ‘immanent’ reflection of the Hegelian ‘method’ itself: not the ‘reflection’ 
of past ‘philosophies of reflection’, nor reflection as a theme for or specific 
moment of speculative philosophy, but the form of reflection that constitutes 
the very movement of speculative philosophy itself: the ‘reflection-in-itself’ 
[Reflexion-in-sich] from the earlier works through the mature dialectic.13 
 With so many conceptions of reflection – how to understand the concept 
here and how to proceed? The very multiplicity of the senses of reflection in 
Hegel already shows what I want to focus on: the extent to which the form of 
the philosophical investigation is itself a theme for it, which is in my view also 
the question that ties Hegel’s work most closely to Derrida’s. What Hegel took 
to be one of the main philosophical challenges (and this is exactly what my 
short reading of the Systemfragment wants to show), is the question: what must 
the character of philosophical exposition be, if there is to be no contradiction 
between thematized (‘external’) reflection – or reflection as a moment of 
philosophy – and the (‘immanent’) reflection that thematizes it, philosophy to 
the extent that it is or is itself bound by, reflection. This is what I have called 
the problem of the ‘entanglement’ of method and object. 
 For that reason it is, at the point in the Systemfragment where I left it, as yet 
unclear whether reflection is used here in a pejorative sense or not. What is 
precisely at issue, is that although on the one hand reflection is to be 
‘overcome’, this very overcoming is on the other hand inherently problematic: 
it is precisely because reflection cannot be simply overcome, that it must turn 
into a ‘moment’. 
 So what is clear about reflection at this point? It is clear that reflection is 
limited. Better: it is the very name for the movement of limitation inherent in 
thinking. Another name for thinking-as-limitation is the understanding 
[Verstand]. The pejorative sense of reflection arises when the standpoint is 
either explicitly or implicitly endorsed that these limits of reflection are 
unassailable or that philosophy should be restricted to reflection or to the rules 
of the understanding. That is the purport of Hegel’s critique of Kant. 
 In what does this limitation consist? Hegel states that every expression is a 
product of ‘reflection’ to the extent that something in it is posited and that, 
with that fact, something else will always not be posited. This means that 
reflection or the understanding is the movement that deals in determinates 
and, with that, distinctions (this and not that). To put it in more explicitly 
Hegelian terms, the understanding is the movement of negation to the extent 
that to determine is to negate: with something’s being-posited, something else 
is always not posited. The movement of the understanding is thus the 
movement of determination through negation; i.e. of limitation. Its object is 
therefore always determinate, which is to say finite. 
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d) What exceeds reflection is its own movement 
Now we return to the initial problem: with whichever concept the unity of 
relation and opposition is thought, it seems that it would always be inadequate 
to the extent that every expression is a product of reflection, which means that 
it will always engender a new opposition (between what is posited and what is, 
with or in that positing, not posited). Hegel responds: 

 
This being driven forth without rest must however above all be guided [gesteuert] by not 
forgetting that what, for example, has been called a union of synthesis and antithesis is not 
something posited, something of the understanding or something reflected, but that its 
only character for reflection is that it is a being outside of reflection.14 
 

The question was: how can reflection construe the absolute if it deals only in 
determinate oppositions? What Hegel suggests here is that it seems that one 
must go beyond the understanding or reflection, that reflection must be 
overcome, because one must not forget that what is called the ‘unity of 
synthesis and antithesis’ can only have a character such that it is ‘outside’ 
reflection [ein Sein außer der Reflexion]. But that is where that question 
becomes a problem. 
 Because the beyond or the outside [außer], is itself a reflexive determination. 
To think the limits of reflection as the line dividing reflection’s inside and 
outside, to think of something ‘beyond’ reflection would mean to not take a 
single step outside of reflection. It would mean doing precisely what it is that 
reflection or the understanding does: to step outside, or to engender an 
opposition. 
 This has led Walter Jaeschke to write: ‘[…] here Hegel comes closer to his 
later basic thoughts than anywhere else in his early writings, without however 
achieving them’.15 Jaeschke adds that last clause with an eye to this ‘being 
outside of reflection’ [Sein außer die Reflexion]: one cannot think what lies 
beyond the limits of reflection as… a ‘beyond’, without repeating the 
constitutive gesture of reflection (opposition). 
 This would not only be the point at which Hegel is closest to his own 
mature philosophy, but also the point at which the true dialogue between 
Derrida and Hegel can start. This is because this insight is the discovery of the 
performative complication inherent in the attempt to articulate the limits, not 
only of ‘thought’ or of ‘discourse’, but recognizing thought and/or discourse 
as the very system or movement of limitation – the ‘limits’ of which cannot be 
straightforwardly articulated. These ‘limits’ lead to the simultaneous insight 
that (1) there is a necessity to overcome the movement of limitation, that it is 
not absolute and that philosophy must recognize this. Philosophy must 
concern itself with what cannot be reduced to an opposition, must think 
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together what for the understanding will only remain opposed. And (2) that 
any attempt to articulate these limits seems to serve to affirm or reconfirm 
them; that a performative complication arises out of the attempt to articulate 
these limits; that one cannot simply oppose opposition. A certain kind of self-
contradiction or self-violation presents itself here as necessary. 
 For now, and for these very reasons, I would like to indicate that I think 
Hegel is, at this early point, aware of this performative complication. Another 
way of reading the above quote, such that Hegel perhaps falls less short of his 
mature philosophy than Jaeschke seems to suggest, is that indeed for reflection 
such a synthesis will always merely be an ‘outside’. How else could reflection 
think it? But what is the function of this synthesis? It guides [gesteuert] the 
progression, the production of oppositions through the determinations of the 
understanding (the drive forwards through determinations without a point of 
rest [Fortgetriebenwerden ohne Ruhepunkt]).16 
 Here, then, we find a very early version of Hegelian ‘movement’. If we ask 
how ‘movement’ is an answer to the problem of reflection – which means to 
ask the question how ‘movement’ is Hegel’s answer to Kant – we should say: it 
names what lies ‘beyond’ the limits of reflection without opposing something 
to reflection. What lies beyond the limits of reflection is not something beyond 
reflection, but reflection’s own movement.17 
 Looking ahead to my discussion of Derrida’s Tympan that I shall undertake 
later, it would already be helpful to keep in mind one of its epigraphs here, 
from Hegel’s Wissenschaft der Logik. It shows very well how these early 
insights are carried over into the later Logik, and prepares the discussion of the 
limit in relation to Derrida. The quote reads: 

 
The thesis and antithesis and their proofs exhibit nothing more, therefore, than the 
opposed claims that a limit is, and that the limit is just as much only a sublated one; that 
the limit has a beyond with which it is however connected, and towards which it is to be 
exceeded [wohin über sie hinauszugehen ist], but in which there arises, however, another 
such limit, which is no limit.  
  The solution of these antinomies, as of those previously mentioned, is transcendental 
[…].18 
 

One can see here again that any positing (thesis and/or antithesis) means that 
there is a limit, and insofar as this limit is constitutive for what is on either side 
of it, it is simultaneously sublated and cannot be conceived as unsurpassable 
or absolute. Since this limit, then, is in such a way just as much surpassed and 
transgressed (and is thus just as much not a limit – it is sublated [aufgehoben]), 
this would present a new limit that is equally in fact not a limit. From the 
perspective of reflection this is an antinomy that cannot be resolved. The 
‘solution’ resides in another perspective (a perspective that is speculative and 
that Hegel here calls ‘transcendental’). What is important to point out here, 
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however, is that this ‘solution’ does not mean that the movement is arrested or 
that the performative contradiction disappears. It means precisely that the 
perspective of reflection alone is insufficient, that it cannot sustain itself or be 
absolute. It means that there must be a different point of view on the matter, 
one that exceeds the bounds of reflection. That perspective is here called 
‘transcendental’, but is it also called ‘speculative’ or, in the context of the 
Systemfragment, the perspective of ‘reason’. The expressions and propositions 
produced from this transcendental standpoint of reason remain problematic 
when approached from the perspective of the understanding alone.  
 So ‘movement’ is the answer to the problem that the beyond of reflection – 
its limits; what makes every determination, in Hegel’s words, incomplete or 
one-sided – cannot (or not merely) be thought as something opposed to 
reflection, as its ‘outside’, because reflection is itself the very system or 
movement of opposition and of the ‘outside’.19 
 That insight, to put it in the words of a famous article by Fulda on the 
subject, forms the proper ‘origin of the Hegelian dialectic’.20 Indeed this is what 
Jaeschke was missing in the ‘Sein außer die Reflexion’-quote. He approvingly 
cites Dieter Henrich who observes that here we have Hegel’s ‘eigentümlicher 
Gedanke’:  

 
[…] that though the relata in the opposition must be understood out of a whole, that this 
whole however does not precede them [ihnen aber nicht vorausgeht] as being or as 
intellectual intuition, – but that it is merely the developed concept of the relation itself [nur 
der entwickelte Begriff der Relation selber].21 
 

In the Differenzschrift, Hegel sums up what this insight means for his relation 
to the ‘philosophy of reflection’ as well as to reflection more generally, in a 
passage that Derrida also cites in Glas: 

 
The sole interest of reason is to suspend such rigid antitheses [Solche festgewordene 
Gegensätze aufzuheben]. But this does not mean that reason is altogether opposed to 
opposition and limitation [Dies ihr Interesse hat nicht den Sinn, als ob sie sich gegen die 
Entgegensetzung und Beschränkung überhaupt setze]. For the necessary bifurcation 
[Entzweiung] is a factor of life, which develops through eternally opposing [das ewig 
entgegensetzend sich bildet], and the totality is only possible in the highest vitality [in der 
höchsten Lebendigkeit] through re-establishment out of the highest separation [durch 
Wiederherstellung aus der höchsten Trennung]. What reason opposes, rather, is the 
absolute fixation of bifurcation by the understanding, all the more when the absolute 
opposites themselves originated in reason.22 
 

The interest of reason, according to Hegel, is to sublate [aufzuheben], i.e. to 
think together or think the unity of, oppositions everywhere where they have 
become fixated, or posited as absolute or unassailable. Yet this sublation of, or 
resistance to, opposition cannot itself be an opposition: reason does not oppose 
opposition. Instead, opposition is here described as a ‘factor’ of life, which 
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realizes itself in and through the eternal movement of opposition [ewig 
entgegensetzend sich bildet], through diremption or bifurcation [Entzweiung]. 
Reason does not ‘oppose opposition’, but it opposes the absolute fixation (i.e.: 
abstracting from their movement) of oppositions by the understanding. 
 In order to fully understand how Hegel’s movement of reason relates to the 
oppositionality of the understanding, it is helpful to consider his critique of 
Kant, because that critique was precisely a resistance (an opposition?) to the 
mere ‘philosophy of reflection’ in which philosophy was restricted to the rules 
of the understanding. What I am after, is to show that for Hegel, the 
oppositions of the understanding are neither simply to be opposed, nor simply 
to be ‘overcome’  or exceeded, and that the necessity of ‘movement’ becomes 
clear only in light of that double impossibility. Both of these ideas represent 
what is essentially one and the same gesture: they are attempts to exceed the 
understanding’s oppositionality precisely by opposing to it a sphere that would 
be ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ it – an act that is itself the very act of the understanding, 
that only serves to reaffirm what the understanding does.  
 So in considering the critique of Kant the question needs to be: how is the 
oppositionality of the understanding to be resisted if it is not simply opposed 
(which is to ask: what is the precise relation between the understanding and 
reason)? What role does movement play in this resistance? Asking in this 
direction should expose a Hegelian sensitivity to finitude that is often 
underrepresented in views of Hegel as a thinker of ‘totality’, and that plays an 
important role in Derrida’s reading of Hegel. 
 
 
§13  The affirmation of finitude in Hegel’s early works: Kant, skepticism, and 

reflection as the appearance of the absolute 
 
a) Hegel’s answer to Kant: the necessity to affirm the finitude of the 
understanding – opposition and critique 
It is a well-known fact that Hegel’s response to Kant is ambiguous: throughout 
his works, Hegel alternates between praise for the potential of the principle of 
Kantian thought (its ‘spirit’ of ‘authentic’ or ‘true idealism’), and criticism of 
its execution (the ‘letter’). Kant’s meritorious principle is the self-justification 
of reason. Hegel recognized this in, at least: (1) the question that guides the 
Kritik der reinen Vernunft (‘how are synthetic judgments a priori possible?’); 
(2) in the idea that neither concepts nor intuitions by themselves yield 
knowledge; and in (3) what Hegel called ‘one of the profoundest and truest 
insights to be found in the critique of reason’, namely: that ‘the unity which 
constitutes the essence of the concept is recognized as the original synthetic 
unity of apperception [...], the unity of the “I think”, or of self-consciousness’.23 
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 What do these three things – synthetic a priori, interdependence of concept 
and intuition; original synthetic unity – all signify? They are all expressions of 
the task of self-justification as Hegel sees it: consciousness must recognize itself 
as the implicit unity of all its explicit oppositions. That self-consciousness is 
recognized by Kant as the ‘highest-point’ of the justification of knowledge, 
Hegel takes to be the greatest merit of Kantian philosophy and the fullest 
expression of its ‘spirit of true idealism’. 
 Yet we know that, according to Hegel, Kant achieved this ‘true idealism’ 
only from a ‘limited standpoint’.24 At the heart of the various ways in which 
Hegel criticized Kant, we always find the objection that the ‘subjectivism’ of 
Kant’s execution lies in his affirmation, in various ways and places, of the 
opposition of thought and being. 
 Now what I want to stress is that Hegel does not oppose this opposition. 
Before explaining this, I note that the theme of ‘opposition’ now arises in a new 
way: not only as a theme within Hegel’s discussion with Kant, but as the form 
of the relation between Hegel and Kant. The first is the problem of Hegel’s 
relation to the limits of reflection: that Hegel cannot be seen to add a ‘third 
term’, an ‘outside’ or an ‘underlying’ unity to the oppositionality of reflection. 
In other words: oppositionality cannot be opposed, nor can its limits be 
conceived by opposing something (a ‘third term’) to it. Both would imply a 
contradiction of the performative type: they would attempt to surpass 
reflection (articulate the unity of its determinations) with the means of the 
determinations of reflection. On the other hand there is the question to what 
extent Hegel ‘opposes’ Kant’s philosophy of reflection. But could those two 
levels be rigorously separated? Is not the entire question of Hegel’s relation to 
Kant decided precisely by the question how to understand his opposition to 
the reduction of philosophy to mere reflection? This means that, as I have tried 
to show in the case of Derrida in §11 below, the problem of the overcoming of 
reflection is intimately linked to the question of critique. I will try to show that 
this holds as much for Hegel’s relation to Kant as for Derrida’s relation to 
Hegel (or to the ‘metaphysical tradition’ more generally). What is at stake in 
that question, therefore, is that these relations are ill-conceived as oppositions 
of philosophical positions. 
 This could be shown of all the major aspects of Kant’s philosophy that 
Hegel famously contests. Hegel does not simply position himself against the 
unknowability of the thing in itself or against the antinomies; nor does he 
simply oppose Kant’s critique of the validity of the critique of the ontological 
proof of the existence of God. In all these cases, Hegel rather affirms that these 
matters exceed the possibilities of the understanding. For Hegel, the 
opposition between thought and being is not false or wrong. On the contrary: 
its explication by Kant is highly valuable. Hegel even states that it is the merit 
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of Kantian philosophy to have articulated this difference ‘in its highest 
abstraction and in its truest form’. Thought and being is the ‘highest’ 
opposition, the opposition of all oppositions. That their unity cannot be 
known as per the rules of the understanding, this, Hegel states explicitly, is one 
of Kant’s ‘excellent discoveries’.25 
 It is, then, a matter of affirming in a certain way, not of opposing, the limits 
of the understanding or of reflection. These are limits that imply a beyond 
(reason, speculation, dialectic) that cannot be an ‘outside’, but must rather be 
thought as the movement of the determinations of the understanding itself. 
Several important consequences follow from this. 
 First consequence: the ‘sublation’ [Aufhebung] of the oppositions of the 
understanding does not ‘resolve’ them in such a way that the contradictions 
disappear. Hegel calls the identity of subject and object the ‘principle of 
speculation’. Speculation means having to think together what for the 
understanding remains opposed. For Kant ‘speculation’ meant the 
transcendental use of the categories, resulting, among other things, in the 
antinomies. As early as the Frankfurt-fragment Glauben und Sein (1798-1799) 
we see Hegel formulating the main problem of the antinomies in terms of 
neither opposing nor of simply ‘resolving’ but of having to think together the 
antinomies, something which the understanding or reflection itself can never 
do, and which will remain a problem for it. To trace the being-together of the 
poles of the antinomies means to trace the ‘movement’ of thought itself as a 
continual falling-in-two [Entzweiung]. Perhaps the most illustrative instance 
of this is Hegel’s reformulation of the main problem of Kant’s theoretical 
philosophy: 

 
How are synthetic judgements a priori possible? This problem expresses nothing but the 
idea that in the synthetic judgement subject and predicate (the former the particular, the 
latter the universal; the former in the form of being, the latter in the form of thinking), that 
these two different kinds [dieses Ungleichartige] is simultaneously a priori, i.e. absolutely 
identical. The possibility of such positing lies in reason alone, which is nothing other than 
this identity of suchdifferent kinds.26  
 

Hegel’s reformulation of the Kantian guiding question thus entails having to 
think what is contrary as absolutely identical. 
 Second consequence: this means that there can be no ‘resolution’ of the 
oppositions of the understanding in a ‘third term’, since such a term implies 
that one can oppose a ‘third’ dimension to the oppositions of the 
understanding. If such oppositions are ‘taken up’ in a ‘third term’, then neither 
does that term constitute the ‘resolution’ of the antinomy in the sense of the 
disappearance of the contradiction (their solution), nor is any such a term itself 
extricable from the oppositionality to which it is supposedly opposed. Again: 
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a ‘whole’ neither precedes nor exceeds the relata of the relation, but is 
constituted by their development or movement. 
 Third consequence: not only can the ‘object’ of speculation not be a third 
term beyond the oppositions of the understanding, but even though Hegel 
contrasts reason or speculation to the understanding, the very distinction 
between reason and the understanding cannot itself be a mere opposition; 
cannot itself simply be – of the understanding. The understanding’s very 
movement, the ‘standpoint of reason’ or of speculation, cannot itself be simply 
opposed to that of the understanding as the supposedly ‘neutral standpoint’ 
from which the movement of the understanding could then be traced. There 
is no ‘neutral standpoint’ from which to ‘understand’ the movement of the 
understanding. Rather, a justification of reason entails a self-justification, a 
tracing of how the understanding itself moves, that is: how its determinations 
engender other determinations through implication; how the determinations 
of the understanding ‘disappear into’ their opposites (that is to say: are, when 
posited, ‘simultaneously’ or at the same time also [zugleich] ‘sublated’ 
[aufgehoben]. 
 
b) The absolute ‘in’ its appearance 
The idea that the ‘opposition’ between understanding and reason must itself 
be justified by reason marks the main transition from the early works to their 
first full systematic exposition, as it is found first of all in the Phänomenologie 
des Geistes. Philosophy’s task becomes tracing the understanding’s own 
movement, not ‘from the outside’ but ‘from within’.27 Here, movement 
becomes self-movement, and the understanding becomes a ‘moment’ of 
speculation. The impossibility to oppose opposition in this way leads to the 
necessity of tracing a wholly ‘immanent’ development.28 This is exactly the 
transition from ‘reflection’ to ‘reflection-in-itself’ [Reflexion in sich selbst]. 
Though that transition is fully realized first in the Phänomenologie des Geistes, 
which is the first systematic execution of the idea of speculative philosophy as 
immanent self-development, one can already see it at work in the earlier 
formulations in the Differenzschrift, especially where Hegel speaks of tracing 
the ‘sich selbst werdenden Absoluten’. There, he articulates the relation 
between understanding, reason and reflection as follows: ‘[…] reflection, risen 
to the height of reason in sublating the finite, now lowers itself again to the 
level of the understanding when it fixates the activity of reason into 
opposition.’29 Reflection functions at the level of reason when what is finite is 
sublated. But when this activity [das Tun, i.e.: the movement of reason] is 
fixated in opposition, reflection is pulled back down to the mere level of the 
understanding.  
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 Hegel speaks in these passages with an acid tongue of all the various ways 
in the history of philosophy in which fixed oppositions have been 
misrepresented as ‘products of reason’ (he mentions spirit and matter, soul 
and body, faith and understanding, freedom and necessity). He describes how 
these oppositions have ultimately all transitioned into the general opposition 
between absolute subjectivity and absolute objectivity, right before 
distinguishing the sublation of oppositions from an opposition to opposition, 
and where he stresses that his objection is against the reduction of philosophy 
to the structure of opposition (speculation against reflection) and not to 
opposition as such, since these oppositions are precisely to be interpreted as 
‘resulting’ from reason [aus der Vernunft entsprungen sind] (speculation as 
reflection).  
 It is where oppositions become independent – where they come to be taken 
as absolutes or where they lose their vital relation, the relation that gives them 
‘life’ – that the need for/of philosophy [das Bedürfnis der Philosophie] arises: 
against the reduction of ‘the intellectual and real world’ to the opposition of 
fixed subjectivity and objectivity, philosophy must sublate that opposition in 
order to show the movement of/in such oppositions:  

 
When the might of union vanishes from the life of men and the antitheses lose their vital 
connection and reciprocity [die Gegensätze ihre lebendige Beziehung und Wechselwirkung 
verloren haben] and gain independence, the need of philosophy arises. From this point of 
view the need is contingent. But with respect to the given bifurcation the need is the 
necessary attempt to suspend the rigidified opposition between subjectivity and 
objectivity; to comprehend the having-become [das Gewordensein] of the intellectual and 
real world as a becoming [als ein Werden], and its being as products of a producing. In the 
infinite activity of becoming and producing [der unendlichen Tätigkeit des Werdens und 
Produzierens], reason has united what was sundered [getrennt] and it has reduced the 
absolute bifurcation to a relative one, one that is conditioned by the original identity.30 
 

Here Hegel speaks of a ‘battle’ [Kampf] between Verstand and Vernunft but we 
now understand that reason does not go against the understanding, but against 
the reduction of the ‘intellectual and real world’ to the understanding. This 
corresponds to the necessity of immanence: Hegel does not oppose opposition, 
nor does he oppose anything to opposition.  
 For Hegel, the question of the need for philosophy is also the question of 
the need of philosophy, and the necessity of immanence has consequences for 
that very point here. The need of philosophy introduces the problematic of the 
‘beginning’ of philosophy, what philosophy needs in order to be executed, 
what must be presupposed or by what philosophy is conditioned. These 
considerations have a methodological significance that continues through the 
preface of the Phänomenologie des Geistes to Hegel’s definitive treatment of the 
issue in the opening section of the Wissenschaft der Logik entitled: ‘With what 
must the beginning of science be made?’ With an eye to the Derridean reading, 
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I note here that this concern for philosophy’s ‘beginning’ is prominent in 
Derrida’s questioning of the function of the preface with regards to the 
requirement of the immanence of Hegelian philosophy in his Hors livre 
(‘outwork’) from La dissémination. It is helpful to note preliminarily that 
Derrida there questions the very possibility of a ‘rightful beginning’ at all 
(perhaps a beginning is impossible, perhaps we have ‘always already begun’), 
whereas for Hegel the question is never that aporetic: Hegel asks where, when 
or how philosophy could or should begin, he does not entertain the possibility 
that it might never begin. Even though this difference is crucial, there are 
remarkable similarities in the kinds of insight that cause the respective 
necessities of these two approaches. 
 Hegel treats the matter in the Differenzschrift in terms of how one makes 
the ‘entrance into’ philosophy, and what (which ‘presuppositions’ or 
‘principles’) is needed for it. Talk of such presuppositions, according to Hegel, 
suffers from being talk of mere generalities and only serves to obscure the true 
entry into philosophy.31 Instead he turns the matter around: it is precisely the 
need for philosophy that is its only ‘presupposition’ – philosophy ‘begins with 
itself’. (These remarks by Hegel form the third epigraph to Derrida’s Tympan.) 
In other words: philosophy is presuppositionless. However, as soon as the very 
need for/of philosophy itself (philosophy itself as its only presupposition) is 
expressed [ausgesprochen], it is ‘posited for reflection’ [für die Reflexion 
gesetzt], which means that it succumbs to the necessary bifurcation 
[Entzweiung] and so results in two presuppositions. I have shown that the need 
arises from the inability to sustain itself of the fixation of oppositions (the 
negation of the movement or life of the understanding); a reduction of reason 
to the understanding. Therefore, if one does attempt to posit (i.e. with the 
means of reflection) a kind of presupposition to philosophy [eine Art von 
Vorhof], then it would have to consist in the absolute on the one hand, and 
bifurcation or opposition on the other [das Herausgetretensein des Bewußtseins 
aus der Totalität sein, die Entzweiung in Sein und Nichtsein, in Begriff und Sein, 
in Endlichkeit und Unendlichkeit].32 Of this latter oppositionality, Hegel 
confirms what I have been stressing so far: 

 
From the standpoint of bifurcation, the absolute synthesis is a beyond – the indeterminate 
and shapeless as it is opposed to bifurcation’s determinacies. The Absolute is the night, and 
the light is younger than it; and the distinction between them, like the emergence of the 
light out of the night, is an absolute difference – the nothing is the first out of which all 
being, all the manifoldness of the finite has emerged. But the task of philosophy consists in 
uniting these presuppositions: to posit being in non-being, as becoming; to posit 
bifurcation in the Absolute, as its appearance; to posit the finite in the infinite, as life.33 
 

For the standpoint of oppositionality, of reflection or of the understanding, the 
‘absolute synthesis’ can only be an ‘outside’ [ein Jenseits]. It would be that which 
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is simply opposed to its determinations: the shapeless and undetermined. But 
we know that reason is not simply the ‘other’ of the understanding or its 
‘outside’: 

 
Every being is, because it is posited, an opposite, conditioned and conditioning. The 
understanding completes its limitations by positing the opposite limitations as conditions. 
These need to be completed in the same way, so the understanding’s task expands ad 
infinitum. In all this, reflection appears to be merely understanding, but this guidance 
toward the totality [diese Leitung zur Totalität] of necessity is the contribution and secret 
efficacy of reason.34 
 

Hegel reiterates here that reason is in the understanding. With every posited 
thing, every position, something is not posited, which is then posited as the 
condition for the first, which in turn brings with it, its negative, and so on ad 
infinitum. Hegel explicitly states here that reflection only seems to be reduced 
to the understanding, but that this movement of the understanding is precisely 
reasonable as movement or in its progression: this directedness, this-being-
guided-towards totality is already, implicitly, the reasonable. 
 In this way, philosophy begins at the limits of reflection, and is necessitated 
by them. It begins at the need that arises out of those limits, and it is needed to 
the extent that these limits must be articulated and comprehended. Speculation 
is what exceeds reflection without being its opposite. 
 In this way, the need for/of philosophy can only consist in reaching the 
‘principle of the annihilation [Vernichtung] of all fixed opposition and relating 
what is limited to the absolute’.35 I here emphasize that it is not opposition as 
such that is to be ‘destroyed’, but it is ‘fixed’ opposition that Hegel opposes. 
This is a point at which Gasché’s influential commentary on Derrida and the 
philosophy of reflection runs a risk, since he describes Hegel as showing the 
‘self-destruction’ of reflection.36 That ‘rhetoric of failure’37 risks no longer 
being able to account for reflection’s positive role as a moment (in the 
terminology of the later Phänomenologie, Enzyklopädie and Logik), or as the 
very ‘appearance’ of the ‘self-production of reason’ [dieser Selbstproduktion der 
Vernunft, eine Entwicklung der Vernunft selbst]. This means that the absolute 
must be recognized in its appearance [Das Absolute muß sich also in der 
Erscheinung selbst setzen]. That means that for Hegel this appearance must ‘not 
be destroyed’, but to the extent that it appears as opposition, the identity of 
these opposites must be construed [diese nicht vernichten, sondern zur 
Identität konstruieren].38 
 The terminology of reason as the ‘life’ of oppositions continues throughout 
Hegel’s works, right into the Wissenschaft der Logik where the ‘self-movement’ 
[Selbstbewegung] of the ‘immanent development of the concept’ [die 
immanente Entwicklung des Begriffes] is called its ‘spiritual life’ [ihr geistiges 
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Leben]. It is that spiritual life that ‘constitutes science’ and of which science is 
the ‘exposition’ [Darstellung].39 
 So now the dilemma becomes: if the task of construing the absolute for 
consciousness means showing the very life of oppositions, their movement, but 
if every expression is ‘posited for reflection’, then what must the character of 
philosophical exposition be? Hegel is clear: ‘The form that the need of 
philosophy would assume, if it were to be expressed as a presupposition, allows 
for a transition from the need of philosophy to the instrument of 
philosophizing, to reflection as reason.’40  
 
 
§14  Hegel’s problem of philosophical exposition 
 
a) Speculative exposition in the early works: skepticism and the necessity of 
self-contradiction 
When Hegel distinguishes the immanent development of science from a 
philosophy that would either expose or would itself lay down ‘foundations’ 
[Ergründen or Begründen], it is because there is no ‘neutral place’ from which 
such foundations could be exposed. That reason must show itself to be ‘its own 
foundation’ is because reflection is both the ‘instrument’ and the object of 
philosophy. 
 It is with the move towards the interpretation of the understanding or of 
reflection as reason, as a moment of reason, towards conceiving the 
understanding in terms of its movement; as vital; as ‘secretly’ reasonable, that 
the main transition from the Jena-works to the more mature exposition of the 
Phänomenologie is made. Its preface can be read as a systematic meditation on 
the problem of philosophical exposition. 
 The purport of that problem for the present investigation is to show how it 
is in the propositions of Hegel’s speculative exposition, in its movement, that 
something of the limits of the propositional form is expressed and affirmed. 
Here, a certain necessary indirectness, a resistance to the presentation of an 
unequivocal standpoint or a ‘theory’ results from the mutual complication of 
object and method or ‘instrument’. Now the question ‘exposition’ is no longer 
a question of mere ‘form’, since it is the very entanglement of object and 
exposition that demands a specific form for reasons of ‘content’. Since 
speculation aims at tracing or showing the implicit unity of what is explicitly 
opposed, the speculative truths must necessarily have the form of a 
contradiction from the perspective of reflection or of the understanding. At 
issue, then, is the necessity of contradiction in the philosophical exposition. How 
does Hegel explain this necessity? 
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 Though the Phänomenologie’s preface contains the well-known passages 
about the ‘speculative proposition’, one can find indications of the necessary 
self-contradiction of philosophical exposition well before the already very 
specific and systematic project of the Phänomenologie. One of Hegel’s most 
brilliant essays from his Jena-period is his ‘review’ of Gottlob Ernst Schulze’s 
Kritik der theoretischen Philosophie that ends up being a wholesale survey of 
not only the different species of skepticism, but of the very relation of 
skepticism to philosophy as such.41 His terminology there very closely 
resembles that of the Differenzschrift. 
 There, Hegel states that there is no more complete document of true 
skepticism than Plato’s Parmenides. This is so because Plato does not merely 
‘voice doubts’ about what Hegel calls the ‘truths of the understanding’, but 
precisely because in it one finds a ‘complete negation of all knowledge of the 
understanding’. Such a skepticism, according to Hegel, does not stand in 
opposition to philosophical knowledge. On the contrary: it is one ‘side’ of 
knowledge of the absolute. Hegel calls it the ‘negative’ or ‘free’ side of 
philosophical knowledge. In such a scheme, the positive side would be reason: 

 
The skepticism that comes on the scene in its pure explicit shape in the Parmenides, can, 
however, be found implicit in every genuine philosophical system; for it is the free side of 
every philosophy […].42 
 

Hegel then continues: 
 
If in any sentence that expresses a cognition of reason, what is reflected in it – the concepts 
contained within it – is isolated, and the way in which they are related is considered, then 
it must become apparent that these concepts are simultaneously sublated or are related 
contradictorily, otherwise it would not be a sentence of reason but of the understanding.43 
 

Here, Hegel stresses that all knowledge of reason must necessarily have a form 
that for the understanding can only be a contradiction. If it were not a 
contradiction, it would be a proposition of the understanding. What belongs 
to reflection are the concepts contained in the proposition insofar as they are 
isolated. Hegel shows here that the understanding performs a kind of 
abstraction: it must isolate the concepts from their relation, and it will fixate 
on their contradiction. For reason, however, it is imperative, not that the 
contradiction ‘disappears’, but that these concepts relate contradictorily [auf 
eine solche Art vereinigt sind, daß sie sich widersprechen]. The ‘sublation’ in 
question does not cause the contradiction to disappear. Rather the perspective 
of reason shows the relation as it is implicit in the concepts that for the 
understanding or explicitly seem only to exclude each other or contradict one 
another. The concepts are both, simultaneously, explicitly posited as well as 
implicitly sublated. 
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 Hegel proceeds to give examples of what he means with reference, for 
instance by pointing to Spinoza’s Ethica. Its opening definition reads: ‘By that 
which is self-caused, I mean that of which the essence involves existence, or 
that of which the nature is only conceivable as existent.’ Hegel proceeds to 
show that the concept of ‘essence’ can only be posited by abstracting from 
existence – the one is only ‘definable as long as there is an opposition to the 
other’: ‘[…] let both be posited bound together as one, and their bonding 
contains a contradiction, so that both are simultaneously negated’.44 Hegel 
proceeds to argue similarly for Spinoza’s claims concerning God or nature as 
‘immanent cause’ of the world and the one and the many concerning the 
identity of substance and its attributes.  
 According to Hegel, this is where what he calls the ‘principle of skepticism’ 
shows itself ‘in full force’: ‘παντι λογῳ λογος ἀντικειται’ (‘against every 
argument there is an equal one on the other side’), which means that the 
principle of non-contradiction contains ‘not even so much as merely formal 
truth’ for reason. For Hegel, this means that self-contradiction is necessarily a 
defining characteristic of all true, i.e. reasonable, knowledge: 

 
The so called “principle of contradiction” is thus so far from possessing even formal truth 
for reason, that on the contrary every proposition of reason must in respect of concepts 
contain a violation of it. To say that a proposition is merely formal, means for reason, that 
it is posited alone and on its own account, without the equal affirmation of the 
contradictory that is opposed to it and just for that reason it is false. To recognize the 
principle of contradiction as a formality, thus means to cognize its falsity at the same time. 
– Since every genuine philosophy has this negative side, or always sublates the principle of 
contradiction, anyone who has the urge can set this negative side in relief and set forth for 
himself a skepticism out of each of them.45 
 

Hegel thus maintains that if a proposition does not contradict itself in such a 
way – that its concepts are posited as well as simultaneously negated – then it 
cannot be a proposition of reason. From the standpoint of reason a proposition 
is ‘formal’ if it is posited for itself, without its contrary being equally posited. 
From the standpoint of reason it would therefore be false. 
 In this way, Hegel maintains that the exposition of the self-unfolding of 
reason necessarily contradicts itself from the perspective of the understanding. 
He also devotes considerable attention to the same issue in the Differenzschrift, 
where he claims that ‘the form of reflection appears as contradictory 
propositions’ [diese Form der Reflexion erscheint als widersprechende Sätze].46  
 These early considerations on the necessary contradiction of the 
speculative exposition are slightly amended and expanded upon in the famous 
preface to the Phänomenologie des Geistes. That preface can be seen as a 
thoroughgoing reflection on the nature of philosophical exposition 
[Darstellung]. 
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b) Immanence, self-movement and the affirmation of finitude in the preface to 
the Phänomenologie des Geistes 
The text opens with a complication, one that also guides the openings of 
Hegel’s other major works. It concerns a certain inability to state or to present 
philosophical truth or the absolute. The entire preface will be dedicated to this 
question: what is the character that a scientific exposition of the absolute must 
have? 
 Hegel’s problem begins with a question of ‘presuppositions’. The 
performative complication is that anything that would be written in a 
prefatory way would harbor presuppositions that the investigation itself is out 
to question. Hegel says it would mean making use of a certain kind of 
exposition that the philosophical investigation precisely sets out to show the 
inadequacy of. This means that the Phänomenologie sets out to show the 
essential inadequacy of a certain kind of exposition. How does Hegel conceive 
the (in)adequacy of philosophical exposition in the preface?  
 First of all, Hegel starts off with a meditation on what it means to take up a 
philosophical ‘position’ and how that relates to philosophical truth. The 
exposition of philosophical truth is not reducible to any fixed position. In 
virtue of its very determinacy any one position is at odds with the absolute, 
and it will remain, in terminology that Hegel already used to describe positions 
in the Jena-works, ‘one-sided’. The problem of philosophical exposition is the 
problem of how not to be one-sided, how not to be one side in a ‘debate’, for 
which one would always need some external criterion. The only way to not be 
one-sided is to supply one’s own criterion; to be – to use the words of Plato – 
‘both jury and advocates at once’.47 According to Hegel this means to recognize 
‘mutually necessary moments’ in what appears as conflict and opposition. This 
is not ‘mere appearance’: it is not that what merely appears to be in 
contradiction is in fact not in contradiction; it is that contradictories are, 
precisely, related contradictorily. That means that the opposition and the 
contradiction are not the ‘mere appearance’ of the absolute, but they are its 
very expression. One cannot shove the oppositions aside in order to catch sight 
of the absolute ‘behind’ them. This would be like how Hegel describes the most 
naïve conception of the ‘things themselves’ in his skepticism-article: as if they 
were rocks under snow.48 Rather than recognizing the absolute ‘behind’ its 
oppositional appearance, it is a matter of recognizing the absolute in the 
oppositions and contradictions that determine the form of its expression. As 
soon as one does this, though, these oppositions are no longer fixed and start 
to ‘move’. 
 In terms of philosophical positions, this means for Hegel that one has to 
resist the ‘concern with aim or results’ of having to ‘either endorse or 
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contradict’ given philosophical systems. Indeed Hegel even claims that the 
very distinction between true and false must not be conceived as a ‘rigid 
opposition’. Rather, it would be a matter of recognizing in the different 
philosophical systems the progressive ‘unfolding of truth’. Hegel makes the 
same point, perhaps more clearly, in the introduction to the Phänomenologie, 
where he states that everything that presents itself as science must necessarily 
be appearance and not yet the movement of science in its actual execution, 
because it finds itself in the midst of several conceptions or appearances of 
what it is to be science. Since all the arguments with which to prove itself as 
the true science are equally applicable by all the other appearances of science, 
the only possibility is to ‘turn against appearance as such’, and this can only be 
done by showing in what way all the forms are appearances of science, that is: 
through an exposition of science in its appearance(s) [Aus diesem Grunde soll 
hier die Darstellung des erscheinenden Wissens vorgenommen werden]. This 
not so that one can discover the ‘true’ science behind its mere appearances, but 
in order to show how true or actual science finds itself in its multiple 
appearances.49 
 This means that even though the absolute is found in the propositions of 
the philosophical exposition, it can nevertheless never be contained within 
them. It  cannot be reduced to the contents of its conclusions, or to a single 
‘standpoint’ or ‘position’. As ‘the real issue is not exhausted by stating it as an 
aim, but by carrying it out’, so the real result is not only the conclusion but: it 
‘together with its becoming’ [es zusammen mit seinem Werden]. 
 So as the philosophical exposition cannot be reduced to any one 
philosophical ‘position’, it must attempt to free itself from one-sidedness and 
this means that the very execution of the exposition is inseparable from the 
‘results’ that it produces. So what does the philosophical exposition look like? 
 Above I stressed that the main difference between the Jena-works and the 
Phänomenologie consists in how in the latter work the understanding is 
considered to be less and less a point of view different from, or in contrast to, 
reason, but rather as one of its ‘moments’. The necessity to do so is already 
given in the Jena-works and drives Hegel’s thinking from the beginning. I have 
indicated that necessity by pointing to the impossibility, the performative 
complication, of stepping ‘outside reflection’ and the necessity to understand 
the absolute as reflection’s own movement. In the Phänomenologie, however, 
this thought of the understanding as ‘moment’, of movement as self-
movement, now forms the fully developed basis for Hegel’s idea of 
philosophical exposition.   
 In the preface, the activity of distinction or separation [die Tätigkeit des 
Scheidens] is still what signifies ‘the work or the power of the understanding’. 
He also calls such dissolving activity ‘negativity as such’ [das negative 
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überhaupt]. Another name for this negativity is subjectivity: ‘subject’ is the 
name for ‘pure simple negativity’ [die reine einfache Negativität], i.e. the 
‘bifurcation of the simple’ [die Entzweiung des Einfachen] or the ‘doubling that 
sets up opposition’ [die entgegensetzende Verdopplung]. The fully developed 
basis for philosophical exposition (that can only be fully justified through that 
very exposition) is now formulated as follows: ‘In my view, which can only be 
justified by the exposition of the system itself, everything comes down to 
grasping and expressing the true not only as substance, but equally as 
subject.’50 In another formulation Hegel stresses that ‘living’ substance is that 
‘being that is in truth subject’, where substance is now also called the ‘in-itself’ 
and subject the ‘for-itself’. In the context of the Jena-works I stressed that one 
cannot go ‘beyond’ the understanding without doing what it does (setting up 
opposition), and that for this reason it is the movement of the understanding 
itself that is the ‘beyond’ of the understanding. But of course that movement 
cannot be ‘traced’ from a point of view (reason) that would itself be simply 
external or opposed to the understanding, and therein lies the necessity of self-
movement. Here in the preface, Hegel makes this necessity of self-development 
explicit when he states what it means for substance to be shown to be in truth 
subject. Living substance is ‘the movement of one’s self-positing or the 
mediation of one’s becoming-other with oneself’ [die Bewegung des 
Sichselbstsetzens oder die Vermittlung des Sichanderswerdens mit sich selbst] or 
the ‘reflection in otherness within itself’ [die Reflexion im Anderssein in sich 
selbst]. Here, the operative concepts are always ‘sich’ (one, oneself) and ‘in’. 
The ‘other’ of the understanding must be recognized as being ‘within’ the 
understanding; the understanding must come to recognize itself as the 
movement of becoming-other, and ‘returns to itself’ only in that very 
recognition.51 
 Hegelian identity can therefore never be a simple self-presence, since 
thought finds itself only in its other. Insofar as any positivity or posited identity 
implies its negativity or difference, the standpoint of reason means to 
recognize oneself in one’s other or in the movement of one’s becoming-other. 
The positivity of any given determination or opposition is always partial, and 
the understanding is in that sense always also beyond itself or negative. To not 
be partial, to bring the ‘whole’ for consciousness (the construal of the absolute 
as the task of philosophy), thus means for reason to recognize itself in this self-
movement of becoming-other.  
 Now we can understand that famous proposition from the preface which 
states that ‘the true is the whole’ [Das Wahre ist das Ganze]. Whole, not 
because it is ‘everything’, but because no ‘outside’ could be opposed to it 
without creating an opposition that would revert the absolute back to one-
sidedness. Hegel immediately specifies: ‘whole’ is no ‘totality’ in the sense of 
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the greatest aggregate (which would be a ‘rigid’ absolute, a totality in the 
merely reflective sense), but rather the whole is the ‘the essence consummating 
itself through its development’ [das durch seine Entwicklung sich vollendende 
Wesen]. This means that the absolute is no mere ‘endresult’ but that it is to be 
recognized in (the movement of) the specific, finite determinations of 
reflection. Hegel is explicit on the point, each ‘moment’ is itself a ‘whole’, and 
the absolute is to be recognized in the determinateness of the moment and 
cannot be simply contrasted to that determinateness: 

 
On the one hand the length of this path has to be endured, because each moment is 
necessary; on the other hand each moment has to be lingered over [andernteils ist bei jedem 
sich zu verweilen], because each is itself a complete individual shape [individuelle ganze 
Gestalt], and is only viewed in absolute perspective when its determinateness is regarded 
as a whole or as something concrete, or when the whole is regarded in what is proper to 
that determination [oder das Ganze in der Eigentümlichkeit dieser Bestimmung betrachtet 
wird].52 
 

If movement becomes self-movement, then this complicates some essential 
ideas generally belonging to the idea of philosophical development. First of all, 
since it is no movement away from or towards something else, this complicates 
the notions of beginning and end or goal. Indeed a goal is generally conceived 
as being ‘at rest’ but as subject it is self-moving, which collapses (or rather: 
treats as movement instead of as rigid opposition) the distinction between 
beginning and end: truth is ‘the becoming of itself’ [das Werden seiner selbst] 
that as such ‘presupposes its end as its goal’ [der sein Ende als seinen Zweck 
voraussetzt] thus ‘has it at the beginning’ and is ‘only actual in its execution’ 
[nur durch die Ausführung und sein Ende wirklich ist]. This is why Hegel 
describes the movement of science as ‘circular’, a determination that will 
remain throughout Hegel’s later works. This movement or relativizing of 
beginning and end, that is also a relating/relativizing movement of concept 
and actuality and of self and other [sichanderswerden], is indeed circular, 
because it is a self-movement:  

 
The result is the same as the beginning, only because the beginning is the goal; in other 
words, the actual [das Wirkliche] is the same as its concept [sein Begriff] only because the 
immediate has the self or pure actuality in itself as goal. The executed goal [Der ausgeführte 
Zweck] or the existent actuality [oder das daseiende Wirkliche] is movement and unfolded 
becoming; but just this unrest is the self [eben diese Unruhe aber ist das Selbst]; and the self 
is like that immediacy and simplicity of the beginning because it is the result, that which 
has returned into itself, the latter being similarly just the self. And the self is the sameness 
and simplicity that relates itself to itself [die sich auf sich beziehende Gleichheit und 
Einfachheit].53 
 

This means that although the absolute may consist in an identity or a unity 
[Gleichheit or Einfachheit], it is not a unity in the form of a conclusion, a ‘dead 
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result’, nor in the form of an ‘original unity’ or an immediate one, but that it is 
fundamentally movement [sich auf sich beziehende Gleichheit]. This is Hegel’s 
problem in the extended polemic against the ‘formalism’ in which the absolute 
is either an immediate intuition or an original principle.  
 As immediate intuition, the exposition of the absolute is fundamentally 
opposed to the concept. This absolute-as-jenseits, as wholly other than or 
unrelated to the concept usually receives its expression in terms of which Hegel 
had tried to show the conceptual movement in his early works: religion, life, 
love, the eternal or the holy. As far as an original principle goes, Hegel 
mentions the ‘ich=ich’ he so famously describes as the ‘night in which all cows 
are black’. The fault in both lies in a ‘disdain’ for determination or 
determinateness [blickt verächtlich auf die Bestimmtheit] for ‘den Horos’: ὁρος, 
the limit or the marking of the limit. The disdain resides in considering 
reflection to reside in ‘mere finitude’, and to consider the absolute as wholly 
unrelated to it. Instead, Hegel argues that to recognize the absolute means to 
recognize the infinity of or in reflection, i.e. to recognize it as movement of 
reflection-in-itself. Hegel is explicit on the point: the understanding as 
becoming is the reasonable [als dies Werden ist sie die Vernünftigkeit]. 
 I keep emphasizing the absolute’s being in the understanding or reflection 
(instead of being opposed to it) because it goes to the question of the exposition 
of the absolute. That question touches on the ‘limits’ of language or of the 
understanding, of what can be made explicit and what evades it, what remains 
essentially implicit. These questions concern the form of the philosophical 
exposition, and with that they are questions of method. Hegel explicitly picks 
up that topic about halfway through the preface. He will slowly work towards 
the inherent limits of philosophical presentation that culminates in the 
discussion of the speculative proposition. But from the first his problem is 
always: the problem that all the ideas of philosophical method and presentation 
that he denounces (the ‘empty formalism’, the application of preconceived 
‘schema’s’, the distillation of philosophy into ‘tables’, etc.) have, is the very idea 
that ‘method’, ‘presentation’ or exposition is in principle distinguishable from 
‘content’ at all; that it would be determinable beforehand in such a way that it 
would not be radically entangled or entwined with the ‘content’ or subject-
matter of the investigation itself:  

 
Science dare only organize itself by the life of the concept itself. In it, the determinateness 
(which is taken from the schema and externally attached to what exists) is the self-moving 
soul of the realized content [des erfüllten Inhalts].54 
 

As always, the ‘death’ that is here opposed to this ‘life’ comes in one of the 
following two forms: it is either a reduction of philosophy to fixed or rigid 
opposition, or it is the introduction or application of a wholly external element: 
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It is in this way that the content shows that its determinateness is not received from or 
attached to it by something else, but that it gives itself its own determinateness [sondern er 
gibt sie sich selbst] and ranges itself into a moment and into a position in the whole [und 
rangiert sich aus sich zum Momente und zu einer Stelle des Ganzen].55 
 

Hegel’s problem with method is therefore that it seems to imply the 
application of a preconceived, external scheme or presupposition; whereas 
self-movement demands ‘radical presuppositionlessness’. I borrow the latter 
term from Stephen Houlgate and I believe that the problem he rightly 
identifies as pertaining to the Wissenschaft der Logik (‘does Hegel have a 
method?’) applies to Hegel’s considerations in the Phänomenologie as well.56 
The very indistinguishability of method from ‘content’ makes that the true 
exposition of it can only be found in the execution of the speculative 
philosophy:  

 
This nature of scientific method, which consists partly in not being separate from the 
content, and partly in spontaneously determining the rhythm of its movement, has, as 
already remarked, its proper exposition in speculative philosophy. Of course, what has 
been said here does express the concept, but cannot count for more than an anticipatory 
assurance. Its truth does not lie in this partly narrative exposition, and is therefore just as 
little refuted by asserting the contrary […].57 
 

How did the question of method, as the question of the form and possibility of 
philosophical exposition, relate to the understanding’s being ‘in’ the absolute? 
At issue is showing how finite determinations can themselves be recognized as 
expressions of the absolute. That is where Hegel’s ‘limits’ are to be found: an 
excess of the determinate or fixed thought that does not lie ‘beyond’ it, and, 
conversely, the absolute that does not ‘leave behind’ the determinations of 
thought but is in it.  
 Hegel makes a point of this by stressing that it is possible that the 
understanding gains for itself ‘independence’ and a ‘freedom’ of its own. Such 
is the ‘monstrous power [ungeheure Macht] of the negative’. Philosophy is the 
resistance to this. This resistance must have the form of a ‘liquification’ of the 
rigidity of the oppositions of thought. But, once again, this cannot be done 
‘from the outside’. How are fixed thoughts liquified? 

 
Thoughts become fluid when pure thinking, this inner immediacy, recognizes itself as a 
moment, or when the pure certainty of self abstracts from itself – not by leaving itself out, 
or setting itself aside, but by giving up the fixity of its self-positing [sondern das Fixe ihres 
Sichselbstsetzens aufgibt], not only the fixity of the pure concrete, which the ‘I’ itself is in 
contrast with its differentiated content, but also the fixity of the differentiated which, 
posited in the element of pure thinking, share the unconditioned nature of the ‘I’. Through 
this movement the pure thoughts become concepts [werden die reinen Gedanken Begriffe], 
and are only now what they are in truth, self-movements [Selbstbewegungen], circles, 
spiritual essences [geistige Wesenheiten], which is what their substance is.58 
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Thinking needs to recognize itself as moment. The ‘sublation’ of the 
determinations and thoughts of the understanding is not a ‘setting aside’ of the 
understanding. Hegel speaks of the necessity to face the negative and to dwell 
with the negative [bei ihm verweilt]. Instead of doing away with reflection, it is 
necessary to suspend the rigidity of its determinations. Then, the concepts of 
the understanding can be conceived as the self-movements that they are; as 
circles or spiritual essences. 
 This means that the negative comes to essentially inhabit the philosophical 
exposition. It is not its defect, but its very life; its ‘soul’ or what ‘moves’ in it [ist 
aber ihre Seele oder das Bewegende derselben].  
 This means that there is a certain necessity to engage with ‘the false’. 
According to Hegel, it is ignorance regarding the relation of philosophical 
truth to negativity that presents the biggest obstacle for understanding 
speculative philosophy. First of all, the true and the false are among the 
concepts that we generally hold to be opposed and mutually exclusive (i.e.: 
rigid, without movement).59 But speculative thinking holds that substance is 
itself essentially negative, as ‘distinction and determination of content’ and as 
‘distinction simply, i.e. as self or as knowing as such’ [als Selbst und Wissen 
überhaupt]. So it is the negative within speculation (speculation’s dwelling 
with it) that distinguishes that speculation from dogmatism. Dogmatism, 
according to Hegel, consists in the production of propositions that are fixed 
results. But the articulation of the speculative sense of concepts features a 
‘moment of being completely (or totally) other’ [Moment des vollkommenen 
Andersseins]. According to Hegel, even propositions such as ‘unity of subject 
and object, of finitude and infinity or of being and thought’ are problematic. 
For many, such phrases express the essence of the Hegelian dialectic, and it is 
true that to a certain extent Hegel is bound to them. But it is clear that for 
Hegel they are primarily titles of problems. Recall Hegel’s reluctance to use 
formulations such as the identity of identity and non-identity in the 
Systemfragment. Here in the preface, Hegel indicates the risk in doing so: in 
the very expression of such utterances, the terms ‘subject’ and ‘object’ precisely 
acquire a sense outside of that unity. What is meant with them in their unity, 
is not what is actually said [in der Einheit also nicht als das gemeint sind, was 
ihr Ausdruck sagt]. The reason why they are not meant as they are said, is 
because in the phrase ‘unity of subject and object’, both subject and object are 
simultaneously cancelled out, that is: sublated. In the same way, according to 
Hegel, the negative or the false is not a ‘moment’ of truth ‘as false’. 
 If there is an ‘indirectness’ of the Hegelian discourse, it can be found here, 
where the absolute signifies the essentially implicit – where a certain kind of 
self-violation, a simultaneous positing and positing of the opposite is 
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necessary. In the skepticism-article, Hegel described it as a necessary self-
contradiction – in fact, if a proposition did not contradict itself it could only 
be a truth of the understanding, never of reason. In the preface, Hegel is more 
nuanced about the form of the speculative exposition through his account of 
the speculative proposition. 
 
c) The speculative proposition 
Throughout the preface, Hegel generally distinguishes three forms of thinking: 
representational, formal and speculative. To each belongs a certain mode of 
expression that is specific to the character of that kind of thinking. What 
characterizes both formal and representational thinking (and what 
distinguishes speculative thinking from them) is fixation. 
 Representational thinking receives the least attention, though its 
temptations form a strong and most common force that Hegel refers to as a 
‘habit’. Hegel calls it a ‘material’ thinking that is ‘entrenched in materiality’ [in 
den Stoff nur versenkt ist] and that is therefore ‘contingent’ [ein zufälliges 
Bewußtsein]. It is merely contingent because it is unable to comprehend the 
subjectivity of its expressions; to represent is to reproduce a content that is 
wholly external, a content to which consciousness is delivered over and in 
which it fails to recognize itself. The externality and lack of self-consciousness 
of representational thinking is captured by A.V. Miller in his translation of it 
as ‘picture-thinking’. Picture-thinking is the way in which we acquire a 
‘familiarity’ [Bekanntschaft] with things. This familiarity is not (proper) 
knowledge, however. In fact, Hegel states that knowledge goes against 
familiarity: ‘what is “familiarly known” is not properly known, just for the 
reason that it is “familiar”’ [what is Bekannt is not erkannt]. Knowledge starts 
with the analysis of what we believe ourselves to already be familiar with. This 
analysis has the character of breaking up the familiar or the represented ‘into 
its ultimate elements’ and thus ‘returning upon its moments’ and, as I’ve 
already made clear, the ‘action of separating the elements is the exercise of the 
force of understanding’.60  
 The thinking that is confined to this work of the understanding, Hegel calls 
formal thinking. He also speaks of räsonnieren, which has been translated as 
‘ratiocination’ or ‘argumentation’. Formal thinking thus reduces the activity of 
consciousness to proceeding from representation to thoughts by way of 
analysis. According to Hegel, such thinking is formal to the extent that it 
abstracts from the (material) content. It consists in ‘freedom from all content, 
and a sense of vanity towards it’. This sense of vanity issues from its ‘negative 
attitude towards the content it apprehends: it knows how to refute it and 
destroy it’. The decisive characteristic of formal thinking is to stop short at this 
merely ‘negative insight’ and to ‘fail to see the positive within’ it. It is naïve 
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with respect to itself since it fails to ‘get its very negativity as its content’. The 
negative is always only a ‘dead end’, and it will have to look beyond itself for 
‘new content’, which means that it never learns, but always starts over. It is to 
this formal thinking that Hegel contrasts speculative or ‘comprehending’ 
[begreifenden] thinking. This is the thinking for which the negative is to be a 
‘moment’, for which the negative belongs to the content itself. 
 If we now look at the modes of expression or exposition proper to these 
forms of knowledge, then Hegel states that there is a fundamental difference 
between speculative thinking on the one hand and both representational and 
formal thinking on the other hand. According to Hegel, the latter two both 
stand in need of a ‘subject’ as a solid, fixed or ‘permanent ground’. Their mode 
of expression is to append ‘accidents or predicates’ to such a subject. However 
as we have already indicated, the ‘object’ of speculation is movement as such, 
and as such it cannot be adequately expressed through the connection of a 
predicate to a fixed subject. An example that Hegel gives of the desire to 
represent substance as subject, is the proposition ‘God is love’. According to 
Hegel that proposition is not false, but it neither expresses speculative truth, 
since here the truth is ‘merely posited’ as subject, is not however ‘presented as 
the movement of reflection in itself’ [nicht aber als die Bewegung des sich in 
sich selbst Reflektierens dargestellt]. What is wrong with this exposition, is that 
in this representation the subject is presumed to be a ‘fixed point’ to which 
predicates can be ‘appended’, whereas the ‘actuality of the concept’ consists in 
fact in its ‘self-movement’.61 
 Hegel’s idea of a speculative proposition is thus meant to resist the idea of 
a proposition in which predicates would be appended to a fixed subject. This 
does not mean that such a proposition has a fundamentally different form. On 
the contrary, it still has the form of a propositional sentence. However, it is a 
sentence that is designed to inaugurate a movement in such a way that this 
very form is simultaneously ‘sublated’. Sublated in such a way that with the 
speculative proposition, ‘representational thinking suffers a counter-thrust’ 
[Das vorstellende Denken […] erleidet, [um] es so vorzustellen, einen 
Gegenstoß]. This is a counter-thrust to the subject as the supposedly solid basis 
or ground [feste Boden] to which general predicates are appended: 

 
If the concept is the object's own self, which presents itself as a becoming, then it is not a 
passive subject inertly supporting its accidents [nicht ein ruhendes Subjekt, das unbewegt 
die Akzidenzen trägt]; it is, on the contrary, the self-moving concept which takes its 
determinations back into itself. […] The solid ground which ratiocination has in the 
passive subject is therefore shaken, and only this movement itself becomes the object.62 
 

So the object of the speculative proposition is the movement of what for 
ratiocination (whether representational or formal thinking) is a fixed subject 
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to which predicates are appended. How is the counter-thrust to the 
propositional form realized? 
 The speculative proposition stages a conflict between the content of its 
expression and its propositional form. According to Hegel, the propositional 
form presupposes the distinction of subject from predicate. The speculative 
proposition, however, pronounces the ‘identity’ of that distinction and thus 
runs counter to ‘the form of any proposition whatsoever’ [Form eines Satzes 
überhaupt]. Speculative or ‘philosophical’ proposition thus provides the 
counter-thrust to the very propositional form, a form that is ‘corrupted’ 
[zerstört] by the philosophical concept. Normally, zerstört is translated as 
‘destroyed’ (this is also what Miller does) and though that is an adequate 
translation in itself, it is potentially misleading. This is because Hegel soon 
stresses that the distinction of subject and predicate that constitutes the 
propositional form is not annihilated [vernichten] but rather the unity of the 
philosophical proposition should be conceived as a ‘harmony’.63 
 The example that Hegel gives of a philosophical proposition is: ‘God is 
being’ [Gott ist das Sein]. What makes that proposition speculative? Hegel 
states that ‘das Sein’ indicates that being has a substantial meaning here: God 
is not this or that being, but being as such. With that, ‘is being’ ceases to be a 
predicate properly speaking. If God is being, therefore, ‘God’ ceases in turn to 
signify a particular subject of which something general could be predicated. 
Now, the predicate, instead of signifying the accident, signifies essence, 
whereas the subject is ‘lost’: it ‘disappears into’ the predicate [vergeht […] in 
seinem Prädikate]. Ratiocination expands its knowledge and expresses it 
through addition of the accident or predicate to the solid basis of the subject. 
But in the philosophical proposition, the subject disappears into the predicate. 
According to Hegel, thought is now ‘thrown back’ on to the subject, because 
of its loss. It is discovered in the predicate, which expressed not accident but 
essence. In this way, what at first presented itself as a a subject (here: God) that 
was posited, together with the added qualification of being ‘being’, initiates a 
movement whereby the subject is not posited at all but rather lost, and through 
that loss is rediscovered in the predicate. Hegel adds the example of ‘the actual 
is the general’ [das Wirkliche ist das Allgemeine], which is also not meant to 
convey that the actual is posited as ‘being general’, but rather that the actual 
moves into the general, which expresses its essence.64 
 This loss of the subject, its disappearance or transition into its predicate, is 
what forms the counter-thrust to the ratiocinative conception of the 
proposition and it is what according to Hegel obstructs or inhibits (hemmen: 
to hinder, obstruct, frustrate) all non-speculative thinking. True speculative 
thinking expresses or pronounces not just this hindrance or resistance (the 
purely negative result that would be the dead end for ratiocination) but above 
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all the very movement by which the subject is rediscovered in the predicate 
[diese entgegengesetzte Bewegung muß ausgesprochen werden]. That is what 
Hegel calls the ‘dialectical movement of the proposition itself’, it is the ‘truly 
speculative’, and its expression truly constitutes ‘speculative exposition’: 

 
The sublation of the form of the proposition must not happen only in an immediate 
manner, through the mere content of the proposition. On the contrary, this opposite 
movement must find explicit expression [muß ausgesprochen werden]; it must not just be 
the inward inhibition mentioned above. This return of the concept into itself must be set 
forth [dies Zurückgehen des Begriffs in sich muß dargestellt sein]. This movement which 
constitutes what formerly the proof was supposed to accomplish, is the dialectical 
movement of the proposition itself. This alone is what is actually speculative, and only the 
expression of this movement is a speculative exposition.65 
 

So what is the proper speculative exposition? It consists in the articulation of 
the movement that is brought about by the speculative proposition. What is 
that movement? The speculative proposition arrests ratiocination by depriving 
it of the solid base it finds in the subject (the becoming-subject of substance), 
but most especially it is the movement of rediscovery of that subject in the 
predicate, that now ceases to be a mere accidental addition to a solid subject, 
but rather proves, on the contrary, to unveil its essence (the becoming-
substance of subject). The dialectical movement is the movement whereby 
what externally appears to be accidental predicate shows itself to be expression 
of essence. Philosophical exposition thus shows how the essence that was lost 
in the loss of the subject is rediscovered in the predicate. 
 Is this conception of the speculative proposition still the same as the one 
from Hegel’s article on skepticism? There, he primarily affirmed that all truths 
of reason necessarily violate the principle of non-contradiction. His 
conception in the preface to the Phänomenologie seems to be more nuanced. 
There does not immediately seem to be a contradiction between God and love, 
nor between God and being or between the actual and the universal; at least 
not in the same way as the notion of causa sui contradicts itself. On the other 
hand, the philosophical proposition does have the form of a proposition while 
simultaneously providing a counter-thrust to that very form, thereby 
simultaneously ‘sublating’ it. In that sense, Hegel’s immanent method requires 
the use of ‘negative or self-undermining expressions’,66 and the philosophical 
exposition is still necessarily self-contradictory.67 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have attempted to show how for Hegel a certain kind of self-violation is 
necessary in philosophical exposition. This self-violation or self-contradiction 
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is the mark of a philosophy that is speculative, which means that it is essentially 
involved in the explication of what is essentially implicit (the exposition of 
movement).  
 I have tried to show that for Hegel philosophy cannot be reduced to the 
level of mere understanding or of reflection. At the same time, however, the 
attempt to exceed reflection immediately falls back into it: the very values of 
excess, outside, beyond, and opposition are themselves ‘products of reflection’. 
This does not mean that the understanding is absolute in the sense that it 
would have ‘no limits’, but it means that its limits cannot be conceived as the 
line dividing its inside from its outside (itself a merely ‘reflexive’ conception of 
limit). Instead, what ‘exceeds reflection’ – the absolute with respect to which 
any given determination or proposition is necessarily ‘one-sided’ – is 
reflection’s own movement. 
 This means that there can be no fixed presentation of the absolute (so no 
ultimate expression, theory, proposition, no ultimate endpoint or goal), and 
the limits of reflection are not ‘sublated’ or overcome in any naïve sense. 
Hegel’s explication and affirmation of the limits of reflection is therefore 
constrained between the two equally unattractive extremes, extremes between 
which Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentric metaphysics is also constrained: 
(1) an opposition to the oppositionality of reflection, the creation of an ‘outside’ 
or a jenseits with respect to reflection, a new or other form of thinking and of 
exposition that would exceed the understanding, and (2) remaining simply 
within the rules of the understanding, subordinating philosophy to those rules 
(as Kant did, according to Hegel). The first constraint necessitates the radical 
immanence of Hegelian thought. The second constraint means that this 
immanence cannot be the ‘internality’ of a ‘totality’ that would ‘contain’ 
everything, an all-encompassing region or ‘overarching’ unity, but that it is the 
movement of or in the propositions that ‘exceeds’ the simple content that can 
be ‘contained’ in them – a movement of reflection ‘in itself’. 
 But the two go hand in hand. That the immanence of Hegel’s philosophical 
systematicity does not revert all negativity and finitude back to positivity and 
totality, is already evident from the very performativity of its development as 
a self-development. Hegel affirms the limitations of reflection and exposition 
precisely by showing that the absolute does not ‘exceed’ them but is what is 
essentially implicit in them; reflection’s own movement.  
 In terms of the way in which this movement is expressed, one can see these 
limitations in the necessarily self-contradictory character of the philosophical 
exposition; in the irreducibility of philosophical truth to any one unequivocal 
position, to the content (or even the form) of propositions, or to any given 
method. 
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 Hegel’s ‘absolute’ idealism must be interpreted as an affirmation of 
finitude. He stresses that the absolute cannot be understood (contrary to 
popular opinion) as an ‘end result’, nor as an added ‘third term’. Instead I have 
stressed in various ways and from numerous perspectives that the absolute is 
to be understood as being in reflection. The absolute is neither arch-synthesis, 
nor encompassing totality. Instead, when Hegel says that the truth is the whole, 
that ‘whole’ is, at any given moment of the reflection, the explicit together with 
the implicit that is ‘within’ it. That the ‘absolute’ is the ‘whole’ does not mean 
that to the finite one must add something (that would be ‘behind’ it) in order 
to reach ‘totality’. The absolute is the ‘totality’ of the explicit and the implicit.  
 In that sense, Hegel’s philosophy is both exemplary as a critique of simple 
externality, of the jenseits or the ‘outside’, as well as the attempt to explicate 
the excess ‘within’; the movement of what appears to be a fixed position. True 
infinity is the infinity of the movement of and in reflection (reflection ‘in 
itself’).68 
 So what I have been doing is propose a reading of Hegel that features the 
very elements that I identified in Derrida’s early work: the performative 
complication of the resistance to simple exteriority and the corresponding 
complication of simple ‘interiority’ or movement that forms the ‘excess within’. 
But in doing so, I have mentioned at least two interrelated aspects of Hegelian 
thought that are typically thought to go squarely against everything that 
Derrida stands for. 
 The first is the radical immanence of Hegelian thought and the resistance 
to externality. Compare this to the following passage taken from La 
dissémination, that is probably one of Derrida’s most emphatic and explicit 
affirmations of externality: 

 
To allege that there is no absolute outside of the text is not to postulate some ideal 
immanence, the incessant reconstitution of writing’s relationship to itself. […] The text 
affirms the outside, marks the limits of this speculative operation, deconstructs and 
reduces to the status of ‘effects’ all the predicates through which speculation appropriates 
the outside. If there is no-thing outside of the text, this implies, with the transformation of 
the concept of text in general, that the text is no longer the snug airtight inside of an 
interiority or an identity-to-itself […], but rather different placements of the effects of 
opening and closing.69 
 

This immediately announces the second aspect that I had in mind: that 
Derrida in his analyses of Hegel seems to consistently return to the phrase that 
dialectic or speculation stands for the ‘appropriation of the outside’, i.e. the 
reduction of the outside, or: ‘to revert all negativity back to positivity’. 
 How to reconcile my reading of Derrida as well as my reading of Hegel with 
these passages? 
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 The key to answering this question lies in the need to recognize these 
seemingly unequivocal positions (deconstruction ‘affirms the outside’, Hegel 
‘appropriates the outside’, dialectic ‘reverts all negativity back to positivity’) 
are themselves no definitive Derridean ‘positions’. They are themselves 
relativized, or comprehended as moments within a broader ‘movement of 
showing’ that makes Derrida’s relation to Hegel much less unequivocal than 
the positivity and unequivocality of these propositions suggests.  
 





 

 
C h a p t e r  f i v e  |  H E G E L  A S  D E R R I D A ’ S  P O I N T  O F  D E P A R T U R E  

 
 
 
 

And if the tympanum is a limit, perhaps the issue would be less to 
displace a given determined limit than to work toward the concept of 

limit and the limit of the concept. To unhinge it on several tries [De la 
faire sortir en plusieurs coups de ses gonds]. 

– Derrida (Tympan) 
 
 
 
I have pointed out how for Hegel a certain self-violation of the philosophical 
exposition is necessary. Speculative philosophy traces the movement of or in 
determinations and apparently fixed oppositions. These determinate (op-) 
positions always remain one-sided from the perspective of the understanding, 
but from the standpoint of reason they exceed themselves and are expressions 
of the absolute. This reasonable movement of determinations and oppositions 
is thus essentially implicit: and this has consequences for the possibility of 
philosophical exposition: the form of that exposition becomes necessarily (in 
the words of the skepticism-essay) self-contradictory or (in the words of the 
preface to the Phänomenologie) necessarily forms a counter-thrust to the 
propositional form. What this opens up, is a reading of Hegel as a thinker of 
finitude. That is: Hegel’s concepts of totality (Ganze), infinity or absolute do 
not exclude or ‘ultimately overcome’ finitude. That is, however, the way in 
which Hegel has often been interpreted, especially in the complex French 
Hegel-reception of (primarily) the second half of the 20th-century. 
 Derrida’s own relation to Hegel has also primarily been construed in terms 
of an opposition: attention has been paid, for instance, to their different views 
on the sign and the subject of language. One can identify two lines of thought 
here. There is quite a lot of recent work on Hegel’s and Derrida’s respective 
‘views’ on the ‘subject’ of language.1 This is not only understandable given 
Derrida’s own focus, but also in light of the fact that for Jean Hyppolite Hegel’s 
philosophy is essentially a philosophy of language.2 But how does he conceive 
it? Hyppolite states that ‘human language, the Logos, is this reflection of being 
into itself’. With that, Hyppolite identifies as language the structure of 
‘reflection in itself’ that I identified as the heart of the Hegelian philosophy. If 
we take seriously Derrida’s announcement that the ‘problem of language’ was 
‘never one problem among others’, then the ‘subject’ of language is no longer 
an end in itself. Instead, it must be related to the reflexive entanglement of the 
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content and the exposition of philosophy. For me, this is the way to go: the 
performative complication of Derrida’s ‘problem of language’ should be 
compared above all to Hegel’s (methodological) thoughts on exposition 
[Darstellung], not primarily to Hegel’s thoughts on the ‘subject’ of language 
[Sprache]. Hypolite also argued for a Hegel of ‘finitude’, but unfortunately I do 
not have the room here to indicate precisely where my position differs from 
his – outside of the confines of an endnote, that is.3 
  Most of the literature on Hegel and Derrida, however, points to the 
distinction between Hegelian difference and Derridean différance. This 
difference may seem unequivocal: Hegelian difference would, as ‘negativity’, 
still be subordinated to the oppositionality that Derrida’s différance is out to 
‘deconstruct’. So now the question would become how to distinguish between 
Hegelian sichanderswerden and Derridean différance. This is what many 
commentaries on Hegel and Derrida boil down to: to show the difference 
between Hegelian ‘difference’ and Derridean ‘différance’ (or between their 
respective counterparts: Hegelian immediacy as a ‘moment’ of the dialectic 
and the Derridean impossibility of ‘presence’4). But it will be clear by now that 
here especially, it cannot be a matter of comparing two rival ‘accounts’. If 
difference and différance name the movement that exceeds what is ‘presented’, 
then how to compare here? The only thing one can say is that at certain 
strategic points in his work, Derrida has emphasized that différance was his 
way of formulating a ‘difference without negativity’. But he knows that one can 
neither ‘oppose’ the oppositionality of such ‘merely negative’ difference, nor 
identify Hegel’s own work simply with such oppositionality. 
 But the reason why Hegel is so important and interesting from a Derridean 
point of view is that Derrida’s relation to Hegel is not reducible to a simple 
oppositional scheme. Derrida’s relation to Hegel is inherently ambiguous, and 
this is so for essential reasons. Not only is Hegel’s difference not reducible to 
such docile negativity, which Derrida knows very well, but even if he was it 
would make no sense to simply oppose it. ‘Opposition’ is at best a ‘strategic’ 
part of the broader movement in Derrida’s writings, and this is especially true 
in the case of Hegel. 
 This is already clear from what may seem to be the most telling sign of 
Derrida’s relation to Hegel – one that seems to happen behind the back of the 
reader. In Derrida’s dissertation of 1953/1954 (not published until 1990), Le 
Problème de la genèse dans la philosophie de Husserl, a clear relation to Hegel 
or at least a commitment to Hegelian terminology is evident, only to evaporate 
almost completely in the space of about ten years. The terminology is that of 
an (originary) ‘dialectic’ that is ubiquitous in Problème de la genèse and has 
virtually disappeared in Derrida’s first major publication, the Introduction à 
L’origine de géométrie de Husserl in 1962. So much has changed in that decade 
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that it is difficult to indicate precisely how Derrida’s attitude towards Hegel 
changed. As Marian Hobson notes in her preface to the English translation of 
Problème de la genèse, it is ‘completely different from the way Derrida would 
write less than ten years later’.5 She notes a ‘turn in style, and possibly in what 
Derrida expected of philosophy’.6 When on the occasion of its publication in 
1990 Derrida reflects on some aspects of his dissertation in a new preface, one 
of them is the ubiquity of the concept of ‘dialectic’ throughout the dissertation, 
a ‘philosophical name that I have had to give up’. There, he reduces his use of 
certain concepts to circumstance. He points to ‘a phrase that was famous at 
that time’ and to both the ‘disappearance’ of the term ‘dialectic’ in his later 
Introduction and La voix et le phénomène, as well as, much stronger still, to the 
fact that ‘dialectic’ in those later works even came to designate ‘that without 
which or separate from which difference, originary supplement, and trace had 
to be thought’. And this even as these later works were still driven by the ‘law 
of originary contamination’ that Derrida states ‘will not have stopped 
commanding everything I have tried to prove’. When Derrida says that these 
twists in his use of the concept of ‘dialectic’ are perhaps signs of ‘the 
philosophical and political map according to which a student of philosophy 
tried to find his bearings in 1950s France’, he seems to reduce entirely to 
circumstance his use of the term ‘dialectic’, as well as its disappearance and 
Derrida’s ‘separation’ of ‘difference, originary supplement, and trace’ from it.7 
 I will argue that the twists and turns in Derrida’s relation to Hegel cannot 
be so easily reduced to historical context and circumstance. Instead I propose 
that we must try to understand what the character of Derrida’s relation to 
Hegel is in and through its frequent explicit opposition to a certain 
‘Hegelianism’.  
 I have already had recourse to certain propositions that Derrida explicitly 
opposes: there is the immanence of Hegelian philosophy, whereas according 
to Derrida the ‘text affirms the outside’, and I have held that Hegel does not 
‘revert all negativity back to positivity’, whereas Derrida suggests precisely that 
in numerous places where he speaks of ‘Hegelianism’ or of ‘(speculative) 
dialectic’. It is a matter, then, of providing a reading of Derrida’s relation to 
Hegel that is not exhaustively explained by these propositions. Instead, it 
would be a matter of understanding the role and function of these explicit 
oppositions to Hegel within a broader movement of showing in Derrida’s 
writings on Hegel, just like the explicit oppositions to empiricism, skepticism, 
method, and critique belonged to a broader movement of writing not wholly 
reducible to these oppositions. 
 Where Derrida’s relation to Hegel is initially implicit in his use (and 
decision to stop using) the concept of a dialectic, his explicit references 
increase after the Introduction, though they still amount to little more than 
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isolated references.8 Derrida’s most explicit works on Hegel follow in the 
period surrounding that other breakthrough-year of 1972, in which are 
published: Marges – de la philosophie, Positions and La dissémination. In that 
period, work has also started on the Hegel-column of Glas, which was to 
appear in 1974. Some of Derrida’s best-known words on Hegel are to be found 
in these works (most notably in the interviews in Positions and in La différance 
from Marges).  
 In order to be able to trace the essential ambiguity of Derrida’s remarks on 
Hegel, including the important but isolated comments such as the ones from 
De la grammatologie, I will start with a reading of Tympan, the opening essay 
of Marges that serves as an introduction of sorts for the ten essays that make 
up the collection. All the themes that I have dealt with in reading Hegel come 
together there. In §15 I will first address what seems to be the biggest question 
regarding the relation between Hegel and Derrida: the status of the ‘outside’ 
and of ‘limits’. The Hegel that Derrida most emphatically opposes, is the one 
who ultimately reduces alterity to identity, negativity to positivity. Dialectics 
as a mere movement of reappropriation. By contrast, Derrida states that the 
‘text affirms the outside’. But we know that this cannot be a matter of opposing 
a beyond to it. Instead, for Derrida, thinking the other of philosophy would 
mean to surprise it, which is for him essentially a matter of ‘timbre’ and of 
‘style’, of ‘textual maneuvers’ and of writing otherwise. 
 But that also means that the difference between Derrida and Hegel is much 
more nuanced than a simple opposition. What I will show in §16 is that the 
explicit opposition to Hegel is only one strategic moment within a broader 
movement of writing, that there are multiple Hegels in Derrida’s texts and that 
he knows that Hegel cannot be reduced to the ‘appropriating dialectics’ that 
he at times explicitly opposes. Derrida chooses his point of departure in Hegel 
for essential reasons, and he departs from Hegel there in a manner that is not 
simply oppositional. 
 
 
§15  Tympan: the limits of philosophy and the need to write otherwise 
 
Tympan is first and foremost a text on the ‘limit’: it introduces the ten texts 
that make up Marges as ‘[working] toward the concept of the limit and the 
limit of the concept’.9 I have stressed that the necessity for indirectness or self-
complication pertains to the limit of what can be said or stated unequivocally 
or directly. The investigations of Derrida and Hegel have introduced a problem 
of the limit: it seems to imply a ‘beyond’ that cannot be thought as a beyond. 
This is as much a shared point of departure, as the point at which Derrida 
departs from Hegel. It is also the point at which Derrida needs to strategically 
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oppose Hegel in order to articulate his reformulation of the limit – now as an 
‘undecidable’, perhaps ‘impossible’ limit – as margin. 
 Therefore Derrida opens the left column of his text with the comment that 
the words ‘being at the limit’ [l’être à la limite] could ‘engender almost all the 
sentences in this book’, ‘provided that one plays upon it’. The book, then, 
promises to be a play on being at the limit. What does this mean? 
 Before those opening lines one finds three epigraphs of which two have 
already found their way into my reading of Hegel: firstly, Hegel’s remarks from 
the Logik about the necessity with which a limit implies a beyond (that the very 
concept of the limit implies its transgression ad infinitum and that this very 
movement implies ‘a limit which is no limit’). Secondly, the remark from the 
Differenzschrift in which Hegel states that philosophy is its own 
presupposition. Thirdly, Hegel’s opposition to the tendency to view 
philosophy as an activity of supplying or construing ‘foundations’ or 
‘principles’. These epigraphs pose the question: if there can be no ‘foundation’ 
for/of philosophy ‘outside’ of itself, and if it does not begin except with itself, 
then what does this mean for the ‘limits of philosophy’ and their 
‘transgression’? 
 Derrida opens his essay with the thesis that I described above in §8  that 
philosophy is inherently ‘overcoming’ and that therefore there is an essential 
relation between philosophy and the limit. According to Derrida philosophy 
has always ‘meant to say’ the limit, and it ‘has always insisted upon assuring 
itself mastery over the limit (peras, limes, Grenze)’. ‘Mastery’ over the limit 
means that it does not ‘remain foreign’, and that means that philosophy ‘has 
appropriated the concept [of limit] for itself’. If the concept of the limit, and 
with that the concept of the ‘other’, is appropriated, internalized by philosophy, 
then the other that it thinks is ‘its’ other. The limit is thus as much ‘the’ limit 
as it is ‘its own’ limit; insofar as determination is a form of delimitation, 
philosophy’s engagement with its other goes hand in hand with its engagement 
with itself: its other is ‘that which delimits it, and from which it derives its 
essence, its definition, its production’.  
 The question that Derrida now asks concerns this other as ‘its’ other: can 
the other be thus ‘sublated’ or internalized? In Derrida’s words: 

 
To think its other: does this amount solely to relever (aufheben) that from which it derives 
[…]? Or indeed does the limit, obliquely, by surprise, always reserve one more blow for 
philosophical knowledge?10 
 

So what is Derrida’s point of departure for these problematics? Already there 
is a double bind visible on which Derrida tirelessly insists. First of all, there is 
the awareness that one does not simply explicate the limits of philosophy 
philosophically. The confrontation of philosophy with what is not or no longer 
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completely philosophy cannot be a matter wholly ‘internal to’ philosophy. The 
concept of the limit (and that of the other that it implies) cannot be so sublated 
without losing something of itself, without ceasing to be itself. Secondly, 
however: the awareness on which Derrida insisted perhaps even more 
tirelessly, that any articulation, any thought of an ‘other’ of philosophy is 
immediately bound up by, caught up in philosophy. That philosophy has 
always been ‘of the limit’. There cannot be said to ‘be’ some ‘thing’ beyond 
philosophy, not even a ‘possibility’ beyond philosophy without articulating 
this by the very means of the categories most central to philosophy (being, 
possibility, etc.). That is why and how the question of the limit is, first and 
foremost, a problem.  
 Derrida’s point is not to take sides in this matter. Instead of being able to 
‘work through’ this problem, he steps back from it to tease out the aporetic 
implications of this double awareness. For him, the implications are that the 
very possibility of philosophical determination (determination of philosophy 
and determination by philosophy, its relation to its other, etc.) is now at stake.  
 Tympan poses the question how a confrontation with philosophy’s other 
would be possible that would neither be a simple reduction to philosophy, nor 
the naivety of a point of simple externality with respect to philosophy. And 
since the question of the limit is bound up with delimitation and definition, 
what is at stake is as much the possibility of an alterity that is not simple 
externality, as the very definition of philosophy: a conception of philosophy 
that does not naively oppose itself, distinguish itself from what it takes to be 
outside of it – a conception of philosophy that cannot be identical to what 
Derrida takes to be its self-understanding:  

 
If philosophy has always intended, from its point of view, to maintain its relation with the 
non-philosophical, that is the antiphilosophical, with the practices and knowledge, 
empirical or not, that constitute its other, if it has constituted itself according to this 
purposive entente with its outside, if it has always intended to hear itself speak, in the same 
language, of itself and of something else, can one, strictly speaking, determine a 
nonphilosophical place, a place of exteriority or alterity from which one might still treat of 
philosophy?11 
 

A similar double-edged sword or twofold risk that exists for the conception of 
philosophy, exists for the conception of the ‘other’ of philosophy. The first is 
that this other would dissolve, and that as such it would no longer be effective 
as a disruption of philosophy. Here, Derrida cites Nietzsche and Zarathustra’s 
question whether it would have to be a matter of ‘the sound of cymbals or 
tympani, the instruments, always, of some Dionysianism’. But does a 
penetration of philosophy still truly take place in confronting it with non-sense 
tout court – with madness or white noise? And yet these are still philosophical 
names and therein lies the second risk of a ‘negative without effect’. My claim 
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is that for Derrida this was always the greater concern: that the conception of 
the other remain precisely a conception, an other of philosophy. This is the risk 
of domestication: ‘[…] its outside is never its outside’. The risk of 
philosophizing ‘with a hammer’ is that one subjects oneself to the ‘law of the 
inner hammer’:  

 
[…] in relaying the inner hammer, one risks permitting the noisiest discourse to 
participate in the most serene, least disturbed, best served economy of philosophical irony. 
Which is to say, and examples of this metaphysical drumming are not lacking today, that 
in taking this risk, one risks nothing.12 
 

My claim would be that what sets Derrida apart from the so-called 
‘postmodernists’ or ‘poststructuralists’ is that though he shares with them a 
certain sense of the necessity of discontinuity, rupture, alterity, externality, 
etc., that the greatest risk resides in the domestication of that alterity, the 
reaffirmation of logocentrism in a naïve attempt to ‘overcome’ it. In short, the 
greatest risk is that of achieving mere reversals, and thereby achieving nothing: 

 
Consequently, to luxate the philosophical ear, to set the loxōs in the logos to work, is to 
avoid frontal and symmetrical protest, opposition in all the forms of anti-, or in any case 
to inscribe antism and overturning, domestic denegation, in an entirely other form of 
ambush, of lokhos, of textual maneuvers.13 
 

It is at this point that Hegel and Derrida are in closest proximity, in the double 
insight of (1) the ubiquitous if not constitutive nature of reversal and 
opposition for the very nature of conceptuality, and (2) the necessity to show 
the limits of such oppositionality, that however cannot be articulated 
oppositionally.  
 But from this point Derrida departs very differently. For Derrida, this 
complication raises questions about the very possibility of an ‘outside’ to 
philosophy, of a philosophical determination of the other, of a rupture of 
philosophy: 

 
Can one then pass this singular limit which is not a limit, which no more separates the 
inside from the outside than it assures their permeable and transparent continuity? What 
form could this play of limit/passage have, this logos which posits and negates itself in 
permitting its own voice to well up? Is this a well-put question?14 
 

To these questions Derrida gives ‘no answer’. For him, the ‘limits’ of language 
present themselves in the form of questions that remain undecided. If these 
questions do not allow passage towards a solution but are rather to be 
understood as presenting an aporia, then what is ‘enabled’ by these questions 
is not a move forward but a step back: what is necessary ‘cannot be achieved 
by means of a simply discursive or theoretical gesture’.15 Several themes from 
De la grammatologie resurface here. Firstly, if philosophy relates to itself, as to 
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its other, in an irreducibly aporetic way, then Derrida asks: what if the margin 
‘is no longer a secondary virginity but an inexhaustible reserve’? This question 
echoes the question from De la grammatologie concerning the sign (what if 
‘“signifier of the signifier” no longer defines accidental doubling and fallen 
secondarity’?). This results in the necessity of a certain self-violation: just like 
that conception of the sign would destroy the very idea of the sign, so a margin 
that would not be secondary would destroy the very idea of the margin and of 
the ‘body’ of the text in opposition to which it has received its meaning.16 This 
does not lead to a ‘solution’, but to ‘overflows and cracks […] A lock opened 
to a double understanding no longer forming a single system.’17 This implicit 
complication with regard to the limit also recalls the necessity for a certain 
kind of empirical wandering from De la grammatologie: ‘[…] what legal 
question is to be relied upon if the limit in general […] is structurally oblique? 
If, therefore, there is no limit in general, that is, like a straight and regular form 
of the limit?’18 
 It is at this point of undecidability that, after the epigraphs, the first explicit 
references to Hegel are found in Tympan, even though the spirit of Hegel is 
present everywhere in that text. It is present everywhere where Derrida writes 
relève, which is his translation of the Hegelian Aufhebung. Though Derrida is 
very sensitive to the multiple senses of that term, in this text he clearly 
associates it most strongly with ‘sublation’ in the sense of ‘solution’ that 
domesticates the limit, the margin and the other: 

 
Which does not amount to acknowledging that the margin maintains itself within and 
without. Philosophy says so too: within because philosophical discourse intends to know 
and to master its margin, to define the line, align the page, enveloping it in its volume. 
Without because the margin, its margin, its outside are empty, are outside: a negative about 
which there seems to be nothing to do, a negative without effect in the text or a negative 
working in the service of meaning, the margin relevé (aufgehoben) in the dialectics of the 
Book. Thus, one will have said nothing, or in any event done nothing, in declaring ‘against’ 
philosophy that its margin is within or without, within and without, simultaneously the 
inequality of its internal spacings and the regularity of its borders.19  
 

This double entendre (ambiguity, double understanding) of the margin that is 
not conceivable from a ‘single system’ is also inconceivable by stating that it 
must be conceived as both ‘within’ and ‘without’. Such a compromise would 
still be nothing more than a domestication of alterity, a repetition of the 
philosophical gesture par excellence: to maintain within itself the opposition 
between within and without, and thereby to remain unperturbed by its 
outside, as it is… outside. These two moments reinforce each other: either 
philosophy relates to its outside, in which case it is important to it but 
appropriated, or there is no such relation, in which case it is harmless, empty 
– ‘a negative without effect’. 
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 Hegelian dialectics – identified here with the Aufhebung – is associated here 
with mere reappropriation and thus domestication of negativity or of the 
outside. This is the exemplary way in which Derrida has explicitly defined his 
own project in opposition to Hegel. Dialectics, notwithstanding the importance 
of negativity and difference in it, is ultimately, always a mere movement ‘in the 
service of meaning’. Similar formulations are that Hegel ‘ultimately reverts all 
negativity back to positivity’. But how can such statements represent ‘Derrida’s 
critique of Hegel’ if Derrida has stressed above all that ‘opposing dialectics’ 
would be like ‘opposing opposition’ (it would be futile)? Then it becomes 
necessary to recognize that Derrida’s view of Hegel is not restricted to being 
the philosopher of the Aufhebung, the dialectician of the book – he is as much 
the thinker of ‘irreducible difference’ – the ‘first thinker of writing’.20 
 I have stressed the aporetic nature of Derrida’s text. But Tympan is also an 
‘introduction’ of sorts (‘an introduction, then, to différance’). Recall its 
opening: ‘being at the limit [engenders] almost all the sentences in this book’. 
If Tympan points to irresolvable or undecidable aporia’s, then what is the effect 
of these questions? 
 The ‘limitrophic violence’ of Derrida’s own text would have to consist in 
‘textual maneuvers’. Instead of providing a resolution or an ‘answer’, 
confronting philosophy with its other would have to mean ‘to write otherwise’. 
Such a writing is not simply ‘possible’. The concepts Derrida uses for such a 
writing are ‘surprise’ and ‘play’. He writes of the necessity to ‘unhinge’ by 
marking a limit: by writing otherwise, ‘overflows and cracks’ would have to 
become visible within the body of the philosophical text, which would then 
have to overflow into the margin. It is through ‘structures of expropriation’ 
such as ‘timbre, style and signature’ that an ‘obliterating division of the proper’ 
is to be realized.21 
 The Nietzschean ‘play’ signifies the relation between signifiers in a context 
of meaning that would (in the words of Marges’ closing essay Signature 
événement contexte) would lack a ‘point of absolute anchoring’ in a 
determinate signified. How does it play its part here in raising the question of 
the limits of philosophy? The other would have to surprise philosophy.22 How 
does Tympan surprise? 
 Now we can discuss finally what would have been the most obvious 
characteristic of the text from the start. If one were to recount what is most 
striking about Tympan, one would note first of all that its text is made up of 
two columns, one to the left and a narrower one to the right. 
 I have been quoting exclusively from the left column. That is not a 
coincidence, but an indication of the kind of gesture that the confrontation of 
the columns sets out to bring about: the movements of philosophy are 
movements of appropriation and therefore of reduction. In this case, I have 
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(so far) actively reduced the text to its left column in order to make the text 
‘understandable’ (what it is about, which issues and questions it raises, what it 
‘means to say’). A further reduction: I have so far completely ignored, for the 
sake of making the text understandable, the very title and the way it recurs in 
all its different modifications. It is in these different modifications of the 
‘tympan’ that we find the ‘play’ of a signifier that Derrida refuses to anchor 
down in one determined signified.  
 My text is not identical to Derrida’s performative gesture and so I will not 
recount all of them here. I will, again, reduce that play to the role it plays for 
my present question, which still is: in what way does the play that is performed 
in Tympan force the necessary dislocation that is implied by the question of 
the limits of philosophy? I will, therefore, attempt to make understandable or 
to clarify, that play. 
 Such clarification can only happen if I do in fact anchor down the meaning 
of ‘tympan(um)’ in a determinate meaning and list its connotations. I could 
easily do so in this paragraph, for instance: the tympanic membrane is the 
eardrum, and it separates the inner from the outer ear. Derrida’s text is a 
questioning of the integrity of the distinction between inner and outer. The ear 
hears spoken language. The metaphysical conception of speech or the voice 
consists in a reduction of the specific kind of difference that Derrida chooses 
names in a way that can be written but not heard: différance. In that sense, 
there is a complicity between metaphysics, speech or phonocentric writing, and 
knowledge or science. Derrida plays on that here: the ear hears or understands 
[entendre]. Tympan, as a text on philosophy’s ‘other’, thus deals with the limits 
of what can be understood or made understandable. The Hegelian gesture 
consists in the recognition that the understanding’s limit cannot be simply 
understood. These limits must have the form of a surprise. So Derrida asks 
about the possibility of rupture or penetration of the tympanic membrane. 
Recall the passage on Nietzsche: 

 
To philosophize with a hammer. Zarathustra begins by asking himself if he will have to 
puncture them, batter their ears (Muss man ihnen erst die Ohren zerschlagen), with the 
sound of cymbals or tympani, the instruments, always, of some Dionysianism. In order to 
teach them ‘to hear with their eyes’ too.23 
 

Not only does the play extend to the tympani as drums, but Derrida also 
indicates that one finds in the inner ear ‘the handle of a “hammer”’. 
 How long would a ‘commentary’ like the one that I am undertaking now 
have to continue and to what end? Would it be possible to extract all the 
multiple layers of meaning that are implied in the use of these ‘tympani’ by 
Derrida? What would be the point of that? 
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 It should be clear that in trying to ‘make understandable’ Derrida’s ‘play’ I 
am performing a specific kind of reduction, and am connecting signifiers 
(tympan) to determined signifieds (eardrum, drum, hammer, without even 
having spoken of printing press, waterwheel, architectural feature, etc.).  
 In my ‘making understandable’ of Derrida I am going against one of the 
most consistently performed movements or motifs of the text. The multiple 
senses of tympan and the layers of meaning that they introduce are a part of 
the strategy of surprise that Derrida employs in attempting to write otherwise, 
because according to Derrida ‘about this multiplicity philosophy has never 
been able to reason’. Again the quote from before: 

 
How to put one’s hands [mains] on the tympanum and how the tympanum could escape 
from the hands of the philosopher in order to make of phallogocentrism an impression 
that he no longer recognizes, in which he no longer rediscovers himself, of which he could 
become conscious only afterward and without being able to say to himself, again turning 
on his own hinge: I will have anticipated it, with absolute knowledge. 
 

It is an attempt, in writing of philosophy’s ‘limits’, to estrange philosophy from 
itself. To stage a confrontation of philosophy with that in which the 
philosopher would not recognize himself, not so foreign to philosophy as to 
leave it undisturbed, and not so close to philosophy as to do no more than 
repeat it. Third reference, then, here, to Hegel: Derrida’s writing of the limit of 
philosophy involves staging a misrecognition of philosophy. What is the effect 
of this confrontation? ‘[…] will the multiplicity of these tympanums permit 
themselves to be analyzed? Will we be led back, at the exit of the labyrinths, 
toward some topos or commonplace named tympanum?’24 That would be the 
reduction that I started to perform a while ago in ‘making understandable’ 
Derrida’s text.  
 What the effect of Derrida’s text is, is that such a writing, writing otherwise, 
brings to the surface both an ‘other’ of philosophy that is closer to what is in 
fact foreign to philosophy; as well as a philosophy that may not be what the 
philosopher recognizes himself in but is closer to what is in fact the movement 
of philosophy. They do not have the form of a claim about the essence of 
philosophy, one that would give us a better, or more determinate conception 
both of philosophy and of the other. Instead, on the contrary, the text makes 
more enigmatic the supposed integrity of the border between philosophy and 
its other. As such it is, in its execution, precisely a discourse on the very limits 
of what one can make determinate, understandable, what one can directly state 
or present.  
 It is for the articulation of those limits that a certain indirectness is 
necessary. Tympan is a labyrinthine writing. It functions ‘obliquely, by 
surprise’. This obliqueness, surprise, play, necessary equivocality is part of the 
‘strategy’ that Derrida experimented with most in the period in the early 
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seventies when his dialogue with Hegel was most explicit. It is that strategy 
that is developed further in La dissémination and Glas, the two main other 
works from the period in which it is clear that it is Hegel who is, implicitly and 
explicitly, at work in Derrida’s texts. These texts are marked by a textual 
extravagance, a ‘style’ that is motivated by reasons (of ‘content’) and as such 
ceases to be ‘mere style’. The large-scale textual complexity of La dissémination 
or Glas, however, is already prefigured in the smaller-scale written 
interventions of the visible erasure (the trace) or of the ‘a’ in différance. These 
‘strategies’ are motivated by an attempt to surprise philosophy. 
 Tympan’s double question is not only how to find an alterity that is no mere 
externality, but that question is also the question how the other of philosophy 
could still be made to resonate? Can it leave a trace? That question of 
presentation or of the possibility of the exposition of différance is dealt with 
explicitly in La différance.25  
 In various ways Derrida distinguishes the necessary textual operations that 
are to ‘surprise’ philosophy from a presentation. I quote at length: 

 
What am I to do in order to speak of the a of différance? It goes without saying that it 
cannot be exposed. One can expose only that which at a certain moment can become 
present, manifest, that which can be shown, presented as something present, a being-
present in its truth, in the truth of a present or the presence of the present. Now if différance 
is (and I also cross out the ‘is’) what makes possible the presentation of the being-present, 
it is never presented as such. It is never offered to the present. Or to anyone. Reserving 
itself, not exposing itself, in regular fashion it exceeds the order of truth at a certain precise 
point, but without dissimulating itself as something, as a mysterious being, in the occult of 
a nonknowledge […]. In every exposition it would be exposed to disappearing as 
disappearance. It would risk appearing: disappearing.26 
 

The impossibility to present différance includes the irreducibility of différance 
to words, concepts, to an essence or origin, to the ‘question of essence’ (‘what 
is’?) which would trace the movement of différance back to an actor or origin, 
a unity or foundation, a principle or beginning (archè). Therefore Derrida 
states that his discourse will resemble that of negative theology ‘occasionally 
even to the point of being indistinguishable’ from it.27  
 Here another one of deconstruction’s laws of ‘resemblance’ shows itself. 
Like the law of resemblance that binds deconstruction to empiricism (or ‘pre-
critical discourse’ in De la grammatologie), to skepticism and to critique, so 
too deconstruction relates to negative theology in and through explicitly 
distancing itself from it. 
 And so it is that, immediately after having formulated the excess of 
différance with respect to being, presence and truth, Derrida stresses that this 
différance that is wholly irreducible to presentation, manifestation, etc. is not 
nothing either, does not ‘dissolve’ or is not ‘mysterious’ nor ‘occult’, that is: a 
simple beyond of truth and presence. Derrida stresses how such a reversal 
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would only serve to reaffirm and thus achieve nothing: it would risk 
disappearing ‘as’ disappearance – the mere outside ‘of’ philosophy. Instead, 
Derrida is after an ‘interior’ limit: ‘Thereby the text of metaphysics is 
comprehended. Still legible; and to be read. It is not surrounded but rather 
traversed by its limit, marked in its interior by the multiple furrow of its margin. 
[Il n'est pas entouré mais traversé pay sa limite, marqué en son dedans par le 
sillon multiple de sa marge]’28 How does Derrida reach this interior limit? 
 Even though différance is announced as neither word nor concept, it is 
treated like one ‘for strategic reasons’ in a movement very much like the one 
in which Derrida ‘moves on’ from the essential complications in the problem 
of a grammatology to ‘take shelter’ provisionally from their ‘perilous necessity’ 
in the ‘field of grammatological knowledge’. The passages that follow (on 
différance’s double meaning of deferral/difference) are well-known and 
conclude with another gesture reminiscent of De la grammatologie: the 
necessity ‘to put in question the secondary and provisional characteristics of 
the sign, to oppose to them an “originary” différance’. And as such a 
questioning would strictly speaking destroy the very concept of the sign, here 
too there is a performative complication in the necessity of an ‘originary’ 
différance: since that would ‘put into question the authority of presence’, ‘the 
name “origin” no longer suits it’.29  
 Yet, even if it is not the ‘origin’ of signification, the unpresentable différance 
would still have to make itself felt in the language of metaphysics. Derrida then 
introduces the terminology (equally insufficient, equally metaphysical) of 
différance ‘producing’ signification, of differences as the ‘effects’ of différance. 
Yet just as an ‘original’ différance is not ‘somehow before’ the differences that 
originate in it, ‘in a simple and unmodified – in-different – present’, so too do 
the ‘effects’ of différance ‘not find their cause in a subject or a substance, in a 
thing in general, a being that is somewhere present’. These are the by now 
familiar modifications of the ‘metaphysical circle’ or its ‘closure’. At the heart 
of différance is found a duplicity about which ‘we must not hasten to decide’: 

 
Here we are touching upon the point of greatest obscurity, on the very enigma of 
différance, on precisely that which divides its very concept by means of a strange cleavage. 
We must not hasten to decide. How are we to think simultaneously, on the one hand, 
différance as the economic detour which, in the element of the same, always aims at 
coming back to the pleasure or the presence that have been deferred by (conscious or 
unconscious) calculation, and, on the other hand, différance as the relation to an 
impossible presence, as expenditure without reserve, as the irreparable loss of presence, 
the irreversible usage of energy, that is, as the death instinct, and as the entirely other 
relationship that apparently interrupts every economy? It is evident – and this is the 
evident itself – that the economical and the noneconomical, the same and the entirely 
other, etc., cannot be thought together. If différance is unthinkable in this way, perhaps 
evidentiality which would make short work of dissipating the mirage and illogicalness of 
difference and would do so with the infallibility of calculations that we are well acquainted 
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with, having precisely recognized their place, necessity, and function in the structure of 
différance.30 
 

It is true that there are some places in the essay in which Hegel is referenced 
more explicitly. There is a passage on the meaning of ‘differente Beziehung’ in 
Hegel, there is even Derrida’s suggestion that différance would in fact be a very 
good translation of ‘different’ there, which suggests some kind of continuity 
between Derrida and Hegel. Yet it is the above passage that seems to me to 
carry a lot of weight when it comes to Derrida’s relation to Hegel. There seems 
to be a clear point of divergence between Derrida and Hegel here.31 
 The clear point of divergence is there where Derrida explicitly states that 
the two moments that contradict each other (here: the detour that aims at 
coming back to presence and différance as the relation to an impossible 
presence, but the content of the distinction is less important here than its 
general form, as is indicated by the ‘etc.’ in: ‘[…] the economical and the 
noneconomical, the same and the entirely other, etc.’) – that these two 
moments ‘cannot be thought together’. ‘Différance’ could not be their ‘unity’. 
Here we find a certain reversal of the entire Hegelian philosophical task, as the 
entire problem of the ‘limits’ of the understanding would not even arise if we 
would not have to think together [zugleich] the general and the particular, the 
finite and the infinite, the relative and the absolute, etc. It is clear why Derrida 
wants to say this here, his words are not meant to function as unities, even if 
these unities do not ‘resolve’, but rather precisely affirm the contradiction that 
is left undecidable. 
 These are the points at which, if one wants, one can see a ‘critique’. But 
throughout I have resisted the urge to make such choices (‘for or against’) and 
I have also continually stressed: (1) that the unavoidable reaffirmation of 
metaphysical opposition is itself part of Derrida’s explicit awareness and point 
of departure, and (2) that Derrida’s and Hegel’s attempts at a breakthrough of 
the limits of the understanding should as such be aligned rather than 
juxtaposed. 
 The same ambiguity between alignment and juxtaposition holds for 
Derrida’s explicit treatment of Hegel in his text. This is clear again immediately 
after the passage just cited, where it is not ‘Hegel’, but nevertheless an 
interpretation of différance through the lens of a ‘“Hegelianism”’ (in quotation 
marks) against which Derrida operates. ‘Hegelianism’ is now another name for 
‘philosophy’, for what is to be ‘displaced’. Its central moment is the ‘relève’, the 
Aufhebung insofar as here that seems to mean for Derrida only a reaffirmation 
of philosophy, a reappropriation of the other into the same. But we know that 
Derrida’s relation is more ambiguous. 
 In the end, we must conclude that Derrida’s relation to Hegel, too, seems 
to be structured by the ‘law of resemblance’: the necessity to explicitly distance 
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oneself from it, and at the same time ‘maintaining relations of profound 
affinity with Hegelian discourse’ and ‘unable to break with that discourse’. In 
this way, what Derrida here calls ‘dialectic’ does not have to be taken to 
coincide with Hegel’s philosophy, nor with a definitive account of Derrida’s 
relation to Hegel. The ambiguity of that relation is structural, and it is the 
necessity of such ambiguity that is at stake for Derrida, which is why it is also 
clear why nonetheless ‘dialectics’ or ‘Hegelianism’ can at times represent that 
against which Derrida attempts to define his project; why Derrida states that 
with his textual maneuvers, of which the writing of the ‘a’ of différance is one, 
he hopes to ‘operate a kind of infinitesimal and radical displacement of 
[Hegelian discourse]’. 
 Now Derrida provides his statement concerning the ‘internal limit’: 

 
As rigorously as possible we must permit to appear/disappear the trace of what exceeds the 
truth of Being. The trace (of that) which can never be presented, the trace which itself can 
never be presented: that is, appear and manifest itself, as such, in its phenomenon. The 
trace beyond that which profoundly links fundamental ontology and phenomenology. 
Always differing and deferring, the trace is never as it is in the presentation of itself. It 
erases itself in presenting itself, muffles itself in resonating, like the a writing itself, 
inscribing its pyramid in différance.32 
 

What cannot be represented must nevertheless leave a trace within the 
language of metaphysics and the order of truth. This trace itself can no longer 
signify the absence of a presence, and so ‘erases itself’ and ‘muffles itself in 
resonating’. As such, the trace ‘must have maintained the mark of what it had 
lost’. According to Derrida this is the paradox which in metaphysical language 
results in contortions that mark that metaphysics is traversed rather than 
surrounded by its limit: 

 
The paradox of such a structure, in the language of metaphysics, is an inversion of 
metaphysical concepts, which produces the following effect: the present becomes the sign 
of the sign, the trace of the trace. It is no longer what every reference refers to in the last 
analysis. It becomes a function in a structure of generalized reference. It is a trace, and a 
trace of the erasure of the trace.  
 Thereby the text of metaphysics is comprehended. Still legible; and to be read. It is not 
surrounded but rather traversed by its limit, marked in its interior by the multiple furrow 
of its margin. 
 

The harder you push for the radicality of alterity, the more ‘internal’ it shows 
itself to be (or rather: internality and externality show themselves to be 
inadequate categories). This means that even though such alterity is 
unpresentable, it must still leave some trace, must be the trace of a trace. That 
what in La différance is the function of the ‘old names’ of ‘origin’, ‘produce’, 
‘effect’, ‘movement’ that seem so inadequate. They must be used in spite of that 
inadequacy in order to distinguish the radical alterity of différance from a 
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mystical or ineffable externality that would be merely opposed to philosophy. 
In other words: metaphysics opens ‘itself’ up to the other, which means that 
there is no longer such a thing as a rigorously determinable metaphysics ‘itself’. 
These are precisely the points that Derrida makes more expansively in La 
dissémination. There, in the text that I will turn to next, he argues not only that 
the oppositions of metaphysics have ‘never constituted a given system’, but also 
that ‘“literature” comes out of the book’. Also and perhaps above all: ‘[…] the 
“closure of metaphysics” can no longer take, can indeed never have taken, the 
form of a circular line enclosing a field, a finite culture of binary oppositions, 
but takes on the figure of a totally different partition.’ 
 
 
§16  Exceeding the opposition to Hegelianism: Hors livre and the multitude 

of Derrida’s Hegels 
 
There are at least two Hegels at work in Derrida’s texts. This was already 
announced clearly in De la grammatologie (where we found the ‘last 
philosopher of the book’ and the ‘first thinker of writing’33) although that work 
lacks the analysis necessary to support the claim. Even though Derrida is quite 
explicit on that point, the general agreement in commentary is that, in the last 
analysis, Hegel is primarily the philosopher of the book.  
 This seems to be confirmed by the publications from 1972 onwards, where 
Derrida so often used the name ‘Hegelianism’ for the type of ‘reappropriating 
dialectics’ against which he defined his work. My suggestion is, however, that 
there is no such ‘last analysis’, and that we should take the ambiguity of 
Derrida’s relation to Hegel seriously. Of the two texts that embody and express 
this ambiguity best, Hors livre and Glas, I will discuss the former in detail to 
demonstrate this. 
 Hors livre is a preface to La dissémination that itself thematizes prefaces. It 
asks whether prefaces ‘exist’, in order to show that one would have to conclude 
simultaneously (1) that all writing has a ‘prefatory’ structure, and (precisely 
because such an interminable preface would no longer be ‘pre-’ and would thus 
destroy its very concept) that (2) the preface is ‘impossible’, or, rather: that it 
effaces itself. The text specifically focuses on Hegel’s prefaces because Hegel in 
his own way already quite explicitly identified the ‘self-effacing’ nature of 
prefaces. 
 The very first sentence of Hors livre (‘This (therefore) will not have been a 
book’) echoes the opening of La différance. Its ‘therefore’ indicates that the 
very possibility of beginning will be complicated, of the ‘justified point of 
departure’. The possibility of the beginning (as of the end) is tied to the 
possibility of the ‘book’. The book is the figure (Derrida writes in Hors livre: 
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the ‘model’) of the totality or whole that would have determinable borders: it 
would ‘begin’ and ‘end’ at the limit that ‘surrounds’ it. The future perfect of 
‘will have been’ indicates the complex anticipatory structure of temporality 
that belongs to the nature of a preface, and corresponds to the way prefaces are 
traditionally conceived: often written after the main body of the text, they 
nevertheless anticipate, i.e. they explain in advance or already what will show 
itself, thus simultaneously functioning in advance but already presupposing 
the conclusion of the work and its ‘overview’. 
 To the extent that a preface, conventionally, presents the main body of the 
text, and as such presupposes its manageability or the determinability of what 
is ‘contained’ within the text, the very concept of the preface complies with the 
model of the book. Derrida writes therefore that ‘the question astir here, 
precisely, is that of presentation’, and so La dissémination is a part of Derrida’s 
general project of ‘dismantling’ the form of the book.  
 As we have seen, this is done not by a simple reversal or theoretical 
opposition, but by ‘writing processes’ that ‘practically [question] that form’. 
‘Hors livre’, the ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ of the book, cannot have the form of a 
‘simple exteriority’, and thus the writing processes in question cannot simply 
oppose the oppositionality they target (to distinguish his ‘resistance’ from a 
simple opposition, Derrida introduces the term restance, which echoes 
remaining rather than opposing, excess as ‘left over’).  
 Derrida confirms what we’ve seen so far: the necessity to ‘retain the old 
name’; the necessarily ‘double’ character of the ‘deconstruction of philosophy’; 
that unavoidability of ‘reversal’ as an ‘insufficient but indispensable phase’ of 
the double operation of deconstruction (‘to remain content with reversal is of 
course to operate within the immanence of the system to be destroyed’); that 
these operations are called ‘work’ or ‘practice’ rather than (op)positions. 
 If the ‘outside of the classical oppositions’ is no longer a boundary 
surrounding, but rather a limit traversing those oppositions, then this does not 
only tell us something about the outside and the limit, but it complicates the 
very possibility of that system as it was conceived: 

 
[…] these oppositions have never constituted a given system, a sort of ahistorical, 
thoroughly homogeneous table, but rather a dissymmetric, hierarchically ordered space 
whose closure is constantly being traversed by the forces, and worked by the exteriority 
that it represses: that is, expels and, which amounts to the same, internalizes as one of its 
moments.34 
 

What the impossibility of opposing opposition shows, is that there was never 
a pure opposition to oppose: ‘[…] the “metaphysical” is a certain 
determination or direction taken by a sequence or “chain”. It cannot as such 
be opposed by a concept but rather by a textual labor and a different sort of 
articulation.’35 This textual labor can be contrasted to Hegel’s Arbeit am 
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Begriff, and yet it is a departure from Hegel at the point where Derrida and 
Hegel are closest. The ‘method’ of dialectics as well as that of deconstruction 
must consist in tracing the movement of the concept beyond its simple self-
identity. For Hegel, the tracing of the movement of the concept means that the 
exposition must ‘justify itself’ and that no pre-existing program or justification 
is available. In fact, the refusal to uncritically adhere to such external or 
unjustified principles, axioms or programs is the very source of the necessity 
for immanence and self-movement. For Derrida, that lack of justification or 
program means that one must apply a ‘strange strategy without finality’ and 
that one must to a certain extent and in a certain way, wander (this is the law 
of resemblance that binds deconstruction to empiricism). Both originate in the 
impossibility to know beforehand where one is going and what one’s ‘method’ 
is. That is exactly what complicates the possibility of the preface, and of 
‘already having anticipated everything that follows’: ‘[…] the pre reduces the 
future to the form of manifest presence’.36 That is certainly a critique of 
‘Hegelianism’ and of a certain conception of what ‘absolute knowledge’ means. 
I will argue that, in Derrida’s text, Hegel cannot be reduced to that conception. 
 In his discussion of Hegel’s prefaces to the Phänomenologie, the 
Wissenschaft der Logik and the Enzyklopedie, Derrida stresses that Hegel, in all 
of his prefaces, ‘with unflagging insistence’, disqualifies the preface. From my 
reading of Hegel we can see why: everything must derive its justification from 
within the investigation itself, everything that were stated preliminarily, 
anticipatorily, etc. would only be external and as such mere supposition. This 
holds for everything that would be external to the actual execution of 
philosophy (in the main body of work), e.g. principles, foundations, axioms, 
suppositions, premises, etc. The demand of immanent self-movement is what 
defines philosophy and what separates it from all the other sciences that do 
depart from or rely on such principles. Hegel expresses in his preface to the 
Phänomenologie his irritation not only with formalism and empiricism, but 
also with the hasty preoccupation with ‘aims and results’ that makes the actual 
execution into the ‘unessential’ part of philosophy – a haste that is amplified 
by the character of the preface. Derrida finds a similar disqualification in the 
preface to the Wissenschaft der Logik, where he ties it more explicitly to the 
problem of method: 

 
The form of this movement is dictated by the Hegelian concept of method. Just as the 
Introduction (which follows the Preface) to the Phenomenology of Spirit critiques that 
critique of knowledge which treats the latter as an instrument or a milieu, so also the 
Introduction to the Science of Logic rejects the classical concept of method: an initial set 
of definitions of rules external to the operations, hollow preliminaries, an itinerary 
assigned beforehand to the actual route taken by knowledge. […] If the path of science is 
itself science, then this method is no longer a preliminary, external reflection; it is the 
production and the structure of the whole of science as the latter exposes itself in logic.37 
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Now Derrida stresses this duplicity inherent in the self-effacement of the 
Hegelian preface. Hegel continually stresses the superfluous nature of the 
preface in a preface. It can therefore neither be reduced completely to the 
content of the text, nor to a mere externality (in which case it would wholly 
dissolve). And even if the preface were taken to so dissolve in the face of the 
content of philosophy, because it fulfilled a ‘didactic’ function in dispelling the 
still (contingently) prevalent formalism and empiricism of the culture, then 
this very negation of empiricism and formalism itself was still a moment of 
truth. So the preface is as such either a mere part of the philosophical 
exposition, in which case it ‘has no specificity’ or it ‘escapes this in some way, 
in which case it is nothing at all’. 
 At this point, Derrida contemplates the preface’s irreducibility to the 
classical oppositions: 

 
If one sets out from the oppositions form/content, signifier/signified, sensible/intelligible, 
one cannot comprehend the writing of a preface. But in thus remaining, does a preface 
exist? Its spacing (the preface to a rereading) diverges in (the) place of the χώρα. 
 We have come to a remarkable threshold [limen] of the text: what can be read of 
dissemination. Limes: mark, march, margin. Demarcation. Marching order: quotation: 
‘Now – this question also announced itself, explicitly, as the question of the liminal.[sic]’38 
 

What happens here?  
 I can give no precise description of what these lines ‘contain’, and to convey 
(to enact) this is perhaps their primary function. It is at this point that we see 
Derrida’s ‘textual intervention’, even more explicitly than at all the previous 
points in the text where, already, a relation of a concept to another is suggested 
without being determinately bound to it (where a concept is made to move in 
a direction not completely known) – an explicit intervention and a writing 
otherwise. What can we unpack of the different layers of meaning implied in 
these lines? 
 To start with: the irreducibility of the preface to the ‘classical oppositions’ 
is stated. This is not surprising and we have seen that the self-effacement of the 
preface was already explicitly at work in Hegel. It is important to emphasize 
that at this point Derrida does not go ‘against’ Hegel. The question of the 
‘existence’ of the preface is therefore meant to expose the ‘undecidability’ of 
the self-effacement of the preface that is already present in Hegel’s prefaces. 
 This irreducibility to oppositions is the ‘remarkable threshold’ that the 
preface introduces. ‘Dissemination’ is the name Derrida employs for the 
irreducibility of meaning to something ‘contained’ within determinable 
borders. 
 Since the limit of oppositions confronts us with a radical alterity that must 
however make itself felt, the question is indeed ‘what can be read of 
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dissemination’, this limit that is not a surrounding border. This is what 
introduces the references to limen, limes and liminal: the liminal is a threshold, 
which conventionally means a limit beyond which one can no longer feel or 
register (a limit without ‘beyond’). What the quote however references is the 
discussion of the ‘liminary’ in the discussion of Mallarmé in La double séance, 
which concerns the ‘pre-liminary’. Thus, at once, Derrida enacts (by quoting 
from what is to come) the preliminarity of the preface (also one of its 
conventional functions) while questioning its possibility in doing so: what 
could pre-liminary mean? The liminary is the threshold of demarcation, which 
introduces the elaborate play of de-marcation, margin, mark, march. I 
discussed the margin above, as well as its relation to the problem of 
demarcation. The function of the ‘mark’ is also clear in its relation to writing: 
the limit is always marked, is both what is characteristic of the mark as such, 
as well as must ‘leave a mark’ (in the sense of a trace). ‘March’ indicates the 
movement that is implied by the mark. If the meaning of the mark (its 
‘content’) is not ‘contained’ within an interiority with determinable borders, 
then it is always already ahead of itself; more, less or other than itself; never 
what Derrida calls a ‘full self-presence’. Only insofar as content is therewith 
determined as/by movement could this be one of those points, as Derrida 
famously stated, of ‘almost absolute proximity to Hegel’.39 
 But this is also the point of departure from Hegel, through the enactment 
of an act of writing. The passage quoted above exemplifies such an act: the 
impossibility of rigorous demarcation (which does not even let itself be 
formulated in any rigorously demarcated sense) implies movement, ‘marching 
orders’. The very passage itself (how it moves from the irreducibility to 
opposition, to limit, liminal, limen, preliminary, demarcation, mark, march; 
from content to quote etc.) is the attempt to enact this very movement, to 
‘reconstitute a chain in motion’. ‘Act of writing’, ‘textual intervention’, etc.: all 
these must therefore be taken not in some vague sense of the ‘literary’, but in 
the ‘technical’ sense of the ‘new’ concept of writing that I discussed in part one. 
It is the ‘enactment’ of that notion of writing that theoretically destroys itself, 
the performance of that self-violation. 
 Returning to the text, Derrida states that ‘the liminal space is thus opened 
up by an inadequation between the form and the content of discourse or by an 
incommensurability between the signifier and the signified’. A lot hinges on 
how we interpret the following proposition of Derrida’s about Hegel, namely 
that: ‘[…] the inadequation between form and content should erase itself, 
however, in speculative logic, which, in contrast to mathematics, is at once the 
production and the presentation of its own content’.  
 In the pages that follow, Derrida performs a ‘self-violation’ that is 
exemplary, both for his entire project and for its relation to Hegel. Its structure 



   DERRIDA’S DEPARTURE FROM HEGEL | 153 

is roughly this: first, he develops an interpretation of Hegel as someone out to 
reduce completely the difference between form and content. Then (2) he 
argues (in a way reminiscent of many ‘postmodern’ critiques) that this is 
incommensurable with a thought of the ‘débord’, of what de-borders or 
exceeds borders. (3) Derrida then, however, turns the tables and argues that 
this ‘critique’ cannot sustain itself and that, moreover, this Hegel-
interpretation is one-sided. (4) He then proceeds to show the other side of 
Hegel, until eventually (5) he departs from Hegel with the second very explicit 
‘textual intervention’ of the essay. 
 Derrida first argues that for Hegel the ‘inadequation between form and 
content [...] should erase itself in speculative logic’. His first step is to recognize 
in the introduction to the Wissenschaft der Logik a different but still analogous 
problem to the problem of the preface. Different, because Derrida concedes 
that the relation of the introduction to the Wisenschaft der Logik is ‘less 
historical, less circumstantial’ than its relation to the preface. The introduction 
‘deals with general and essential architectonic problems’ whereas the preface 
operates from a ‘more empirical historicity; they obey an occasional necessity 
that Hegel defines, of course, in a preface’. Analogous however, because the 
non-place of the preface, its self-effacement with respect to the philosophical 
content, holds equally for the introduction: ‘[...] the Introduction, too, should 
disappear, should (shall) have disappeared, along with the Prefaces, in Logic’.40 
Hegel is clear enough on the point: ‘the concept of logic has its genesis in the 
course [Verlauf] of the exposition and cannot therefore be premised 
[vorausgeschickt].’ Consequently, according to Hegel:  

 
[…] what is premised in this Introduction is not intended, as it were, to establish the 
concept of logic or to justify its method scientifically in advance, but rather by the aid of 
some reasoned [räsonnierendem] and historical explanations and reflections to make more 
accessible to ordinary thinking the point of view from which this science is to be 
considered.41 
 

Derrida acknowledges that this ‘constraint’ of the introduction is ‘accidental’. 
It serves to dispel the ‘lemmatism, mathematism, formalism’ of his time and 
of his culture. But Derrida’s point here is that the very scientific negation of 
those forms is itself a part of the actual self-movement of science:  

 
But this error being a form of negativity that cannot be avoided or eliminated […] we find 
it thought out, internalized, sublated by the movement of the concept, and in its turn 
negated and absorbed as an integral part of the logical text. The necessity of this movement 
sounds paradoxical or contradictory only if it is observed from the exteriority of a formalist 
instance. This contradiction is rather the very movement of speculative dialectics in its 
discursive progression.42 
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Now Derrida is approaching the Hegel of whom he stated in De la 
grammatologie that he is both the last philosopher of the book and the first 
thinker of writing: according to Derrida Hegel is ‘at once as close and as foreign 
as possible to a “modern” [here: Derridean, JdJ] conception of the text or of 
writing’. Why? 

 
The signifying pre-cipitation, which pushes the preface to the front, makes it seem like an 
empty form still deprived of what it wants to say; but since it is ahead of itself, it finds itself 
predetermined, in its text, by a semantic after-effect. But such indeed is the essence of 
speculative production: the signifying precipitation and the semantic after-effect are here 
homogeneous and continuous. Absolute knowledge is present at the zero point of the 
philosophical exposition. Its teleology has determined the preface as a postface, the last 
chapter of the Phenomenology of Spirit as a foreword, the Logic as an Introduction to the 
Phenomenology of Spirit. This point of ontoteleological fusion reduces both precipitation 
and after-effect to mere appearances or to sublatable negativities.43 
 

Hegel, first thinker of writing: in recognizing the self-effacement of the preface, 
in the necessity of immanence and therefore the necessity of self-movement, in 
his recognition of the entanglement of method and object, Hegel recognizes 
that ‘nothing precedes textual generality absolutely. There is no preface, no 
program, or at least: ‘[…] any program is already a program, a moment of the 
text, reclaimed from the text by its own exteriority’.  
 Surely the comparison between Derrida’s ‘text’ and the self-movement of 
Hegel’s logic cannot be this clean, but Derrida recognizes a point of 
convergence here between his textuality and Hegel’s logic. But is this not the 
same absolutist Hegel from whom Derrida had to distance himself, the Hegel 
who ultimately ‘erases’ the ‘inadequation between form and content’? That 
would be the Hegel for whom ‘there would then be no more discrepancy 
between production and exposition, only a presentation of the concept by 
itself, in its own words, in its own voice, in its logos’. This would constitute the 
‘end of the preface’, and indeed this is the Hegel ‘against’ or ‘in opposition to’ 
whom Derrida has had to define himself: 

 
But Hegel brings this generalization about by saturating the text with meaning, by 
teleogically equating it with its conceptual tenor, by reducing all absolute dehiscence 
between writing and wanting-to-say [vouloir-dire], by erasing a certain occurrence of the 
break between anticipation and recapitulation: a shake of the head. 
 If the preface appears inadmissible today, it is on the contrary because no possible 
heading can any longer enable anticipation and recapitulation to meet and to merge with 
one another. To lose one’s head, no longer to know where one’s head is, such is perhaps 
the effect of dissemination.44 
 

The inadmissibility of the preface ‘today’ is the inadmissibility of (this) Hegel. 
Which Hegel? The one who ultimately ‘erases the break’, ‘reduces the 
dehiscence’. The last philosopher of the book. ‘Inadmissible today’ means: this 
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is behind us, this is what we can unequivocally oppose. A philosophy that is of 
no use to us any more, that we have to leave behind. ‘No possible heading can 
any longer…’. This is not a hesitant standpoint, a perspective of ‘ambiguity’ 
(let alone necessary ambiguity or equivocality). Derrida emphasizes:  

 
If it would be ludicrous today to attempt a preface that really was a preface, it is because 
we know semantic saturation to be impossible; the signifying precipitation introduces an 
excess facing [un débord] (‘that part of the lining which extends beyond the cloth’, 
according to Littré) that cannot be mastered.45 
 

The part of the lining that extends beyond the cloth: ‘tain’ of the mirror, 
margin, χώρα. What follows is a now familiar elaboration of the ‘impossibility’ 
of mastering (‘they will miss it in their very attempt to master it’). At this point, 
the opposition to Hegel is raised to its highest point. ‘Hegel’ here means: 
ultimately reverting all difference back to positivity or to (full) meaning. 
‘Derrida’ here means: ‘dehiscence’, ‘structurally irremediable’, rupture, break, 
alterity, interruption, after-effect. This could be an all-too-familiar 
(‘postmodern’ or otherwise) critique of Hegel, of which one would do well to 
ask whether it targets more than a ghost or a caricature. But Derrida knows 
this well. 
 For what comes after the highest point? Derrida shows that such a ‘critique’ 
cannot sustain itself. Now we see the ‘insufficiency’ of that (no less necessary) 
‘phase of reversal’: because such a standpoint, such a position that opposes 
Hegel, such an unhesitating, unequivocal, unambiguous stance must be the 
self-sufficiency of a knowledge: 

 
But the question of meaning has barely been opened and we have not yet finished with 
Hegel. We know, said we, a minute ago. But we know something here which is no longer 
anything, with a knowledge whose form can no longer be recognized under this old name. 
The treatment of paleonymy here is no longer a raising or a regaining of consciousness.  
 No doubt Hegel, too, allows for the insistence of a certain gap between the form and 
content.46 
 

What I have been calling the ‘necessity of ambiguity’ with respect to the 
relation to Hegel and deconstruction’s ‘necessary self-violation’ is most 
evident at this point. This is the point at which Derrida distances himself from 
simple relativisms but at which he also has to admit to a certain empiricism, 
wandering or ‘to lose one’s head’. In a certain way there is no unequivocal 
answer to Hegel, at least no unambiguous resistance.  
 Amplifying the impossibility of such resistance, Derrida proceeds by 
arguing for the Hegel who does not reduce the gap between form and content. 
He mentions, among other things, the Phänomenologie des Geistes as ‘precisely 
the history of such discrepancies’. More importantly, Derrida points to Hegel’s 
problems with mathematical method and ‘presentiment’. They satisfy 
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‘curiosity’ rather than ‘knowledge’ because they depart from something 
externally and uncritically given (for Hegel it makes no difference whether this 
assumes the form of given axioms, foundations or principles or of ‘inspiration’ 
or ‘prophecy’).  
 This means, according to Derrida, that speculative dialectics ‘must 
overcome the opposition between form and content, just as it must overcome 
all dualism or duplicity, without ceasing to be scientific. It must scientifically 
think out the opposition between science and its other.’47 The decisive question 
is whether one must interpret such formulas as Hegel’s ultimately reverting 
science back to one of the two poles of its opposition, the ‘sublation’ in the 
sense of ‘solution’ of science’s other by itself. The question, therefore, is of the 
status of this ‘third term’. Derrida points to an important clue that such a view 
of sublation goes squarely against Hegel’s intentions and his entire project in 
his discussion of formalism. Formalism ‘corrupts’ the dialectic, when ‘fixed’ in 
a ‘schema or a table of terms’ this tears of the ‘life’ of the concept. It is the life 
of the concept that is the un-opposed other of opposition, their movement. No 
duality is self-sufficient, yet their movement is also no third thing. 
 And indeed as Hegel’s irritation with the preoccupation with ‘aims and 
results’ already showed, it is also such ‘static classification of dual terms’ which 
is precisely a ‘thinking of the preface’. Because this is what prefaces generally 
do: they supply a merely formal schema of what is true science only in the 
actual execution that is to come in the body of the work. Derrida knows this: 
‘[…] in contrast to this triplicity of death, the speculative dialectic favors the 
living triplicity of the concept, which remains beyond the grasp of any 
arithmetic or of any numerology’. He quotes Hegel on the point: ‘In general, 
the numerical form of expression is too thin and inadequate to present true 
concrete unity. The Spirit is certainly a trinity, but it cannot be added up or 
counted. Counting is a bad procedure.’48 
 It is at this point that the final moment in the movement I described 
commences. To this second Hegel, the Hegel that is attuned to difference, or 
rather to these two Hegel’s, Derrida opposes nothing. Instead, he departs by 
means of a textual gesture. Hegel here still forms the point of departure: 
dissemination is introduced as another way of working with numbers. Partly 
true to the workings of the conventional preface by anticipating his discussion 
of Sollers’ Nombres in La dissémination (but untrue to it to the extent that it 
does so only obliquely, in line with a ‘modern’ idea of the preface), Derrida 
launches into the problematic of resisting both ‘the two of binary oppositions’ 
and the ‘three of speculative dialectics’. With respect to such schemes and 
numbers, he shows of his ‘categories’ (difference, gramme, trace, etc.) how ‘the 
movement of these marks’ makes that ‘they can never be enclosed within any 
finite taxonomy’. ‘They “add” a fourth term the more or the less’; ‘the opening 
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of the square, the supplementary four […] the more or less which disjoins 
dissemination from polysemy’, and thus, as quoted above a while ago: 

 
Two/four, and the ‘closure of metaphysics’ can no longer take, can indeed never have 
taken, the form of a circular line enclosing a field, a finite culture of binary oppositions, 
but takes on the figure of a totally different partition.49 

 
 
Conclusion  
 
On the one hand, in numerous places Derrida has done his best to present 
‘speculative dialectics’ as the sublation of the negative into the ‘third term’, the 
reduction of difference. On the other hand, Derrida has shown that arguing 
against this dialectics only reaffirms it; that reversal is futile at this point and 
that such a ‘position’ betrays itself. Not only does he not simply oppose a 
dialectics of the ‘third term’, but at other times he emphasizes that Hegel 
himself resisted it.  
 This is how Hegel, in his resistance to opposition that is not itself an 
opposition, forms a point of departure for Derrida. It is from out of this ‘crisis 
of versus’50 that Derrida departs, by ‘destroying’ the ‘trinitarian horizon’ 
‘textually’, that is, through the marks of dissemination. He chooses in Hegel 
his point of departure but also does something other than Hegel, so that 
neither simple identity nor simple juxtaposition seem appropriate. Derrida 
presents this necessary duplicity with respect to Hegel – in which he is both 
the first thinker of writing as well as of the ‘irreducible difference’ that exceeds 
‘speculative dialectics’ – as an ‘uneven chiasmus’: 

 
We are in an uneven chiasmus. In Hegel’s reason for disqualifying the preface […], how 
can we avoid recognizing the very question of writing, in the sense that is being analyzed 
here? The preface then becomes necessary and structurally interminable, it can no longer 
be described in terms of a speculative dialectic: it is no longer merely an empty form, a 
vacant significance, the pure empiricity of the non-concept, but a completely other 
structure, a more powerful one, capable of accounting for effects of meaning, experience, 
concept, and reality, reinscribing them without this operation’s being the inclusion of any 
ideal “begreifen”.51  
 

The preface is necessary in spite of (or in light of) its self-effacement. And 
though Hegel recognized it, it cannot be described by a speculative dialectic. 
The relation to Hegel is fundamentally and irreducibly ambiguous.  
 In this way Derrida needs Hegel’s ‘speculative dialectics’ as a point of 
contrast, but he is aware that Hegel cannot be wholly reduced to what he 
understands under these terms. In the end, ‘speculative dialectics’ is at once a 
‘model’ to oppose, but also itself an ‘effect’ of a ‘new’ textual economy or 
movement of difference. But this ‘new’ text does not let itself be presented or 
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stated unequivocally, without also ‘erasing itself in its own production’. The 
more radical Derrida presents himself as moving ‘beyond’ Hegel, the more 
emphatically his allegiance to Hegel is reaffirmed. Derrida is at his best when 
he testifies to this fact, when his writing is guided by the awareness of this 
predicament, this unescapability, when he performs the textual operations 
with which he inaugurates a movement of showing irreducible to any 
unequivocal position. He is at his worst (and this, too, is found not 
unfrequently in his writings) when he attempts to forge a breakthrough that is 
too radical, too clean, too naïve and therefore too futile, too much of a reversal. 
The ambiguity is irreducible. It is itself an essential part of the resistance to 
opposition, the crisis of versus, at which both Hegel and Derrida operate. 
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We have seen the indirectness of Derrida’s writings and the implicit self-
complication in Hegel: that it is not simply a matter of ‘making it explicit’ but 
that the speculative is for Hegel the essentially implicit, which affects the 
meaning of terms such as ‘system’, ‘whole’, ‘infinite’ and ‘absolute’. They do 
not serve to designate the closure of a ‘totality’ but serve to indicate precisely 
the life or the movement implicit in an apparently fixed determination or 
(op)position.1 Is the Hegel that I presented also Derrida’s Hegel? Yes and no. 
Derrida remains ambiguous with respect to Hegel for essential reasons. On the 
one hand, omnipresent in Derrida’s writings is the ‘Hegelianism’ against 
which Derrida defines himself as it is characterized by the rélève: the reduction 
of all alterity to the externality that is ultimately ‘internalized’ once again. On 
the other hand, there is ‘Hegel, first thinker of writing’: the thinker of the 
movement of all self-identity. I have argued that Derrida needs the rather crass 
image of dialectics to oppose or define himself against – how could 
deconstruction be broached if not by distinguishing it, tirelessly, from that 
movement of reappropriation for which negativity is always ‘merely in the 
service of meaning’? At the same time Derrida recognizes in his opposition to 
such reappropriation that this very gesture of opposition remains complicit 
with what he tries to distance himself from. Therefore, Derrida’s texts perform 
the double recognition of, on the one hand, the Hegelianism against which 
deconstruction would have to define itself, and, on the other, the Hegel that 
attempts to broach the limits of such (mere) opposition. This path from the 
attainment of ‘a knowledge’ about the limits of metaphysics that is then, on the 
basis of that attainment, shown to be unattainable (‘not a knowledge at all’) 
after all, to ruin itself in its very articulation; this path of ‘self-violation’ is the 
essential characteristic of the engagement with metaphysics for Derrida. And 
it is this ‘parcours’, the ‘track’ (in the words of De la grammatologie) of this 
progressive (and subsequently regressive) realization that separates such ‘self-
violation’ from a self-refuting relativism or empiricism. That is why it must be 
marked. Its guise or its consequences are textual: first exemplified in De la 
grammatologie by the sous rature. 
 Though Hegel also draws the performative consequences of the problem of 
opposing opposition in his treatment of Darstellung, this is different from the 
textuality of what I have called Derrida’s departure from Hegel. In several 
ways, Heidegger’s work could be seen to form the missing link between the 
Hegelian problem of Darstellung and the textuality of Derrida. Heidegger’s 
development can be seen as a progressive intensification of the complication 
of the consequences of what he is saying for how he is saying it. This time, 
however, not as a consequence for method, but as the complication the 
language of philosophy. Hegel never entertained the notion that philosophical 
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presentation as such might actually be an impossibility, that the ‘implicit’ might 
in fact be structurally ‘hidden’, even receding or withdrawing. 
 The question of the very possibility of philosophical articulation is already 
an explicit theme in Sein und Zeit. Through the neologisms that abound in that 
work it already draws the consequence that a ‘new language’ is necessary for 
the articulation of its radical critique of representation and Western 
objectivity. But the Heidegger from the Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom 
Ereignis) deems the language of Sein und Zeit insufficient, and he states this 
objection in a form we are by now familiar with – the language of Sein und Zeit 
is ‘still too metaphysical’, ‘still too representational’. But if we have said that 
this cannot simply be a critique, then what does it mean for a language to ‘fail’ 
with respect to Heidegger’s question of being? 
 My thesis is that Heidegger’s attempt is not to overcome the failure to say 
being (a view of Heidegger as, in Derrida’s words, being on the quest for ‘the 
right word’), but consists rather in recognizing and preserving a certain 
failure-to-say with respect to the question of being.  
 Therefore, to defend this thesis I will need an account of the transition from 
Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge. More precisely: my claim is that the way 
Heidegger himself relates to his own works is essentially related to what in the 
later works (and in the Beiträge in particular) becomes an explicit theme: the 
insufficiency language. Understanding the transition from Sein und Zeit to the 
Beiträge therefore becomes essential for understanding the Beiträge’s 
‘transitional thinking’. One cannot simply separate Heidegger’s so-called 
‘Kehre’ after Sein und Zeit from the ‘Kehre im Ereignis’ that is the pivotal 
structural figure of the Beiträge. 
 Though Heidegger’s Beiträge is a ‘middle period’ work, one would be 
tempted to regard it as the end-point of a certain development. It anticipates 
so many of the central themes of the middle and later2 works of Heidegger’s 
(all that falls under the privileged heading of Ereignis and the ‘turning’ therein 
or thereafter – language, poetry, history, technology, and so on). But more 
than in terms of its content, it is the Beiträge’ explicitly self-aware style, the 
radicality of which arguably places it at the end of a gradual intensification of 
the inseparability of ‘style and content’. The Beiträge pushes to the limit, in the 
most explicit fashion, the question of how to speak in the face of the ‘depletion 
of all essential relations to words’.3 That depletion is a consequence of what 
Heidegger in the Beiträge calls ‘machination’ [Machenschaft], an all-pervasive 
rationality of calculation and ‘explainability’ that characterizes Western 
thought. The question of language is therefore embedded in a problem of 
‘being-in’ that is first systematically developed in Sein und Zeit: if machination 
is what we are essentially and irreducibly ‘in’, and if it pre-structures all 
relations to reality, then how to question it? These are the Beiträge’s questions. 
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 That means that it is still a matter of an irreducible inextricability. But in 
Heidegger’s post-phenomenological hands, that inextricability takes on a 
different form. The key to any phenomenology lies in the locution ‘always 
already in’. Such a ‘being in’ is no longer Hegelian immanence. Hegel’s 
‘essentially implicit’ now takes on the form of what one is ‘always already in’ 
in such a way that it cannot be put ‘before’ oneself as a ‘describable object’ 
[Gegen-stand]. The essentially implicit then becomes a ‘hiddenness’ or 
concealment, and the form of the question is now: if in our time, in our life, in 
our world, the truth of beyng essentially ‘withdraws’ or passes us by in silence, 
does it nonetheless still ‘resonate’ in our history? Can we conceive of the limits 
of the history of being (‘our’ history) and can we conceive (of) an ‘other 
beginning’, other than the (our) ‘first beginning’? 
 For that reason, my goal in chapter six will be to understand the relation 
between Sein und Zeit’s ‘being in’ and the emphasis on language in the 
Beiträge. It will be a matter of showing how the concealment of Sein und Zeit’s 
‘being in’ is essentially related to the refusal, reticence, withholding, or ‘self-
withdrawal of beyng’ in the Beiträge. It is in the articulation of what withdraws 
that language needs to preserve instead of overcome a certain failure-to-say, 
that Heidegger calls ‘bearing silence’ [Erschweigung]. It will therefore be a 
matter of understanding Heidegger’s thesis that ‘above all, the concealment of 
the inceptual must be preserved.’4 
 This not only complicates the relation between Heidegger’s early and later 
works – insofar as that is taken to be a story of a development from a ‘still too 
representational’ language towards a saying of ‘being itself’ – but it also 
complicates Derrida’s relation to Heidegger. If Heidegger is out to expose an 
irreducible failure-to-say with respect to beyng, then the difference between 
Heidegger and Derrida is no longer be – as Derrida at times claims it is – an 
opposition between Heidegger’s ‘onto-hermeneutical’ project of meaning and 
Derrida’s Nietzsche-inspired ‘plurality of styles’. 
 But Derrida knows this. That is why in chapter seven I will, through a 
reading of Derrida’s essay Éperons: Les Styles de Nietzsche, address the 
irreducibility of Derrida’s relation to Heidegger to unequivocal (op)position – 
analogous to my discussion of Derrida’s relation to Hegel in chapter five. In 
the final section of chapter 7 I will show how Derrida conceives the inability 
to oppose or go beyond Heidegger as an expression of an affirmative 
responsibility, and I will ask the question how that affirmation relates to the 
necessity for indirectness. 





 

C h a p t e r  s i x  |  H E I D E G G E R  –  T H E  P R E S E R V A T I O N  O F  
C O N C E A L M E N T  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section is devoted to Sein 
und Zeit and the transition to the Beiträge. In §17, I show the implicit self-
complication of Sein und Zeit in relation to its guiding motif of ‘(always 
already) being in’. That complication gives rise to a (phenomenological-
hermeneutical) method of self-explication (‘showing of itself by itself’) that 
maintains an irreducible relation to concealment. I will show in various ways 
how Sein und Zeit turns the question of the possibility of its own exposition 
into an explicit problem.  
 This will allow me to provide an introduction to Heidegger’s ‘transitional 
thinking’ in the Beiträge in §18 I will embed that thinking in the thematics of 
the present investigation by showing how the ‘transition’ is neither a reversal 
nor a transcendence, but is to be conceived in terms of the performative 
complexity of a ‘transcendence of transcendence’. This raises questions about 
the relation between Sein und Zeit and the Beiträge, especially whether the new 
language of the Beiträge is an attempt to rectify a failure of the (‘still too 
representational’) language of Sein und Zeit. I end section one by formulating 
the precise questions about the relation between Heidegger’s early and later 
work with which I will engage the Beiträge in section two. 





 

S e c t i o n  o n e  |  T H E  T R A N S I T I O N  T O  T R A N S I T I O N A L  T H I N K I N G  –  
F R O M  S E I N  U N D  Z E I T  T O  T H E  B E I T R Ä G E  Z U R  P H I L O S O P H I E  

( V O M  E R E I G N I S )  
 

 
 

The being that we, ourselves, in each case are, is ontologically the 
furthest. 

– Heidegger (Sein und Zeit) 
 
 
 
§17  The movement of showing of itself by itself – The circularity of Sein und 

Zeit 
 
The basic problem of Sein und Zeit is already caught up in a performative 
complication from the beginning. Even before the actual investigation starts, 
Heidegger indicates that we have no answer to the question what the word 
‘being’ means, but we are also in no way ‘perplexed at our inability to 
understand the expression “being”’.1 Secondly, however, With that, Heidegger 
immediately points to a certain implicit character of ‘being’: no one is unable 
to use or apprehend the sense of this most mundane of concepts, yet nobody 
is able to give a definition of it either, or make its sense unequivocally explicit. 
That means that ‘being’ will not be investigated directly (as an ‘object of 
investigation’), but that it will first be a matter of reawakening the sense that 
such a question (what is the sense of being?) could possibly have. Before being 
able to tell us anything ‘about being’ (and the whole of Sein und Zeit is geared 
towards showing that ‘being’ is not a ‘thing’ that one can talk ‘about’), this thus 
tells us something about the being that asks such a question: the being that ‘we’ 
are or that being ‘for whom its being is the matter’ [das Seiende, dem es um 
seinem Sein geht]. This is not to say that Sein und Zeit would not be about 
being, only that Heidegger immediately makes clear that it will not be a matter 
of ‘answering’ the question of the sense of being. Rather, Heidegger attempts 
to show in Sein und Zeit how the positing of the question of being (1) involves 
a confrontation with the limits of what can be talked ‘about’ (thematized, 
represented, objectified – approached ‘directly’); and (2) how the positing of 
that question enables a new (‘fundamental-ontological’) way of thinking or 
understanding ourselves and our relation to reality; a way of thinking for 
which ‘objective knowledge’ is only a derivative mode. 
 The unproblematic use of (the concept of, the word) ‘being’ and the loss of 
the sense of the question of being (the ‘forgetfulness’ of being 
[Seinsvergessenheit]) are, according to Heidegger in the introduction, 
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sanctioned by three prejudices that have arisen out of the history of 
metaphysics. These are being’s generality, its indefinability and its self-
evidence. According to Heidegger, it is the very generality of the concept of 
being that makes its meaning ‘obscure’. That generality has always been 
peculiar: ‘The “generality” of Being transcends any generality of genus.’.2 
Heidegger mentions how Hegel’s conception of being is still consistent on this 
point with Aristotle’s insight that the generality of being is not of the order of 
the genus (a conception that itself works through in Aquinas’ conception of 
being as ‘transcendens’). Being’s undefinability has, according to Heidegger, 
traditionally been deduced from its peculiar generality: since the generality of 
being is not that of the genus, this means that being cannot be defined qua 
definitio fit per genus proximum et differentiam specificam (subsumption 
under a genus and specification, i.e. differentiation of its species). From this 
Heidegger concludes that the method that is used to define beings is not fit to 
define ‘being’: ‘being’ is not something like ‘a being’ [‘Sein’ ist nicht so etwas 
wie Seiendes].3 
 If Sein und Zeit is an investigation into ‘limits’, then it is an investigation of 
the limits of beings as such, not as they are distinct one from another, but of 
the ‘ontological difference’ between being and beings. It is beings that can be 
talked ‘about’, (re)presented, objectified. If being cannot be reduced to beings, 
it is equally the case that it cannot be some ‘thing’ simply transcending or 
external to the ‘realm’ of beings. Thing, transcendence, externality, realm – all 
of these belong to the conceptuality that is appropriate for beings. Here the 
implicit complication in positing the question of being already becomes 
visible: in Heidegger’s marginal notes from his own copy of Sein und Zeit, at 
the sentence ‘“being” is not something like a being’ [‘Sein’ ist nicht so etwas 
wie Seiendes – my italics, JdJ], we read: ‘No! Rather: decisions cannot be made 
about being with the help of such conceptuality’ [nein! Sondern: über Seyn 
kann nicht mit Hilfe solcher Begrifflichkeit entschieden werden].4 To say that 
being ‘is’ not ‘a being’ already shows the performative complication involved: 
the question of being relies on the very conceptuality (appropriate for beings) 
that it attempts to put in question. 
 The final prejudice was also already announced before the investigation 
started: being’s self-evidence (‘everyone understands “The sky is blue”, “I am 
merry”, and the like’).5 For Heidegger the very self-evidence of the concept of 
being proves the necessity to posit the question: ‘The very fact that we always 
already [je schon] live in an understanding of Being and that the meaning of 
Being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is necessary in principle to raise 
this question again.’6 Positing the question of being means therefore to 
interpret this very situation: that the sense of the concept of being is shrouded 
in darkness and that yet simultaneously ‘we always already live in an 
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understanding of being’. When characterizing the form of the problem as 
Heidegger takes it up, especially in contrast to Hegel and in relation to Derrida, 
it is the terms ‘always already in’ [je schon in] that are decisive. They 
characterize the entire setup of the investigation of Sein und Zeit, in its point 
of departure as well as what is analyzed at every level. Sein und Zeit can be seen 
as an analysis of the various ways [Existenzialien] in which Dasein is essentially 
always already in…  
 In that way, a certain impossibility with respect to the investigation itself is 
already announced in the question of being: how does one thematize what one 
is always already in? The meaning of being cannot have the form of a 
determination of being, in the sense in which beings are determined: ‘being – 
not a being’ [Sein – kein Seiendes]. The elaboration of the meaning of being 
‘demands a way of exhibiting that is proper to it’ [fordert eine eigene 
Aufweisungsart] and ‘requires a conceptuality of its own’ [verlangt eine eigene 
Begrifflichkeit]. At the same time this proper exposition is not external to 
beings, but: ‘“Being” means the Being of entities’ [Sein besagt Sein vom 
Seiendem]. This means for Heidegger that what the question of being looks for 
(‘what is the sense of being?’) is ‘what determines beings as beings’ [das, was 
Seiendes als Seiendes bestimmt]. This means that being has an essentially 
implicit character, as ‘that, in light of which, beings, however they are 
discussed, are always already understood [das, woraufhin Seiendes, mag es wie 
immer erörtert werden, je schon verstanden ist].7 This means that a ‘direct’ 
approach to being is impossible – the being of beings can only be interrogated 
through beings. 
 For Heidegger, the specific way in which he conceives the implicit character 
of being shows itself in that double modality of always already living in an 
understanding of it [Seinsverständnis], yet not such that it is a knowledge, a 
conceptual knowing or explicit comprehension: ‘What we seek when we 
inquire into Being is not something entirely unfamiliar, even if at first we 
cannot grasp it at all’.’8 The questioning of being therefore proceeds indirectly, 
as the questioning of a specific being. This is why answering the question of 
being must first involve clarifying and awakening the sense of the question: 

 
Thus to work out the question of Being adequately, we must make an entity – the inquirer 
– transparent in his own Being. The very asking of this question is an entity’s mode of 
Being; and as such it gets its essential character from what is inquired about – namely, 
Being. This entity which each of us is himself and which includes inquiring as one of the 
possibilities of its Being, we shall denote by the term ‘Dasein’. If we are to formulate our 
question explicitly and transparently, we must first give a proper explication of an entity 
(Dasein), with regard to its Being.9 
 

It is in these formulations that Heidegger starts to unpack the reflexive or 
performative complications that positing the question of being opens up. It 



170 |  PART THREE: HEIDEGGER 

indicates that what is at stake for Heidegger in the question of being is not to 
transform the implicit, vague understanding of being in which we always 
already find ourselves into an explicit theoretical conception (in short: to 
answer the question of the sense of being). Rather, he is out to interpret as itself 
essential this specific form of always-already-being-in [diese Unbestimmtheit 
des je schon verfügbaren Seinsverständnisses ist selbst ein positives Phänomen, 
das der Aufklärung bedarf]. It is for this reason that the investigation focuses 
on that being for which questioning is itself a way of being [Seinsmodus]. Thus 
the question of being becomes the ‘making transparent’ of the specific being 
that is Dasein. And with that idea – that in order to clarify the question one 
would ‘first’ have to clarify Dasein – the self-complication of Sein und Zeit 
emerges as the problem of its circularity. 
 The first circle that Heidegger makes an explicit point of, is 
methodological: a (specific) being [Dasein] is to be interrogated with respect 
to its being, so that on the basis of this the sense the question of being can 
become clear, so that the question can then finally be posited. Heidegger 
explicitly recognizes the circle, but distinguishes it from the ‘vicious’ circle 
detrimental to certain types of proof. Though it is true that the interpretation 
of the ‘average understanding of Being’ [durchschnittlichen Seinsverständnis] 
is only truly possible with an ‘explicit conception of being’ [ausgebildeten 
Begriff des Seins], it is still possible to articulate it ‘provisionally’ [vorläufig].10  
 Heidegger distinguishes his exposition from the kind of proof for which 
such circularity would be vicious: ‘It is quite impossible for there to be any 
“circular argument” in formulating the question about the meaning of Being; 
for in answering this question, the issue is not one of grounding something by 
such a derivation [eine ableitende Begründung]; it is rather one of laying bare 
the grounds for it and exhibiting them [eine aufweisende Grund-Freilegung].’11 
Here Heidegger already indicates that ‘answering’ the question of being could 
not have the form of producing, by means of a deduction, a conclusion; one 
that would follow from certain presuppositions as premises. Rather, he aims 
to show or ‘exhibit’ [aufweisen] or to lay bare [Freilegung] that 
presuppositionality (the ‘average understanding of Being’) as itself the ground 
of Dasein, or as belonging to its ‘essential constitution’ [Wesensverfassung]. 
 It is here that Heidegger announces that what seems to complicate the very 
possibility of the investigation is precisely its theme:  

 
In the question of the meaning of Being there is no ‘circular reasoning’, but there is a 
remarkable ‘relatedness backward or forward’ [eine merkwürdige ‘Rück- oder 
Vorbezogenheit’] which what we are asking about (Being) bears to the inquiry itself as a 
mode of Being of an entity. Here what is asked about has an essential pertinence to the 
inquiry itself, and this belongs to the ownmost meaning […] of the question of Being.12  
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This circularity or ‘remarkable “relatedness backward or forward”’ – both on 
the level of the question as its pre-understanding or pre-involvement with 
what it is after [das Gefragte; the sense of being] as well as on the level of 
Dasein, the ontical characteristic of which is that it is ontological – has 
important methodological consequences. Heidegger puts the problem 
succinctly: ‘Ontically, of course, Dasein is not only close to us – even that 
which is closest: we always are it, each of us, ourselves [wir sind es sogar je 
selbst]’.13 It is impossible to abstract from the theme in question in order to 
fashion a methodological point of neutrality from which to execute the 
operation: to posit the question of being is to be always already involved in the 
very question and the execution of the attempt to ‘answer’ it. As a self-
explication of Dasein, especially one in which Dasein must explicitly recognize 
its implicit understanding of being as the explicit answer to the question of 
being, in order for it to be posited, it is clear that such an investigation faces 
‘peculiar difficulties’ [eigentümlichen Schwierigkeiten]. Wherein do these 
difficulties lie? ‘[…] in the kind of Being which belongs to the object taken as 
our theme and to the very behaviour of so taking it [In der Seinsart des 
thematischen Gegenstandes und des thematisierenden Verhaltens selbst]’, – 
indeed it is in the nature of the being that is thematized (Dasein) as well as in 
the nature of the very relation of ‘thematization’ itself that the difficulties 
arise.14  
 This complication casts doubts on the procedure of the investigation as 
Heidegger sketches it out in the introduction. The analytic of Dasein is to 
‘prepare the way’ for the possibility of asking the question of the sense of being. 
This preparation is done by way of ‘clearing the horizon’ [Freilegung des 
Horizontes] within which the ‘most original exposition’ [ursprünglichste 
Seinsauslegung] could take place. Once that horizon has been cleared, then it 
would require a repetition of the analytic of Dasein on this new, ‘higher and 
properly ontological’ basis [auf der höheren und eigentlichen ontologischen 
Basis].15 
 Now, in these paragraphs on method Heidegger seems to combine two 
aspects that are in tension with one another, and this is the tension that 
arguably forms the arch of the entire work: Heidegger attempts to work out a 
plan of steps of sorts, a program, for an inherently complicated positing of the 
question of being that suggests indirectness, preliminarity, incompleteness 
and that complicates essentially the very possibility of presentation or 
thematization. In fact, and this will be the book’s central theme, it is that very 
preliminarity, the pre-structure (‘always already in’) that will itself be shown to 
be essential to Dasein. Can this insight itself be thematized, presented? Can it 
itself be established securely, without preliminarity? And if yes, would that 
make the investigation a success or a failure? Would it perform what it states 
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it cannot do – thematize Dasein; determine Dasein’s being without 
presupposing a conception of being; determine Dasein precisely as that being 
in whom or in which something is always left-out [daß im Dasein immer noch 
etwas aussteht]16; determining it as such, without leaving anything out? 
 In Sein und Zeit, the struggle with this complication is often very explicit 
and always in the background. It concerns the way in which the form or the 
way of the investigation suffers the consequences of what is thematized within 
it. 
 In Heidegger’s work, everything about this complication can be traced back 
to the ‘always already being in’ character of Dasein: the question always already 
moves within an understanding of being, Dasein always already moves within 
that question and that understanding, and this is what initially presents 
Heidegger with the (albeit preliminary) ‘solution’ to his methodological 
problems: if the ‘average understanding of being’ of Dasein, in which Dasein 
always already finds him/herself, is itself an essential way of being of Dasein, 
then a fundamental ontology cannot start with the explicit conceptions Dasein 
has of him/herself (Heidegger mentions some: psychological, biological, 
anthropological, ethical, political, poetic, biographical, historical, etc.) but 
rather than such ‘dogmatically constructed’ explicit self-knowledge: ‘We must 
rather choose such a way of access and such a kind of interpretation that this 
entity can show itself in itself and from itself […].’ Instead of its own explicit 
conceptions of itself, Dasein must therefore be shown ‘as it is proximally and 
for the most part – in its average everydayness’.17 And Dasein must be thus 
shown, as it is in itself, by itself. This shows the methodological fusion that 
Heidegger is after between phenomenology and hermeneutics.  
 The ‘phenomenological’ character of Sein und Zeit resides in the call to 
have being ‘show itself as it is in itself’.18 This phenomenological moment is 
fused with the hermeneutical requirement that it must show itself in itself by 
or from out of itself [das dieses Seiende sich an ihm selbst von ihm selbst her 
zeigen kann].19 Heidegger relates φαινόμενον to ‘what shows/manifests itself’ 
[das, was sich zeigt, das Sichzeigende, das Offenbare]20 and λόγος to 
ἀποφαίνεσθαι, or to ‘reveal’. To the extent that this also means to ‘disclose’ [aus 
seiner Verborgenheit herausnehmen und es als Unverbogenes (ἀλήθεια) sehen 
lassen; entdecken], λόγος is related to truth.21  
 By thus relating phenomenon, truth and logos to revealing unconcealment, 
we can here already see the basis for what will become the central thrust of 
Heidegger’s thinking after what is called the Kehre (at least from the 
‘nihillating nothing’ [nichtende Nichts] of the 1929 Was ist Metaphysik? 
onwards): that the phenomenon of unconcealment maintains an original 
relation to concealment, and so that the elaboration of these themes at least 
partly requires a thinking of what is essentially implicit or undisclosed, or of 
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what in the language of the later Beiträge is called reticence or withdrawal. This 
can be seen in Sein und Zeit’s seventh section on method. That section is set 
up so as to already indicate a more originary sense of phenomenon, logos and 
hermeneutics that relates essentially to the concealed:  

 
What is it that phenomenology is to ‘let us see’? What is it that must be called a 
‘phenomenon’ in a distinctive sense? What is it that by its very essence is necessarily the 
theme whenever we exhibit something explicitly? Manifestly, it is something that 
proximally and for the most part does not show itself at all: it is something that lies hidden, 
in contrast to that which proximally and for the most part does show itself; but at the same 
time it is something that belongs to what thus shows itself, and it belongs to it so essentially 
as to constitute its meaning and its ground. 
  Yet that which remains hidden in an egregious sense, or which relapses and gets 
covered up again, or which shows itself only ‘in disguise’, is not just this entity or that, but 
rather the Being of entities, as our previous observations have shown.22 
 

It is in this section that Heidegger distinguishes the more originary sense of 
logos as ‘showing’ [sehenlassen] or disclosing/uncovering [entdecken] from its 
metaphysical derivatives, including the sense of truth as correspondence. The 
same holds for the phenomenon, as he indicates in the above quote. The 
interest there is to distinguish it from appearance [Erscheinung]. The peculiar 
character of the phenomenon as it is to be the ‘object’ of the phenomenology 
of ‘everydayness’ [Alltäglichkeit] in which the existential analytic finds its point 
of departure, is such that it neither ‘appears’ nor is related to the ‘mere 
appearance’ of illusion [Schein]. Rather, what the existential analytic is out to 
uncover, discover or disclose (the being of beings) is precisely what at first does 
not show itself, but what nonetheless essentially belongs to that what does show 
itself, as its sense and its ground. He is clear: it is what ‘remains hidden in an 
exceptional sense’ [Was aber in einem ausnehmenden Sinne verborgen bleibt].23 
The object of the phenomenology of being aims at showing what remains 
hidden ‘in an exceptional sense’. How does one show what remains hidden? 
Does it still remain hidden after showing it? One thing is certain: the 
‘explication’ that is Sein und Zeit cannot transform the implicit into the 
explicit. Its ‘explication’ must have a different relation to the implicit – to keep 
hidden its ‘object’, or explicate it as hidden.24 
 In Sein und Zeit, that hiddenness results from Dasein’s ‘hermeneutical 
situation’ in virtue of which it is inextricably bound up with or ‘in’ what it 
investigates. A short overview of the first steps of the investigation shows how 
being-in ‘orients’ its progression. 
 Heidegger thinks Dasein’s ‘average everydayness’ [durchschnittlichen 
Alltäglichkeit] terminologically as being-in-the-world. Though he states that 
this is composed of three elements – the ‘world’, the specific ‘being’ that is in 
that world (the ‘who?’) and ‘being in’ as such – it is already clear from the 
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introduction of the phenomenon of being-in-the-world in §12-13 that being-
in as such ‘orients’ the further discussion. Heidegger starts with his analysis of 
the ‘world’ as what Dasein is ‘always already in’, showing how traditional 
metaphysical explicit knowledge (and the epistemological problems of 
‘knowing the world’) rest upon a phenomenally prior being-in. This includes 
the critique of traditional representational objectivity (the ‘present-at-hand’ 
[Vorhandenheit]) as a derivative mode of the phenomenally more original 
‘ready-to-hand’ [Zuhandenheit]. In fact, the analysis of the ‘world’ starts with 
an analysis of what it means to be ‘in’ it. 
 Heidegger famously argues that one is not ‘in’ the world ‘as the water is “in” 
the glass, or the garment is “in” the cupboard’. Being-in is not ‘to be in’. What 
is the difference? ‘All entities whose being “in” one another can thus be 
described to have the same kind of being – that of being-present-at-hand’ 
[Vorhandensein]25, which is the term Heidegger uses for what he calls the 
traditional notion of existential: to exist ‘simply’. To existential in this 
traditional sense, Heidegger opposes Existenz, as the way of being of Dasein. 
The difference between the being of Dasein and the being-present-at-hand of 
‘things’ in the world is precisely Dasein’s existence, as the peculiar way of 
being-in the world that is exclusive to Dasein. That ‘The essence of Dasein lies 
in its existence’ means that the hallmarks of Dasein to be produced by the 
existential analytic are not ‘properties’ of a being that would be present-at-
hand, but rather essential possible ways of being [je ihm mögliche Weisen zu 
sein]. This is also why Dasein cannot be grasped ontologically as ‘an instance 
or special case of some genus of entities as things that are present-at-hand’.26  
 What does all this signify? That the ‘object’ of Sein und Zeit (the being of 
beings, as well as the ‘object’ of the existential analytic: the being of the being 
that is Dasein) is essentially not ‘objectifiable’. This is what determines how 
Sein und Zeit’s content and the gesture of its exposition are related. It results 
in a performative tension between content and form that essentially 
complicates the investigation’s own ‘objectivity’.  
 First of all, in terms of ‘content’: the ‘results’ of the existential analytic are 
inherently ambiguous, because Sein und Zeit is ‘completed’ only to the extent 
that the self-explication of Dasein reveals its irreducible incompleteness. Let 
me show this by providing a short consideration of the course of the 
investigation. The formal result of existential analytic that starts with the 
‘average everydayness’ [durchschnittliche Alltäglichkeit] of Dasein’s being-in-
the-world, is the determination of Dasein as care [Sorge]. The technical 
formulation is that Dasein is essentially ‘ahead of itself in its already being in 
the world’ [Sich-vorweg-im-schon-sein-in-einer-Welt].27 So what ‘care’ 
designates is the various (essentially: three) ways in which Dasein is essentially 
and irreducibly involved, embedded or situated ‘in’: Dasein is always already 
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‘ahead of itself’, ‘already in (a world)’ and ‘already with’. What binds these three 
equiprimordial moments of the ways in which Dasein essentially is, is ‘care’ 
insofar as that denotes an involvedness ‘in’ something, i.e. ahead of itself, out 
of itself or with (others). In slightly different terminology, it means that Dasein 
is irreducibly always already possibility [Seinkönnen]. This means that Dasein 
is not essentially a determinable ‘finished product’ or totality, but rather that 
in Dasein ‘something is always still out-standing’ [immer noch etwas aussteht]. 
That is nothing less than a reformulation of the fact that Dasein exists. Precisely 
that is Dasein’s characteristic: being always already outside of itself, or ahead 
of itself or essentially ‘involved in’. Now, the question becomes whether a self-
explication of such a being could be complete? And if not, what consequences 
does this have for the possibility to ‘answer’ the question of being? The 
question is a recurring theme in the remainder of Sein und Zeit, in the form of 
the seemingly somewhat external considerations of ‘architectonic’ and of the 
possibility of ‘completing’ the investigation. Only if we recall the set-up of Sein 
und Zeit (that a determination of Dasein was required both in response to the 
question of being as well as in order to be able to posit it in the first place), the 
question of Dasein’s possible ‘completeness’ ceases to seem like an external 
concern.28 For this reason Heidegger remains ambiguous when in §45 he asks 
whether with the determination of Dasein as ‘care’, Dasein has been 
comprehended completely.29 He states that it is ‘questionable’ whether a being 
whose essence is existence (who exists essentially in the ‘between’ between 
birth and death) can be comprehended ‘as a whole’. Heidegger proceeds to 
state that the interpretation of Dasein was not yet ‘original’, since it was 
analyzed only from the point of view of its everydayness. The original 
interpretation, that is meant to show the ‘horizon’ within which the everyday 
or ‘inauthentic’ Dasein is, reveals Dasein’s temporality. Time however does not 
‘solve’ the problem of completeness. Its explication is merely the original 
interpretation of the ‘horizon’ within which Dasein can be ‘ahead-of-itself as 
already in a world as being with’. In all these structural elements of Dasein as 
care, an element of ‘transcendence’ was implied, or an essential 
prepositionality: Dasein is in a world, with others and ahead of itself. ‘Time’ 
now means this prepositionality or ‘transcendence’ that Dasein essentially is, 
and the second part of Sein und Zeit aims at showing the ‘temporal sense’ of 
these three ‘ecstases’ as relations to past, present and future (which is why in 
§65 temporality is posited as the ‘ontological sense’ of care). This is why 
Heidegger states that temporality means ‘the original “outside of oneself” as 
such’ [das ursprüngliche ‘außer-sich’ an und für sich selbst].30 Dasein’s self-
explication is ‘complete’ only in its recognition of its irreducible 
incompleteness. 
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 Second of all, in terms of Sein und Zeit’s own language: Heidegger seems 
to manage to avoid discussing the question of Sein und Zeit’s own language in 
its reflection on the ‘subject of’ language [Sprache, which is phenomenally 
grounded in Rede]. But even if they are not found under the explicit heading 
of ‘language’, as it is done in the later works, questions of performativity still 
guide the methodological reflections on circularity, completeness, 
preliminarity and being-in (the ‘hermeneutic situation’ of the question of 
being). Already early on in Sein und Zeit, Heidegger defends his frequent use 
of ‘negative expressions’; that negativity is said to be appropriate [angemessen] 
and even ‘positive’ since it announces what is proper to the phenomenon. And 
certainly Heidegger’s attempt to regain the originary horizon of Western 
metaphysics can be seen in the host of neologisms Heidegger employs in the 
attempt to question it. But even more than in these matters, the question of 
performativity is implicit in Heidegger’s analysis of objectivity. The derivative 
status of what is objectively present-at-hand [Vorhanden] with respect to the 
more original ready-to-handness [Zuhandenheit] is reflected in the treatment 
of the assertion. The explicit proposition or judgment is shown to be derivative 
with respect to the more original interpretation (the proposition is a ‘derivative 
mode of interpretation’ [abkünftiger Modus der Auslegung]). This means, with 
an eye to the philosophical tradition, that the judgment cannot be seen as a 
basic form of thought or as the basic phenomenon of expression [das 
einfachste Aussagephänomen].31 For Heidegger, all explicit forms of 
conception or expression are phenomenally grounded in the implicit 
understanding [Verstehen], which is always already ‘before’ or ‘pre-’; 
everything explicitly conceived must be already implicitly disclosed. This 
affirms the explicative character of the investigation as an explication of what 
we are ‘always already in’. 
 This is in line with the essentially explicative character of the investigation 
(the phenomenological-hermeneutical ‘showing of itself by itself’) as 
Heidegger distinguishes it from mere representation or objective description 
by pointing to the original senses of phenomenon, logos and hermeneia. This 
distinction of the method of Sein und Zeit from a representation, itself 
resonates in the analysis of truth. There, he argues that truth is not primarily a 
relation of ‘correspondence’, but a matter of the Sache (the matter at issue) as 
Sichselbstzeigendes (what shows itself). Heidegger aims at revealing the 
‘traditional’ conception of truth – adequatio intellectus et rei; correspondence 
or representation32 – as a derivative33 mode of the original sense of truth as 
unconcealment (Heidegger’s conception of the original sense of the Greek 
ἀλήθεια): 

 
To say that an assertion ‘is true’ signifies that it uncovers the entity as it is in itself. Such an 
assertion asserts, points out, ‘lets’ the entity ‘be seen’ (ἀπόφανσις) in its uncoveredness. 
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The Being-true (truth) of the assertion must be understood as Being-uncovering. Thus truth 
has by no means the structure of an agreement between knowing and the object in the 
sense of a likening of one entity (the subject) to another (the Object).34 
 

What the methodological analyses and those of ‘objectivity’ show, is that the 
‘results’ of an existential analytic essentially complicate the very language that 
articulates those results. That is what I want to focus on in thinking about 
Heidegger’s development. From Sein und Zeit onwards, Heidegger’s 
conception of ‘language’ changes dramatically.  
 Heidegger progressively draws the more and more radical conclusions 
from this complication; that the question of being necessitates a certain 
enactment of language. I have tried to show that in Sein und Zeit, this problem 
is discussed in terms of method, as the questions of the ‘circularity’ of the 
investigation, the possibility of its ‘completeness’, its ‘preliminary’ status, and 
the main hermeneutical complication of how to thematize or gain access to 
what one oneself irreducibly is, or what one is inextricably ‘in’. It is in that light 
that I will be reading Heidegger’s Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis).  
 But isn’t this emphasis on the complication of Heidegger’s own language 
exactly  what is often regarded as being characteristic for the works after the 
‘still too representational’ Sein und Zeit? That is why at the end of my 
introduction to the Beiträge in the next paragraph, I will formulate the 
questions concerning Heidegger’s Kehre that will guide my interpretation of 
the Beiträge in section two.  
 
 
§18  Introduction to the ‘transitional thinking’ of the Beiträge zur 

Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) 
 
Heidegger announces that the Beiträge will not speak ‘about’ anything: ‘The 
issue is […] neither to describe nor to explain, neither to promulgate nor to 
teach’ [hier wird nicht beschrieben und nicht erklärt, nicht verkündet und nicht 
gelehrt] Rather, they are to enact a movement of saying: ‘Here the speaking is 
not something over and against what is to be said but is this latter itself as the 
essential occurrence of beyng’ [hier ist das Sagen nicht im Gegenüber zu dem 
Sagenden, sondern ist dieses selbst als die Wesung des Seyns].35 The entirety of 
the Beiträge can be seen as an attempt to respond to this question of how to 
conceive the limits of what one is so essentially involved in, that it already 
permeates the very attempt to articulate those limits. In this way, the structure 
of ‘being-in’ that controls Sein und Zeit still guides the essence of the Beiträge. 
By way of an introduction, I will preliminarily indicate how this thematic of 
‘being in’ relates to the ‘concealment’ that was so important in the discussion 
of Sein und Zeit, and then I will shortly situate my discussion of the Beiträge 
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within the broader framework of the present investigation by showing 
Heidegger’s critical relation to metaphysics to be irreducible to both ‘reversal’ 
and ‘transcendence’. This in order to clarify the ‘cessation of overcoming’ that 
is to mark the Beiträge’s ‘transitional thinking’. 
 In the Beiträge, Heidegger frames the question of the limits of what one is 
inextricably ‘in’ as the question of the possibility of an ‘other beginning’. This 
would be a beginning other than the ‘first beginning’ of Western history or of 
metaphysics. The all-pervasive situation of Western metaphysical mankind 
Heidegger in the Beiträge calls ‘machination’ [Machenschaft]. Machination 
stands for the all-pervasive power of technological rationality, of 
‘thoroughgoing calculable explainability’ [dürchgängigen berechenbaren 
Erklärbarkeit]36 as it pre-structures ‘our’ world. Heidegger states that it is the 
ground and the original essential determination of what Nietzsche understood 
under the concept of ‘nihilism’.37 As with Derrida’s ‘logocentrism’, 
machination denotes both a historical circumstance as well as a structural 
figure. 
 This means that the question of an other beginning is a question born out 
of a distress [Not] or a plight, and that plight necessarily has a peculiar 
structure. Heidegger speaks of ‘the concealed plight of a lack of a sense of 
plight’ [der verborgenen Not der Notlosigkeit].38 Machination is so pervasive 
that the inability to conceive its limits is not even experienced as a plight, and 
this itself is the distress out of which Heidegger’s questions are born.  
 One thinks quickly of similar motifs in Kierkegaard, such as the 
‘universality’ of the ‘sickness unto death’ and that the ‘most cherished and 
desirable place to live’ of despair is precisely concealed in the ‘heart of 
happiness’.39 Similarly, Heidegger states that the abandonment of beyng is 
strongest, there where it is most decisively concealed.40 Aside from 
Kierkegaard, the influence here is, as in so many other places in the Beiträge, 
Nietzschean. It is not God’s death that is the cause of distress in Nietzsche, it 
is man’s lack of distress in the face of that fact that forms the true essence of 
the nihilism that Nietzsche attempts to identify. It is because we are not even 
able anymore to experience God’s death as distressing that it is necessary to 
philosophize ‘with a hammer’. Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and Hölderlin are the 
Beiträge’s three guiding inspirational figures41 because of the plight of a 
prevailing lack of plight, and because of their respective awareness that 
announcing such a plight therefore requires a different kind of saying. 
 Given the all-pervasive nature of machination, raising the question of its 
limits also raises the question of the limits of what or who we are. For 
Heidegger, this means that the ability to ask this question changes the 
questioner. Just as questioning the limits of metaphysics already means to no 
longer wholly participate ‘in’ it, so raising the question of machination requires 
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a transformation of the one who asks the question. In the Beiträge that 
transformation is conceived as the transformation of ‘man’ – the ‘humankind’ 
of Western metaphysics – into Da-sein, i.e. into a being for whom its relation 
to beyng is no longer obscured or already distorted by machination. 
 The thinking of the Beiträge, then, is a transitional thinking [das 
übergängliche Denken]; a thinking that Heidegger sharply distinguishes from 
a movement counter or opposed to metaphysics: 

 
For transitional thinking, however, what matters is not an ‘opposition’ to ‘metaphysics’, 
since that would simply bring metaphysics back into play; rather, the task is an overcoming 
of metaphysics out of its ground.42 
 

‘Metaphysics’ can obviously mean a great many things, and what Heidegger 
has named under that title has varied throughout his works. Quite soon after 
Was ist Metaphysik? the concept of metaphysics no longer seems to designate 
an original questioning. It is as if the word metaphysics itself becomes ‘too 
metaphysical’. In the Beiträge, Heidegger quite consistently understands under 
the heading of metaphysics the questioning that proceeds by way of the 
‘guiding question’ [Leitfrage]. The guiding question is the question of the being 
of beings, the question that drives and defines metaphysics. From this, 
Heidegger distinguishes the basic or ‘grounding question’ [Grundfrage]; the 
one that inceptual thinking attempts to ask: the question of the truth of beyng, 
or, more precisely: the question ‘how beyng essentially occurs’ [wie Seyn west]. 
Now what would it then mean to overcome metaphysics ‘out of its ground’? 
And how is it different from going counter to it? Throughout the Beiträge, two 
main reasons can be discerned why overcoming metaphysics cannot mean 
opposing metaphysics. They can be identified under the headings of reversal 
and transcendence. 
 
a) Reversal 
The first problem with going against metaphysics is that this would constitute 
a ‘mere reversal’ [Umkehrung] that would only reaffirm metaphysics: all 
attempts, according to Heidegger, to go against metaphysics are reactions that 
therefore remain fundamentally dependent on what they react to: 

 
Not a counter-movement; for all counter-movements and counterforces are essentially 
codetermined by that which they are counter to, although in the form of an inversion. 
Therefore a counter-movement never suffices for an essential transformation of history. 
[…] Beyond counter-forces, counter-drives, and counter-arrangements, something utterly 
different must commence.43 
 

The thinking of the other beginning must be utterly different from a counter-
force. Instead of going ‘counter to’, Heidegger is targeting a transformation. 
Heidegger elaborates (in a language that anticipates Derrida’s use of the figure 
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of the future as ‘monstrosity’) by stating that ‘future decisions will not be made 
in previous domains’ to the extent that the latter are ‘still upheld by counter-
movements’. Instead, the ‘uniqueness of beyng […] lies anterior to all the 
oppositions in the previous “metaphysics.”’ As such, the other beginning 
stands outside opposition:  

 
The other beginning is not a counter-trend to the first; rather, as something utterly 
different, it stands outside of the ‘counter-‘ and outside of all immediate comparison. 
  Therefore this confrontation is also not an opposition, neither in the sense of crude 
rejection nor by way of a sublation of the first in the other. The other beginning, on the 
basis of a genuine originality, procures for the first beginning both the truth of its history 
and thereby its inalienable, most proper otherness, which becomes fruitful only in the 
historical dialogue of thinkers.44 
 

The talk of ‘outside opposition’ [außerhalb des Gegen] conveys precisely the 
performative complication at issue: the very attempt to distance oneself from 
opposition requires the oppositional articulation of the außerhalb. Perhaps 
just as telling is that in the Beiträge, it is of all people Nietzsche who is cited 
time and again as falling back into metaphysics (albeit ‘through the back-
door’), because he understood his own thinking in terms of an ‘inversion’ 
[Umkehrung] of Platonism (but, just like in the writings of Derrida, there is 
also consistently a second Nietzsche present in the Beiträge. This ambiguous 
relation to Nietzsche is essential to the project of the Beiträge).  
 So if inversion and reversal are gestures of reaffirmation, and if Heidegger 
targets a transformation into what is utterly different, then it would seem that 
Heidegger sets out to overcome or transcend metaphysics. 
 
b) Transcendence 
But for Heidegger, as for Derrida after him, transcendence characterizes 
metaphysics. For Derrida, transcendence stands for the figure of 
reappropriation; the internalization of the exterior as it culminates in the 
dialectic of Hegelianism; philosophy as always being philosophy ‘of its other’. 
Heidegger traces transcendence back to a mode of representation 
[Vorstellungsweise] arising out of Plato: 

 
Arising out of the Platonic interpretation of beings is a mode of representation which in 
various forms radically rules over the subsequent history of the guiding question and 
thereby also over Western philosophy as a whole. The determination of the ἰδέα as the 
κοινόν turns the χωρισμός into a sort of being, and that is the origin of ‘transcendence’ in 
its various forms, especially if even the ἐπέκεινα is grasped as οὐσία on account of this 
determination of the ἰδέα.45  
 

Transcendence arises there where the Platonic idea, as what is ‘common’ to the 
beings partaking in it, is posited as separate from beings. This is especially so 
if through an act of reification (that Heidegger takes to be characteristic of 
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Christianity and ontotheology more broadly speaking) the ἐπέκεινα, the 
‘beyond’, is itself interpreted as being. According to Heidegger, this leads to 
remaining stuck within metaphysics or within the questioning of the guiding 
question concerning the being of beings [ein Steckenbleiben in der Frageweise 
der Leitfrage, d. h. in der Metaphysik] instead of being able to ask the grounding 
question (of the truth of beyng).46  
 The problem with such transcendence, for Heidegger, is not so much with 
the beyond, but rather with the conception of diesseits that it implies. 
Transcendence implies that the indeterminable begins beyond the borders of 
what is itself essentially unproblematic or determinable; the ‘already known’: 
‘[…] the human being can be taken as what one is already essentially familiar 
with [was man in seinem Wesen schon kennt], as the being in relation to which 
and on the basis of which all ‘transcendence’ is determined’.47 In other words: 
transcendence according to Heidegger implies ‘departing from known and 
familiar ‘beings’ and going out in some way beyond them’.48 The problem e.g. 
in the opposition of the already-familiar ‘man’ to a transcendent God, is that 
‘man’ is precisely what is to be determined. Heidegger’s problem with 
transcendence is not so much the creation of a mystery as where that mystery 
is placed. His problem is with the false sense of familiarity the figure of 
transcendence bestows on what lies at ‘this side’ of the limit. So the risk 
inherent in the figure of transcendence is that it locates the ‘mystery’ in a 
beyond or a jenseits, whereas that mystery should serve to first make enigmatic 
what ‘we’ are.49 
 So now it seems that the very idea of transcendence must disappear. Is it 
then a matter of transcending transcendence? An overcoming of overcoming? 
 
c) The ‘cessation of all overcoming’ 
The idea of an overcoming of overcoming is found at the end of Heidegger’s 
lecture Zeit und Sein. In that lecture, Heidegger announces that he will speak 
of the attempt ‘to think Being without regard to its being grounded in terms of 
beings’. At the start Heidegger gives a ‘little hint’ to his audience: ‘The point is 
not to listen to a series of propositions, but rather to follow the movement of 
showing.’ [Es gilt, nicht eine Reihe von Aussagesätzen anzuhören, sondern dem 
Gang des Zeigens zu folgen]50 The lecture ends by pointing out that it will have 
produced merely propositions, and that as such the very form of the lecture 
and the form of the proposition is an ‘obstacle’ [Hindernis] in the saying that 
it has attempted. There, Heidegger formulates the need to overcome 
overcoming: 

 
The task of our thinking has been to trace being to its own from appropriation [Ereignis] 
– by way of looking through authentic time without regard to the relation of being to 
beings. 
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  To think being without beings means: to think Being without regard to metaphysics. 
Yet a regard for metaphysics still prevails even in the intention to overcome metaphysics. 
Therefore, our task is to cease all overcoming, and leave metaphysics to itself. 
  If overcoming remains necessary, it concerns that thinking that explicitly enters 
appropriation [Ereignis] in order to say it in terms of it about it [um Es aus ihm her auf Es 
zu – zu sagen]. 
  Our task is unceasingly to overcome the obstacles that tend to render such saying 
inadequate. 
  The saying of appropriation [Ereignis] in the form of a lecture remains itself an 
obstacle of this kind. The lecture has spoken merely in propositional statements 
[Aussagesätzen].51   
 

Heidegger starts by confirming that the attempt to overcome metaphysics is 
itself metaphysical. Here we recognize what we could call Derrida’s starting-
point: how to think both philosophy and its other if philosophy was always 
already philosophy of the other; of its other? Heidegger then concludes that if 
the attempt to overcome metaphysics is itself metaphysical, then the task 
would be to cease all overcoming, and leave metaphysics to itself. 
 Now it may seem that the saying that attempts to say Ereignis is so radically 
heterogeneous to metaphysics that it ‘leaves it to itself’ in the sense of leaving 
it behind, but such an interpretation cannot hold. It is already 
incommensurable with the lines that follow, since Heidegger, right after 
having left metaphysics ‘to itself’, reintroduces the hypothesis of the necessity 
of its overcoming [Wenn eine Überwindung nötig bleibt…]. Such an 
overcoming consists in the attempt to prepare the thinking of Ereignis, to clear 
the way for the possibility of its saying, to ‘overcome the obstacles’ that stand 
in its way, then this task holds ‘unceasingly’ [unablässig].52 
 So now the question becomes how to understand the transition of the 
‘transitional thinking’ of the Beiträge. It is transitional in several ways. As a 
‘transition’ from the ‘first’ to the ‘other beginning’, this transition cannot 
consist in leaving metaphysics behind, nor in its reversal, nor in its 
transcendence. Heidegger is most clear on the point in §85 of the Beiträge. 
There he opens with the thesis that to gain a foothold in the other beginning 
means to originarily appropriate [Zueignung] the first beginning and its history. 
It is therefore through an originary appropriation of metaphysics that one 
gains a foothold in the other beginning: ‘Only now can “metaphysics” be 
known in its essence’.53 So metaphysics is only then ‘overcome’ when it 
becomes possible to inquire into its essence inceptually. This is also the 
juncture at which the second Nietzsche (aside from the one who ‘merely 
reverses’ Platonism) enters the scene in the Beiträge, since Nietzsche was the 
one who explicitly and unrelentingly identified ‘Platonism’ as the heart of 
metaphysics.54 
 But matters are still inherently complicated, because this inquiry into its 
essence does not finally yield ‘knowledge’ about that essence, or a more precise 



   FROM SEIN UND ZEIT TO THE BEITRÄGE ZUR PHILOSOPHIE | 183 

determination of it. Instead, in transitional thinking ‘and in transitional 
thinking all talk of “metaphysics” becomes equivocal’ [kommt alle Rede von 
»Metaphysik« in die Zweideutigkeit]: 

 
The question, what is metaphysics?, situated in the domain of the transition to the other 
beginning (c.f. the lecture connected to Being and Time and to ‘On the Essence of 
Ground’), inquires into the essence of ‘metaphysics’ already in the direction of a first 
acquisition of a vanguard position toward the transition into the other beginning. In other 
words, it already inquires out of the other beginning. What it makes visible in its 
determination of ‘metaphysics’ is already no longer metaphysics but, rather, is the 
overcoming of metaphysics. The aim of this question is not the clarification – which means 
the perpetuation – of the previous and, moreover, necessarily confused representation of 
‘metaphysics’ but is instead the impetus into the transition and thereby into the knowledge 
that every sort of metaphysics is at an end and must be so if philosophy is to attain its other 
beginning.55  
 

The reflection on metaphysics is not simply a matter of ‘determining’ 
metaphysics. As a reflection on determination as such, the question does not 
aim at providing a new, better or other ‘representation’ or ‘clarification’ of 
metaphysics as that would itself be metaphysical. That would mean to hold on 
to the previous or ‘old’ modes of representation. Instead, that every form of 
metaphysics must come to an end means that the positing of the question of 
metaphysics already inaugurates a thinking that is irreducible to 
representation because it questions representation as such. As such it is 
‘already no longer metaphysics but, rather, the overcoming of metaphysics’. 
The ‘other’ thinking, out of the other beginning, is nothing other than the 
ability to finally be able to ask the question who or what we are, which is to say 
what are our limits, which is – if the limits are to truly be limits instead of mere 
reversals or beyonds – to (already) broach these limits in a certain way. 
 This brings me back to my starting-point in this paragraph: ‘this 
presentation does not describe or explain’. Instead, Heidegger attempts to 
enact a transformation through the ‘transitional’ thinking-saying language 
[denkerisches Sagen] of the Beiträge. 
 But here, still, the risk of reversals looms. Because the idea that the required 
transformation could be effectuated (as something one could ‘do’), itself 
belongs to machination. An entire tradition of ‘critique of subjectivity’ lurks in 
the background of that thought, and indeed in the Beiträge Heidegger speaks 
of Da-sein as an ‘overcoming of all subjectivity’ [Überwindung aller 
Subjektivität].56 Of that entire tradition, it is once again Kierkegaard and 
Nietzsche of whom I cannot fail to think here. It is one thing to conceive of a 
‘critique of the subject’, but quite another to recognize that such a ‘critique’ 
necessarily complicates itself in its very articulation. What Kierkegaard and 
Nietzsche bring to this problematic is the awareness that such a ‘critique’ 
would require, at some decisive moment, a suspension of ‘self-mastery’ that 
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essentially complicates the very idea of resistance to subjectivity itself. In 
staying with the Sickness unto Death, its analogue would consist in the fact that 
the most intensified form of despair (‘in despair to will to be oneself: defiance’) 
consists in the recognition of despair in the attempt to rid oneself of it; the wish 
to be someone else or to actively change oneself. Kierkegaard recognizes that 
despair is most intense in this attempt to effectuate by oneself one’s release 
from despair: the attempt to bring about one’s own salvation.57  
 Because the transformation of man into Da-sein cannot be effectuated by 
man – ‘on his own terms’, as it were – Heidegger conceives this transformation 
as the ‘occurence’ of a turning [Kehre], more specifically a Kehre ‘im Ereignis’ 
(event, event of appropriation, eventuation, enowning). The unfolding the full 
sense of the concept of Ereignis is something I can only gradually work towards 
here. For now, I focus on the transformation as ‘turning’.  
 With the introduction of the concept of the Kehre we can start to appreciate 
just on how many different levels Heidegger’s thinking is ‘transitional’.  
 
d) My goals in interpreting ‘transitional thinking’: The transition from Sein 
und Zeit to the Beiträge 
Aside from the structural figure of the Kehre im Ereignis that fulfills such a 
pivotal role within the Beiträge, Heidegger has described his own development 
after Sein und Zeit in relation to a Kehre or a turning. That is the Kehre that 
most people know about. The two cannot be separated. How one understands 
the ‘transitional’ character of the Beiträge depends intimately on how one 
understands the transition from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge. 
 Beiträge is, among other things, also the site of an explicit critique of Sein 
und Zeit. That critique consistently has the form that is by now so familiar to 
us. Heidegger consistently characterizes his own earlier writings as ‘still too 
representational’, ‘still too metaphysical’. But since I’ve already shown how 
that in itself cannot constitute a simple critique, what does that mean for the 
relation between Sein und Zeit and the Beiträge? 
 My goal is to show a certain account of Heidegger’s development to be 
insufficient. That account consists of the following interrelated aspects of the 
transition from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge. Heidegger’s Kehre would amount 
to:  

(a) a movement away from the attempt to posit the question of being by 
way of the existential analytic of Dasein, towards a saying of being ‘itself’ 
in the later works (the transformation would be a change in the object: 
from ‘a being’ – Dasein – to ‘being itself’);  

(b) a transition from the representational, metaphysical language of Sein 
und Zeit to the poietic language of the Beiträge; 
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(c) For the now ‘direct’ attempt to say being ‘itself’ in the Beiträge, the ‘still 
too representational’ language of Sein und Zeit is insufficient. 
Heidegger’s development, therefore, is one in which he attempts to find 
the right language, the right word, or to overcome the failure to say 
‘being itself’. 

There is a textual basis for all these aspects. Heidegger does indeed speak of a 
shift towards a saying of ‘beyng itself’, the inadequacies of the still too 
metaphysical language of Sein und Zeit, and the task of finding a language with 
which to speak from out of the truth of beyng itself.  
 But the question is how to interpret these claims. Therefore I oppose the 
following theses to the above account:  

a) The transition from beings to beyng is not a change in ‘object’ – if the 
ontological difference taught us anything, it is the absolute dissymmetry 
between beings and being which means precisely that being was always 
the being of beings. There cannot be said to ‘be’ such a thing as ‘being 
itself’. If there is a turn towards ‘being itself’, this can neither mean a 
difference in ‘object’, nor a shift away from beings. 

b) The problem with the distinction between representational and poietic 
language is that it risks sounding like these are two different languages. 
One can no more ‘leave behind’ representational language than one can 
regard speaking poietically as a simple ‘possibility’ (something one can 
do). Moreover, Sein und Zeit was already a radical critique of 
representation and an attempt at a ‘new language’. There is neither pure 
representation, nor a pure poietics. Instead, if there are limits to 
representation, they must show themselves through a poietic 
movement of showing in the ‘metaphysical’ propositions (the ‘pathway’ 
in or through seemingly objective propositions). 

c) Consequently, Heidegger’s development cannot be understood as a 
quest to ‘find the right language’ or to overcome his earlier failure to say 
being in Sein und Zeit. The ‘turning’ from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge 
is neither willed, nor a simple ‘possibility’, nor a transcendence, nor a 
reversal. Instead the transformation aims at recognizing and preserving, 
not at overcoming, a certain failure-to-say being. 

In order to be able to show this, it is vital to understand what Heidegger means 
when he states that (1) the ‘saying’ that he is after is in fact a ‘saying that 
accomplishes the utmost reticence’ or a ‘bearing silence’ [Erschweigung], and 
that (2) nothing essential can come to pass if the ‘basic disposition’ 
[Grundstimmung] of unassertiveness, restraint or reticence [Verhaltenheit] is 
lacking.  
 Only if reticence is recognized at the heart of the Heideggerian exposition 
can the relation between representational language and poietic language truly 
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come to the fore. When the poietic is recognized as the movement or the 
pathway ‘in’ the representational, then one can understand Heidegger’s Kehre 
from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge, as well as the Kehre im Ereignis. That Kehre 
consists in the ‘recuperation’ of beings ‘out of the truth of beyng’, beyng’s 
concealment or sheltering precisely in beings [Bergung, verbergen, entbergen], 
or Ereignis as the self-withdrawal of beyng in or through which beings ‘come 
into their own’. 
 If the only ‘intimation’ we have of beyng is precisely an intimation of 
beyng’s refusal, if in a world that is abandoned by beyng, it ‘resonates’ at most 
as withdrawal, then ‘this already indicates that the task here is not the 
description, explanation, or ordering of something objectively present’. 
Instead, thinking faces a ‘different burden’.58 Already early on in the Beiträge, 
Heidegger links the required ‘transformation into Da-sein’ to the problem of 
language and what must exceed the ‘proposition’: 

 
In philosophy, propositions are never subject to proof. This is so not only because there 
are no highest propositions, from which others could be derived, but because here 
‘propositions’ are not at all what is true, nor are propositions simply that about which they 
speak. All ‘proving’ presupposes that those who understand, as they come to stand before 
the represented content of the proposition, remain the same, unaltered in following the 
representational nexus that bears the proof. And only the ‘result’ of the course of the proof 
can require a changed mode of representation or, rather, require the representing of 
something previously unheeded.  
 In philosophical knowledge, on the contrary, the very first step sets in motion a 
transformation of the one who understands, and this not in the moral-‘existentiell’ sense, 
but rather with respect to Da-sein.59 
 

What is to be said in philosophy is not reducible to representation since it is 
not on the basis or because of what Heidegger writes, but through, in or with 
this saying that a transformation is to occur. This is a saying that would have 
to ‘accomplish the utmost reticence’. It is this that I will attempt to understand 
in the next section. 
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The concealment of the inceptual must be safeguarded above 
all. Every distortion of it through attempts at explanation must 

be avoided […]. 
– Heidegger, Beiträge 

 
 

 
 
 
§19  Style and systematicity: The conjuncture of the Beiträge and an 

introductory clarification of its junctures 
 
The Beiträge clearly differs from Sein und Zeit in its systematicity. There are 
several ways in which Heidegger announces that the Beiträge will not be ‘a 
“work” in the previous style’. The ‘previous style’ would be a representation: it 
would speak ‘about’ a subject and ‘present something objective’ [ein 
Gegenständliches darzustellen].1 To that, Heidegger presents the systematicity 
of the Beiträge as Gedanken-gang: ‘a course of thought’. Heidegger is 
accustomed to describing his style of thinking – in contrast to a ‘work’ – as a 
path, track or way (one need only compare certain titles: Holzwege, 
Wegmarken, Unterwegs zur/der Weg zu Sprache, der Feldweg, Mein Weg in die 
Phänomenologie, etc). The ‘way’ is not only temporal (one must traverse a way, 
one cannot get it ‘in one go’) but it can also ‘come to an abrupt stop where the 
wood is untrodden’ (this is the primary sense of Holzwege). That has the 
double signification of both, negatively, the possibility of dead-ends (and 
byways, wandering, erracy), as well as that of, positively, arriving at previsouly 
unexplored territory. As Heidegger indicates later in the Beiträge, ‘This taking 
of byways belongs essentially to the indirectness of the “execution” of all 
philosophy’.2 
 There is a connection between the saying that accomplishes reticence and 
the path or way: ‘the more necessary the thoughtful speaking about beyng, the 
more unavoidable reticence becomes regarding the truth of beyng in the course 
of questioning’.3 It is apparently through traversing a course of questioning that 
the reticence in which one ceases to speak ‘about’ being is to be accomplished. 
As is the subject of the Beiträge’s first proper section: the Beiträge’s question 
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‘along a way that is only now paved’, or that is paved in the questioning [Die 
‘Beiträge’ fragen in einer Bahn die […] erst jetzt gebahnt wird].4 
 Given the entanglement of the saying and what is to be said in the Beiträge, 
it does not have a straightforwardly linear structure. Instead, the Beiträge has 
the form of what Heidegger calls eine Fuge – the Beiträge is meant to be a 
‘conjuncture’ of/for what he calls ‘inceptual thinking’. Playing on the meanings 
of Gefüge, Verfügung and Fügung, Heidegger states that this conjuncture has a 
threefold sense: (1) in its architectonic or in its construction [im Aufbau] it 
must possess a philosophical rigor even if what corresponds to such a rigor (‘to 
apprehend the truth of beyng in the completely developed fullness of its 
grounded essence’) turns out to be the impossible; (2) that as a ‘way’ it is ‘only 
one way and the way of only one’, and so in traversing it one necessarily 
abstains from the possibility to oversee other ways; and (3) that it is clear from 
the outset that the attempt at inceptual thinking remain a ‘dispensation’ or 
‘providence’ [Fügung] of beyng. In this way, Heidegger emphasizes that both 
the rigor and the trajectory of the Beiträge do not conform to theory, assertion 
or representation, to a project that would be possible or that would ‘oversee’ 
its object. Instead that ‘object’ is itself what is to be enacted (the truth of beyng). 
In this way, it is a performative radicalization of Heidegger’s conception of 
phenomenology as a ‘showing of itself by itself’. 
 It is clear from this perspective that Heidegger distinguishes the Beiträge 
from a ‘system’. A system, according to Heidegger, is the necessary form of 
philosophy as it is only possible when led by the ‘guiding question’ [Leitfrage] 
of the being of beings, rather than the grounding question [Grundfrage] that 
inceptual thinking attempts to ask: the question how beyng essentially occurs 
[wie Seyn west]. Here it may seem as if these questions have a different ‘object’ 
– from beings to beyng. Instead the difference must be more subtle, since their 
difference is precisely that the first has an object (beings) and is guided by it (it 
turns into the question of the objectivity of the object), whereas the grounding 
question asks out of an awareness that it lacks an ‘object’; that it aims at an 
articulation of what essentially conceals or withdraws. If such articulation 
cannot be systematic or linear, then what is its structure? 
 The ‘conjuncture’ [Fuge] of the Beiträge consists of six ‘junctures’, fugues, 
joinings or joints [Fügungen] that have the following headings: Der Anklang, 
Das Zuspiel, Der Sprung, Die Gründung, Die Zu-künftigen and Der letzte Gott 
(resonance or echo; interplay or playing-forth; leap; grounding; the future 
ones or ones to come; the last God). These six joinings are preceded by a 
Vorblick (a prospect or preview), from which I have primarily been quoting 
until now. Heidegger says of the six joinings that though every one ‘stands in 
itself’, this is only ‘so as to make the essential unity more impressive’. This 
confirms Heidegger’s awareness of the entanglement or inextricability of the 
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saying and what is to be said: ‘[…] in each of the six junctures, a saying of the 
same about the same is attempted’. The joinings are to be thought as ‘different 
essential domains of that which is called Ereignis’.5 
 Now, just because the Beiträge are no system, that does not mean that there 
is no systematicity to them. Heidegger says that there is ‘a hidden interweaving 
among them’. With what has been said so far, it is already possible to introduce 
these headings and their interweaving in an introductory fashion. 
 We return to the thought of entanglement, the inextricability of ‘being in’. 
The question of an other beginning was the question of the possibility of 
relating to beyng in a world that is abandoned by it, dominated by machination 
or by questionlessness; the forgetfulness of being. If the project is to get started 
at all, there must be an ‘inkling’ or intimation [Ahndung, Wink] of beyng in a 
world that is abandoned by it. Beyng, in other words, does not ‘appear’, but 
must nevertheless ‘resonate’ somehow in a world of machination. This is the 
first question: in a world of machination, or in an age of metaphysics, how does 
beyng nevertheless resonate? 
 Heidegger’s ‘answer’ to this question is that beyng resonates precisely as 
that which is concealed: as self-refusing. The lack of beyng is a distress that is 
structured as ‘the plight of the lack of plight’. To have an intimation of an other 
beginning, coincides with catching a glimpse of machination itself, the limits 
of what one is ‘in’. The plight arises only when machination as such is 
recognized, it is the distress that accompanies the recognition of the lack of 
distress in the face of the abandonment by beyng. This means that beyng 
‘resonates’ or finds resonance in a world of machination when an interrogation 
of (the limits of) what one is ‘in’ takes place. Such an interrogation means 
interrogating the ‘first beginning’, and that is what Heidegger means by the 
second jointure: interplay [Zuspiel]. This is how Heidegger says it: ‘The 
interplay first takes its necessity out of the resonating of the plight of the 
abandonment by being,’6 and: beying resonates precisely ‘in its refusal’.7 
 Interplay signifies the interrogation of the first beginning, through which 
the very thought of an ‘other’ beginning is to arise (it is also the thought of the 
possibility of a ‘transition’ to another beginning, though it will be shown that 
strictly speaking no ‘transition’ between the two is possible, as is evidenced in 
the necessity of the ‘leap’). What the interplay reveals as the first beginning is 
the nature of truth. The history of the West, of metaphysics, is the history of 
truth. Probably the clearest line of continuation between Sein und Zeit and the 
works that come after it, is a rethinking of truth in terms of (un)concealment. 
Here, it becomes clear that the Beiträge and Heidegger’s famous essay “Der 
Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” are from the same period. In that essay, truth is 
understood as clearing-concealment [lichtende Verbergung], as what hides 
itself precisely in the ‘play’ of beings, the play wherein or whereby is decided 
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what counts as being (the present [das Anwesende]). This means that in the 
interrogation of the first beginning, one recognizes how beings ‘shelter’ truth. 
Sheltering [Bergung] is the ‘preservation’ [Verwahrung, the ‘truth-ing’] of the 
‘cleared-concealed’ such that:  

 
It is exactly this preservation [Verwahrung] which first allows beings to be and indeed as 
the beings they are and can be in the truth of the not yet thematized being [Sein] and in 
the way this truth is unfolded.8 
 

This means that the interrogation of the first beginning in the interplay leads 
to the recognition of the movement by which what counts as being [was als 
seiend gilt] is decided. To recognize that in Western history that which counts 
as a being is conceived in a limited way is precisely to recognize the very 
movement (the event) in which or by which beings ‘come into their own’. That 
is a preliminary indication of the sense of Ereignis. 
 In this way, resonance and interplay form the first two moments of 
inceptual thinking, and Heidegger states that they ‘prepare’ the ‘leap’ 
(‘Resonating and interplay are soil and field for the first run-up of Inceptual 
thinking to the leap into the essential occurrence of beyng’).9 The ‘insight’ that 
they lead to, however, is: that for what is to be thought there is no fixed path 
or ‘introduction’: the interplay shows that what is essential is what is essentially 
concealed. All exposition will have already been caught up in the 
unconcealment that is only its ‘consequence’. It is here that a ‘leap’ is required: 
the transition from an assertive discourse into the ‘thinking-saying’ 
[denkerische Sagen] of the Beiträge (‘To thinking there remains only the 
simplest saying […] in purest reticence’).10 This is also the reason why the ‘way’ 
of the Beiträge is consistently described as only anticipation and attempt. There 
is something essentially resisting ‘fulfillment’, ‘realization’ or even ‘possibility’ 
of what is to be ‘thought-said’. It is in this context that the ‘future ones’, as well 
as the ‘few and the rare’ that the Beiträge frequently references, must be 
understood. What is to be said not only resonates for the few and the rare in a 
world of machination. It is essentially unheard-of and its articulation is not 
‘realizable’. Rather it is a matter of awakening a sense of precisely one’s limits, 
and with that a sense of plight, through a path of questioning. To speak ‘from’ 
Ereignis is therefore not to attain or assert a position, or to actualize a 
possibility. 
 Recognizing the limits of truth and the way in which it conceals thus 
requires a leap out of the realm of truth and metaphysics that control all 
articulation. What the interplay gives is not a ‘new’ or more original ground of 
truth, but the ungrounded character of truth. The leap is therefore a leap into 
the ‘abyss’ [Abgrund]. 
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 Only out of the recognition of the abyss does the necessity for ‘grounding’ 
arise (jointure 4). This is the thematization of the ‘recuperation’ of the relation 
of beings to beyng. This jointure could therefore be called the jointure of the 
reconception of beings out of the truth of beyng. Therefore, this is also the 
section on the reconception of man as Da-sein. Here it is helpful to point to 
what Heidegger writes in §193 of the Beiträge: that Da-sein ‘does not lead out 
of beings but into them’.11 This in light of what has been a guiding thread 
throughout this book, namely: that Heidegger works toward a conception of 
‘our limits’ (the limits of machination as the loss of the relation to beyng) in 
full awareness that such limits cannot be conceived as opposing beyng to 
machination or to beings as what would be outside or beyond it. It is a matter 
not of the possibility of an ‘other world’ but precisely of recognizing one’s 
limits so as to be able to relate differently to one’s own. To this end, it will be 
necessary to understand what it means that beings ‘shelter’ (thus conceal and 
preserve; Bergung, bergen, verbergen) the truth of beyng. 
 Of the last two joinings (the future ones and the last God) I have already 
indicated how the first refers to an essential ‘unrealizability’ of what is to be 
articulated. It is indeed my claim that the Beiträge are necessarily only an 
‘attempt’, that its ‘anticipation’ does not anticipate a ‘realizable future’ but 
rather that it is to indicate something of the limits of the realizability of what 
is to be said. The problem with the idea of such a ‘realizable future’ is that it 
again lays the focus on some other world or possibility, rather than on relating 
differently to oneself and one’s own world. As Heidegger states it with regard 
to machination, what is absent in this ‘age of complete questionlessness’ is not 
a sense of ‘new possibilities’, but the exact opposite: machination is a world in 
which everything has become merely possible. What is necessary, and what 
has disappeared from it completely, is a sense of the impossible (or of the 
mystery [Geheimnis] to which I return below).12 
 I will thus leave the preliminary introduction of the last two jointures in 
order to proceed with the examination of the main problem of the Beiträge’s 
explicit relation to the limitations of its own articulation. As Heidegger states 
in §95 of the Beiträge: ‘The concealment of the inceptual must be safeguarded 
above all. Every distortion of it through attempts at explanation must be 
avoided’ [Vor allem muß die Verborgenheit des Anfänglichen gewahrt warden. 
Zu vermeiden ist jede Veranstaltung durch Erklärungsversuche].13 Instead of 
taking something out of its concealment (showing), the concealment of the 
inceptual must be ‘preserved’. And this is why ‘attempts at explanation’ will 
‘distort’ what is to be said. So what strange kind of philosophical exposition is 
Heidegger targeting here? 
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§20  The Beiträge’s ‘reflection’ on its own language: Denkerisches Sagen and 

the limits of representation 
 
Heidegger articulates the problem of the Beiträge’s own articulation in                            
numerous places, for instance at the opening of §40: 

 
The work of thought in the age of transition […] can only be, and must be, a course of 
thought, taking this word ‘course’ in its two senses at once: a proceeding and the path on 
which the proceeding takes place, thus a path that itself proceeds [ein Gehen und ein Weg 
zumal, somit ein Weg, der selbst geht]. 
  Can such a thing be given form in saying, so that the simplicity of this task comes to 
light? And to such a thing does there correspond the conjunction Of the Event?14 
 

The ‘simplicity’ of the task does not signify that it is easy, but the task is ‘simple’ 
[einfach] to the extent that creating the pathway and following it cannot be 
distinguished, and must somehow be accomplished ‘in one go’. That 
complicates the possibility of philosophical presentation as representation: 

 
Because, in philosophical knowledge, in each case everything is transformed at once-the 
being of humans into its standing in the truth, the truth itself, and thereby the relation to 
beyng-and because, accordingly, an immediate representation of something objectively 
present is never possible, philosophical thinking will always seem strange.15 
 

This performative problem of the inextricability of creating and following the 
path raises the question of its relation to philosophical ‘reflection’, because ‘I’ 
myself am entangled with what is to be my ‘object’: saying and what is to be 
said are indistinguishable. Heidegger confirms this structure as guiding 
inceptual thinking, though he stresses that both ‘reflection’ and ‘self’ (with its 
connotations of ‘subjectivity’) are to be avoided. If this project were conceived 
as man’s reflection on ‘himself’, then this would neglect that both the 
determination of ‘man’ and the determination of ‘self’ are part of what is in 
question: ‘The meditation of inceptual thinking is, rather, so original that it 
first asks how the self is to be grounded, in whose domain “we”, you and I, in 
each case come to our selves.’16 What Heidegger indicates is that it is precisely 
the issue of a thinking of Ereignis to show originarily how beings come into 
their own. Though ‘we’ are at stake, this showing cannot proceed on the basis 
of a ‘self’, but should rather show precisely how a being comes to have an ‘itself’ 
or comes into itself: ‘The selfhood of the human being […] is a realm of 
occurrences [ein Geschehnisbereich], a realm in which human beings are 
appropriated to themselves […] wherein an appropriation can occur’.17 For 
this reason Heidegger states that ‘The meditation of inceptual thinking 
concerns us (ourselves) and yet does not.18 
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 I interpret this in such a way that Heidegger targets the structure here of 
what I have called entanglement, and that the warning with respect to the ‘self’ 
is an important indication not to confuse its articulation with ‘traditional’ 
conceptions in which the problem of entanglement has presented itself 
immediately as the problem of ‘self-consciousness’, with all the connotations 
of ‘subjectivity’ that this carries. Heidegger adds to this that this ambiguity with 
respect to the self (inceptual thinking is a self-reflection and it is not a self-
reflection) is ‘unavoidable’ and corresponds to the risk of seeing in it an 
‘anthropological existential meditation in the usual sense’. This is further 
qualified in §19, where Heidegger asks (in a manner that anticipates the type 
of questioning that Derrida later picks up on) to what extent it is clear who 
‘we’ are even in the asking of the question. How are ‘we’ already thought when 
positing the question who ‘we’ are? Heidegger stresses both (1) that meditation 
or reflection [Besinnung] is necessarily self-reflection, meditation on oneself 
and (2) that the question ‘who we are’ can not already imply a preconception 
of a ‘we’ as objectively present in whatever capacity (vorhanden; as ‘myself’, 
‘man’, a ‘people’, etc.) or as a ‘consideration turned back upon ourselves as 
“given” beings’. It is precisely a meditation that forces one to grapple with what 
cannot be ‘given’ or presented in such a way.19 
 Now, it follows from this entanglement or inextricability of saying and 
what is to be said that the ‘truth of beyng’ does not let itself be said ‘in ordinary 
language, which is ever more comprehensively used up today and degraded 
through idle chatter’. Thus Heidegger asks whether the truth of beyng can be 
said at all, or whether perhaps a ‘new language’ could be found to say beyng. 
He answers resolutely: ‘No’. It cannot be a matter of a ‘new language’. As much 
as there can be no position ‘outside’ metaphysics for Derrida (the ‘limit’ of 
metaphysics rather only ever shows itself ‘in’ metaphysics through its 
disruption); and inasmuch as for Hegel there can be no reason outside or 
opposed to the understanding (rather the task consists in showing reason as 
implicit in the understanding, in the very movement of the understanding’s 
distinctions) so for Heidegger there can be no ‘new’ language that would be 
‘suitable’ to say beyng. Heidegger goes even further: even if per impossibile one 
would devise such a language it would ‘still not be a saying language’ [selbst 
wenn dies gelänge […] wäre diese Sprache keine sagende].20 Analogous to the 
thought of the recuperation of beings [Wiederbringung des Seienden]21 is the 
thought of a transformation of language [Verwandlung der Sprache] that 
cannot be a transformation into something other or new. Instead, this is the 
task: ‘Thus all that matters is this one thing: to say the most nobly emerged 
language in its simplicity and essential force, to say the language of beings as 
the language of beyng [die Sprache des Seienden als Sprache des Seyns sagen].22 
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 It is thus not a matter of an other language, but rather of saying the (same) 
language of beings as language of beyng. To recuperate, in other words, the 
language of beings and restore its relation to beyng. This involves at least a 
different attitude with respect to words. Heidegger states, concerning his own 
terminology: 

 
Therefore something is said of the ‘renunciation of pursuance’, of the ‘clearing of 
concealment’, of the ‘appropriating event’, of ‘Da-sein’; and this is not a mere plucking of 
truths out of words but is the opening of the truth of beyng in this sort of transformed 
saying […]. [My italics, JdJ]23 
 

In other words: one is not expected to ‘find’ in the new words a previously 
hidden truth so as to be able to claw it out of them [Herausklauben]. Instead, 
the very use of these words serves as the attempt to open the truth of beyng 
through a transformed saying. 
 This means that to the extent that language ‘fails’ to say beyng, this failure 
must be qualified in a very nuanced way. This question, what it means for 
language to ‘fail’ and whether that failure can be remedied, moreover raises all 
the stakes implied in the discussion surrounding Heidegger’s development: if 
Heidegger states that his language in Sein und Zeit was ‘still too metaphysical’, 
then what does this signify? Is the Beiträge an attempt to write something that 
is no longer metaphysical? Is there a (new, other) post-metaphysical language? 
I have suggested that there is not, and this means that Heidegger’s 
development must be understood differently. It also means that Derrida’s 
relation to Heidegger must be reinterpreted if Derrida’s sees in Heidegger the 
onto-hermeneutical project of meaning, a nostalgic search for the ‘the right 
word’. This is the reconsideration I undertake in chapter 7. 
 What does Heidegger say about the ‘failure’ of language in the Beiträge? 
First of all, one could say that the exhaustion of language forms the very point 
of departure of the Beiträge. Looking at the first page, we see Heidegger 
distinguishing the public title (Beiträge zur Philosophie) from the essential 
heading (Vom Ereignis). Philosophy, according to Heidegger, cannot be 
announced any other way, since all essential titles have become impossible 
because all the ‘basic words’ have been exhausted or ‘used up’ [Vernutzung] 
and the real or ‘authentic relation to the word’ [des echten Bezugs zum Wort] 
has been destroyed [Zerstörung]. Further down, Heidegger is more specific 
about the ‘failure’ of language: 

 
Words fail us [Es verschlägt einem das Wort]; they do so originally and not merely 
occasionally, whereby some discourse or assertion could indeed be carried out but is left 
unuttered, i.e., where the saying of something sayable or the re-saying of something already 
said is simply not carried through. Words do not yet come to speech at all [Das Wort 
kommt noch gar nicht zum Wort], but it is precisely in failing us that they arrive at the first 
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leap. This failing is the event as intimation and incursion of beyng [Das Verschlagende ist 
das Ereignis als Wink und Anfall des Seyns]. 
  This failing us is the inceptual condition for the self-unfolding possibility of an original 
(poetic) naming of beyng. [Die Verschlagung ist die anfängliche Bedingung für die sich 
entfaltende Moglichkeit einer ursprünglichen – dichtenden – Nennung des Seyns] 
  Language and the great stillness, the simple nearness of the essence, and the bright 
remoteness of beings, when words once again are effective. When will such a time come? 
 Restraint: creative withstanding in the abyss [das schaffende Aushalten im Ab-grund].24  
 

Words fail ‘originally’. It is in the failure of words that an intimation of beyng 
is found. If there is to be a ‘naming of beyng’, then the failure of the word is an 
‘inceptual condition’. 
 What kind of naming can have as its condition a failure of the word? That 
question can only be answered with reference to two central concepts within 
Heidegger’s reflection on the language of the Beiträge: silence as it plays a part 
in the locutions Schweigen, Erschweigung, Verschweigung and the concept of 
Stimmung (mood, attunement or disposition), specifically the ‘basic’ or 
‘grounding’ disposition [Grundstimmung] of restraint [Verhaltenheit]. First, 
however, it is important to have more clarity about how exactly representation 
and proposition relate to the ‘failure’ to say the truth of beyng. Or, perhaps 
better: how does beyng relate to the failure-to-say? The central question is: is 
Heidegger’s goal to find a language that could (finally, successfully) say beyng? 
Or is he on the way to expose rather than amend a failure-to-say as belonging 
essentially to beyng? 
 
a) Do the Beiträge preserve or overcome the failure to say beyng? 
Heidegger opens §276 of the Beiträge, entitled Das Seyn und die Sprache 
(beyng and language), with a numbered series of headings, presumably those 
under which the problems surrounding the relation between beyng and 
language could or should be elaborated. The first two of these read: ‘1. Die 
Sprache als Aussage und Sage [langage as assertion of saying]. 2. Das Sagen des 
Seyns [the saying of being].’ He proceeds to, first and foremost, make clear that 
for an ‘inceptual’ determination of language [anfangliche Bestimmung der 
Sprache], it could never be what it has traditionally been for philosophy of 
language or linguistics: ‘a present-at-hand object’ [ein vorhandener 
Gegenstand], one ‘alongside other objects’ [neben anderen Gegenstanden]. 
Since language can not be treated as ‘a being’, Heidegger states that the ‘first 
question’ would have to be ‘the question of the relation of language to beyng’. 
And even the question of a ‘relation’ between language and beyng would still 
suffer from the risk of treating language and beyng as ‘two beings’ that one 
could subsequently ‘relate’. For that reason Heidegger asks instead: ‘How does 
language essentially occur in the essential occurrence of beyng?’ [wie west in 
der Wesung des Seyns die Sprache?] 
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 Heidegger wants to expose the limits of the propositional form, assertion 
and representation without opposing an ‘other’ or ‘new’ language to it. Here is 
the risk inherent in distinguishing representation (and its privileged form of 
the Aussage) from (thinking-)saying or from a ‘poietic’ language25: this very 
distinction risks falling prey to itself, as if asserting and thinking-saying are 
‘two languages’ that there are or that one has, two ‘beings’ or else two 
‘possibilities’, which would be self-defeating. Rather, assertion and saying 
form, so to speak, the linguistic version of the ‘ontological difference’: it is a 
matter of showing the saying of representation, or to recuperate the ordinary 
language and to restore its relation to being. In fact Heidegger criticizes the 
very notion of the ‘ontological difference’ for this very reason in the Beiträge. 
Though even in Sein und Zeit being was always the being of beings, the very 
articulation of that difference risks going counter to what it wants to express: it 
may enlarge rather than reduce the risk of conceiving being as ‘a being’ since 
one finds it ‘next to’ or ‘distinguished from’ beings. For that reason, Heidegger 
states in the Beiträge that it is a matter of showing the ‘simultaneity’ 
[Gleichzeitigkeit] of beyng and beings, rather than their ‘difference’. 
 In one sense, everything that Heidegger does has the form of a critique of 
representation and assertion. On the other hand I have shown how Heidegger 
stresses that there is no ‘new’ or ‘other’ language ‘outside’ of representation. 
Even the poets are delivered over, if not to ‘representation’ (though often 
enough this too) then at least to the ‘old words’. They do not speak an other 
language, but they reawaken a relation to beyng in (the ‘old’) language. What 
I have called Heidegger’s recuperation of language sets out to restore the 
relation of the proposition to beyng. In Sein und Zeit he does this by showing 
how the assertion is rooted (albeit as a ‘derivative’ mode) in Auslegung, Rede 
and ultimately in Sorge, itself ultimately rooted in temporality. How does he 
do this in the Beiträge? 
 In §41 Heidegger states that ‘every saying of beyng takes place in words and 
namings’: 

 
Every saying of beyng is couched in words and namings which, as expressions of beyng, 
are liable to be misunderstood when taken in the sense of the everyday view of beings and 
thought exclusively in that sense. What this requires is not at all primarily a failure of the 
question (within the realm of the thoughtful interpretation of beyng); rather, the word 
itself already reveals something (something familiar) and thereby conceals that which is 
supposed to be brought into the open in thoughtful saying. 
  Nothing can remove this difficulty. Indeed, the attempt to remove it already signifies  
misunderstanding of all saying of beyng. The difficulty must be accepted and must be 
grasped in its essential belonging (to the thinking of beyng).26 
 

The word, in its colloquial or ordinary sense and usage, is already a revealing 
word and as such, in that very revealing, it is also concealing what would have 
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to be brought to light in thinking-saying. To want to erase this ‘difficulty’ 
would already be to negate what it would mean to say beyng. Rather, says 
Heidegger, this difficulty must be ‘taken up’, and shown to belong essentially 
to the thinking of beyng. 
 The thinking of beyng thus does not set out to ‘erase’ or amend the inability 
to say beyng. Rather, it sets out to bring that inability to light as an inability 
that does not ‘happen occasionally’, but that is original. 
 The only way in which to bring to light this original inability is to be 
unassertive. That does not mean that one cannot utter assertions, nor is it 
merely negative. Its twofold ‘positive’ sense is an essential part of the Beiträge. 
The first is that for this reason the philosophical explication in the Beiträge 
must be involved in a logic of silence, by which Heidegger does not mean a lack 
of utterance or muteness. The second is that if a saying is to be distinguished 
from representation, but not by way of a ‘new language’, then it must be a 
matter of being differently disposed or attuned to the old one. Inceptual 
thinking, therefore, requires a basic disposition [Grundstimmung] without 
which nothing essential can come to pass (‘If the basic disposition is lacking, 
then everything is a forced clatter of concepts and of the mere shells of words’ 
[ein erzwungenes Geklapper von Begriffen und Worthülsen]).27 The basic 
disposition lies precisely in being unassertive. It is the dis-position of the 
exercise of restraint: Verhaltenheit. Only in the disposition of restraint can ‘the 
highest thoughtful reticence’ be accomplished. 
 
b) The preservation of concealment: λήθη in the Parmenides-lectures 
It is now possible to see why Heidegger would ask: ‘Which saying effects the 
highest thoughtful reticence [Erschweigung]?’ In §37, entitled Das Seyn und 
seine Erschweigung (die Sigetik) (beyng and its bearing silence (Sigetics)), 
Heidegger calls bearing silence the ‘logic’ of philosophy, insofar as it asks the 
grounding question out of the other beginning. This means to inquire into the 
truth of the essential occurring [Wesung] of beyng. And that truth is ‘the 
intimating-resonating concealment (the mystery) of the event (the hesitant 
withholding)’ [die winkend-anklingende Verborgenheit (das Geheimnis) des 
Ereignisses (die zögernde Versagung)].28 What does Erschweigung signify? 
 I have been stressing that the problem of the Beiträge is a radicalization of 
the problem of being-in: of articulating and recognizing the limits of what one 
is essentially ‘in’ and therefore cannot oversee. It is the question of how to 
question the dominant or pervasive rationality especially if that rationality 
controls the means of critique. Though a certain necessity of a certain 
exteriority presents itself, I have been arguing throughout that in Derrida, 
Hegel, and Heidegger we find the far-reaching awareness that there is no 
possibility of an ‘other’ discourse, position, or possibility. Their projects do not 
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coincide with a movement towards an outside, but rather they are attempts to 
answer the question: how does one raise the question of the limits of what one 
is in, ‘from within’, and how are these limits to be conceived if they are not the 
boundary between an inside and an outside? In Heidegger’s case, the form of 
this problem and the naiveties that potentially surround it are even more 
evident in the Beiträge than in Sein und Zeit (even though I have attempted to 
show how Sein und Zeit already anticipates these problems). It is already 
evident from the reconceptualization of some of its central terms, notably the 
transformation of Sein und Zeit’s existence or ‘standing-out’ into the 
Beiträges’s Inständigkeit or standing in. But nowhere is the problem of being-
in more prominent than in the necessity to bear silence. Here it is clear how 
Heidegger is still a phenomenologist: a world of machination is characterized 
by the abandonment of beyng. Yet that does not mean that the truth of beyng 
or beyng’s essential occurrence takes place ‘outside’ of who or what ‘we’ are. 
On the contrary: it takes place within machination precisely as concealment. 
This is what the very opening question of Sein und Zeit already focused on: the 
unrepresentable because essentially ‘implicit’ character of (our understanding 
of) being. Now that issue is radicalized by focusing on what self-withdraws as 
such: in a world of machination, one can only hope for an ‘intimation’ of 
beyng, which is not some voice from an other world, but precisely what in this 
world resonates precisely in, through or as hesitant withholding or 
concealment. The necessity to bear silence directly relates to the withdrawal of 
the truth of beyng, or beyng’s essential occurrence [Wesung] as withdrawal. 
Here the ‘entanglement’ of method and object is in full force: the Beiträge do 
not attempt to perform an Erschweigung because it would ‘correspond’ to the 
truth of beyng. Rather it is only in reticence and in hesitant withholding (in 
unassertion) that the truth of beyng can resonate as what withholds itself in a 
world of machination. 
 This at least partly gives to philosophical explication a task of preserving 
concealment, a motif that can be traced throughout Heidegger’s development 
and into the later works in which the theme of language becomes so 
prominent. It is very visible in Heidegger’s 1942-43 lectures on Parmenides. 
Heidegger confirms the point, from which the necessity to bear silence arises: 
‘The proper relation to the rare is not to chase after it but to leave it at rest by 
acknowledging the concealment.’ [Der gemäße Bezug zum Seltenen ist nicht die 
Jagd darnach, sondern das Ruhenlassen als das Anerkennen der Verbergung]29 
In that sentence, I would like to highlight the importance of ‘letting’ 
[Ruhenlassen] and ‘acknowledging’ [Anerkennen]. What is at issue here is how 
philosophical exposition, explication, disclosure or showing relate to 
concealedness. Heidegger maintains here that exposition and explication do 
not simply un-conceal, are not opposed to concealment. In the same lecture, 
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Heidegger stresses that this cannot be the case by describing the relation of 
forgetting to concealment. (This means that what is thus at issue here is how 
we are to read the forgetfulness of being with which Sein und Zeit opens. Is 
that book the attempt to remedy that forgetfulness and replace it with a 
remembrance, or rather to first recognize and preserve that forgetting?)  
 Heidegger states in the Parmenides-lecture that with the transition of truth 
as unconcealment [ἀ-λήθεια] to correctness [ὁμοίωσις, likeness, being of the 
same kind, adequatio] there coincides, beginning in Plato, a transformation of 
λήθη (concealedness) and the ἀνάμνησις (remembrance) that is its opposite. 
According to Heidegger, the event of withdrawing concealment of ἀλήθεια 
changes into the distinctly ‘human’ comportment of ‘forgetting’. In this way, 
what is opposed to λήθη [was gegen die λήθη steht] is now thought in terms of 
a ‘fetching back again’ [Wiederzurück-holen] by man. However, Heidegger 
states that so long as the Platonic ἀνάμνησις is conceived in the (‘modern’, 
‘subjective’) sense of remembering and forgetting, it is not possible to 
appreciate the ground of its essential occurrence [Wesensgrund].30 Heidegger 
identifies this essential ground in the myth of λήθη at the end of Plato’s 
Republic as the ‘hidden counter-essence to ἀλήθεια’: ‘This withdrawing 
counter-essence to disclosedness ‘withholds’ unconcealedness but at the same 
time also holds in itself the essence of unconcealedness.’ [Dieses entziehende 
und die Unverborgenheit »vor-enthaltende« Gegenwesen zur Entbergung 
enthält im voraus ihr Wesen]. As such, this counter-essence is ‘neither simply 
the opposite, nor the bare lack, nor the rejection of it as mere denial.’ 
Concealedness does not relate to unconcealedness as either opposite, rejection, 
lack or denial. Instead: 

 
Λήθη, the oblivion of withdrawing concealment, is that withdrawal by means of which 
alone the essence of ἀλήθεια can be preserved and thus be and remain unforgotten. 
Thoughtless opinion maintains that something is preserved the soonest and is preservable 
the easiest when it is constantly at hand and graspable. But in truth, and that now means 
for us truth in the sense of the essence of unconcealedness, it is self-withdrawing 
concealment that in the highest way disposes human beings to preserving and to 
faithfulness. For the Greeks, the withdrawing and self-withdrawing concealment is the 
simplest of the simple, preserved for them in their experience of the unconcealed and 
therein allowed to come into presence.31 
 

Forgetfulness, now, if conceived in its original relation to concealment, is 
precisely that through which the essence of truth can be preserved and thus 
remain unforgotten. Heidegger distinguishes ‘preservation’ here from keeping 
present at hand. He does this so as to indicate that forgetfulness itself can be a 
‘symptom’ or a telling phenomenon in which the truth (unconcealment) is 
preserved.  
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 Two important consequences follow: first of all, the impetus, already of 
Sein und Zeit, is misunderstood as an attempt to deny or counter the 
forgetfulness of being.32 Rather, it aims to recognize and preserve that 
forgetfulness as such, or interpret it originally. To counter the possible 
association of the ‘forgetfulness’ of being as something that could be wholly 
remedied or undone, Heidegger in the Beiträge no longer speaks of the 
forgetfulness of being, but of the abandonment by beyng [Seynsverlassenheit]. 
This reinforces the sense that being’s concealment not only resides in ‘our’ 
forgetting, as something ‘we’ do, but that this concealment must itself be 
conceived as an essential occurrence of beyng. Secondly, this means that 
philosophical ‘explication’ is not opposed to the preservation of what is 
concealed. Such a preservation must be active in philosophical ‘showing’. This 
is why Heidegger states, also in the Parmenides-lecture, that: 

 
The ‘open mystery’ [Das »offene Geheimnis«] in the genuine and strict sense, on the 
contrary, occurs where the concealing of the mysterious is simply experienced as 
concealedness and is lodged in a historically arisen reticence. The openness of the open 
mystery does not consist in solving the mystery, thus destroying it, but consists in not 
touching the concealedness of the simple and essential and letting this concealedness alone 
in its appearance.33 
 

Rather than an active ‘construction’ of sentences, words or theses that aims at 
a kind of showing that would take its object out of concealment, philosophical 
‘showing’ or ‘explication’ now assumes the more passive form of ‘not touching’ 
or a letting: ‘letting alone in its appearance’. One lets or preserves (in the sense 
mentioned above) concealment precisely by sheltering it in reticence. It is in 
this ‘letting alone in its appearance’ that we see the relation to the properly 
phenomenological motif of Sein und Zeit, the ‘method’ of which was guided 
by the attempt to let what shows itself be seen as it shows itself (explication as 
sichzeigenlassen). 
 In the Beiträge, this terminology is still present, especially there where the 
role of attunement is discussed. Such a letting is by definition, if not 
unassertive, then at least a certain disposition or attunement of or to the 
assertion and assertiveness. Such unassertiveness is diffidence or Scheu, and it 
is when Heidegger discusses the role of diffidence for the saying of the Beiträge 
that he states that: ‘From diffidence in particular arises the necessity of 
reticence; the latter is what allows an essential occurrence of beyng as event 
and thoroughly disposes every comportment in the midst of beings and toward 
beings.’34 The full extent of the role of lassen in philosophical explication does 
not come into comprehensive focus until the texts published under the 
heading of Gelassenheit, but the attunement of the Beiträge prepares the way 
for those texts.35 
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 First: the ‘mystery’ [Geheimnis] in the quotation above refers to a term that 
is introduced in Vom Wesen der Wahrheit. Famously, Heidegger indicates in 
his Brief über den Humanismus that it is with that text that something of the 
turning from Sein und Zeit to its projected third part, Zeit und Sein, becomes 
visible. What does that pivotal text between Sein und Zeit and the Beiträge then 
teach us about Heidegger’s development concerning the language that would 
have to preserve concealment? 
  
c) Reticence and sheltering in Vom Wesen der Wahrheit 
In the Brief über den Humanismus, Heidegger states: 
 

The adequate execution and completion of this other thinking that abandons subjectivity 
is surely made more difficult by the fact that in the publication of Being and Time the first 
division of the first part, “Time and Being,” was held back. Here everything is reversed 
[Hier kehrt sich das Ganze um]. The division in question was held back because thinking 
failed in the adequate saing of this turning [im zureichenden Sagen dieser Kehre versagte] 
and did not succeed with the help of the language of metaphysics. The lecture "On the 
Essence of Truth," thought out and delivered in 1930 hut not printed until 1943, provides 
a certain insight into the thinking of the turning from "Being and Time" to "Time and 
Being." This turning is not a change of standpointc from Being and Time, but in it the 
thinking that was sought first arrives at the locality of that dimension out of which Being 
and Time is experienced, that is to say, experienced in the fundamental experience of the 
oblivion of being.36 
 

Heidegger’s own additions to the text are as revealing as these words 
themselves. First of all, Heidegger states here that a thinking beyond 
subjectivity, as he attempts not merely to describe but to execute it [Nach- und 
Mit-vollzug] in Sein und Zeit, was complicated because its third part was held 
back. In that third part (the title of which reverses the main order of the 
concepts of the first title – Zeit und Sein), according to Heidegger, ‘the whole 
thing turns around’ [Hier kehrt sich das Ganze um]. In his notations he further 
qualifies this ‘whole’ as a turning in the ‘what and how of what is 
thoughtworthy and of thinking’ [im Was und Wie des Denkwürdigen und des 
Denkens]. What transforms, in other words, is the ‘object’ or what is to be 
thought (the ‘thoughtworthy’ is Heidegger’s attempt to conceive of an ‘object’ 
in a postmetaphysical formulation) and the ‘method’ or the thinking itself. 
According to Heidegger the third part was held back because thinking failed 
in saying this turning sufficiently, and could not do so with the help of ‘the 
language of metaphysics’. He specifies this sufficient saying [zureichenden 
Sagen] in his notations as Sichzeigenlassen (letting-itself-be-seen).37 The saying 
in question would then have to be a letting itself be seen of the turning from 
Sein und Zeit to Zeit und Sein. What is it that thinking would have to let be 
seen? 
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 Heidegger adds that it is the lecture Vom Wesen der Wahrheit that gives a 
certain insight into the thinking that thinks the turning from ‘being and time’ 
to ‘time and being’. He then emphasizes that this is not a turning away from 
Sein und Zeit. Rather, it is the transformation that is implied in and required 
by the project (of surpassing subjectivity or metaphysics) that Sein und Zeit 
inaugurated. When Heidegger states that the ‘standpoint’ of Sein und Zeit 
remains unchanged, he specifies in his notes that the standpoint of Sein und 
Zeit is the ‘question of being’. We have seen that this question remains the 
question for Heidegger. Instead, in that turning the thinking that was 
attempted arrives in a certain place [Ortschaft] of the dimension out of which 
Sein und Zeit was experienced, and this experience is further qualified as the 
basic experience [Grunderfahrung] of the forgottenness of being 
[Seinsvergessenheit].  
 Now, everything comes together as he adds this string of words in his 
notations: ‘Vergessenheit – Λήθη – Verbergung – Entzug – Enteignis – 
Ereignis’.38 It summarizes the trajectory from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge 
through the different modifications of concealment. What a sufficient saying 
would have to let be seen is concealment as such. It is in that sense that both a 
transformation of the thoughtworthy and of the thinking itself are demanded 
by Sein und Zeit’s premise (the premise of the forgottenness of being). It is 
indeed the lecture on how truth occurs essentially [Vom Wesen der Wahrheit] 
that directs the explicit attention to concealment, Λήθη or untruth.39 
 That text opens with a discussion of truth as it is ‘vulgarly’ thought, and 
intends to explicate what is implicit in that conception. Heidegger seems to 
start at a familiar point, with truth as correspondence [Übereinstimmung] 
though he is more sensitive to the sense of Stimmen implied in it (to which I 
will return below – it has the sense of ‘correctness’ as well as to ‘tune’; 
Stimmung also translates as ‘attunement’ or ‘mood’ and this is important for 
the Beiträge). Heidegger reconstructs in a now familiar way how truth as 
correspondence [Übereinstimmung] or correctness [Richtigkeit] is possible. 
Heidegger states that in order for a true proposition to be such that it says 
things as they in fact are [‘in such a way as’: so-wie], the ‘thing’ must already be 
conceived as an object to which a sentence could correspond. In this way, 
Heidegger states that what makes it possible for a proposition to be true in a 
colloquial sense, is if the essence of that proposition already consists in a 
‘letting stand over against’ or ‘letting stand in opposition’ of the thing as object 
[Entgegenstehenlassen des Dinges als Gegenstand]. Only in such letting stand 
in opposition can there be a ‘correspondence’, which is now conceived as ‘re-
presentational approximation’ [vor-stellende Angleichung]. But in recognizing 
this, the proposition is already no longer the locus of truth. Truth does not 
essentially occur in the proposition, but in the ‘standing open’ of the relation 
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[offenständigkeit des Verhaltens]. The ‘thing’ must precisely be pre-given 
[Vorgeben] as object, it must already be disclosed as such or revealed. What 
follows in the text is a meditation on the essential nature and possibility of such 
revealing.40  
 Heidegger now states that if the proposition is not the locus of truth, 
Entgegenstehenlassen must rather be understood to be Seinlassen des Seienden 
(this is also the transition from a representational language to an explicative 
language, from letting stand over against to letting-be-seen). The openness of 
the open [das ‘Da’ ist, was es ist’] consists in the revealing of beings as such [die 
Entbergung des Seienden als eines solchen]. The dynamic of Entbergen 
(revealing) and verbergen (concealing) is in the Beiträge picked up under the 
general heading of Bergung, which is translated expertly as ‘sheltering’. 
Sheltering conveys exactly what is at stake: what is sheltered is both preserved 
and concealed.  
 Here is the point that Heidegger is after: there can be no Entbergen, no 
revealing, without something being concealed [verbergen]. There is an original, 
not a merely contingent or posterior relation between truth (unconcealment) 
and concealment: Das Seinlassen ist in sich zugleich ein verbergen. Indeed what 
Heidegger is after in his text is to conceive concealment as basic or grounding 
occurrence [Verbergung als Grundgeschehnis]. Or: truth’s ownmost untruth, 
the untruth that essentially occurs in truth [die dem Wahrheitswesen eigenste 
und eigentliche Unwahrheit]. Indeed to the extent that the being-revealed of 
beings depends on the concealment of being as such, Heidegger calls untruth 
‘older’ than openness. Another way of putting it would be to say that the 
movement by which beings come to stand in the open as beings (or, to use the 
terminology of the Ursprung des Kunstwerkes that also finds its way into the 
Beiträge, the movement of the Lichtung of beings), is reconceived as the 
movement of the concealment of the concealed [die Verbergung des 
Verborgenen]. The concealment of the concealed is what Heidegger calls das 
Geheimnis (the secret, often translated as the ‘mystery’, that we already 
encountered in the quote from the Parmenides-lecture). If the concealment of 
the concealed is not a posterior but an original occurrence, then (and this is 
what Heidegger does in the Beiträge) the secret from Vom Wesen der Wahrheit 
must be reconceptualized as the self-concealment of being.  
 There is hardly a better description than that to account for Ereignis. 
Ereignis is the movement by which being withdraws itself, such that beings ‘come 
into their own’ or become what they are (precisely: beings) or: the appropriation 
of beings in the self-withdrawal [Entzug] of being. 
 In the Brief über den Humanismus, Heidegger called the forgottenness of 
being the basic or grounding experience [Grunderfahrung] of Sein und Zeit. I 
would say that this forgottenness, reconceived as abandonment by beyng in 
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machination, also forms the distress or plight [Not] out of which the Beiträge 
were born. My claim has been however that it was not Heidegger’s contention 
that we should, or even could, get ‘out of’ machination. Vom Wesen der 
Wahrheit confirms this. The ‘untruth’ and forgetfulness that essentially 
accompany Dasein’s fallenness in Sein und Zeit, as it results essentially from 
the history of the West or of metaphysics, is in Vom Wesen der Wahrheit 
rethought as errancy [Irre]. Because untruth has now so explicitly been 
recognized as originary, Heidegger emphasizes that man cannot simply not 
err: ‘Humans err. Human beings do not merely stray into errancy. They are 
always astray in errancy’ [Der Mensch irrt. Der Mensch geht nicht erst in die 
Irre. Er geht nur immer in der Irre].41 This means that not erring is not a 
‘possibility’. It is not possible to break through the forgottenness of being by 
asking the question of being. For man to be man, being must withdraw. Must 
man then forever remain wholly blind to being and its Ereignis? No, what is at 
stake is not to conceive the breakthrough as a movement away (away from 
oneself, from ‘man’, from metaphysics, from what one is and what one is ‘in’) 
and towards an outside or an other (an other position, place, language, world, 
etc). Instead, Heidegger states that the only possibility of not erring is to 
experience errancy as such: ‘by experiencing errancy itself and by not mistaking 
the mystery of Da-sein’ [indem man die Irre selbst erfährt und sich nicht 
versieht am Geheimnis des Da-seins]. To experience errancy is not to remove 
it, but rather to show and preserve, to shelter it. 
 This is directly related to the question of a ‘sufficient saying’ and of the 
necessity to bear silence. Obviously the only way the text itself could 
participate in the essential occurrence of truth, is if in some way or to some 
extent it would also conceal, or ‘name by unsaying’. This is confirmed in the 
Remark [Anmerkung] that was appended to the text in 1949. In it, Heidegger 
reflects on the language of the text itself, its mode of presentation and the kind 
of saying that would have to be able to articulate the necessary turning. That 
turning is now, rather than as the movement from Sein und Zeit to Zeit und 
Sein, articulated in the form of a sentence that would constitute the ‘answer’ to 
the question wherein the essential occurrence lies the ‘essence’ of truth. It 
reads: ‘the essence of truth is the truth of essence’ [das Wesen der Wahrheit ist 
die Wahrheit des Wesens].42 In the Remark, Heidegger calls truth ‘sheltering 
that clears as the fundamental trait of Being’ [lichtendes Bergen als Grundzug 
des Seyns]. He therefore reformulates the sentence as: ‘Sheltering that clears is 
– i.e., lets essentially unfold – accordance between knowledge and beings’ [Das 
lichtende Bergen ist, d.h. läßt Wesen, die Übereinstimmung zwischen Erkenntnis 
und Seiendem]. He states that the sentence is ‘not dialectical’ nor in fact a 
proposition. Rather the ‘answer to the question of truth’ requires:  
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the saying of a turning [die Sage einer Kehre] within the history of Beyng. Because 
sheltering that clears belongs to it [Weil zu ihm lichtendes Bergen gehört], Beyng appears 
originarily in the light of concealing withdrawal [im Licht des verbergenden Entzugs]. The 
name of this clearing [Lichtung] is ἀλήθεια.43 
 

Answering the question of truth would require saying a turning to which 
belongs the concealing-withdrawal of beyng. Heidegger adds that (just like 
with Sein und Zeit) a second section in which things would be turned around 
[Von der Wahrheit des Wesens] was projected but held back for reasons 
indicated in the Brief über den Humanismus.  
 What is Heidegger doing here? On the one hand, one could view this 
holding-back as resulting from a failure of the ‘too metaphysical’ language of 
the text. But now we come to an absurd point: wasn’t Vom Wesen der Wahrheit 
the text Heidegger himself indicated – in the Brief über den Humanismus, no 
less! – to be the text that shows something of how the thinking of the turning 
would have to be executed? 
 One can only make sense of these remarks if one re-evaluates the meaning 
of ‘failure’ and the status of the remark that a text is ‘still too metaphysical’. 
Heidegger himself gives some hints in the very same Remark.  
 Insofar as the second part is held back, insofar as it ‘leaves open the decisive 
question’, the lecture has the appearance of remaining within the orbit of 
metaphysics [in der Bahn der Metaphysik]. And yet, according to Heidegger, 
‘in its decisive steps’ it belongs also to the overcoming of metaphysics. The 
decisive steps are the transformation of the question of truth from a question 
of correspondence into, ultimately, a question of concealment and errancy. In 
other words: the overcoming of metaphysics is not assertive or ‘direct’. 
Heidegger states that not only has, as in Sein und Zeit, all anthropology and 
subjectivity been left behind, but the very way, path or proceeding, the 
movement of the lecture [der Gang des Vortrags], in the very sequence of its 
steps [die Schrittfolge] appropriates itself to think from ‘this other ground’ 
(from ‘Da-sein’ rather than the ‘man’ of subjectivity, anthropology or 
metaphysics):  

 
The course [Schrittfolge] of the questioning is intrinsically the path of a thinking that, 
instead of furnishing representations and concepts, experiences and tests itself as a 
transformation of its relatedness to Being [sich als Wandlung des Bezugs zum Sein erfährt 
und erprobt].44 
  

What the text does, instead of providing concepts and representations, is 
attempt to execute, enact or effectuate a transformed relation to being. One 
finds this same thought in the Beiträge, when Heidegger stresses that the more 
necessary ‘the thoughtful speaking about beyng’ [das denkerische Sagen vom 
Seyn] becomes, the more unavoidable it becomes to bear silence with regard 
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to the truth of beyng through the course of questioning [umso unumgänglicher 
wird das Erschweigen der Wahrheit des Seyns durch den Gang des Fragens]. 
 
 
§21  The philosophical necessity to be unassertive: Stimmung and its 

distinction from Erlebnis 
 
Returning now to §37 of the Beiträge, I left it by concluding that the saying (the 
letting-be-shown, the language) of the Beiträge must bear silence; what is to be 
shown is what withdraws as such. Heidegger cross-references that section of 
the Beiträge with a pivotal point in the lecture course on Nietzsche that is called 
Nietzsches metaphysische Grundstellung im abendländischen Denken. Die 
ewige Wiederkehr des Gleichen. There, Heidegger articulates how, with 
Nietzsche, the metaphysics of the guiding question comes to an end. This does 
not mean that nothing after Nietzsche can come to pass, because it is in the 
occurrence of this bringing-to-an-end that the question of an other beginning 
is made possible. Such questioning Heidegger there calls a thinking of ‘the 
world as such’. He explains that truly thinking the (this, our) world implies 
thinking its limits and thus a thinking ‘out beyond the world, and so at the 
same time back to it’.45 This characteristic of the relation to a world that is no 
mere ‘object’ for thought but that one is essentially ‘in’, recalls the ec-static 
character of Dasein from Sein und Zeit and what is called Inständigkeit in the 
Beiträge. It is a thinking ‘in the direction of that sphere within which a world 
becomes world’. Of the articulation of the thinking of that ‘sphere’, Heidegger 
now states: 
 

Wherever that sphere is not incessantly called by name, called aloud, wherever it is held 
silently in the most interior questioning, it is thought most purely and profoundly. For 
what is held in silence is genuinely preserved; as preserved it is most intimate and actual. 
[…] 
 Supremely thoughtful utterance does not consist simply in growing taciturn when it is a 
matter of saying what is properly to be said; it consists in saying the matter in such a way 
that it is named in nonsaying. The utterance of thinking is a telling silence [das Sagen des 
Denkens ist ein Erschweigen]. Such utterance corresponds to the most profound essence of 
language, which has its origin in silence. As one in touch with telling silence, the thinker, 
in a way peculiar to him, rises to the rank of a poet; yet he remains eternally distinct from 
the poet, just as the poet in turn remains eternally distinct from the thinker.46 

 
So Heidegger distinguishes bearing silence [Erschweigen] from a simple 
muteness or lack of utterance [verschweigen]. Instead, ‘the saying of thinking 
is a bearing silence’ [das Sagen des Denkens ist ein Erschweigen] means that at 
stake is ‘to say it in such a way that it is named in not-saying’ [es so zu sagen, 
das es im Nichtsagen genannt ist]. Here, the thinker rises to the rank of the 
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poet, though he remains eternally distinct from him.47 So to bear silence is not 
to be silent. In that sense David Farrell Krell’s translation of Erschweigung as 
‘telling silence’48 might be misleading. By a ‘telling silence’ we usually mean a 
situation that is significant in virtue of its of muteness. Instead, Erschweigung 
is a saying, but a saying that names by not-saying; so one that speaks differently 
or otherwise, but speaks nonetheless – a saying that is only ‘adequate’ to the 
extent that it is indirect.  
 It is a saying, thus, that relates in a different way to its ‘object’. That is why 
Vallega-Neu coined the phrase poietic saying: the saying stands in a productive 
rather than a representative relation to ‘what’ it says. How does this work? This 
is where the concept of Stimmung is vital.  
 If it is not through a new, other or different language, nor through 
muteness or a lack of language, but through a recuperation of the ‘old’ 
language, that the possibility of an other beginning can come into view, then 
this is possible only if one has a different attitude towards (‘one’s own’, the 
‘old’) language. This attitude is called Stimmung; attunement, mood or 
disposition. Stimmung is what makes the difference between representational 
and ‘poietic’ or enacting language. I have already indicated that Heidegger 
states that without what he calls the basic disposition [Grundstimmung] of 
restraint or reticence [Verhaltenheit, nothing essential can come to pass. 
 With the concept of Stimmung, Heidegger introduces a dimension that is 
irreducible to the content of propositions. Rather than finding an ‘other 
language’ in the sense for instance of new words, it is a matter of being attuned 
differently to what will otherwise always only be ‘mere propositions’. 
Stimmung is alternately translated as mood, attunement and disposition. It 
seems, then, that the ‘mood’ introduces a dimension that exceeds the 
propositional; ‘mood’ is beyond the limits of what can be propositionally 
represented. Now to some extent one cannot avoid speaking of limit and 
excess in such a way. But such excess of the propositional cannot be conceived 
to be opposed to the propositional or the representational, or simply outside of 
it. The function of the basic disposition is such that only in or through it, the 
language of beings can be said as the language of beyng.49 This means that 
rather than denote a realm outside the propositional, the attunement is an 
attunement of or to the propositional, such that it’s relation to being can be 
restored. For this reason it is helpful, before studying the basic disposition in 
more detail, to see how Heidegger distinguishes it from what is vulgarly 
conceived as a non-propositional ‘realm’ outside of or opposed to language.  
  
a) The excess beyond the propositional: Erlebnis 
It is the very ‘metaphysical’ nature of language that makes it so that the limit 
to thought, language or understanding is usually conceived in terms of an 
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outside or a beyond, no matter if one situates this unavoidability, with Hegel, 
in the ‘reflexive’ character of our determinations or as, with Nietzsche, the 
force that ‘grammar’ exerts on our conceptions. There are many colloquial 
names for such a realm that would ‘defy comprehension’, description or 
representation: the singular ‘experience’ that does not let itself be represented, 
‘feeling’ or ‘emotion’ (such as mourning or ecstasy, when ‘there are no words’), 
the ‘body’ and the physical, the ‘aesthetic’. What the conceptions of these 
phenomena have in common is that they are formulated as the beyond or 
outside of comprehension (the body, not the mind; the feelings, not the 
understanding; the emotional, not the rational; the experience itself, not its 
mere representation). However, in that very opposition to comprehension or 
description these conceptions betray something of the structure of the secret 
or mystery that belongs to them. This is what Heidegger gathers under the 
heading of Erlebnis (‘lived experience’). 
 With Erlebnis, Heidegger targets the way in which the ‘mysterious’, while 
apparently opposing the calculative rationality of machination, nevertheless 
belongs to machination in virtue of being precisely its ‘mere opposite’. Erlebnis 
thus signifies the domestication of the mystery within machination. 
 The primary characteristic of machination is questionlessness: nothing is 
essentially question-worthy because everything can be ‘done’, as long as one 
‘wills’ it. But that very will has determined beforehand, according to Heidegger, 
what counts as possibilities for action (what can be projected or planned). That 
is to say: what can be represented as a possibility – machination signifies the 
‘interpretation of beings as representable and represented’: ‘beings as such are 
the represented, and only the represented is a being’ [Auslegung des Seienden 
als des Vor-stellbaren und Vor-gestellten; das Seiende als solches ist das Vor-
gestellte, und nur das Vorgestellte ist seiend].50 ‘Representable’ means, 
according to Heidegger, ‘accessible in opinion and calculation’ and ‘providable 
in production and implementation’. So machination signifies the will that wills 
a certain choice from among the ‘options’ that are (already) present-at-hand, 
that have been limited beforehand as ‘options’ by their representability to that 
will. It is for that reason that Heidegger stressed that for machination, nothing 
is essentially ‘impossible’. Machination may know ‘problems’ and ‘difficulties’, 
but only as ‘an impetus to progress’ [Anstoß in den Fortschritt].51 If it knows of 
a limit, it knows it only as a reason to go ‘further’ and ‘make progress’. 
 Now, according to Heidegger, Erlebnis is the domesticated guise of the 
question-worthy within the questionlessness of machination. According to 
Heidegger, Erlebnis stands for the domesticated mystery: the ‘exciting’, the 
‘provocative’ and the ‘stunning’, as they are ‘necessitated’ by machination: 

 
[…] an ever greater, ever more unprecedented, and ever more loudly proclaimed ‘lived 
experience’ [Erlebnis]. ‘Lived experience’, understood here as the basic form of 
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representation belonging to the machinational and the basic from of abiding therein, is the 
publicness (accessibility to everyone) of the mysterious, i.e., the exciting, provocative, 
stunning, and enchanting – all of which are made necessary by what is machinational.52  
 

Thus, Erlebnis stands for the ‘enchantment that is carried out precisely by the 
disenchantment itself’. It is as machination’s opposite that Erlebnis ‘belongs’ to 
it. And to the extent that Erlebnis monopolizes the space ‘outside’ of 
machination it makes impossible the recognition of machination itself. In that 
sense, machination is ‘concealed’ by Erlebnis. Such is the pervasive nature of 
machination, that it withdraws behind the Erlebnis which ‘seems to be its 
extreme opposite and yet which completely and utterly remains under its 
domination’. The more decisive machination hides itself in that way, ‘all the 
more does it press toward the predominance of that which seems completely 
opposed to its essence and yet is of its essence, i.e., toward lived experience 
[Erlebnis].’53  
 At one particular point in the text, it may seem possible to see in Erlebnis a 
tiny gesture of hope in the world of machination. The passage concerns the 
origin of Erlebnis, in §51. Heidegger there suggests that the need for such a 
domesticized question-worthiness stems from the fact that ‘this destruction of 
question-worthiness, even in the age of the complete absence of questioning, 
is perhaps at bottom not fully possible’.54 But what reveals itself here is the 
opposite, the most deeply cynical part of the pervasive rationality of 
machination – the ‘law’ that it is only affirmed by the gesture that seems to go 
against it: ‘the more lived experience is unconditionally prescriptive for 
correctness and truth […], all the more hopeless does it become that from here 
a knowledge of machination as such could be acquired.’ Vallega-Neu states the 
predicament well: 

 
What is most frightening in this occurrence is that the abandonment of being is masked 
by an occurrence which appears to be most alive. For Heidegger, this ‘life’ engendered in 
lived experience suffocates any need to question be-ing. Beings are not only calculable and 
producible – thus satisfying our need for security – but are also pleasurable and exciting – 
thus satisfying our need for discovery and novelty. What else should one look for?55  
 

 
b) The excess within the propositional: Stimmung 
What does all this show? I entered into the discussion of ‘experience’ to clarify 
something about the way Stimmung (disposition or attunement) functions for 
Heidegger as a crucial element that exceeds representationality, 
propositionality and determination. Its very articulation thus presents a 
fundamental problem: ‘[…] the clarification of a disposition is never a 
guarantee that it is actually disposing instead of merely being represented’.56 
In order to understand what role Stimmung plays it is essential to realize that 
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with attunement Heidegger is precisely not after what is outside, beyond or in 
opposition to the proposition, as that would revert right back to that very 
propositionality. Instead, attunement is essentially attunement to the 
proposition. It names a change in attitude towards the propositional. What I 
have said about Erlebnis should therefore have made two things clear: (1) that 
attunement does not ‘exceed’ the proposition as its beyond or outside, that 
such a beyond could never truly name a limit to the propositional, but only 
reaffirm it, and (2) that Heidegger’s references to disposition and attunement 
cannot be interpreted in the conventional sense of moods, feelings or 
‘experiences’, insofar as the vulgar understanding of them contrasts or opposes 
them to what is sayable, thinkable, understandable or conceptual. So if not as 
the outside of propositionality, then how does Stimmung name a limit of 
representation? 
 In the longish fifth section of the book (entitled: Für die Wenigen – Für die 
Seltenen), which still seems to fulfill something of an introductory function, 
Heidegger introduces the concept of a basic or grounding disposition, 
attunement or mood [Grundstimmung]. He distinguishes several modes of 
attunement and this gives his initial discussion the air of hierarchy and 
systematicity, but that specific hierarchy never returns in the remainder of the 
Beiträge. He states that the basic disposition that is to guide the thinking of an 
other beginning ‘oscillates’ or sways [schwingt] in or between the following 
moods: ‘shock’ [das Erschrecken], ‘restraint’ [die Verhaltenheit] and 
‘diffidence’ [die Scheu]. Though in this apparently hierarchical initial analysis 
he calls die Scheu (diffidence) the basic disposition, elsewhere it is die 
Verhaltenheit (restraint) that he clearly marks as the basic disposition. I will 
shortly consider how Heidegger conceives these moods. 
 According to Heidegger shock and restraint both name modes of 
attunement that belong to intimation [die Ahndung]. I have already discussed 
the importance of intimation: relating to beyng is not a simple or realizable 
possibility, as reality, possibility, goal, will and all other concepts implied in 
such a ‘possibility’ belong to metaphysics. If beyng is to nevertheless ‘resonate’ 
in a world of machination, if one is to have an intimation of beyng, then it is 
does so only in the recognition of the very limits of machination – of what one 
is or is essentially in. The quality of the ‘experience’ in which this occurs, the 
mood that accompanies the recognition of these limits, is shock and restraint. 
 Shock, as the intimation of an other beginning, is what Heidegger contrasts 
to the basic disposition of the first beginning, namely ‘wonder’ [θαυμάζειν; the 
mood in which, according to both Plato and Aristotle, philosophy begins57]. 
Instead, the intimation of beyng in the recognition of one’s limits is first and 
foremost, according to Heidegger, the shock of being ‘taken aback […] from 
the familiarity of customary behavior’. This is a mood of shock because ‘what 
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was hitherto familiar shows itself as what alienates and also fetters’. Heidegger 
specifies the kind of shock he has in mind: ‘Shock lets us be taken aback by the 
very fact […] that beings are and that being has abandoned and withdrawn 
itself from all “beings” and from whatever appeared as a being.’58 Again we see 
the same dynamic: shock is not the experience of the ‘contingency’ or 
‘relativity’ of the world or the possibility of a ‘different’ world. Rather, it is a 
recognition of what one’s world is (the very fact that beings are) and what is 
withheld in it (that being has abandoned and withdrawn itself from all 
‘beings’). It is to recognize the withdrawal of beyng in the being of beings. 
 This is why Heidegger stresses that shock is not a merely negative mood; a 
‘mere shrinking back’ or ‘bewildered surrender’. This is so because shock 
reveals the withdrawal of beyng: 

 
[…] because in this shock it is precisely the self-concealing of beyng that opens up, and 
because beings themselves as well as the relation to them want to be preserved, this shock 
is joined from within by its own most proper “will,” and that is what is here called 
restraint.59 
 

What I would like to call attention to here, is Heidegger’s emphasis that beings 
as well as the relation to them ‘want to be preserved’ [bewahrt sein will]. 
Heidegger frequently plays on the relation between Wahrheit (truth) and 
bewahren (preservation), to show that it is a matter of restoring the relation of 
beings to beyng and of recognizing beyng’s withdrawal in the being of beings 
or the fact that beings are. The ‘willingness’ to recognize the withdrawal of 
beyng in the being of beings, Heidegger now calls Verhaltenheit (restraint). 
This is why he calls restraint ‘the pre-disposition of readiness for the refusal as 
gift’ [die Vor-stimmung der Bereitschaft für die Verweigerung als Schenkung].60 
That is: it is the readiness or willingness to recognize what withholds or 
withdraws itself; to interpret what refuses itself as a gift.  
 Gift is here Schenkung (the occurrence of giving or ‘bestowal’), which, 
occasionally as Verschenkung, never occurs in the Beiträge without 
conjunction with terms such as Verweigerung (refusal), das Sichentziehende 
(the self-withholding), Versagung (both self-refusal and, literally, refusal-to-
say), Zögerung (hesitation) or sich-verbergen (self-concealing).61 In Zeit und 
Sein, it is through the Es gibt that Heidegger questions being and time. After 
all, one says: Es gibt Zeit and Es gibt Sein. Heidegger brings the investigation of 
this giving and the structure of these propositions to the now familiar point of 
their irreducibility to propositions: ‘we must also consider the possibility that, 
contrary to all appearances, in saying “there is (it gives) being,” “there is (it 
gives) time”, we are not dealing with statements that are always fixed in the 
sentence structure of the subject-predicate relation”.’ In attempting to identify 
originally what is expressed in these sentences, the identification of the ‘Es’ 
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seems to resist the possibility of identifying, as one does normally in and 
through propositions, the ‘subject’ to which one could append a predicate. 
Heidegger concludes that the Es gibt must be understood ‘in the light of the 
kind of giving that belongs to it: giving as destiny’ [aus der Art des Gebens her, 
das zu ihm gehört: das Geben als Geschick].62 What Heidegger calls Geschick is 
‘A giving which gives only its gift, but in the giving holds itself back and 
withdraws’.63 Instead of identifying (clarifying, determining, bringing to light) 
the Es, it would rather be a matter of recognizing it as what withdraws in a 
giving. If one were to push the question of the Es, of what it is that gives in the 
giving, then there can only be an answer that is necessarily unsatisfying from 
a ‘standpoint of logic’. The answer is Ereignis. It is unsatisfying to the extent 
that, if we were to ask further what Ereignis is, a certain turning takes place. 
Since Ereignis was the name for the dynamic that was to account for the ‘is’ of 
the Es gibt, the question what Ereignis itself ‘is’ would introduce a circle of 
sorts. 
 This is the point at which, in the words of the Brief über den Humanismus, 
‘the whole thing is turned around’. The ‘answer’ to the question can only have 
a form that exceeds the way in which propositions have sense. The turning 
around is not only already evident in the turning from Sein und Zeit to Zeit 
und Sein, or in the turning that produces the ‘proposition’ that ‘The essence of 
truth is the truth of essence’.64 Heidegger states it like this:  

 
What remains to be said? Only this: Appropriation appropriates [Das Ereignis ereignet]. 
Saying this, we say the Same in terms of the Same about the Same [Damit sagen wir vom 
Selben her auf das Selbe zu das Selbe]. To all appearances, all this says nothing. It does 
indeed say nothing so long as we hear a mere sentence in what was said, and expose that 
sentence to the cross-examination of logic.65 
 

From the perspective of logic nothing has been said. It is only in the course of 
questioning, in its movement, that something will have been shown. This 
requires no longer hearing mere propositions in what is said, i.e.: a different 
attunement to what is said. 
 Returning to the Beiträge, restraint thus names the willingness to recognize, 
or the openness to, what gives itself as or in its refusal, withholding, 
concealment or withdrawal.66 In that way, the ‘being taken aback’ of restraint 
is at the same time a turning towards [Zukehr zu] the ‘hesitant self-
withholding’ [zögernden Sichversagen] as the essential occurrence of beyng 
[der Wesung des Seyns]. Heidegger goes on to say that in this way restraint 
determines or attunes [bestimmt] the ‘style’ of inceptual thinking. Later, 
Heidegger calls the ‘style’ of Verhaltenheit the ‘law’ of the execution or of the 
carrying out of truth [vollzugsgesetz der Wahrheit] insofar as truth has the 
sense of ‘sheltering in beings’ [im Sinne der Bergung in das Seiende]. Indeed 
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the ‘recuperation’ of beings or of their relation to the truth of beyng is such 
that the task consists in showing how the truth of beyng is sheltered in beings. 
  
 
Conclusion 
 
I have waited until my conclusions to present the elliptical epigraph with 
which the Beiträge opens. I give the German original: 

 
Hier wird das in langer Zögerung 
Verhaltene andeutend festgehalten 
Als Richtscheit einer Ausgestaltung 
 

What was held back [Verhaltene – we recognize the basic disposition] in long 
hesitation, is held fast here indicatively [andeutend], as the straightedge of a 
configuration. Ausgestaltung is a configuration or a certain arrangement, a 
shape of exposition. So what will function as determining the Beiträge’s setup, 
determining the shape of the exposition of what is to be said, is the reticent 
[das Verhaltene]; that which was held back. What was held back in long 
hesitation is here held fast, but only indicatively. So what hesitatingly does not 
give itself, is both what is ‘indicated’ here (the ‘subject’ or ‘object’ of the 
investigation, that towards which it is directed), as well as what will form the 
guiding criterion for the shape of the exposition (the principle of its ‘method’) 
– the hesitant or reticent is both the ‘object’ of the investigation and what 
guides its ‘method’ or the shape of its exposition. 
 I have tried to show that Sein und Zeit – even if the style and systematicity 
of that work are so different from that of the Beiträge – anticipates this 
reticence and this hesitation. It points from the start to an implicit self-
complication in the question of being that creates essential difficulties for the 
exposition of a fundamental ontology. I have shown how the irreducibility of 
‘being-in’ leads to a phenomenological-hermeneutical kind of self-explication 
of Dasein (the ‘showing of itself by itself’) that (1) complicates the possibility 
of ‘completing’ the investigation, (2) that is essentially ‘circular’ and therefore 
irreducible to a sequence of ‘steps’, (3) that complicates its own ‘objectivity’ 
since it shows the ‘objective knowledge’ of the ‘proposition’ to be a ‘derivative 
mode’ of a more originary ‘being-in’, and moreover (4) maintains an 
irreducible relation to concealedness. The ‘objectivity’ of the exposition in Sein 
und Zeit is not the correctness of a representation because Dasein’s self-
explication is completed in the recognition of its irreducible incompleteness. 
This means that this explication must to an extent recognize and preserve a 
certain incompleteness and concealedness as belonging essentially to what 
Dasein is (an incompleteness and concealedness that is identified at so many 
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different levels of the investigation – from ‘being in’, to ‘standing out’, from 
‘care’ to ‘temporality’ – but that has its source in Dasein’s existence in the 
technical sense that Heidegger gives to that term). 
 If Sein und Zeit is already an explication of an irreducible concealedness 
and therefore a complication of the possibility of philosophical exposition, 
then how to qualify Heidegger’s later remarks that Sein und Zeit was ‘still too 
representational’? 
 I have argued that this question of Heidegger’s transition after Sein und 
Zeit (the famous Kehre) cannot be separated from what becomes more and 
more of an explicit theme for the later ‘transitional thinking’ (the less famous 
Kehre im Ereignis). I’ve shown that the Beiträge’s ‘transitional thinking’ is 
neither reversal nor overcoming, but targets a kind of ‘overcoming of 
overcoming’ in order to arrive at an inceptual inquiry into the essence of 
metaphysics, that can neither be a ‘better representation’ of it, nor be willed or 
simply chosen or regarded as a ‘possibility’. Instead, it is an event that consists 
in a transformation that Heidegger will ultimately call the Kehre im Ereignis. 
This transformation consists in a transformation of the relation to one’s 
language, of being attuned to it differently. 
 Returning to the better known Kehre: I have indicated that the transition 
from the inquiry of ‘a being’ – Dasein – in the existential analytic to the attempt 
to speak out of the ‘truth of beyng itself’ can neither be interpreted as a change 
from one ‘object’ to another, nor in a turning away from beings. The same 
holds for the ‘still too representational’ language of Sein und Zeit: the move 
towards the explicit performativity of the Beiträge’s ‘poietic’ language cannot 
be understood as the move away from representational language.  
 The point is that we must take Heidegger very seriously when he stresses 
that the saying of Ereignis is always only preliminary and anticipatory [vor-
läufig, vor-sichtig], that inceptual thinking is an ‘attempt’ and that it is ‘futural’ 
[künftig, Zu-künftig]. Heidegger’s thinking is not transitional because it at 
some point arrives at a ‘realizable future’; it is inherently preliminary, 
anticipatory, transitional and an ‘attempt’, because it structurally relates to our 
limits or to what is irreducible to prevailing norms.67 
 Whoever has spent serious time thinking through all that Heidegger 
attempts in the elliptical Beiträge will have trouble suppressing an incredulous 
smile in reading Heidegger’s remark at the start of Das Ereignis that the 
Beiträge themselves are ‘still too didactical’. Heidegger’s development did not 
consist in finding a language that would finally succeed in speaking out of the 
truth of beyng, but rather in recognizing and preserving an inherent failure-
to-say with respect to beyng. Such a failure-to-say is anticipated in Sein und 
Zeit, and the performative complexity of such a showing can be recognized in 
progressive levels of complexity throughout Heidegger’s development. That 
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Heidegger recognized and preserved a certain failure-to-say as the very to-be-
said can be seen in the progressive importance of what ‘withdraws’, which 
starts with Sein und Zeit’s concealment, moving through the nichtende Nichts 
of the early 1930’s to the Erschweigung and Verhaltenheit of the Beiträge and 
into the Entzug and ultimately Enteignis of the works after the Beiträge. 
 That does not mean that ‘everything is already there’ in Sein und Zeit, but 
‘being in’ does anticipate the later thought of Ereignis. Consider how 
Heidegger says it in Zeit und Sein: 

 
Thus appropriated, man belongs to appropriation. [So geeignet gehört der Mensch in das 
Ereignis] This belonging lies in the assimilation that distinguishes appropriation. [Dieses 
Gehören beruht in der das Ereignis auszeichnenden Vereignung] By virtue of this 
assimilation, man is admitted to the appropriation. This is why we can never place 
appropriation in front of us, neither as something opposite us nor as something all-
encompassing. This is why thinking which represents and gives account [das vorstellend-
begründende Denken] corresponds to appropriation as little as does the saying that merely 
states [das nur aussagende Sagen]. [my emphasis, JdJ]68 
 

It is in virtue of man’s ‘being in’, his inextricability from the ‘object of 
investigation’, that no counter-positioning, reversal, representation or 
proposition can be adequate to what is to be said. Heidegger states there that 
the ‘basic experience’ [Grunderfahrung] of the Beiträge is ‘not the expression, 
the proposition, or consequently the principle’ [nicht die Aussage, der Satz, 
und demzufolge der Grundsatz], but rather of ‘the holding itself back of 
restraint’.  But that restraint must nevertheless be brought ‘to word’. When 
reticence is brought to word, according to Heidegger, what is said is always 
Ereignis [ist das Gesagte immer das Ereignis].  

 
[To] understand this saying means to carry out the projection and leap of knowledge into 
the event. The saying that bears silence is what grounds [Das Sagen als Erschweigen 
gründet]. Its word is not by any means merely a sign for something quite other. What it 
names is what is meant, but the "meaning" assigns only as Da-sein, i.e., in thinking and 
questioning. [Was es nennt, ist gemeint. Aber das »Meinen« eignet nur zu als Da-sein und 
d. h. denkerisch im Fragen].69 
 

‘What is said is what is meant’. Here Heidegger identifies a norm of exactness 
in the saying of Ereignis that is different from the calculative exactness of 
science, technology or machination. This saying of what is meant does not 
consist in the articulation of a correct representation. 
 In the Beiträge, this becomes explicit when Heidegger identifies the ‘failure 
of the word’ as an ‘inceptual condition’, which necessitates a Sigetik or a ‘logic 
of silence’ as the proper form of philosophical exposition. Such ‘bearing 
silence’ [Erschweigung] does not consist in a new language, a move away from 
the old one, or even in muteness. Nor does it consist in a silent and mysterious 
‘experience’ that would be opposed to what can be expressed theoretically (such 
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Erlebnis as it is simply opposed to calculative rationality as the ‘mysterious’ is 
for Heidegger in fact machination’s complicit counterpart). It rather consists 
in a transformation of one’s relation to (one’s own, the ‘old’) language, in a 
different attunement to it. That attunement is reticence or restraint, the 
unassertiveness that is able to recognize the ‘movement of showing’ in or 
through the ‘old’ assertions. 
 What I have been arguing is that such a different attunement does not lead 
to ‘new insights’ or ‘possibilities’, but precisely to impossibility or to an 
experience of one’s limits. Heidegger is very explicit on that point: it is not that 
in machination nothing essential is possible anymore, it is that for machination 
nothing essential is still impossible.70 In the age of complete questionlessness, 
it is above all the concealment of the inceptual that must be preserved [Vor 
allem muß die Verborgenheit des Anfänglichen gewahrt werden].71 
 



 

C h a p t e r  s e v e n  |  O F  D E R R I D A ’ S  H E I D E G G E R S  –  S T Y L E ,  
A V O I D A N C E ,  A F F I R M A T I O N  

 
 
 

 ‘Is this unavoidable? Can one escape this program? No sign would 
suggest it, at least neither in “Heideggerian” discourses nor in “anti-

Heideggerian” discourses. Can one transform this program? I do not 
know. In any case, it will not be avoided all at once and without 

reconnoitering it right down to its most tortuous ruses and most subtle 
resources.’ 

– Derrida (De l’esprit) 
 
 
In one way the ambiguity of Derrida’s relation to Heidegger structurally 
resembles his relation to Hegel. There are several different Heideggers at work 
in Derrida’s text, and it is essential for Derrida that he does not make an 
unambiguous choice between them. This is what I will show in section one 
through a reading of Derrida’s masterful 1978 Éperons: Les styles de Nietzsche. 
That text is a movement through a multitude of positions pro- and contra- 
Heidegger, and it is also a text on the limits of oppositions and reversals, 
especially on the place of Nietzsche’s often venomous and bombastic positions 
within the broader movement of his writing. At issue is whether Heidegger’s 
Nietzsche interpretation reduces the ‘plurality of styles’ that Derrida shows to 
be essential to Nietzsche’s writing. 
 Éperons deals with the problem of reversal, opposition and style through a 
discussion of Nietzsche’s remarks on ‘woman’, and the question of sexual 
difference introduces a kind of relation of Derrida to Heidegger that he does 
not have with respect to Hegel. In a cluster of texts in the eighties, Derrida 
interrogates Heidegger with an eye to what one could call certain 
underrepresented themes, themes that are conspicuously absent from 
Heidegger’s work. The most important of these are that of Geschlecht in all its 
different senses (race, gender, heritage, family), animality, the body, and 
politics. Derrida raises these questions in what has come to be known as the 
Geschlecht-series, which culminates in De l’esprit, in which Derrida identifies 
Heidegger’s different ways of relating to the concept of spirit [Geist] as the 
‘knot’ that ties these concerns together. There, he directly thematizes 
Heidegger’s ‘avoidance’, and articulates critical questions about some implicit 
gestures hidden in Heidegger’s work (a hidden teleology, a hidden privilege of 
the question that itself remains ‘unquestioned’, a hidden desire for non-
contamination). 
 That Derrida’s critical questions center around absence, avoidance and 
hiddenness is no coincidence. All of these questions (woman, style, animal, 
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Geschlecht, Geist, question, etc.) in one way or another essentially relate to a 
concealedness. This means that to an extent there is a necessary avoidance, and 
what I will show is that according to Derrida neither that which Heidegger 
avoided, nor that which is ‘suppressed’ in Western metaphysics (whether that 
be woman, body, animal, race, etc.) can be rehabilitated by simply taking it out 
of its concealment or by (re)presenting it. 
 Derrida’s central question is: how to account for that concealment in a 
writing, without falling back into the pitfalls of a (re)presentation, of theory, 
(op)positions, reversals?  
 That also means that Derrida cannot simply be understood to oppose 
Heidegger’s hidden teleology, desire for purity and ‘unquestioned privilege of 
the question’. This becomes especially clear in Derrida’s question of an 
affirmation that would ‘belong to the unquestionable itself in any question’. 
That affirmation is tied to the Levinas-inspired concept of responsibility (the 
response to the call of the wholly other) that Derrida develops in the eighties. 
 With that, the question of the relation of (op)position to the ‘movement of 
showing’ becomes a political question. If forms of social or political 
transformation (emancipation, protest, resistance, disobedience) cannot be 
exhaustively understood oppositionally, or if their opposition can at best be a 
moment within a broader movement, and if emancipating ‘repressed’ or 
‘avoided’ groups, views or interests cannot consist solely in making them 
present, then this leads to the thought of an ‘irreducible complicity’ that 
changes the structure of political deliberation or of what Derrida called 
‘negotiation’. 
 This dissertation ends by thus pointing to where thinking through its 
political consequences would have to begin. On the one hand this enables 
showing the ‘positive’ sense of Derrida’s ‘indirectness’, what is its positive 
motivation and what distinguishes indirectness from negativity or from a 
relativizing or ‘destructive’ discourse. On the other hand it enables showing 
that the positivity of the affirmation is not the positivity of a ‘position’: 
Derrida’s structural indirectness is not at odds with, but a function of, the 
affirmation of his writing. 



 

S e c t i o n  o n e  |  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  S T Y L E :  N I E T Z S C H E  A N D  T H E  
H E T E R O G E N E I T Y  O F  T H E  T E X T  

 
 
 

Without discrete parody, without writing strategy, without difference or 
divergence of pens [sans différence ou écart de plumes], without style, 

therefore, the grand one, the reversal would amount to the same [revient 
au même] in the noisy declaration of the antithesis. 

 Hence the heterogeneity of the text. 
– Derrida (Éperons: Les styles de Nietzsche) 

 
 
 
A deliberate effect of Derrida’s brilliant Éperons is that it is difficult to pinpoint 
exactly, or rather exclusively, what the text is about. Derrida deliberately 
attempts to maximize the connotations and layers of meaning that are at play 
in the text’s subjects (woman, style, Nietzsche, feminism, truth, etc.). In an 
attempt to nonetheless identify or gather Derrida’s central concern throughout 
the text, I would say that this lies in what exceeds the ‘mode of pro et contra’. 
The text is an attempt to show how Nietzsche’s explicit opposition (to almost 
everything) and his reversals must be understood as a part of a ‘plurality of 
styles’ or a broader movement of writing that cannot itself be reduced to the 
unequivocality of a ‘position’. Derrida is therefore out to understand the place, 
function or role of determinate (op)positions or reversals within a broader 
movement that exceeds them. That excess makes Nietzsche’s writing into a 
‘feminine operation’, and Derrida wants to account for the necessity of 
Nietzsche’s vehement antifeminism within it. 
 ‘Style’ and ‘woman’ are both names for what is in such a way essentially 
implicit, or irreducible to the unequivocality of a ‘position’. What is essentially 
implicit is what is not reducible to simple present, presence or the possibility 
of (re)presentation – (what is veiled or ‘withdrawn from the here and now’, 
what cannot be simplified so as to be done in one go (‘in a single stroke/cut’ 
[d’un seul coup].1  
 So, on the one hand (a) this equivocality is precisely the sense of ‘style’ and 
‘woman’. Style is the essentially implicit (‘mere’ style, not ‘content’) and thus 
related to the trace to what is implicit in the explicit marks or what ‘leaves a 
mark’ (Derrida ties them together: Éperon, the German Spur: trace, wake, 
indication, mark). And the central categories under which woman is discussed 
in Nietzsche are initially those of distance and of veils, sails [voiles, that ‘behind 
which…’].2 Derrida makes this point early on by pointing to the implicit 
complication of the reversal of truth as woman in Nietzsche. In a manner 
reminiscent of Heidegger’s remark that the proper relation to the concealed is 



220 |  PART THREE: HEIDEGGER   

not to ‘hunt after it’ but to let it, so Nietzsche writes that to woman’s ‘efficacy 
in distance’ [Wirkung in die Ferne, eine actio in distans] ‘belongs, first and 
foremost – distance!’ [dazu gehört aber, zuerst und vor allem – Distanz!]3 This 
is in line with the famous opening of Jenseits von Gut und Böse: if truth were a 
woman [Vorausgesetzt, daß die Wahrheit ein Weib ist], then the dogmatic 
philosopher’s attempts to win her over (an ‘easy’ woman, no less [gerade ein 
Frauenzimmer] have been thoroughly unsuccessful in their ‘terrible 
seriousness and clumsy importunity’ (der schauerliche Ernst, die linkische 
Zudringlichkeit). Distance is the ‘element of woman’s power’, she ‘seduces 
from a distance’, and so one must ‘keep one’s distance from distance’. Perhaps 
woman is ‘distance itself’, except one can no longer speak of an ‘itself’ of 
distance to the extent that distance is precisely what recedes from presentation 
and the present that is tied to the determinability of the ‘itself’. Woman thus 
‘names the non-truth of truth’ and as such she ‘distorts the vestiges of 
essentiality’: ‘There is no truth of woman but that is because this abyssal 
divergence of truth, this non-truth is the “truth”. Woman is a name for this 
non-truth of truth.’4  
 But on the other hand (b) this equivocality complicates any precise sense of 
‘style’ and ‘woman’. One cannot simply oppose a certain indeterminacy of 
‘woman’ against the (op)positionality of the metaphysics (of presence, of truth, 
of man – what Derrida calls ‘phallogocentrism’) without repeating its 
constitutive gesture. Éperons is an exemplary text on the risk of reaffirmation. 
The philosopher who believes (and it is indeed the philosopher who believes) 
in the non-truth of truth has ‘understood nothing’. The necessity of style 
announces itself in this impossibility to state, posit or (re-)present the non-
truth of truth. According to Derrida, Nietzsche does not state or posit this non-
truth, but he inscribes truth. According to Derrida, the ‘divergence within 
truth’ [cet écart de la vérité] is ‘elevated’ in style. Nietzsche suspends truth by 
putting it in quotation marks: ‘truth’ puts us at a distance from truth without 
counterpositing against truth. This suspension of truth through its inscription 
is ‘the feminine “operation”’ [“l’operation” féminine].5  
 This is why Derrida explicitly affirms the plurality of senses in his text (such 
as those of ‘style’, ‘woman’ and most famously and explicitly the sense of ‘I 
have forgotten my umbrella’, to which I return below). A discussion of the 
‘figure of the woman’ or of ‘femininity’ would no longer be about ‘woman – a 
non-identity, a non-figure, a simulacrum’. As such it is a performative 
enactment of the plurality it argues for. So here is what is at stake: any attempt 
to explicate this excess must take into account its consequences for style:  

 
Without discrete parody, without writing strategy, without difference or divergence of 
pens [sans différence ou écart de plumes], without style, therefore, the grand one, the 
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reversal would amount to the same [revient au même] in the noisy declaration of the 
antithesis. 
  Hence the heterogeneity of the text.6 
 

If not through a simple (op)position, then the excess, according to Derrida, 
can only be inscribed through an act of writing; a coup, an intervention in the 
form of a pratique stylet, pratique stylée, in a heterogeneous text or in a 
plurality of styles. 
 The question what Derrida’s text has to offer for feminism is hotly debated 
and lies outside the scope of this dissertation.7 On the one hand the nuances of 
the risk of reaffirmation in reversal and opposition may seem to have little to 
offer to the nitty-gritty, real-world problems of feminism as an emancipatory 
social movement (the fight for recognition, equal wages, etc.). The ‘risk of 
reaffirmation’ may not get in the way of the immanent necessity to oppose the 
existing hierarchy. Here is where Derrida’s concern becomes interesting: the 
point is that he does not ‘oppose opposition’ but that it can at best be a 
‘moment’ of a veritable transformation. What is at stake therefore is the self-
understanding of any emancipatory discourse (or movement of protest or 
resistance) and the role of opposition within it (but to which it cannot be 
reduced). What Derrida’s showing of the ‘risk of reaffirmation’ ultimately 
amounts to, is a thought of irreducible complicity in or with what one is 
resisting, emancipating from or arguing against, which changes both the self-
understanding of the resisting movement as well as its understanding of what 
is to be resisted. That is the context in which Derrida’s question is so 
interesting: how can Nietzsche’s explicit misogyny and antifeminism be a 
necessary moment in the most radical of critiques of Western (male) 
rationality?8 If Nietzsche’s writing, as a suspension of (‘phallogocentric’) truth 
through its inscription, is a ‘feminine “operation”’, then how is this 
‘appearance of feminism’ to be reconciled with Nietzsche’s ‘enormous corpus 
of voracious antifeminism’? Derrida can only state that the ‘congruence’ of 
Nietzsche’s feminism and anti-feminism is ‘rigorously necessary’ if the 
operation of Nietzsche’s writing is not reducible to its reversals and 
oppositions.9 
 All this not only has consequences for the extent to which oppositionality 
structures our understanding of (social) transformations, but also for the type 
of political ‘negotiation’ that one enters into from within those 
transformations. I return to these consequences for negotiation, affirmation 
and responsibility at the end of this chapter. But at this point my focus is on 
Heidegger. Where does he come in? 
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§22  Does Heidegger reduce the plurality of Nietzsche’s styles? 
 
Derrida explicitly maintains an ambiguous relation to Heidegger in the text. 
At issue is Heidegger’s famous interpretation of Nietzsche, and Derrida’s claim 
is that the ‘thesis’ of Heidegger’s grand livre is ‘a lot less simple than is generally 
acknowledged.10 It will indeed be a matter of showing the irreducibility of what 
Heidegger is doing with Nietzsche to a single or unequivocal position or thesis. 
 What is that generally assumed thesis? That as an inversion [Umfrehung] 
of ‘Platonism’ (the Heideggerian reading of) Nietzsche is ‘still metaphysical’. 
In other words: that Heidegger himself reduces in the most metaphysical way 
the very ‘plurality of styles’ that is for Derrida the hallmark of Nietzsche’s 
‘feminine “operation”’. A suppression, in short, of writing. 
 Derrida mentions three of Heidegger’s remarks on Nietzsche with which 
to frame the discussion: (1) Heidegger warns against reading in Nietzsche an 
‘esthetic confusionism’, (2) that Nietzsche’s ‘grand style’ is not to be confused 
with his ‘pseudo-transgressive exuberance’, and (3) that Nietzsche must be 
read in light of the confrontation with Western thought as such, i.e.: that the 
‘accepted ideas’ [idées reçues] are insufficient to judge the work.11 These three 
remarks show Heidegger’s sensitivity to the fact that the movement of 
Nietzsche’s writing is not reducible to a simple (estheticizing) opposition to 
Western thought and that the importance of style is not reducible to the loud 
oppositional surface of Nietzsche’s ‘positions’. Derrida then raises his own 
questions: should we or can we say that Nietzsche ‘contradicts himself’ 
concerning woman, and what would it mean to say that Nietzsche is ‘still 
metaphysical’ in his ‘inversion’ of Platonism? 
 Now the point that Derrida quickly makes is that contrary to popular 
opinion Heidegger does not restrict himself to this schema in which 
Nietzsche’s writings ultimately only serve to reaffirm metaphysics. So what 
Derrida is after, is to show that (1) Nietzsche’s counter-movements, reversals 
and oppositions are only part of a larger ‘grand style’ and how (2) Heidegger 
himself is also not merely content to point to Nietzsche’s self-contradictions 
but that these too belong to a greater movement in the interpretation of 
Nietzsche. That means that ‘still too metaphysical’, or ‘metaphysical precisely 
in its opposition to metaphysics’ is not a critique, but one aspect of a ‘grand 
style’. It is clear from Derrida’s text that this holds for Nietzsche and Heidegger 
alike: 

 
Heidegger, however, does not restrict himself (as it is often supposed) to this schema of an 
inversion. Not that he abandons it purely and simply. The work of reading and writing is 
no more homogeneous in his case than it is in Nietzsche’s, and his seeming leaps from pro 
to contra are not without a certain strategy. Thus Heidegger remarks that, although 
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Nietzsche might seem, or perhaps even ought, to employ the method of Umdrehung, it is 
nonetheless apparent that he ‘is seeking something else’ (etwas anderes sucht).12 
 

So it will be a matter of identifying in Nietzsche as well as in Heidegger what 
is this other thing that is sought beyond reversal and reaffirmation [cet autre 
qui ne fait plus couple dans une opposition de renversement] and what (no less 
‘rigorously necessary’) place reversals still have within it. This is worked out 
initially with reference to Nietzsche’s famous ‘history of an error’ [Geschichte 
eines Irrtums] from Götzen-dämmerung: Wie die ‘wahre Welt’ endlich zur 
Fabel wurde (‘How the “true world” finally became a fable’). 
 First of all, Derrida points out how in interpreting that passage, Heidegger 
has located the site where Nietzsche veritably exceeds metaphysics and 
Platonism: ‘In his consideration of the problematic of Umdrehung Heidegger 
emphasizes the very strongest of torsions, that in which the opposition which 
has been submitted to reversal is itself suppressed’. This shows itself most 
clearly in the passage’s staggering ending: that in getting rid of the true world 
we have also abolished the apparent one (‘We have abolished the true world. 
Which one remained? The apparent one perhaps? … But no! Along with the 
true world we have also abolished the apparent one!’). The change that has 
been effectuated here does not let itself be reduced to an inversion or reversal: 
rather than a change within the existing hierarchy it is it is a ‘transformation 
of the very value of hierarchy’. This itself is ‘not merely a suppression of all 
hierarchy’, no mere ‘an-archy’ but a ‘change of the hierarchical structure 
itself’.13 
 Now, at this point it would seem that Heidegger has located more in 
Nietzsche than a mere inversion of metaphysics. And it is at this point that 
Derrida asks the question whether Heidegger’s intention is itself here still ‘a 
form of question more proper to a hermeneutic, and consequently 
philosophical, order, the very order that Nietzsche’s operation should have 
otherwise put out of order [déranger].14  
 If there is a Derridean ‘critique’ of Heidegger’s Nietzsche-reading, one 
would find it here. Heidegger would be too philosophical, too interested in 
reducing Nietzsche’s writing-operation and his plurality of styles, somewhat 
like those clumsy dogmatic philosophers who have not learned the art of 
seduction – to keep one’s distance from distance. 
 But what kind of a ‘critique’ criticizes Heidegger, as Derrida does, for still 
engaging in ‘critical questioning’? And if ‘still too metaphysical’ even means 
‘too critical’, then how should we qualify Derrida’s own questioning? Derrida 
leaves the matter as an open question: ‘[…] all these weapons circulate from 
one hand to another, passing from one contrary to another, the question 
remaining as to just what I am doing here at this moment’.15 
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 We now have a still too metaphysical Nietzsche in the eyes of Heidegger, a 
still too metaphysical Heidegger in the eyes of Derrida, and there is even a still 
too metaphysical Derrida who affirms the implicit complication of his own 
mode of interrogation. But Nietzsche, Heidegger and Derrida are aware of this, 
and attempt to write at these limits of oppositionality. For Derrida, style, 
strategy and writing name the other side of that movement, a textual practice 
– pratique stylet, pratique stylée. Under the heading of ‘positions’, which 
should be read in its reference to opposition and to the unequivocality of a 
determined standpoint, Derrida explains at what level Nietzsche operates. Not 
only was he under ‘no illusion’ that he would ‘know’ of truth or woman, but 
the level at which Nietzsche operates is that of the analysis of that very illusion, 
as he ‘took care to avoid’ the simple negation of the system of negation and 
reversal; the simple erection of a system against [élever un discours simple 
contre] that system. 
 The remainder of the text demonstrates this in two ways. The first is by 
formulating a formalization of the principle that is at work in Nietzsche’s 
heterogeneous propositions concerning woman. He does this, however, only 
in order to subsequently show ‘the essential limit of such a codification and 
the problem of reading that it determines’.16 It is this essential limit that the 
enactment of Derrida’s text is meant to show, the limit of what can be 
formalized and contained or ‘codified’ in propositions. The ‘essential limit’ lies 
in the very irreducibility of heterogeneity and style. The second way is an 
enactment of that ‘problem of reading’ through the fragment “I have forgotten 
my umbrella”. 
 What is the ‘principle’ that is active throughout Nietzsche’s heterogeneous 
propositions on woman? Derrida identifies three kinds of propositions on 
woman: (1) she is debased, censored despised as figure of falsehood; (2) she is 
debased, censored despised as figure of truth; (3) she is recognized and 
affirmed as an affirmative power. In the first two cases Derrida recognizes a 
negation that is fundamentally ‘reactive’ (i.e.: a reversal): in the face of 
falsehood man reacts ‘in the name of the truth and metaphysics’, in the second 
case woman is accused by a prosecutor who ‘does not escape the inversion of 
negation’. In the third proposition, however, woman names that which 
transcends the entire ‘economy’ of reversal, negation and reaffirmation, 
‘beyond that double negation’. It is no longer man who affirms her, but she 
affirms herself. ‘Antifeminism is in its tum reversed, he didn’t condemn 
woman but to the extent that she was responding to the man of two reactive 
positions.’ The ‘anti-’ of anti-feminism, the economy of reversal and 
reaffirmation is itself, ‘in turn’ [à son tour], ‘overturned’ [renversé]. The 
turnings of oppositionality are – overturned.17 But is this a possibility? 
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 Any attempt to so determine the affirmation of the excess of codification, 
falls back into what it is trying to rid itself of. Derrida is often hailed as one of 
the great thinkers of the ‘disruption’ of essentialism or of metaphysical 
oppositionality, but what is disrupted above all is the very attempt to formulate 
an ‘alternative’ to it. More than a desire for disruption, it is an awareness of the 
risk of reaffirmation in doing so that drives Derrida’s texts. Thus, a 
‘codification’ such as the one above is an attempt to make ‘positive’ what does 
not let itself be posited as a position: ‘each value implied in the three schemes 
would have to be decidable into a couple of oppositions as if there were a 
contrary to each term’ – the very decidability that the affirmation of the third 
proposition challenges. Here, the ‘essential limit’ that Derrida was out to show 
is the one posed to the ‘pertinence of these hermeneutic or systematic 
questions’. That ‘essential limit’ is the ‘margin’ that is always there to limit the 
‘control’ over sense and code. This margin does not let itself be posited. In 
analyzing what to conclude from this, it is once again clear that Derrida is not 
aiming at ‘creating possibilities’, but rather that his concern is with recognizing 
a certain impossibility. One cannot ‘side with’ the heterogeneous or the parody, 
which would precisely mean to reduce them once again [ce serait encore les 
réduire]; nor does it mean that the ‘master sense’ is ‘unique’ and ‘unfindable’ 
and that it as such belongs to Nietzsche’s ‘ungraspable power’. One cannot 
‘outmaneuver’ the ‘hermeneutic mold’ [déjouer la prise herméneutique] for 
that would mean falling back [retomber] even more surely into what one was 
trying to elude.18 
 At this point Derrida leaves the question irreducibly open. That the 
heterogeneity of Nietzsche’s text is ‘unassimilable’ means for Derrida that, to 
a certain irreducible extent, Nietzsche himself ‘did not see very clearly’ [n’y 
voyait pas très clair]. In his texts there takes place a regular, rhythmic blindness 
[aveuglement régulier, rythmé] with which one is never finished [avec lequel on 
n’en finira jamais].19 Recall De la grammatologie’s errance – an irreducible 
wandering proper to its method. Derrida recognizes it in the text of Nietzsche 
and as such finds an ally there, as he already did in De la grammatologie in 
pointing out that Nietzsche had already done so much to ‘liberate the signifier’. 
The question of style becomes the question of writing. 
 And so Derrida writes that there is no ‘truth of Nietzsche’ or of his text in 
order to make the point that the question of the woman in it ‘suspends the 
decidable opposition of the true and non-true, founds the epochal regime of 
parentheses’, a regime that according to Derrida disqualifies the ‘hermeneutic 
project’, whereby ‘reading is freed from the horizon of the meaning or truth of 
being’. With that we return to the question of the ‘critique of Heidegger’ and 
here Derrida clearly opposes Heidegger’s ontological hermeneutics. We get a 
clue immediately after Derrida has used this most emphatically thetic, 
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oppositional language. Because ‘the […] spurring operation [opération-
éperonnante]’ imagined as being ‘more powerful than all content, any thesis, 
all sense’, as the ‘styled spur traverses the veil’, Derrida asks: does such a 
conception not still amount to an ‘unveiling’? ‘That question as question 
(between logos and theoria, saying and seeing) interminably remains.’20 
 With that we can return to Heidegger. On the one hand the ‘problem of 
reading’ disqualifies the ‘hermeneutic project’. But on the other hand one 
cannot just oppose that project – things are ‘not so simple’. Now two 
Heideggers emerge that make up the framework within which the necessary 
ambiguity of Derrida’s relation to Heidegger takes place. 
 
 
§23  Derrida’s two Heideggers: Ereignis outside of the hermeneutical circle  
 
The ambiguity of Derrida’s relation to Heidegger at this point is structurally 
similar to the relation to Hegel that I analyzed in chapter four. On the one hand 
Derrida construes a version of Heidegger against which he defines himself. 
The form of that Heidegger is not so different from the reappropriating 
dialectics of Hegelianism. Here, Heidegger is identified with ‘hermeneutics’ 
and with the ‘hermeneutic circle’. Derrida associates hermeneutics with the 
positivity of sense and meaning. The circle is always a pejorative term for 
Derrida, designating what keeps coming back to the same. Now what Derrida 
will show is that in one sense this hermeneutical Heidegger reduced the 
plurality of Nietzsche’s styles, writing and woman – Heidegger was ‘still 
metaphysical’. Then Derrida proceeds, on the other hand, to describe an 
‘oblique movement’, even a movement through which Heidegger’s thinking 
would be ‘regularly disoriented’, an other discourse in Heidegger’s work that 
would be ‘outside of the hermeneutical circle’. That discourse is marked by 
Ereignis. 
 First movement: Did Heidegger ask the question of sexual difference? 
Derrida states that it would appear not: the matter seems subordinated to the 
question of being, whereas Derrida has tried to show that the question of 
woman is not reducible to a ‘regional’ question. This is not because every 
question is inherently sexual, but that it is one of the questions that inaugurates 
a complication of regionality as such. But this is why matters are ‘not so simple’ 
and why Derrida chose to interrogate the question of woman out of ‘a certain 
Heideggerian landscape’.  
 Towards the end of the text, Derrida states that the concepts involved in 
Nietzsche’s analysis of sexual difference are based on what he terms a process 
of ‘propriation (appropriation, expropriation, prise, prise de possession, don et 
échange, maîtrise, servitude, etc)’. Propriation is the ‘sexual operation’. Derrida 
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then embarks on a series of negative remarks concerning the modes of 
investigation and articulation that would be incapable to ask the question of 
propriation. To sum up: if propriation as the oppositioning of ‘give and take’, 
of ‘possess and possessed’ are ultimately ‘produced by the hymen’s graphic’, 
then it ‘escapes not only dialectics, but also any ontological decidability’; 
therefore the question ‘what is the proper?’ is ‘no longer possible’; propriation 
‘organizes all ontological statements’; the proper cannot be ‘derived’ from ‘an 
onto-phenomenological or semantico-hermeneutic interrogation’. The 
question of the truth of being, according to Derrida, is not capable of the 
question of the proper. In short, that question reveals the ‘limit’ of the ‘onto-
hermeneutical horizon’. The question of being ‘falls short’ of it, as it is ‘already 
inscribed’ in what is designated under the heading of ‘propriation’.21 
 But now Derrida recognizes that Heidegger cannot be seen to be ‘simply 
deficient’.22 
 Second movement: Derrida calls the ‘limit’ to the onto-hermeneutic 
interrogation a ‘singular’ limit, as it concerns neither an ‘ontic nor an 
ontological region’ but the ‘very limit of being itself’ [la limite de l’être même]. 
The more one pushes, however, this excess of the question of being (of 
dialectics, of onto-hermeneutics, ontology, phenomenology, sense, etc.) 
towards an outside of these, the more one merely reaffirms and accomplishes 
nothing:  

 
Equally naïve though would be to conclude that, since the question of the proper is no 
longer a derivative of the question of being, it is thus available to direct examination, as if 
one knew what it is, the proper, propriation, exchange, giving, taking, debt, price, etc. 
Failing to elaborate on this problem, maintaining a discourse comfortably installed in this 
or that determined region [champ; field, domain], one remains in the onto-hermeneutic 
presupposition, in the pre-critical relation to the signified, in the return to the presence of 
the spoken word [la parole présente], to natural language, to perception, visibility, in a 
word, to consciousness, and to its entire phenomenological system.23 
 

To the extent that the question of the proper, and with that the question of 
sexual difference, exceeds the ‘onto-hermeneutic’ horizon, this does not mean 
that Heidegger’s avoidance of the question of woman and of sexual difference 
(as a simple deficiency on his part) can now be amended by approaching that 
question directly. One must keep one’s distance from distance – there is no 
way around this. Inasmuch as the question of sexual difference exceeds the 
question of being, the question of propriation does not open up some other 
domain in which one could ‘settle comfortably’. Derrida states of what is ‘often 
taken to be’ the central thesis of Heidegger’s Nietzsche-reading – that 
Nietzsche, in completing metaphysics, still belonged to it – that it is indeed a 
matter of whether one is able to determine the unique sense of the value of 
‘belonging’ (what ‘belongs’ to belonging). Though in one direction of both 
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Heidegger’s and Derrida’s readings one will always ‘still belong’, in another 
direction Heidegger’s Nietzsche (but also Heidegger’s entire philosophical 
project) already works toward the very limit that Derrida tirelessly tries to 
explicate: what Derrida calls ‘the de-limitation of the ontological problematic’. 
According to Derrida, Heidegger did indeed exceed ‘the hermeneutic space of 
the question of the truth (of being)’. This happens ‘every time that Heidegger 
submits or opens up the question of being to the question of the proper, of 
propriating or of propriation (eigen, eignen, ereignen, above all Ereignis)’.24 
 So the Heidegger that Derrida distances himself from is the Heidegger who 
remains within the confines of sense and of truth, of the ontological 
hermeneutical investigation of the sense of the truth of being. But in the 
direction of Ereignis, this reading is ‘opened up’ to ‘another reading’ that 
‘refuses to be contained there’.  
 Now it is true that for Derrida Ereignis is not simply opposed to the 
hermeneutical project. This reading ‘does not exact its toll of a critical or 
destructive effect’, but it ‘reinscribes the hermeneutic gesture’.25 Ereignis is no 
simple critique of the hermeneutical project. And for that reason Derrida can 
point to some elements of Sein und Zeit that anticipate Ereignis.26 
 But Derrida still thinks that Ereignis falls outside of the problematic of the 
‘hermeneutic circle’. I think Derrida is right concerning the proximity of what 
he is trying to articulate – the limit to a certain hermeneutical horizon – with 
what Heidegger thinks under the title of Ereignis. I.e.: that it is fundamentally 
a thinking of a certain essential limit, concealment, withdrawal, and the 
question how to articulate it. And it is not surprising that Derrida is most 
content with Ereignis as it later develops into Enteignis, with how Ereignis 
intimately relates to ‘the abyssal structure of the proper’.27  
 But Derrida can only do this by construing a false opposition between the 
thought of Ereignis and the hermeneutic circle. Even if Derrida admits it is no 
simple opposition, he fails to recognize the internal relation between the 
hermeneutic circle and the thinking of Ereignis. Hermeneutic was never 
simply a positive project of sense, and ‘circle’ never meant a ‘return to the 
same’. As I’ve argued at length in the previous chapter, the ‘hermeneutic 
situation’ of the question of being (the irreducible ‘being-in’) and its very 
circularity tie that question irreducibly to concealment. This also means that 
the thought of Ereignis is by no means an ‘oblique movement’, let alone a 
movement by which Heidegger’s work would be ‘regularly disoriented’.28 
 But that is how Derrida would have it, because it enables him to refer 
Heidegger back to Nietzsche’s structural and irreducible heterogeneity and his 
own methodological errance. I believe that especially the Beiträge and the 
subsequent ‘beyng-historical’ works show decisively that this is no 
disorientation. 
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 But it is clear why Derrida would write these things. From the very start, 
the question of woman was the question of what withholds or conceals. At 
stake is to what extent a transformation of hierarchy (e.g. feminist 
emancipation) can be achieved by speaking up for what has been suppressed. 
Derrida’s claim is that such transformative movements cannot be exhausted 
by opposition or by making present what was absent within the hierarchy. At 
stake in the question of woman is the ‘strategy’ or ‘style’ necessary for the 
‘presentation’ of what refuses itself, what cannot be presented. Here, both 
Heidegger and Derrida negotiate a point where ‘the opposition between 
metaphysics and non-metaphysics in turn encounters its limit, which is the 
limit itself of that opposition, of the form of opposition’.29 Because both 
attempt to negotiate that limit, Derrida is not out to oppose Heidegger 
(whether ‘critically’ or ‘destructively’). 
 But that there is no unambiguous critique does not mean that there are no 
differences. For Derrida the ‘other discourse’ that Derrida defined as being 
outside of the hermeneutic circle must have the form of an enactment of the 
heterogeneity of the text. In this light the famous final section of the text must 
be read. In this section, Derrida considers the fragment “I have forgotten my 
umbrella”, as it was found, ‘isolated in quotation marks, among Nietzsche’s 
unpublished manuscripts’.30 
 
 
§24  Perhaps: “I have forgotten my umbrella” 
 
The section on Nietzsche’s fragment is arguably the most famous part of 
Éperons, and it stands in the literature as an exemplary execution of the 
Derridean or the ‘deconstructive’ gesture. It is possible to reconstruct a 
popular story about the significance of the passage roughly as follows: the story 
about the fragment commences after Derrida announced an ‘other’ discourse 
about Nietzsche. ‘Other’ means: other than Heidegger, which means: other 
than metaphysics or outside of the confines of the ontological-hermeneutical 
question of the truth of being. A non-metaphysical reading of Nietzsche that 
pays attention to the plurality of Nietzsche’s styles. In such a reading, Derrida 
would defend the thesis that all text (including Nietzsche’s) is constituted as 
‘fragment’ – it is impossible to determine its meaning exhaustively with 
reference to context, authorial intention, history, psychoanalysis, or whatever 
signified would have to arrest the ‘play of signifiers’ that constitutes the 
fragment. Thus, the passage is an exemplary instance of Derrida’s ‘position’: 
the endless proliferation of meaning in the play of signifiers as it constitutes all 
textuality. 



230 |  PART THREE: HEIDEGGER   

 In chapter three, I already quite elaborately expanded upon the problem of 
such a ‘relativist’ interpretation of Derrida, and that such an interpretation 
itself reduces what is most essential to Derrida’s writing operation: the 
‘plurality’ of Derrida’s own ‘styles’, the reflexivity of its deliberate implicit self-
complication. The point is that the ‘metaphysical’ reading of Nietzsche does 
not let itself be opposed or substituted by an ‘other’ point of view (one cannot 
oppose to ‘full meaning’ an ‘endless play’). First of all the standard account 
reads this passage as too much of an unequivocal critique of a too 
unequivocally ‘metaphysical’ or ‘hermeneutical’ Heidegger. Secondly, this 
‘other’ discourse cannot have the form of a position, standpoint or point of 
view that could be defended (a thesis on the essential indeterminacy of 
language). Such theses are at best part of a broader ‘movement of showing’. 
What is often baffling in Derrida’s reception, is that one can find, often in the 
same text, both the statement that Derrida is ‘not a relativist’ and the assurance 
of the indeterminacy of meaning, the ‘view’ on language as ‘endless play’. That 
story is unable to recognize the role that ‘relativism’ (reversal, opposition, 
negation, self-violation) plays necessarily as a mere moment within a total 
movement that does not lead to reassurances, least of all concerning the ‘nature 
of meaning’ or of language. 
 So it is a matter of reading this final passage of Éperons differently. In order 
to do this, I will quote, at length, from Jenseits von Gut und Böse. It is a passage 
that Derrida does not treat explicitly but that is found in the opening of Jenseits 
to which he devotes so much attention: 

 
The fundamental belief of metaphysicians is the belief in the oppositions of values. It has 
not occurred to even the most cautious among them to start doubting right here at the 
threshold, where it is actually needed the most – even though they had vowed to themselves 
‘de omnibus dubitandum’. For one can doubt, firstly, whether opposites even exist [ob es 
Gegensätze überhaupt giebt] and, secondly, whether the popular valuations and value-
oppositions that have earned the metaphysicians’ seal of approval might not only be 
foreground appraisals. Perhaps they are merely provisional perspectives, perhaps they are 
not even viewed head-on; perhaps they are even viewed from below, like a frog-perspective, 
to borrow an expression that painters will recognize? Whatever value might be attributed 
to truth, truthfulness, and selflessness, it could be possible [es wäre möglich] that 
appearance, the will to deception, and craven self-interest should be accorded a higher and 
more fundamental value for all life. It could even be possible that whatever gives value to 
those good and honorable things has an incriminating link, bond, or tie to the very things 
that look like their evil opposites; perhaps they are even essentially the same. Perhaps! – 
But who is willing to take charge of such a dangerous Perhaps! [Vielleicht! – Aber wer ist 
Willens, sich um solche gefährliche Vielleichts zu kümmern!] For this we must await the 
arrival of a new breed of philosophers, ones whose taste and inclination are somehow the 
reverse of those we have seen so far – philosophers of the dangerous Perhaps in every sense 
[Philosophen des gefährlichen Vielleicht in jedem Verstande]. – And in all seriousness: I see 
these new philosophers approaching. [all emphases are mine, JdJ]31 
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The belief in the opposition of values defines metaphysics. But here it is 
necessary to doubt already at the threshold, as this belief may merely be ‘of the 
foreground’, may be merely temporary, or, even more radically, mere ‘frog-
perspectives’ (what does the frog-perspective in painting or photography 
achieve? That one’s subject looks bigger, more imposing than it is in reality). 
Not only is it possible that perhaps a higher value for life than truth, 
truthfulness, and selflessness is to be found in appearance, deception or self-
interest (their opposites, in short). But, more radically, it is possible that perhaps 
that which makes up the worth of those ‘good’ things is in fact in some 
duplicitous manner entangled or intertwined with, perhaps in essence even the 
same as, these ‘bad’ things that it is supposedly opposed to. Perhaps! 
 The way in which Nietzsche here challenges metaphysics, is not by 
opposing it but by marking the belief in opposition as its hallmark. Instead of 
opposing to that belief a different belief, which would reaffirm metaphysics, he 
stresses what is also possible. With that, Nietzsche targets an opening of 
conceptuality, an open space or undecidability. Its central operative category 
here is ‘perhaps’. The post-metaphysical or supra-metaphysical philosopher, 
the philosopher who would be capable finally of seeing metaphysics for what 
it is, is a philosopher who does not substitute for the belief of the 
metaphysician a different belief, but who’s concern is the ‘dangerous perhaps’. 
 Compare this to the opening of the passage on Nietzsche’s umbrella in 
Éperons. I quote the French original: 

 
‘J'ai oublié mon parapluie.’ 
  Parmi les fragments inédits de Nietzsche, on a trouvé ces mots, tout seul, 
entre guillemets. 
  Peut-être une citation. 
  Peut-être a-t-elle été prélevée quelque part. 
  Peut-être a-t-elle été entendu ici ou là. 
  Peut-être était-ce le propos d’une phrase à écrire ici ou là. 
  Nous n’avons aucun moyens infaillible de savoir où le prélèvement a eu 
lieu, sur quoi la greffe peut prendre. 
  Nous ne serons jamais assurés de savoir ce que Nietzsche a voulu faire 
ou dire en notant ces mots. [all emphases mine, JdJ]32 
 

Perhaps the fragment was a citation, perhaps picked up somewhere, perhaps 
heard, perhaps a sentence to be written here or there.  
 Perhaps.  
 Barbara Harlow’s English translation inexplicably misses the mark here. As 
if she felt that starting a sentence four times with the word ‘perhaps’ was an 
affront to good style, she goes through all kinds of trouble to avoid the 
emphatic repetition of the ‘perhaps’ in these sentences (the first is translated 
with ‘maybe’, the second with ‘it might’, the third simply omitted by 
conjoining two sentences, and the fourth with ‘perhaps’).33  
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 ‘Perhaps’ (‘Vielleicht!’) is for Derrida the central Nietzschean category, and 
it provides the key to reading him. What the perhaps does, is ‘suspend’ truth 
in the manner discussed above, it points to an inability to know for sure. 
Perhaps signifies: something else is also possible [‘es währe möglich’; peut-être: 
“could be”].  
 That is also how Derrida structures his text. It is possible that Nietzsche 
didn’t even mean or wanted to say anything with it. It is possible that it isn’t 
even Nietzsche’s. And even if somehow through some ‘act of diligence’ and/or 
‘good fortune’ the ‘context’ of the fragment (the circumstances of its 
inscription, its ‘place’ in the corpus, etc.) were successfully reconstructed, then, 
according to Derrida, then what Derrida calls ‘such a factual possibility’ would 
still leave open a certain structural possibility, an always-open possibility that 
is essentially related to the very structure of the fragment: that it would remain 
intact in its severance from all context. 
 Now what are we to conclude from this? The ‘we cannot know’ is not 
brought forward as a thesis that would itself bring assurance. What is often 
regarded as the thesis of the section on Nietzsche’s umbrella – ‘However far 
one pushes conscientious interpretation, one can never suspend the 
hypothesis that the totality of Nietzsche’s text might, perhaps, in its enormity 
be of the type “I have forgotten my umbrella”’34 – points rather to the 
impossibility to exclude the hypothesis that, perhaps, the entirety of Nietzsche’s 
text would be of a fragmentary structure. So Derrida’s – open – question is 
what kind of a discourse, what kind of a writing, would be able to take into 
account such a structural perhaps: ‘at least we will never be able to know it, and 
this inability must be taken into account’.35 How could or should one ‘account 
for’ this possibility of not (being able to) know; this perhaps? 
 First of all, Derrida states that at least the opening of the perhaps creates a 
remainder [restance], ‘like a trace’, which is subtracted ‘from any assured 
horizon of a hermeneutic question’. According to Derrida, as a movement of 
opening, reading consists in the ‘perforation’ of such a horizon.36 Derrida 
associates the ‘circular trajectory’ of the ‘hermeneutical circle’ with what can 
be contained within a ‘proper itinerary’ from origin to end. Here Derrida’s 
‘opposition’ to Heidegger or to ‘onto-hermeneutics’ serves the same function 
as his resistance to ‘dialectics’: as a necessary ‘phase of reversal’ it also reaffirms 
them, in order to mark an ‘internal’ opening in its very movement.  
 In the same way, Derrida reaffirms the necessity of the hermeneutic 
operation in Éperons:  

 
To account, in the most rigorous possible manner, for that structural limit, of writing as 
the marked remainder [restance] of the simulacrum, the deciphering must […] be pushed 
to the furthest lengths possible. The limit does not circumscribe a knowledge and 
announce a beyond [Telle limite ne vient pas border un savoir et annoncer un au-delà], it 
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traverses and divides a scientific work of which it is also the condition, and which it opens 
to itself.37 
 

To account for the structural limit, the essential and irreducible possibility of 
something else, therefore of not-knowing, this structural lack of assurance, the 
process of ‘deciphering’ must not be given up, but can only be pushed to its 
limit. To give it up would be to fashion for oneself an other position, an other 
‘view on language’, on interpretation or on meaning. But the ‘essential limit’, 
according to Derrida, is not the outer border of knowledge (does not 
circumscribe knowledge; delimit, determine it) nor does it proclaim a 
‘beyond’. Instead it traverses and divides a ‘scientific’ work; it is at work in the 
scientific work and can ‘open it up to itself’. The discourse that would want to 
account for this limit, that would want to be unassertive (perhaps veiled, 
withheld to some extent; ‘indirect’; going against itself, implicitly complicating 
itself, maintaining ambiguity, etc.) – such an exposition would require other 
forms: ‘If Nietzsche wanted to say something, is it not that very limit of the will 
to say [de la volonté de dire], as the effect of a necessarily differential will to 
power, always divided, folded, multiplied [divisée, pliée, multipliée]?’38 
  
 
 



 

S e c t i o n  t w o  |  A F F I R M A T I O N  A N D  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y .   
H E I D E G G E R  A N D  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  A  N E C E S S A R Y  A V O I D A N C E  

 
 
 

Even if all forms of complicity are not equivalent, they are irreducible. 
The question of knowing which is the least grave of these forms of 

complicity is always there – its urgency and its seriousness could not be 
over-stressed – but it will never dissolve the irreducibility of this fact. 

This “fact” [fait], of course, is not simply a fact. First, and at least, 
because it is not yet done [fait], not altogether [pas tout a fait]: it calls 

more than ever, as for what in it remains to come after the disasters that 
have happened, for absolutely unprecedented responsibilities of 

“thought” and “action”. 
– Derrida (De l’esprit) 

 
 
§25  Complicity is irreducible: the unavoidable 
 
Arguably Derrida’s most sustained engagement with Heidegger is found in De 
l’esprit: Heidegger et la question. That text is the result of a development of 
Derrida’s thinking about Heidegger to which the Geschlecht-series also 
belongs. As David Wood notes, De l’esprit is not part of that series, but ‘there 
are real points of convergence, and a continuity of concerns’ especially as is 
evidenced by the ‘five foci of questioning’ with which Geschlecht II ends.1 In 
De l’esprit Heidegger ties these focal points to the concept of spirit [Geist] and 
its modifications (geistig, geistlich) as the ‘knot’ that ties or weaves these 
threads together. 
 Derrida concedes that the choice of Geist may seem strange, because that 
concept does not seem to be one of Heidegger’s ‘major themes and major 
terms: being, Dasein, time, the world, history, ontological difference, Ereignis, 
etc.’ For Derrida it does deserve such a place, but not because Heidegger 
devoted a sustained explicit thematization to Geist. In fact the opposite is the 
case: not only did Heidegger not explicitly thematize Geist as a ‘major theme’, 
but in Sein und Zeit, as well as much later in the text on Trakl, Heidegger 
explicitly warns that Geist is a term to be avoided. Yet at certain other points 
(notably the Rektoratsrede of 19332), Heidegger explicitly made use of Geist or 
its modification geistig.  
 Hence Derrida announces that he will speak ‘of what, for Heidegger, 
avoiding means’. Of Heidegger’s yielding to the concept of Geist, Derrida asks: 
‘Could it be that he failed to avoid what he knew he ought to avoid? What he 
in some sense had promised himself to avoid? Could it be that he forgot to 
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avoid? Or else, as one might suspect, are things more tortuous and entangled 
than this?’3  
 The ‘entanglement’ in question here is the entanglement, the internal 
relation of the question of being to a certain avoiding [vermeiden, éviter]. Here, 
Derrida mentions his Comment ne pas parler (how to avoid speaking?) while 
clarifying that avoiding [éviter] does not necessarily mean avoidance 
[l'évitement] or denegation. Why? Because such a discourse ‘does not take into 
account the economy of vermeiden in those places where it exposes itself to the 
question of being’.4 In other words: Derrida indicates here that the ‘avoidance’ 
of Geist in Heidegger’s work is neither a matter of a simple absence, nor of a 
form of ‘repression’. Rather, there is an essential relation between the question 
of being and a certain avoidance. To translate the question of De l’esprit into 
the terms of my present investigation: is there a necessary avoidance? What 
would it mean? Would it not have to be said (not avoided) if it were necessary? 
 Derrida points to the marks of a certain necessary avoidance in the 
questioning of being: 

 
I’m thinking in particular of all those modalities of ‘avoiding’ which come down to saying 
without saying, writing without writing, using words without using them: in quotation 
marks, for example, under a non-negative cross-shaped crossing out [kreuzweise 
Durchstreichung], or again in propositions of the type: ‘If I were yet to write a theology, as 
I am sometimes tempted to do, the word “Being” ought not to appear in it,’ etc.5 
 

So Derrida will ask the question of a necessary avoidance by tracing the terms 
Geist, geistig and geistlich in Heidegger’s work. 
 When Derrida establishes that Sein und Zeit is predicated upon the 
avoidance of certain terms (avoidance of subjectivity, Geist, anthropology – of 
what ‘belongs to metaphysics’), this can mean several things. The problem is 
analogous to that of ‘overcoming’: either this avoidance serves to make room 
for a wholly new, non-metaphysical questioning (beyond or outside what is 
avoided) that would substitute the old discourse, or it gives new meaning to 
the ‘old’ metaphysical concepts and questions, giving rise to a different 
attunement to them. The call to avoid a certain discourse is a part of a 
movement of overcoming that is not simply oppositional. That Heidegger does 
not go against the old discourse is clear from the fact that he is, already in Sein 
und Zeit, not against the subject-object distinction but demands an original 
meditation on its sense. He says the same of logos – which he does not go 
against but of which he demands a ‘sufficient determination’ [zureichende 
Bestimmung]6 – and famously of technology (‘I am not against technology’ [ich 
bin nicht gegen die Technik])7 and other central metaphysical subjects (this of 
how Heidegger repeatedly remarks in Sein und Zeit that inauthenticity is 
meant in a ‘non-pejorative sense’). The point is that the ‘avoidance’ of a certain 
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metaphysical vocabulary was necessary to reach an originary or sufficient 
determination of the sense of what was thought under these ‘old names’.  
 And so matters become ‘more tortuous and entangled’. Derrida 
distinguishes: (1) Heidegger’s explicit call to avoid Geist; (2) Heidegger’s 
assuming the concept without assuming it; his avoiding-in-no-longer-
avoiding it by putting it in quotation marks, and (3) Heidegger’s emphatic use 
(even ‘celebration’) of the concept of Geist in the Rektoratsrede. For that 
reason, what Derrida focuses on in this question of a necessary or an essential 
avoidance, is ‘neither thematic nor athematic and its modality thus requires a 
different category’. 
 
a) Strategy and necessary avoidance: The guiding threads of De l’esprit 
The four foci or guiding threads ‘[emanate] from four areas of hesitation and 
disquiet in [Derrida’s] current reading of Heidegger’.8 (1) The first concerns 
the ‘privilege of the question’ in Heidegger’s thought, and Derrida’s attempt to 
articulate an affirmation that would ‘[belong] to the beyond and to the 
possibility of any question, to the unquestionable itself in any question’;9 (2) 
the identification of a ‘desire for rigorous non-contamination’ in the idea that 
the ‘essence of technology is not technological’ and Derrida’s attempt to 
recognize instead the ‘fatal necessity of a contamination’; (3) the question of 
animality (and the determinations of man and life) in Heidegger and Derrida’s 
attempt to show the inadequacy of Heidegger’s thesis that the animal is ‘poor 
in world’ [Weltarm]; and (4) the question of epochality and Derrida’s suspicion 
of a ‘hidden teleology’ in Heidegger’s thought.10  
 That Derrida raises this fourth point ‘a little provocatively’ – he knows that 
Heidegger was no teleological thinker – and that ‘still too teleological’ is akin 
to ‘still too metaphysical’ – this already shows that Derrida is not engaged in 
simply pointing out ‘contradictions’ in Heidegger’s work. I start with two 
general comments on reading these critical questions that Derrida poses to 
Heidegger. 
 First comment. To the extent that Derrida identifies themes that are 
systematically underrepresented or repressed – avoided – in Heidegger’s work 
(animality, Geist, gender, body, sexual difference, politics), Derrida’s writings 
can be seen as emancipatory with respect to these underrepresented themes. 
But as the question of feminism in Éperons already showed: everything 
depends on how the role of opposition and reversal within this emancipation 
is understood. The point is that the ‘rehabilitation’ of these themes cannot be 
effectuated by means of a simple remembrance of what was repressed – a (re-
)presentation of what was repressed or implicit. Instead it requires a thinking 
of the very forgetfulness of their forgetting, of what kind of law guides their 
‘avoidance’. In raising the questions of animality, sexual difference, race, 
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politics, it cannot be a matter of simply making present what was absent, 
thematizing what has been ‘avoided’, but it must be a matter of the limits of 
thematization; of simultaneously showing the necessity of a certain withdrawal 
and non-presence. What holds for all these ‘underrepresented themes’ is that 
accounting for them would have to incorporate the respects in which they all 
– in their own way and to a certain extent – defy thematization. Emancipation 
needs to be more than a simple overturning because ‘presentation’ names the 
Western, male, anthropocentric and ‘carno-phallogocentric’11 rationality. This 
means that emancipation requires a meditation on (the limits of) what we 
essentially are and what we cannot simply oppose or leave behind. 
 Second comment. Speaking in a general way about the four guiding threads, 
it is possible to read them oppositionally. If one were to do so, then that would 
mean that to the privilege of the question Derrida would oppose an affirmation; 
to the desire for non-contamination Derrida would oppose the ‘fatal necessity 
of a contamination’; to Heidegger’s determinate animality Derrida would 
oppose the position that ‘there is no such thing as Animality’; and to the 
‘gathering’ that is active in the ‘hidden teleology’ of Heidegger’s epochal 
determinations Derrida would oppose a dissemination.  
 Such a reading is especially tempting when one goes by Derrida’s remarks 
at the Essex Colloquium ‘Reading Heidegger’ as David Farrell Krell 
transcribed them in “On Reading Heidegger: An Outline of Remarks to the 
Essex Colloquium.” In the discussion, the first questions, posed by Paul 
Crowther, concern his ‘shock’ at the difference between Derrida’s writings and 
his ‘verbally presented text’. He describes listening to Derrida that day as ‘easy’ 
and notes his ‘everyday style’; he states that Derrida has ‘talked in a very open 
way’ and even that he ‘thought for a long time that [he] was listening to an 
Oxford analytic philosopher’.12  
 I think that the difference in tone, the ‘everyday style’ that Crowther notices 
is in fact not very ‘everyday’ at all, but belongs to the oppositionality of the 
discourse. In response to Crowther’s questions, Derrida states that instead of, 
or rather implicit in, an ‘everyday’ style, was a ‘tacit formalization’ to which his 
oral discourse corresponded: ‘[…] the paradox is that this very easy and 
straightforward speech is at the same time very formalized, that is, implies 
many hidden complicities’. The formalization in question was one by which 
Derrida attempted to ‘open discussion’: ‘I think that the written texts […] 
usually are more difficult to question, more protective, strategically more 
clever, or “rused”, and this limits discussion’.13  
 The difference between Derrida’s oral presentation and his texts therefore 
is a difference in strategy. Not that they have different strategies, but the texts 
are ‘strategically more clever’, they are more strategic. I believe what Crowther 
noticed was the un-strategic oppositionality of the discourse in terms of theses, 
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positions and oppositions. If Derrida’s text are ‘more strategically clever’, then 
this must mean that there are good reasons why one cannot simply oppose 
affirmation to the question; contamination to non-contamination; difference 
to animality; dissemination to gathering and so on. This irreducible or 
necessary ambiguity must be kept in mind when reading the Derridean 
‘critique’ of Heidegger. 
 Of course De l’esprit is itself the very written text that is strategically more 
clever than what was presented orally at the Essex colloquium. To indicate how 
that strategy is related to the limits of opposition, I turn to De l’esprit’s sections 
V-VI, where the problem of the relation between avoidance and opposition is 
dealt with most explicitly. 
 
b) Inversions and contaminations 
In the dynamic and inherently ambiguous senses of Geist in Heidegger’s work 
(from implicitly avoiding the term, to the explicit call to avoid it, to its blatant 
use, back to avoiding it), these sections discuss the stage of the explicit use of 
Geist and geistig in the Rektoratsrede. According to Derrida the Rektoratsrede 
is a ‘celebration’ of Geist, an ‘exaltation of the spiritual’. This is the exaltation 
of Geist as that which binds, gathers or unites a people [Volk] as well as that to 
which the people aspire (the ‘highest’) or what makes up their destiny and 
history (‘geistig-geschichtlich is Dasein’). According to Derrida that makes this 
explicit exaltation of the spiritual a matter of response and responsibility – 
taking up the rectorate is a matter of responding to the call of the spiritual as 
well as of assuming responsibility for it. This responsibility is not 
unambiguous. In this exaltation of the spiritual, Heidegger assumes 
responsibility in the face of or before the spiritual, but according to Derrida 
‘[this] responsibility is nonetheless exercised according to a strategy. Tortuous, 
at least double, the strategy can always hold an extra surprise in reserve for 
whoever thinks he controls it.’14 
 According to what ‘double strategy’ does Heidegger here assume 
responsibility? On the one hand, Geist is the heading under which Heidegger 
appealed to the unity, determination, destiny of the German people and the 
university before and in name of which he would assume responsibility in his 
rectorate. It was the attempt to elevate himself above the appeal to ‘obscure 
forces – forces which would not be spiritual, but natural, biological, racial’. The 
problem with such elevation is that it ‘fatally [turns] back against its “subject”’: 
‘Because one cannot demarcate oneself from biologism, from naturalism, from 
racism in its genetic form, one cannot be opposed to them except by 
reinscribing spirit in an oppositional determination.’15 The problem therefore 
is that the liberation from biologism, naturalism, racism, etc. necessarily 
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involves resisting oppositionality as such, from which one cannot simply 
detach oneself.  
 It is this inability to simply exceed that is typical of Derrida’s position. In 
Envoi, Derrida makes the point with respect to ‘representation’. He casts doubt 
over what he sees ‘today’, namely that ‘many people set their thinking against 
representation. In a more or less articulated or rigorous way, this thinking 
gives in facilely to an evaluation: representation is bad’. The limits of 
representation cannot be shown by positing something else (by delineating or 
determining) or oneself (through a critique) over against it: ‘[…] to determine 
language as representation is not the effect of an accidental prejudice, a 
theoretical fault or a manner of thinking, a limit or closure among others, a 
form of representation, precisely, that came about one day and that we could 
get rid of by a decision when the time comes.’16 
 In the interview by Jean-Luc Nancy called “‘Il faut bien manger’ ou le calcul 
du sujet”, Derrida makes the point with respect to subjectivity. The premise of 
the interview is the question: ‘Who comes after the subject?’ But in the first few 
pages, Derrida is primarily concerned with resisting the form of that question. 
One feels a mounting irritation in the questions of Nancy – surely Derrida 
would have to grant that ‘something has happened, there is a history both of 
the thinking of the subject and of its deconstruction’. But according to Derrida, 
‘one must begin by critiquing or deconstructing’ this ‘discourse of opinion’, 
this ‘doxa’ that is ruled by an oppositional ‘slogan’, the effect of which ‘consists 
in saying: all these philosophers think they have put the subject behind 
them…’. For Derrida, the very question ‘Who comes after the subject?’ still 
‘echoes’ that ‘discourse of opinion’.17 
 What Derrida stresses in Envoi is that the opposition to representation is 
unable to ‘assign, in the final analysis, the place and the necessity of the 
evaluation’. What Derrida is trying to address is the role of reversal and 
negation in questioning the limits of representation, and that this resistance 
merely reaffirms if it is formulated only in the form of a ‘negative evaluation’. 
One cannot simply negate it, because ‘the authority of representation 
constrains us, imposes itself on our thought through a whole dense, enigmatic, 
and heavily stratified history’. Here the form of the problem becomes distinctly 
Heideggerian:  

 
[The authority of representation] programs us, precedes us, and predisposes us too much 
for us to make a mere object of it, a representation, an object of representation confronting 
us, set before us like a theme. It is even rather difficult to pose a systematic and historical 
question on the topic (a question of the type: ‘What is the system and the history of 
representation?’), given that our concepts of system and of history are essentially marked 
by the structure and the closure of representation.18  
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One could show a direct link between this kind of problem and the opening of 
Sein und Zeit on the one hand, and the Beiträge’s problem of questioning 
machination on the other. Not only the concepts of system and of history, but 
the very form of the question ‘what is…?’ is itself already ‘constrained’ by the 
‘authority of representation’. Derrida has already hinted at this earlier in 
connection with the ‘Socratic question’: ‘what is representation itself and in 
general?’ ‘Socrates would never have been able to ask this kind of question 
about the word “representation”,’ according to Derrida, ‘for essential 
reasons’.19 
 So it is a matter of explicating the structure of the ‘program’ that we are 
inextricably ‘in’, the ‘constraint’ of which is ‘very strong’. Even in the course of 
Derrida’s most vehement critique of Heidegger, still the form of that problem 
is Heideggerian: 

 
[…] it reigns over the majority of discourses which, today and for a long time to come, 
state their opposition to racism, to totalitarianism, to nazism, to fascism, etc., and do this 
in the name of spirit, and even of the freedom of (the) spirit, in the name of an axiomatic 
– for example, that of democracy or ‘human rights’ – which, directly or not, comes back to 
this metaphysics of subjectivity. All the pitfalls of the strategy of establishing demarcations 
belong to this program, whatever place one occupies in it. The only choice is the choice 
between the terrifying contaminations it assigns. Even if all forms of complicity are not 
equivalent, they are irreducible. The question of knowing which is the least grave of these 
forms of complicity is always there – its urgency and its seriousness could not be over-
stressed – but it will never dissolve the irreducibility of this fact. This ‘fact’ [fait], of course, 
is not simply a fact. First, and at least, because it is not yet done [fait], not altogether [pas 
tout a fait]: it calls more than ever, as for what in it remains to come after the disasters that 
have happened, for absolutely unprecedented responsibilities of ‘thought’ and ‘action’. 
This is what we should have to try to designate, if not to name, and begin to analyze here.20  
 

Reaffirmation, mere reversal, or what Derrida here calls ‘complicity’ is 
irreducible. Derrida is out to formulate a response to this situation. The ‘fact’ 
that not all forms of complicity are equivalent means that political deliberation 
takes on the form one must search for the ‘least grave’ form of complicity. Such 
a response and such a decision will always be made in the name of what will 
always risk becoming another oppositionally determined ideal or ideology. But 
what drives the deconstructive discourse that wants to take these constraint 
into account cannot be reduced to any such determinate (op)position. Instead, 
acting in response to this irreducibility, the attempt to take it into account from 
the start, must according to Derrida be a commitment (Derrida sometimes 
speaks of a promise), an ability to respond (responsibility) that is 
‘unprecedented’ because it is not tied to any determined ‘axiomatic’. That is 
why Derrida will call it a response to the ‘call of the wholly other’: it is 
affirmative in the responsibility that exceeds any particular given ‘position’. 
This commitment is affirmative, it makes up the positive sense of what drives 
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deconstruction’s ‘indirectness’, without being the positivity of a ‘position’. 
This is what I will try to unpack in the remainder of this chapter. 
 In his discussion of animality, Derrida makes a structurally similar point: 
‘[…] it is always a matter of marking an absolute limit between the living 
creature and the human Dasein, of taking a distance not only from all 
biologism and even all philosophy of life’. In question is precisely the 
possibility of such ‘taking a distance’. How does one do it? On the one hand, 
the ‘force and necessity’ of Heidegger’s analysis must be recognized, ‘without 
a doubt’ and ‘right down to the details’, the principle which ‘[breaks] with 
anthropomorphism, biologism and its political effects’. On the other hand, 
these analyses ‘founder on essential difficulties’.21 
 And the same argument is made again in Geschlecht: Différence Sexuelle, 
Différence Ontologique (Geschlecht I)22 with reference to the avoidance of 
sexual difference in Heidegger’s work. On the one hand, there are certain 
essential reasons for it in order to avoid the kinds of dogmatic thought that 
would ground that difference anywhere in an ‘axiomatic’, e.g. through a 
biologism: ‘Sexual difference remains to be thought, from the moment one no 
longer pins one’s hopes on a common doxa or a bio-anthropological science, 
both of which are sustained by a metaphysical pre-interpretation’. As an 
‘overcoming’ of biologism, naturalism, anthropology, etc., Heidegger’s 
discourse would be emancipatory. On the other hand, this can be done only 
by subordinating the question of sexual difference to a point that would 
supposedly exceed all of biologism, naturalism, anthropology, etc. – the 
question of being. ‘But the price of that prudence? Is it not to distance sexuality 
from all originary structures? To deduce it? Or in any case derive it, and thus 
to confirm the most traditional philosophemes by repeating them with the 
force of new rigor?’23 That is: the attempt to go beyond doxa in thinking sexual 
difference makes of that difference something derived, thereby precisely 
reaffirming the ‘traditional philosopheme’ in which sexual difference is 
reduced.24 
 Surely the critique of Heidegger is no longer ambiguous here? In one sense 
this is of course true: Derrida shows that Heidegger’s use of Geist in the 
Rektoratsrede amounts to nothing less than a ‘spiritualizing’ of Nazism. 
However, that spiritualization takes place by way of a mechanism or a 
‘program’ of complicity and reaffirmation that Derrida himself does not claim 
to be able to escape. The program itself consists in the very attempt to escape, 
the thought that one can exceed racism or biologism by finding a position of 
‘reassuring legitimacy’ elevated above it. This vehement critique of Heidegger 
can therefore least of all be a simple opposition to Heidegger. Instead, it leads 
beyond the distinction between ‘Heideggerian’ and ‘anti-Heideggerian’ 
discourses: 
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If I analyze this ‘logic’, and the aporias or limits, the presuppositions or the axiomatic 
decisions, above all the inversions and contaminations, in which we see it becoming 
entangled, this is rather in order to exhibit and then formalize the terrifying mechanisms 
of this program, all the double constraints which structure it. Is this unavoidable? Can one 
escape this program? No sign would suggest it, at least neither in ‘Heideggerian’ discourses 
nor in ‘anti-Heideggerian’ discourses. Can one transform this program? I do not know. In 
any case, it will not be avoided all at once and without reconnoitering it right down to its 
most tortuous ruses and most subtle resources.25 
 

The attempt to ‘escape’ (oppose, transcend, go beyond) this terrifying 
mechanism by presenting a counter-thesis or (op)position to racism, 
naturalism, biologism or any other kind of positivist reductionism reinforces 
it. Derrida calls this a ‘strategy of protection’ or a desire for ‘purity’: the purity 
of an uncontaminated position. But what exceeds the positivism of such 
positions or marks their limit does not lie outside of them and cannot truly be 
accomplished by a counter position, however necessary and unavoidable the 
reversal may be. It is this that calls for ‘absolutely unprecedented 
responsibilities’,26 responsibilities that are affirmative. 
 ‘Absolutely unprecedented’ – What are we to make of such revolutionary 
rhetoric? Is Derrida now, in spite of all his precautions and seemingly against 
the grain of his entire discourse, advocating for an absolute break with 
metaphysical discourses of responsibility? Advocating an absolute limit, an 
opposition, between metaphysical responsibility and an absolutely un-heard-
of responsibility? How does such a responsibility and the concept of the wholly 
other to which it responds (to the call of which one responds) relate to the 
impossibility of an absolute break with metaphysics? And: (2) if this leads to 
the thought of an affirmation, and if ‘deconstruction is affirmative’, then does 
that not contradict everything I have written so far about Derrida’s 
indirectness, his structural hesitation and ambiguity? 
 
 
§26  Unprecedented responsibilities and affirmation ‘before’ the question 
 
It is from a meditation on the role of the question in Heidegger’s work that 
Derrida arrives at the thought of affirmation. According to Derrida, ‘the point 
of departure in the existential analytic is legitimated first of all and only from 
the possibility, experience, structure, and regulated modifications of the 
Fragen.’ It is precisely the ‘experience of the question’ that makes Dasein into 
the exemplary entity to be questioned at the beginning of Sein und Zeit. 
Derrida adds to this Heidegger’s claim at the end of Die Frage nach der Technik 
that questioning is ‘the piety of thinking’ [denn das Fragen ist die Frommigkeit 
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des Denkens]. Derrida asks whether perhaps this privilege itself ‘remains 
protected’ in Heidegger.27  
 But if we were to wonder whether the privilege of the question perhaps itself 
remains unquestioned, then we will see that what is perhaps repressed, 
forgotten, avoided or ‘protected’ in this unquestioned privilege, is hardly 
rehabilitated by questioning this privilege. The performative difficulty is such 
that Derrida concedes it may no longer even belong to the realm of 
‘problematicity’: ‘How, without confirming it a priori and circularly, can we 
question this inscription in the structure of the Fragen from which Dasein will 
have received, along with its privilege [Vorrang], its first, minimal, and most 
secure determination?’28 
 Heidegger is targeting ‘a certain thinking of consent, of commitment in the 
form of a reply, of a responsible acquiescence, of agreement or confidence 
[Zusage], a sort of word given in return. Before any question and to make 
possible the question itself’ [Avant toute question et pour rendre possible la 
question même].29 The key to understanding this lies in the interpretation of 
this ‘before’ and ‘making possible’ of the question. How does one get ‘before’ 
the question if the question is already reaffirmed in questioning it? And what 
could ‘make it possible’? 
 
a) ‘Strategies of protection’ and the ‘desire for non-contamination’ 
Before answering the question of the ‘before’ we could already pause at 
Derrida’s diagnosis of the question as ‘first, minimal, and most secure 
determination’ of Dasein. It is true that what distinguishes Dasein ontically is 
that it ‘is ontological’ and that Dasein’s essence lies in its ‘existence’. But to 
what extent is Dasein ‘determined’ here? Derrida explicitly recognizes that 
Heidegger gives his own special sense to ‘existence’. What sense? Ek-sistenz 
means irreducible Ausstand – ‘daß immer noch etwas aussteht’30 – i.e.: an 
irreducible incompleteness of any ‘determination’ of Dasein, an impossibility 
for Dasein to be for itself completely vorhanden. Is Dasein’s irreducibility to 
vorhandenheit, its being-ontological, its essential existence, really a 
determination of Dasein? Or do these terms rather, from the start, bring into 
the investigation a certain impossibility to determine as belonging essentially to 
the ‘entity’ that Dasein is? In other words: do they not signify Dasein’s very 
irreducibility to ‘entities’, consequently a certain impossibility to determine? 
Is that inability-to-determine not what the Fragen denotes – standing in a 
relation of implicit pre-understanding to being? If so, then does questioning 
denote one of the ‘possible determinations’ of Dasein or rather its essential 
indeterminacy? 
 But it is clear that Derrida cannot see in the very ‘circularity’ of the opening 
of Sein und Zeit an attempt to raise the kinds of questions that he attempts to 
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raise. As I indicated above, ‘circularity’ is always pejorative for Derrida: a 
conceptual economy that neatly returns to itself, a merely ‘restricted economy’ 
and a merely Hegelian reaffirmation. So Derrida sees in the circular aporia of 
the question a strategy of protection. Protection from what? From an 
‘unquestioned possibility of the question’. 
 The same is true of the second ‘guiding thread’ of De l’esprit: the question 
of technology. Derrida states that the ‘exemplary statement’ that ‘the essence 
of technology is nothing technological’ ‘remains, at least in one of its aspects, 
traditionally philosophical’. How so? Because it is a strategy of protection. 
What does it protect? It serves a ‘desire for rigorous non-contamination’, or 
that the ‘thought of the essence’, the ‘possibility of thought that questions’, 
remains ‘protected from any original or essential contamination by 
technology’. This thought of an irreducible contamination is in line with the 
thinking of an irreducible complicity: ‘yet can anything in language and in 
thought be sheltered absolutely from technicity? In the very will to protect 
oneself from “x” one is more exposed to the danger of reproducing “x” than 
when one tries to think contamination’. The point is formulated here like a 
kind of general law: opposition risks reaffirmation more than a thinking that 
starts from the irreducibility of complicity. 
 The diagnosis concerning technology in Heidegger is, however, 
questionable. Heidegger’s thesis can be read as stating that the essence of 
technology cannot be exhaustively determined by technological means. Is that 
the same as the desire for a rigorous dissociation of thinking and technology? 
What of Heidegger’s equally frequent injunctions that he is ‘not against 
technology’? How is a ‘desire for rigorous non-contamination’ to be reconciled 
with not going ‘against’ technology? Does not the very injunction ‘not to go 
against’ already put one on the path of a certain contamination? The relation 
of thinking to technology may well be compared to the relation of thinking to 
representational language: it is not dissociated from it, but rather a different 
way of being attuned to it.  
 That structure of the thought that the essence of technology cannot itself 
be simply technological returns in many different forms in Heidegger’s work: 
the essence of science cannot be thought scientifically, the essence of logos 
cannot be determined logically. It is entirely the question whether Heidegger 
intends to dissociate thinking from science, logic, technology, and so on. If that 
were his ‘desire’ (rigorous non-contamination), then it seems that Heidegger 
would oppose thinking to science, technology and logic; thinking would be a 
sphere, or an activity severed from the technological, scientific or the logical. 
Perhaps his famous thesis that ‘science does not think’ confirms such a 
reading. But can it be maintained? Does not the thought of such a radical 
opposition between thinking and the techno-logico-scientific way of being go 
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against the purport of Heidegger’s thought? For we are indissociable from the 
technological, the scientific and the logical. They are not mere deficiencies, but 
themselves ways in which we essentially are. What thinking is, is precisely the 
thinking of the essence of science, of technology, of logic. Thinking comes in 
when we need a ‘sufficient determination’ of λόγος. That a technological 
thinking of technology itself necessarily runs up against ‘internal’ limits, would 
Derrida really dispute this? That the limits of λόγος are not exhaustively 
determinable by logic itself, is that something Derrida could possibly deny? 
 
b) The ‘before’ of ‘before any question’ and that différance ‘is “older” than the 
ontological difference’ 
Derrida also finds a ‘strategy of protection’ in Heidegger’s thinking of beyng 
as withdrawal: ‘[…] the Heideggerian figure of Being’s self-veiling, its 
withdrawal, reserve, reticence, holding-back, may well be a strategy of 
protection’.31 This thought, already found in Envoi, means that the withdrawal 
from beings is to be regarded as safeguarding beyng from beings: a desire for 
the non-contamination of being and beings. For this reason ‘contamination 
requires the thinking of a kind of différance that is not yet or no longer 
ontological difference’. So here we return to the problematic of différance 
being ‘older’ than the ontological difference, as it was already present in La 
différance. It is a framework that is already operative in La différance when 
Derrida emphasizes that, in one sense, ‘the a of différance marks the movement’ 
of ‘the historical and epochal unfolding of Being or of the ontological 
difference’, while simultaneously maintaining that ‘in a certain and very 
strange way,’ différance ‘is “older” than the ontological difference or than the 
truth of Being.’ Also in La différance, Derrida writes:  

 
‘Older’ than Being itself, such a différance has no name in our language. But we already 
know that if it is unnameable, it is not provisionally so, not because our language has not 
yet found or received this name, or because we would have to seek it in another language, 
outside the finite system of our own. It is rather because there is no name for it at all, not 
even the name of essence or of being, not even that of ‘différance’, which is not a name, 
which is not a pure nominal unity […].  
  ‘There is no name for it’: a proposition to be read in its platitude. This unnameable is 
not an ineffable Being which no name could approach: God, for example. This unnameable 
is the play which makes possible nominal effects […]. The nominal effect différance is itself 
enmeshed, carried off, reinscribed, just as a false entry or a false exit is still part of the game, 
a function of the system.32 

 
Leaving open for a second whether we trust this terminology, whether we 
recognize in it possibilities or essential problems, it is a matter here of 
articulating what is ‘older’, ‘more original’, ‘before’: différance ‘older than’ the 
ontological difference; contamination ‘more original’ than non-
contamination; affirmation ‘before’ the question. A certain hierarchy is 
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articulated between the ‘more original’ and the ‘derived’. In the interpretation 
of all this, this is the question that is decisive: is the ‘more original’ in, or other 
than, the derived? 
 Starting with Heidegger’s ‘desire for non-contamination’ (a desire that the 
more original be other than the derived): Derrida himself recognizes that this 
cannot completely be the case for Heidegger: ‘Being’s difference from beings is 
itself dissimulated in beings, and thus appears to be a kind of contamination.’ 
He adds: ‘Yet Heidegger would insist that contamination is merely an “ontic” 
scheme, a mere “metaphor”.’33 But can Derrida be so sure? Is the essence of 
technology not found, not outside or beyond, but in technology? An essence 
that is not determinable technologically, to be sure, but certainly not simply 
determinable non-technologically or apart from technology either. Or 
consider beyng’s withdrawal: does it signify that beyng is ‘outside’ of beings? 
How is the irreducibility of being to beings, the ontological difference, to be 
understood? Is not the very presence of beings to be interpreted as the 
withdrawal of beyng, as I have argued at length in chapter six? 
 Of course Derrida knows this, and this is precisely the thought that he 
attempts to articulate. Then what are we to conclude? Perhaps that Derrida at 
times construes a certain Heidegger that lends itself for playing him out against 
himself, such that Derrida can define himself against this Heidegger. It is not 
that Derrida doesn’t know this, it is that at certain times Derrida is more open 
and balanced about this total movement than at other times (and this is no less 
true for Derrida’s ambiguous relation to Hegel and ‘Hegelianism’). A final 
example of this: in the discussion following Derrida’s remarks at the Essex 
colloquium, John Sallis makes a point that I take to be very much in line with 
my reading. He suggests that ‘there may be a thread in Heidegger’s work that 
is not entirely different from the kind of contamination that you are sketching’, 
by pointing to Vom Wesen der Wahrheit. Just as I have tried to do in chapter 
six, he points to Heidegger’s reconception of Wesen, so that it ‘no longer comes 
to be determined in a way that simply excludes its opposite’.34 He points quite 
rightly to the role of Unwesen and ultimately of Irre in Heideggers analysis of 
Wesen. Derrida is, however, clear in his response: what is happening there is 
not contamination. He places these thoughts in line with places where 
Heidegger writes that ‘Wahrheit ist Unwahrheit’, the fundamental 
characteristic of which is, according to Derrida, that it is a ‘reversal’: ‘[…] it is 
the Un-’. It is ‘still too pure, too rigorously delimited’.35 Instead, Derrida 
attempts to find words that ‘introduce some instability which is not simply of 
the yes and no, of Wesen and Unwesen’. I cite Derrida’s response when Sallis 
once more maintains that it may precisely be in the notion of errancy that ‘a 
kind of necessary blurring of the distinction between Being and beings’ takes 
place. I quote his response in full: 
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But, if I agree with you – and I do agree with you, to some extent – I still must ask: Why 
does this blurring of the distinction have no general effect on all of Heidegger’s discourse? 
Because, when you say the essence of technology is not technical – and he makes such types 
of statements – then you cannot blur the distinction. But if, in errancy, there is a situation 
in which this blurring occurs not by accident but unavoidably, this should have effects on 
the whole corpus, on the whole discourse. In that case you couldn’t any longer draw such 
a rigorous distinction between the essence and that of which it is the essence. So, you can 
imagine the consequences of this contamination. Of course, I am not advocating the 
blurring of all distinctions! No, on the contrary. I am just asking the question. You have to 
take into account the possibility of the blurring of distinctions, even if you do not blur them. 
And then the whole rhetoric, the whole scenography changes; the whole style of discourse, 
all the procedures of demonstration, of affirmation, of drawing conclusions, are different. 
The style of thinking, of philosophizing, changes.36 
 

I would respond by proposing, first of all, that the Beiträge and the subsequent 
manuscripts, as I have argued above, testify to Heidegger’s far-reaching 
awareness of the consequences of these complications for the rhetoric, 
scenography, style of discourse, procedures of demonstration, of affirmation, 
of drawing conclusions, etc. Secondly, I would respond that there is a problem 
in the very gesture that Derrida performs at this point that he neglects here but 
is more explicit about at other places. This concerns the performative 
complexities involved in distinguishing himself from ‘reversal’ at the risk of 
positing a thought of contamination against and in distinction from the Un-. 
Contamination as non-Un or as Un-Un. This type of opposition is precisely 
the kind of performative complication with respect to which his texts are 
generally ‘strategically more clever’. In this oral discussion: perd le style. In this 
case, Derrida is construing the Heidegger he is defining himself against, while 
neglecting to emphasize the inherently problematic character of the against-
character of that gesture. Such a self-complication is what he usually 
accomplishes through his acts of writing. And it is not surprising that it is less 
evident in an oral discourse. The quality of Derrida’s texts is often determined 
by the measure in which he succeeds to complicate what it is that he is doing 
at the very moment when he is doing it. 
 It is urgently time to return to what prompted all this: the question of the 
question. It is especially the ‘before’ of the ‘affirmation before the question’ 
that we will now be able to better understand in light of these critical remarks. 
 
c) Affirmation and positivity 
The question of the question proved an aporia: how could one question the 
question without it already holding ‘a priori’ that one must ‘already have 
subscribed’ to it? Once again, instead of seeing in this contortion a kind of 
implicit self-complication that would be ground for ‘refutation’, Derrida 
attempts to interpret this very structure as a symptom. This means that he 
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attempts to explicate the very questioning of the question in terms of an a 
priori, always, already, having-had-to-have-subscribed-to. Such a 
subscription, confirmation or acquiescence, with the future-perfect temporal 
structure of ‘always having already had to have taken place’, is what he calls 
affirmation. What I want to show is (1) how Derrida’s thought of affirmation 
exemplifies his necessarily ambiguous relation to Heidegger and (2) how 
affirmation relates to the ‘indirect’ and ‘structurally hesitant and ambiguous’ 
character of Derrida’s writings on which I have insisted.  
 First: what does Derrida mean by affirmation and how does he encounter 
it? 
 In the texts under discussion here, the issue arises out of a thinking of the 
question. In De l’esprit the matter is announced thus: if questioning the 
‘privilege of the question’ only serves to reaffirm that privilege: ‘How, without 
confirming it a priori and circularly, can we question this inscription in the 
structure of the Fragen from which Dasein will have received, along with its 
privilege [Vorrang], its first, minimal, and most secure determination?’37 I have 
already argued that the question in Heidegger may perhaps not 
unproblematically be determined as a ‘secure determination’. It seems, in fact, 
that what the question does in the opening of Sein und Zeit is precisely to point 
attention to a temporal structure that Derrida also seems to want to point out: 
the question means an irreducible relation to an already or a ‘before’ 
[vorverständnis], and for Heidegger it is not a matter of simply thematizing or 
objectifying, representing or making present, this ‘always already’ character 
but instead of preserving it and recognizing in it the circularity that 
inaugurates the hermeneutic movement of fundamental ontology. For 
Derrida, too, it is a matter of recognizing, now in an ‘affirmation’, an 
irreducible ‘before’. 
 In the main text of De l’esprit, Derrida only hints at this affirmation. He 
states that a ‘passage’ will have to be recognized between ‘this affirmation’ and 
‘a certain thinking of consent, of commitment in the form of a reply, of a 
responsible acquiescence, of agreement or confidence (Zusage), a sort of word 
given in return. Before any question and to make possible the question itself’. 
He returns to the matter in an already heavily commented-on footnote to the 
phrase ‘before any question’.38 The footnote is dedicated to Françoise Dastur, 
who brought Heidegger’s idea of Zusage to Derrida’s attention. Its importance 
lies in the fact that the Zusage seemed to displace the ‘privilege of the question’ 
from a point within Heidegger’s work, whereas Derrida had maintained that 
this privilege itself remained unquestioned throughout his writings. So reading 
the footnote should shed light on Derrida’s relation to Heidegger (the status of 
that relation as a ‘critique’) and the relation of the affirmation to Derrida’s 
structural indirectness and hesitancy. 
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 The key to understanding the affirmation lies in how to interpret the 
‘before’. Insofar as the privilege of the question is only affirmed in questioning 
it, it is in a certain sense paradoxically ‘unquestionable’. What makes Derrida 
speak of a ‘before’, of ‘before the question’, is that the privilege of the question 
is at a certain point ‘no longer a question’. He clarifies: 

 
Not that it withdraws from the infinite legitimacy of questioning, but it tips over into the 
memory of a language, of an experience of language ‘older’ than it, always anterior and 
presupposed, old enough never to have been present in an ‘experience’ or a ‘speech act’ – 
in the usual sense of these words. This moment – which is not a moment – is marked in 
Heidegger’s text.39 
 

‘Older’ and ‘before’ are not titles of answers or solutions, but rather of 
problems, because the thought of what is ‘older’ than language, what ‘makes 
possible’ language, undoes the possibility of a ‘condition of possibility’, and so 
undoes itself. This is the point: the impossibility of ‘questioning’ the privilege 
of the question (of getting beyond, behind or before it) shows an affirmation 
beyond, behind or before it. Here is how Derrida reconstructs this problem in 
the language of Heidegger: 

 
[…] at the moment at which we pose the ultimate question, i.e. when we interrogate 
(Anfragen) the possibility of any question, i.e. language, we must be already in the element 
of language. […] Language is already there, in advance (im voraus) at the moment at which 
any question can arise about it. In this it exceeds the question. This advance is, before any 
contract, a sort of promise of originary alliance to which we must have in some sense 
already acquiesced, already said yes, given a pledge, whatever may be the negativity or 
problematicity of the discourse which may follow. This promise, this reply which is 
produced a priori in the form of acquiescence, this commitment of language towards 
language, this giving of language by language and to language is what Heidegger at this 
point regularly names Zusage. And it is in the name of this Zusage that he again puts in 
question, if one can still call it this, the ultimate authority, the supposed last instance of the 
questioning attitude. […]40 
 

With the ‘before’ of the ‘before any question’, Derrida thus names an 
irreducible ‘before’. This before is always anterior and presupposed, ‘old 
enough never to have been present’. Here is the future perfect: whatever the 
form or even the negativity of the discourse that may come: we will always 
have already said yes. The promise [Zusage] or pledge of this ‘yes’ is therefore 
‘sometimes wordless’. It is ‘a sort of pre-originary pledge which precedes any 
other engagement in language or action.’ Derrida is explicit on the aporetic 
character of this ‘preceding’: ‘But the fact that it precedes language does not 
mean that it is foreign to it. The gage engages in language and so always in a 
language.’ [my italics, JdJ]41  
 Now different schemes or models of what we are to conclude from this 
present themselves. First model: Sein und Zeit departs from the privilege of the 
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question as Dasein’s own most secure determination and does not proceed to 
question this privilege itself. This is done only later when the thought of Zusage 
is introduced. The later Heidegger thus essentially breaks with the younger 
Heidegger: ‘[…] it has to be admitted that the thought of an affirmation 
anterior to any question and more proper to thought than any question must 
have an unlimited incidence […] on the quasi-totality of Heidegger’s previous 
path of thought.’42 
 But this model cannot hold. Not only because Derrida himself already 
points to aspects of Sein und Zeit that echo the thought of the Zusage,43 but 
because this model can only hold if the ‘before’ was not inherently 
problematic, or did not undo itself in its very explication. As if the thinking of 
the Zusage goes ‘further’ or ‘deeper’ than the thinking of the question, rather 
than denoting precisely: the impossibility of going ‘deeper’, the affirmation of 
the question by questioning it, which is as much the unquestionability of the 
question.44 
 So Derrida rejects explicitly the possibility that the Zusage would provide a 
‘retrospective upheaval’ of Heidegger’s work and come to ‘dictate a new order’. 
That ‘now everything has to be begun again, taking as the point of departure 
the en-gage [l’en-gage] of the Zusage so as to construct a quite different 
discourse’: ‘[…] without believing that we can henceforth not take account of 
this profound upheaval, we cannot take seriously the imperative of such a 
recommencement’. Instead of ‘recommencing’, Derrida would propose an 
‘other strategy’, an other ‘stratigraphy’.45 
 The difference between recommencement and a ‘different strategy’, 
between retracing one’s steps, moving differently into the same direction, and 
moving into an other direction altogether, is precisely the difference between 
the ‘before’ as a principle, condition or a priori that would set everything in a 
new light, or the before as the very impossibility of such a principle that cannot 
yield a ‘new’ discourse, but serves primarily to disrupt or displace the old one, 
to change one’s relation to it.  
 This means that Derrida’s ‘critical’ relation is not such that he points out 
something that goes ‘deeper’ or ‘further’ than Heidegger. Nor does he claim 
that (the later) Heidegger himself provides the resources to go deeper or 
further than he did at some other (earlier) stage. Nor does he rehabilitate 
underrepresented or latent aspects (‘hidden tensions’), oversights that can 
now, finally, as if simply by employing a keener eye, be presented or made 
visible. Instead, it is a matter of performatively affirming the unrepresentable 
insufficiencies of the ‘before’, ‘beyond’, ‘behind’, ‘deeper’, inside/outside, etc. 
Affirming their problematic character in and through the very use of them; in 
tracing their simultaneous unavoidability and limits, tracing their limits in and 
through their ‘use’. In light of that attempt, no opposition between Heidegger 
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and Derrida can be construed.46 It is because it is not a matter of opposing to 
the question a ‘prior’ affirmation, that Derrida’s ambiguity here has essential 
reasons.47 
 In order to answer the second question, concerning the relation between 
affirmation and indirectness, we need to look a little more closely to the 
concept of affirmation. The short exchange between Geoffrey Bennington and 
Derrida at the Essex colloquium is helpful here. After establishing what I have 
argued above, that the affirmation cannot unproblematically ‘precede’ the 
question, but that it is a ‘precedence’ that simultaneously complicates the 
possibility of a ‘before’, Derrida stresses that the ‘yes’ does not stand in 
opposition to a ‘no’. The kind of affirmation meant here is ‘implied’ even in 
‘the most negative discourse’ (in that sense, ‘it is not really a “yes”. “Yes” is a 
[…] linguistic translation of what I call affirmation’). This also means that ‘this 
yes is not a value, not an affirmation of a value, not an ethical stance’.48 
Secondly, what this means is that it cannot be a matter of choosing ‘yes’ as if 
one choses ‘between yes and no’ or takes up a ‘position’. For that reason, 
Bennington asks whether Derrida’s affirmation ‘might simply be a necessity’, 
and Derrida agrees to the extent that this is not the necessity of a ‘rule’ or of a 
‘law’. Instead of the generality of law, this Necessity (which Derrida for this 
reason marks with a capital N) is said to be ‘singular’ as it is not based on a rule 
or principle but with a ‘singular experience, with Άναρχη’; a necessity of the 
order of ‘the other which I can’t escape’.49 
 That this affirmation does not involve ‘choice’ is because Derrida’s purpose 
in exploring this ‘yes’ must be read in the context of developing a concept of 
responsibility that is no longer tied to autonomy. This is very clear in Il faut 
bien manger. Responsibility then means the ability to respond ‘before any 
question’: ‘[…] that “yes, yes” that answers before even being able to formulate 
a question, that is responsible without autonomy, before and in view of all 
possible autonomy of the who-subject’.50 In this way the ‘relation to the “yes” 
or to the Zusage presupposed in every question’ should lead to ‘a new (post-
deconstructive) determination of the responsibility of the “subject”.’51 The 
word ‘subject’ is in parentheses here because it is ‘problematic’, not so much 
because it is ‘inadequate’ (insofar as that means that there might be other, 
adequate concepts), but precisely because ‘there neither can nor should be any 
concept adequate to what we call responsibility. Responsibility carries within 
it, and must do so, an essential excessiveness’. Excess with respect to what? The 
subject, according to Derrida, is ‘also a principle of calculability’ and ‘there is 
no responsibility, no ethico-political decision, that must not pass through the 
proofs of the incalculable or the undecidable’.52 
 This means that however ‘affirmative’ deconstruction is, this affirmation is 
neither positive (in terms of a doctrine, principle, or program) nor negative 
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(destructive). There is no tension in principle between the affirmation of 
which Derrida states that it ‘motivates deconstruction’ and that is 
‘unconditional, imperative and immediate’53 and its structural indirectness. 
This tension would only be there if affirmation meant something ‘positive’. 
Instead, the affirmation is a matter of acquiescing to a Necessity that is not of 
the order of law, of responding in a way that is excessive and as such to ‘the 
other’.54 
 Derrida’s attempt is to find a formulation for the responsibility that is 
neither dependent on a general rule, theory, position or program, nor on any 
specific special interest, particular concern or contingent goal or desire. There 
is an undeniably Platonic element here. But the excess of Derrida’s ‘good 
beyond being’ is not of the order of behind or before. It is not the responsibility 
of a deeper lying principle, or ultimate insight. It exceeds both ‘defense’ and 
justification as well as deniability, because it can only be affirmed in 
questioning of the question and in the unavoidable avoidance. There is no 
room here to further unpack this notion, but I hope to already have shown 
how in this most positive characteristic of deconstruction, in the clearest 
formulation of what makes it completely different from a ‘destructive’ 
discourse, there is no contradiction with that discourse’s indirectness. Instead, 
this responsibility is what motivates that indirectness, a responsibility that 
Derrida takes in his indirectness.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have tried to show the structural ambiguity of Derrida’s relation to Heidegger 
in two ways. Firstly, in section one, I have tried to show that Derrida’s attempt 
in Éperons is to mark off the movement of Nietzsche’s ‘positions’, his ‘plurality 
of styles’, against the horizon of meaning of the ‘hermeneutical circle’. With 
that, Derrida recognizes Nietzsche as a thinker of movement. On the other 
hand, Derrida also continually complicates that very gesture. He does so (1) 
on the level of its content, by continually re-emphasizing the risk that this very 
point will have been a new ‘unveiling’, the risk that one ends up once again 
opposing the plurality of styles to the onto-hermeneutical horizon and thereby 
‘merely reversing’ the order, and for that reason (2) his reading is also an 
enactment of the plurality of styles, a departure from the Heideggerian 
approach to Nietzsche, especially in the text’s opening (following the 
movement of the multiplied of the senses of ‘éperon’, ‘style’ and ‘voile’ that 
recalls Tympan) and in his emphasis on the ‘dangerous perhaps’ in his 
reflection on Nietzsche’s umbrella. 
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 At the same time, Derrida stresses that Heidegger too cannot be simply 
restricted to that hermeneutical horizon, and he points to the explosive 
potential of Ereignis with respect to the confines of the hermeneutical circle. It 
belongs to the ‘divided and multiplied’ character of Derrida’s discourse that he 
does not make a simple choice between these two Heideggers. The virtue of 
that undecidability lies in its potential to open the texts of these thinkers, and 
resist reducing them to the content of an unequivocal thesis. 
 In section two, I have shown how on the one hand Derrida criticizes 
Heidegger for having avoided certain themes (gender, politics, race, animality, 
the body), but that on the other hand (like in Éperons’ ‘question of woman’) 
this situation cannot simply be reversed by making present what was in 
Heidegger underrepresented. A certain avoidance shows itself to be 
unavoidable. In several ways Derrida stresses that the problems in Heidegger 
cannot be amended by reversing them. Instead, he argues that ‘complicity is 
irreducible’. This holds equally for the critical relation to Heidegger. Through 
this unavoidability of avoidance, and especially in the necessity to affirm the 
‘privilege of the question’ in the attempt to question it, Derrida tries to 
illustrate the constraints within which a new concept of responsibility takes 
shape. The critical relation to Heidegger now becomes one in which Heidegger 
is reaffirmed in the attempt to exceed him. That affirmation is an 
unavoidability and an unconditionality that exceeds both the generality of the 
rule and any particular principle, ethics, standpoint or interest. 
 This Platonic concept of responsibility opens up a multitude of questions 
that takes me well beyond the scope of the present investigation. What I 
wanted to stress here is how, in this most positive of points of deconstruction, 
at this point at which Derrida’s writings differ most from a ‘negative’ or 
destructive discourse, that there this ‘positivity’ does not contradict but rather 
affirm Derrida’s indirectness. It is the intellectual responsibility one takes, 
one’s commitment or engagement in language, in questioning, deciding, 
distinguishing, that extends beyond the following of any rule or the 
endorsement of a theory or program. In that sense it is always ‘before’. But as 
affirmation, it is not ‘before’ but everywhere implicit in our engagement with 
language. Derrida does not say ‘implicit’. He is too much of a Heideggerian 
and temporalizes this affirmation: it is what must always already have taken 
place. I ‘must already have said yes’.  
 Before or ‘in’ our every engagement with language, this affirmative 
responsibility is what Derrida’s indirectness is an expression of. The 
entanglements of performativity that I laid out in part one and in Derrida’s 
critiques of Hegel and Heidegger are what necessitate his indirectness. This 
affirmative responsibility is what motivates it.  
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I have provided a reading of Derrida, Hegel and Heidegger that accounts for 
why they fundamentally understand their philosophical projects in terms of a 
development, movement or pathway, instead of in terms of its conclusions or 
results. My question was what necessitates this ‘indirectness’, as I have called 
it. I have tried to show that Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida are engaged in an 
attempt to explicate what exceeds the positivity of a ‘position’, what can be 
contained in the content of a proposition or determined unequivocally 
through an opposition. They are, mutatis mutandis, attempts to explicate the 
limits of that very oppositionality (the determinations of the understanding or 
of reflection, representation, metaphysics) with regard to which no simple 
point of externality is possible. The absence of such a point of externality 
results in an irreducible ‘entanglement of method and object’: the discourse is 
inextricably bound to the very oppositionality it attempts to exceed. That 
necessitates a certain kind of reflexivity or performativity of the investigation: 
the excess is essentially implicit and cannot itself be simply posited, but must 
be enacted ‘indirectly’, through a movement of showing. 
 ‘Indirectness’ does not name ‘a subject’ that I would have been able to 
‘demarcate’ or a phenomenon that would have its own ‘field’, of which this 
dissertation would then be the complete description. Indirectness is not a 
property restricted to the texts of Derrida, Hegel or Heidegger, nor are their 
writings exhaustively characterized by that term. What I have tried to do with 
the term indirect, is name a focal point of a certain way of reading. I have 
attempted to provide that reading because the failure to recognize the indirect 
character of philosophical texts is, in my view, the biggest obstacle in 
interpreting their significance and value. The problem is that the failure to take 
it into account risks naively reintroducing a form of rationality – even if that 
rationality is in a certain sense unavoidable – that the texts on a performative 
level attempt to exceed.  
 Before specifying some of the ideas to which I intended my work to provide 
a counter-thrust, I will first indicate why, if I have been successful, my own 
exposition will not have displayed the implicit or explicit self-complication or 
textual extravagance that are the symptoms of the complication that has been 
my theme. 
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 Because the question will be asked: what about my own perspective? What 
about my own ‘reflexivity’ or ‘performativity’ in representing, thematizing, 
making explicit, in the conventional form of an academic dissertation, this 
theme of indirectness, of what does not let itself be represented or thematized, 
of what is ‘essentially implicit’? I have a more facile and a more principled 
response to this question. The facile one is that I have set out to do nothing 
more than to provide a commentary, and to provide a way of reading that goes 
against certain points of view concerning the interpretation of the work of 
Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida. Specifically, views that seemed to me too 
oppositional, too much focused on the determination of their philosophical 
positions, and too reductive of the ambiguity and self-contradiction that their 
exposition seeks to recognize and preserve instead of overcome. There is no 
reason why that reading could not be explicated unequivocally. In the 
conclusions to my chapters I have attempted to be as clear and unequivocal as 
possible on my positions and theses. 
 The more principled answer is that – and this is where the virtue comes in 
of being able to compare, side-by-side, approaches as different as Hegel’s, 
Heidegger’s and Derrida’s – that an awareness of the performative complexity 
of philosophical texts does not directly necessitate a specific style. There is no 
‘right way’ to go about this, and one of my main points has been not to confuse 
the explication of the limits of understanding, reflection, (op)positionality or 
metaphysics with an opposition to them. It is not a matter of doing away with 
representation or opposition, nor with the traditional form of an academic 
treatise. At issue is precisely an ‘inner excess’, or how in what presents itself as 
proposition, representation, position, something more, less or other than what 
is ‘stated’ in them is taking place. That does not in principle prescribe or 
exclude any specific literary form. I have attempted to systematically 
distinguish the dynamic and force of these texts from the content of their 
conclusions. That means that I have attempted throughout not to close them 
off by providing a definitive interpretation from an external point of view, but 
to open them up. I will say more about this act of ‘opening up’ in a minute. First 
I will provide some clarity about what I perceived to be the interpretations that 
lacked the necessary focus on the indirect character of the texts I discussed. 
 
The question of critique 
Firstly, that Derrida is engaged in a movement ‘towards the outside’. On the 
one hand, it would seem that Derrida’s thought of irreducible contamination 
or complicity is quite well-known in commentary. ‘There is no sense in doing 
without metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics’ – is that not one of the 
best-known Derridean adages? And yet. The same commentaries often ascribe 
to Derrida a ‘new’ (not simply metaphysical) account of the nature of language 



   CONCLUSION | 257 

(as writing), and understand Derrida’s critical question of ‘alterity’ or of the 
‘other’, or his attempt to ‘write otherwise’ as the attempt to find a new or other 
language. After all, does Derrida not consistently talk of breaking or cutting 
through, broaching [entamer] the order of metaphysics?  
 But I have argued against this view in chapters one and two. The movement 
of Derrida’s writings cannot be reduced to the kinds of counter-positions with 
respect to metaphysics that one finds within them. Instead, he sought to chart 
the very process of ‘irreducible complicity’ by which counter-positions are 
metaphysically reasserted or reinscribed, which can only be done in a writing 
that does not itself ‘provide assurances’. It was not a matter of finding a way of 
writing that would not be complicit, that would avoid these complicities, but 
his question was how one accounts for those unavoidable constraints in 
writing. What this has consequences for above all, is the initial question that 
prompted my investigation into Derrida: the question how to critically engage 
with a writing that seems to ‘avoid the ground on which it could find support’. 
 The question of a critique of Derrida seems to be saturated by the very 
oppositionality that his texts are out to exceed. Initially, it revolved around his 
‘empiricism’ (or lack of justification) and his ‘skepticism’ (his relativism or his 
performative ‘self-contradiction’). Here, the accounts on both sides are 
problematic: as necessary as it was to defend Derrida against the reduction of 
his writings to a skepticism or a relativism, those who stood up in his defense 
have often too easily yielded to the explicit position that deconstruction simply 
‘is not’ skepticism (or empiricism, relativism, critique, a method, negative 
theology, etc.). I have shown at length that, when the question of critique is not 
a polemic of defense and refutation, then Derrida’s relation to empiricism, 
skepticism and critique becomes fascinating: it is an oppositional 
entanglement of explicit denial yet ‘structural resemblance’. The most 
interesting part is not so much Derrida’s distinction from a simple relativism, 
empiricism, or skepticism, but the ‘law of resemblance’ that binds 
deconstruction to these figures structurally; how he maintains a certain 
structural resemblance to them in that very opposition. Derrida is structurally 
vulnerable to the accusation of skepticism because his only ‘defense’ is implicit 
and lies in the movement of his texts, not on the level of his results or 
(op)positions.1 
 That makes Derrida’s ‘indirectness’ into both his strength and his 
weakness: the force of his texts is not that of the ‘justified position’, but to take 
that vulnerability as grounds for ‘refutation’ would be to negate the very 
indirectness that makes up the essence of his writing. 
 Does that mean that no critique of Derrida is possible, that his 
‘undecidability’ elevates him above critique (which would itself be a valid 
critique)? Certainly not. But it means that a true critique of Derrida’s work 
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must take his indirectness into account. I have shown in different ways where 
Derrida’s work can and must be criticized.2 But the critique of Derrida’s ‘style’ 
must take into account what that style is an expression of. Derrida’s concern 
with showing and preserving ambiguity and contradiction is with opening the 
texts he reads. Indirectness is not only vulnerability, nor simply negative, 
because Derrida wrests the texts from the polemics of ‘positions’. That is his 
virtue. I have shown how Éperons: Les Styles de Nietzsche is an exemplary case 
in point. Derrida’s enactment opens a reading that is suspended between 
unequivocal ‘positions’, which is ‘consistent’ with what the text states: the life 
of the text is found in the openness of the ‘perhaps’. 
 
Necessity and motivation: Performativity and responsibility  
I have tried to show at length the logical impossibilities and inextricabilities 
that guide the performativity and style of Derrida’s writing, and its 
irreducibility to the positivity of a position. The more positive sense of that 
indirectness (not merely its ‘irreducibility to…’), that distinguishes it from a 
‘negative’ discourse, is what I have only been able to touch on shortly in my 
final chapter. What necessitates a certain indirectness can be found in the 
logical complexities and constraints of performativity, the impossibility to 
‘oppose opposition’ and the need to ‘write otherwise’. But what motivates 
Derrida’s indirectness as the attempt to maintain this vulnerability, is a resolve 
or commitment to what he takes to be the greatest philosophical or intellectual 
responsibility. 
 He conceives this responsibility, which he calls affirmative, as the ability to 
respond to the ‘call of the other’. It designates the form of engagement [engage, 
affirmation] or commitment [promesse, Zusage] in or with language that is 
neither dependent on, nor reducible to, any theory, axiom, program, goal, or 
principle. Nor can that affirmation, for that very reason, be questioned or 
doubted (like a theory can, or an axiom, proposition, hypothesis or anything 
that can be posited). ‘Responsibility’ is Derrida’s term for our commitment in 
what we do when we are ‘in’ language, when we interrogate, postulate, justify, 
question, criticize, decide. This commitment is affirmative because it 
‘precedes’ both every specific questioning or program as well as any general 
rule or law. But it precedes it without coming ‘before’ it: it is Derrida’s attempt 
to identify the responsibility that we take on and implicitly assume in our every 
engagement in language.3 One cannot help but think of Plato here: that what 
drives us ultimately, what makes up our concern, our goal, our motivation – 
the good itself – exceeds both the generality of the rule and the specificity of a 
determined special interest, program or goal. 
 This means that on the one hand, this responsibility is essentially related to 
an excess. It is an unconditional responsibility, and it is a responsibility for the 
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other because it is the affirmation of the very commitment that cannot be tied 
to a specific interest or program. If this responsibility is the name that Derrida 
will posit to denote what motivates or drives Derrida’s indirectness, then in his 
later works Derrida will posit that towards which this responsibility is directed 
as justice and as democracy-to-come. All of these are excessive: ‘[…] there 
neither can nor should be any concept adequate to what we call responsibility. 
Responsibility carries within it, and must do so, an essential excessiveness’.4  
 Because of this excessiveness, the descriptions of the movement of 
deconstruction are all inherently paradoxical and self-contradictory 
(deconstruction is an ‘experience of the impossible’, every decision must ‘go 
through the undecidable’, and so on.) This holds no less for the reflective 
categories that Hegel is forced to use in his attempt to exceed reflection 
(‘identity of identity and non-identity’) or for Heidegger’s descriptions of his 
thinking of a path that is created in following it, or of a saying that is itself the 
‘to be said’. 
 For Derrida this unconditional responsibility can neither be defended nor 
doubted. That makes it as strong as it is weak: the excess cannot claim for itself 
the theoretical legitimacy of a fixed or unmovable point, the assurance or 
certainty with which it would be able to safeguard itself from skepticism.5 
Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Derrida: each in their own way tried to show the 
excess of the very understanding, oppositionality and representation that they 
employed in showing it. This is the structural vulnerability of the implicit, the 
exposition of which must be a self-complication. Skepticism is always possible, 
and it is not ‘refutable’, because it shows the finitude of any given ‘position’, 
which is why aside from defining himself against skepticism, Derrida 
acknowledged it as a ‘moment of attention to difference’, and Hegel 
acknowledged it as a ‘moment of truth’. The only antidote to positing the 
negative results of skepticism as absolute, is movement. 
  
The philosophical tradition 
The idea that alterity is not externality has consequences for how Derrida’s 
relation to traditional metaphysics is understood. For Derrida’s thinking has 
often been equated with the opposition to metaphysics (against dialectics, the 
hermeneutical circle, phenomenology, etc.) that is at best a part of that 
movement. That is why, rather than understanding Derrida’s writings as 
emancipatory with respect to metaphysics, I have called Derrida an 
emancipator from that very emancipation, from that wish to rid or free oneself 
(once and for all, even) from traditional, logocentric metaphysics. His 
resistance was above all against the naïve breakthrough, the perceived 
externality, the outside that in fact amounts to a mere reversal and thus to – 
the same. An awareness of this risk also permeates the various reversals of 
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Nietzsche’s text, Hegel’s critique of everything that is posited as wholly foreign 
to the movement of the concept,6 and especially Heidegger’s critiques of 
transcendence and of Erlebnis: the domesticated mystery that presents itself as 
interesting and question-worthy but is in fact machination in disguise, or its 
mere opposite. What the critiques of Erlebnis and transcendence show well, is 
that what drives this thinking is an urgency with respect to questioning us, here, 
now; who or what we are or what we are inextricably bound up with or ‘in’: 
‘transcendence’ suggests that the mystery is elsewhere and with that, it risks 
functioning reassuringly with respect to everything on this side of the limit. 
Thus it feeds Heidegger’s ‘plight of the lack of a sense of plight’. ‘Here is the 
rose, dance here,’ Hegel wrote.7 
 I have tried to show the interpretation of Derrida as participating in a 
movement ‘towards the outside’ creates a false opposition in two ways: (1) it 
does not take into account that Derrida’s own relation to Hegel and Heidegger 
is inherently ambiguous and does not have the form of a counter-position, and 
(2) it does not take Hegel’s and Heidegger’s own indirectness into account; the 
extent to which ‘dialectics’, ‘hermeneutics’ themselves designate movement, 
and therefore might be more aligned with Derrida’s intentions than 
appearances might suggest. Hegel, Nietzsche and Heidegger are indeed, with 
Derrida, ‘less naïve inhabitants’ of the ‘metaphysical circle’, attempting to 
formulate that circle, to describe its constraints and its limits ‘from within’. 
 At this point there is certainly more work to do. I have shown the Beiträge’s 
radical performativity to be exemplary of Heidegger’s indirectness – this 
‘middle period’ work, the radicality of which seems to place it rather at the end 
of a certain development. We have only just begun to interpret the ensuing 
‘beyng-historical’ works that have only recently appeared. But the opposition 
between Hegel and Derrida was always bigger than the one between Derrida 
and Heidegger, and the biggest task lies in the interpretation of Hegel’s 
indirectness. I have only skimmed the surface by reading some of Hegel’s 
earlier works as explications of what is essentially implicit, and this way of 
reading would have to be pursued into the Wissenschaft der Logik. I am 
convinced that this can provide an immensely productive reading, and 
certainly the sections on method in Die Absolute Idee give plenty of material 
with which to show the movement of the system as explication of the 
essentially implicit. 
 By reading all three as thinkers of movement, and by in all three cases 
arguing against the outside, all the weight of explanation and interpretation 
falls on the meaning of in (the implicit excess). This is what I have tried to show 
in my discussion of Hegel’s movement of or in the determinations; in the 
relation of Heidegger’s early ‘being-in’ to his later ‘movement of showing’ in 
the propositions; the truth of beyng as it is concealed, sheltered in beings; 
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poietic saying not as an other language, but as attunement to the call of beyng 
in the ‘everyday words and namings’; and in Derrida’s deconstruction ‘from 
the inside’. 
 It is common to all these senses of ‘in’ that they cannot be reduced to 
‘containment’ within a ‘totality’, but that they attempt to name what is 
essentially implicit. Such a reading is or could be the proper domain of a 
perhaps different kind of hermeneutics, or at least different from the restricted, 
polemical sense that Derrida sometimes gives to the term: as a project aiming 
to ‘fill in the breach’ towards ‘full meaning’. 
 But such a program of reading that focuses on the essentially implicit does 
not reduce the differences between these thinkers. Instead, it brings differences 
between them into focus that are perhaps more subtle than those that can be 
articulated in terms of the exclusive disjunction of philosophical positions 
(différance or difference, ‘absolute idealism’ or ‘fundamental ontology’, etc.), 
but that nevertheless fundamentally determine the sense of their respective 
philosophical projects, according to the different senses of what it means to be 
‘in’. The difference is especially salient between Hegel on the one hand and 
Heidegger and Derrida on the other. Where the ‘essentially implicit’ for Hegel 
pertains to logical determinations, in Heidegger it takes on the form of what 
one is ‘always already in’ such that it cannot be put ‘before’ oneself as a 
describable object [Gegen-stand]. This is not the inextricability of immanence. 
The excess of movement with respect to the proposition is now a ‘hiddenness’ 
or concealment rather than a ‘one-sidedness’.8 It is still a matter of an 
inextricability, but in a very different form. 
 What I hope to have made clear, is that although there is no safeguard 
against skepticism, the excess of the essentially implicit with respect to what 
can be represented or ‘contained’ within propositions does not have to lead to 
a skepticism about language, i.e. a focus on what cannot be said: the ineffable, 
unsayable, unknowable. In fact, the focus on the implicit achieves the opposite: 
that even given the limitations of the propositional form, of the representation 
and oppositional determination to which we are inextricably bound, it is in 
and through them that we can and in fact do say more, less or something else 
than what is ‘contained’ in those determinations. Therefore these ‘limits’ do 
not lead to a negative or skeptical view on language’s inadequacy or failure 
with respect to the implicit, but rather to a productive view on propositions 
and claims such that they might carry more than the ‘content’ that is 
‘contained’ in them. But then such an ‘indirect’ approach would be able to put 
in question the apparent directness of philosophical ‘positions’, and would 
enable opening up a reading of the classical philosophical texts that takes 
Derrida’s lessons on board without having to play these texts out against 
themselves. Perhaps there is more movement to be found in the seemingly 
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unequivocal, in the ‘traditional’, in the ‘metaphysical’. The history of 
metaphysics is not constrained by Derrida’s diagnosis of all-pervasive 
oppositional hierarchy, nor does what does exceed that hierarchy need to be 
deconstructively extracted against the ‘declared intentions’ of the text. 
 In ‘conclusions’ such as these it is customary to look ahead to ‘future 
research’. What a future hermeneutics of the implicit could do, what I have 
attempted in reading Derrida, Hegel and Heidegger here, is to start by looking 
back at the seemingly ‘traditional’ texts that have too often been opposed to our 
times, to have them ‘break absolutely with constituted normality’, to identify 
in them what exceeds the apparent positivity of their ‘positions’, and treat them 
as resources for a showing that does not let itself be posited. There is still much 
to do in reading philosophy beyond polemics. The most interesting question 
is perhaps what the character of philosophical language or writing could or 
should be ‘after Derrida’. But as I have indicated, the focus on the implicit does 
not prescribe or exclude a specific literary form. Does the ‘plurality of styles’ 
mean that anything is possible? But isn’t the ‘monstrosity’ of Derrida’s avenir 
defined in its opposition to the mere ‘possibility’ of la future? Nothing essential 
is impossible anymore, lamented Heidegger. The source of Kierkegaard’s entire 
‘indirect’ authorship was geared towards exposing the infinity or impossibility 
of what was taken to be a mere possibility or a realizable task. I have argued 
throughout that it is not a matter of getting carried away by the prospect of 
‘future possibilities’ or of some other life. Whether historical text or future 
possibility – they demand like vigilance if they present themselves as 
unequivocal. 
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50 I think here of Kierkegaard in light of the modes of despair that Anti-Climacus presents 

from the perspective of finitude and infinitude. Though the despair of finitude is a lack of 
infinity, and the despair of infinity is a lack of finitude, it is emphatically not a matter of finding 
a compromise or ‘balance’ between them. Instead, what Kierkegaard calls the ‘task’ of 
‘becoming a self’ would rather have to consist in ‘an infinite moving away from itself in the 
infinitizing of the self, and an infinite coming back to itself in the finitizing process’ 
(Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and 
Awakening, translated and edited by Hong, Howard V. and Edna H. Hong. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1980, 29-30). Kierkegaard explicitly wries that this is ‘humanly 
speaking, utterly impossible’ (38). There are certainly parallels between the impossibility of this 
task and the task of deconstruction as an ‘experience of the impossible’ that ‘does not provide 
assurances’. 

51 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 73. 
52 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 90. 
53 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 315-316. I will get back to this quote often. 
 
 
 

 



   NOTES | 271 

 
Chapter two | The Inextricability from Metaphysics  
 

1 The background for the use of the concept of ‘logos’ is the way Heidegger picks up the 
concept in Sein und Zeit. There, the concepts with which logos is elucidated correspond to those 
already encountered here: determination through (de-)limitation (distinction and relation), 
essence and the ‘as such’, and truth. Λόγος is a notoriously undefinable or untranslatable 
concept spanning a semantic range which includes, but is not limited to, ‘word’, ‘sentence’, 
‘expression’, ‘judgment’, ‘thought’, ‘reason’, ‘ground’ (ratio), ‘relation’, ‘rationality’, ‘logic’ or 
‘science’. For Heidegger, the concept features, on the one hand, as an element of the title of his 
own ‘method’ in Sein und Zeit (phenomenology). On the other hand, it features as a decisive 
concept within it: Sein und Zeit sets out to show a very specific determination of λόγος to have 
dominated the understanding of being [Seinsverständnis] in the history of Western metaphysics 
(this double situation of Heidegger’s work with respect to the concept of λόγος – as both part of 
the investigation as well as object for it – already quite precisely expresses what Derrida calls the 
‘ambiguity of the Heideggerian situation with respect to the metaphysics of presence and 
logocentrism’: ‘It is at once contained within it and transgresses it. But it is impossible to 
separate the two.’ (De la grammatologie, 36) I discuss this situation at length in part three of this 
dissertation. 

2 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 83. 
3 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 110. 
4 See chapter one, note 5. 
5 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 25. 
6 Derrida, Marges, 329. 
7 Derrida, Otobiographies. L’Enseignement de Nietzsche et la politique du nom propre (Paris: 

Galilée, 1984), 57. 
8 Derrida, Limited Inc, 116-117. 
9 Derrida, Marges, 329. 
10 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 50. 
11 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 293. 
12 Derrida, L’écriture et la différence, 411. Heidegger never thought of ‘binary oppositions’ 

as forming the hallmark of the history of metaphysics, and he was not concerned with exposing 
the oppositional character of conceptuality and the problem of what exceeds it. But there is 
another, more methodological, way in which, not oppositions (plural: pairs of concepts that one 
can sum up), but opposition as such plays an important role for Heidegger, and that is in the 
concept of object [Gegen-stand, to stand opposed to] that is implicit in the determination of 
being as presence. Here, at issue is less the oppositions within or by means of which a matter is 
conceived, and more the distance one puts between oneself and the matter at hand in order for 
it to become object, to which corresponds, in Sein und Zeit, the being as present-at-hand 
[Vorhanden]; that which is present as something in the apophantic sense of the ‘as’ (as 
determinable or determined identity); that which ‘stands or lies before’, whether that be 
understood in terms of οὺσία or παρουσια [ständig Anwesen] or as ὑποκείμενον (what lies 
before as the ‘subject’; as that ‘about’ which one speaks); as Vor-stellung (what is before one as 
representation, the knowing re-presentation of something as what it is) or as the ‘object’. 

13 Derrida, La voix et le phénomène, 5-6. 
14 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 18. 
15 Derrida, “Lettre à un ami japonais” in Psyché: Inventions de l’autre (Paris: Galilée, 1987), 

391-392. I have cited the English translation here from Derrida and Différance. Edited by 
Wood, David and Robert Bernasconi (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 4. 

16 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 405. 
17 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 12. 
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18 Here is how Derrida explains it in the film Derrida, directed by Kirby Dick and Amy 

Ziering: ‘In general, I try to distinguish between what one calls the future and “l’avenir”. The 
future is that which – tomorrow, later, next century – will be. There’s a future that is 
predictable, programmed, scheduled, foreseeable. But there is a future, l’avenir (to come), 
which refers to someone who comes whose arrival is totally unexpected. For me, that is the real 
future. That which is totally unpredictable. The Other who comes without my being able to 
anticipate their arrival. So if there is a real future beyond this other known future, it’s this other 
unknown future, it’s l’avenir [the ‘to-come’], in that it’s the coming of the Other when I’m 
completely unable to foresee their arrival.’ (Derrida: Screenplay and Esays on the Film. Edited 
by Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering Kofman. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005, 53). 

19 See also: ‘Monsters cannot be announced. One cannot say: “here are our monsters”, 
without immediately turning the monsters into pets.’ Jacques Derrida, “Some Statements and 
Truisms about Neologisms, Newisms, Postisms, Parasitisms, and other small Seismisms", The 
States of Theory, ed. David Carroll (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 80. 

20 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 14. 
21 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 14. 
22 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 142. 
23 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 26. 
24 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 412. 
25 The concept of the future figures similarly in Apories (Paris: Galilée, 1996), fulfilling a 

function similar to the one indicated above. Conceived in that work in terms of the structure of 
the figure of death (‘the future to come’), the future marks the aporetic ‘limit’ which seems to 
allow no ‘passage’, a limit not conceivable as an ‘outer border’ that would leave a space ‘beyond’ 
it. A limit which is ‘no outer’ limit is not simply an ‘inner’ limit, since that limit would have to 
reflexively mark the distinction between inner and outer.  

26 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 444. 
27 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 24. 
28 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 412. 
29 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 118. 
30 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 119. 
31 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 119. 
32 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 120. 
33 Also, with reference to the figure of the future, the distinction between the ‘closure’ and 

the ‘end’ of metaphysics becomes relevant. This has been well-commented on, and Simon 
Critchley has convincingly made it into the focal point of his reading (see: Simon Critchley, The 
Ethics of Deconstruction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), esp. 20ff.). But even if 
we grant that the closure of metaphysics does not necessarily signify its end, this still begs the 
question how to interpret the occurrence of terms such as ‘epoch’, ‘history’ and ‘future’ within 
it. If, as Derrida writes, it is not a matter of ‘moving on to something else’, then how to make 
sense of the quasi-revolutionary rhetoric, the aplomb with which Derrida announces his 
program (e.g. the ‘signs of liberation’ of the signifier that, only now, show themselves ‘all over 
the world’, etc.)? 
 
 
Chapter three | Empiricism – Skepticism – Critique 
 

1 See Marian Hobson, who makes the same point in “Deconstruction, Empiricism, and the 
Postal Services,” French Studies 36, no. 3 (1982): 290-314. 

2 See for instance Derrida in “The Original Discussion of “Différance” (1968),” Derrida and 
Différance, edited by Wood, David and Bernasconi, Robert (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 1988), 93; Limited Inc, 137, and  L’écriture et la difference, 224. 
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3 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 146. 
4 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 231. 
5 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 234. 
6 L’écriture et la difference, 226. 
7 L’écriture et la difference, 224. 
8 L’écriture et la difference, 224. 
9 L’écriture et la difference, 421. 
10 L’écriture et la difference, 422. 
11 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 232. 
12 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 232. 
13 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 233. 
14 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 39. 
15 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 232. 
16 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 32. 
17 Derrida, Negotiations: Interventions and Interviews, 1971-2001. Translated and edited by 

Rottenberg, Elizabeth G. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 237. 
18 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 38. 
19 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 90. 
20 Derrida, Marges, 7. 
21 Derrida, Marges, 7. 
22 Joshua Kates gives an overview of the central role skepticism plays in what he calls the 

‘“first wave” of Derrida critics’ (Joshua Kates, Fielding Derrida: Philosophy, Literary Criticism, 
History, and the Work of Deconstruction. New York: Fordham University Press, 2008, 11-25). 
These are primarily interpretations from the Anglophone world and from the field of literary 
theory. The concept is much less prominent in commentary from the same period working 
from a more philosophical background, as it is found for instance in the works from that period 
by Gasché, Sallis, Silverman, and Wood. For a discussion of Derrida himself concerning what 
he calls the ‘Americanization’ of his work in its early reception, ‘most notably in the domain of 
literary theory and literature departments’, see: Derrida, “Deconstructions: The Im-Possible.” 
in French Theory in America, edited by Lotringer, Sylvère and Sande Cohen (London/New 
York: Routledge, 2001), 13-32. In a gesture that is central to my argument, Derrida there strictly 
distinguishes deconstruction from a ‘method’ that creates ‘possibilities’. 

23 Joshua Kates’ account (Fielding Derrida, 11-25) is a good example. I am completely on 
board with his intentions to the extent that he emphasizes the need to transcend polemics in 
the debate surrounding the ‘parallelism’ between deconstruction and skepticism. Yet his 
account seems to come to a standstill at the diagnosis that both sides get something right. The 
‘developmental account’ of Derrida’s development he proposes in order to answer these 
questions does not seem to return to the point.  

24 Some typical examples include Christopher Norris, for whom the ‘point of departure’ of 
deconstruction lies in the ‘radically metaphorical’ character of language; the ‘bottomless 
relativity of meaning’, from which he concludes that ‘thought is deluded in its search for a truth 
beyond the mazy detours of language’ (Deconstruction: Theory and Practice. 3rd ed. 
London/New York: Routledge, 2002, 57). In a later edition of his influential work Norris 
himself will admit that his formulations have contributed to an image of deconstruction as 
‘[elevating] rhetoric above reason, “literature” above “philosophy”, and stylistic play above the 
serious business of thinking constructively about issues in the realms of epistemology, ethics, 
and socio-political critique.’ (137-138). Concerning the possibility of certainty in interpretation 
and of securing meaning, it is especially Derrida’s use of the term ‘play’ [jeu] that conjures up 
skeptical connotations, such as in: ‘[the] free play, or undecidability within every system of 
communication, the endless displacement of meaning – [which] releases us from believing that 
the individual can ever completely grasp the meaning of language’ (Wilmore, S. J. “Scepticism 
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and Deconstruction.” Man and World 20, no. 4 (1987): 442-443) or, in the words of 
Christopher Butler: ‘[…] if there is no stopping-place we literally never arrive at a certain 
interpretation’ (“Deconstruction and Scepticism” in Interpretation, Deconstruction and 
Ideology. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984, 62). 

25 See: Jürgen Habermas, Der philosophische Diskurs der Moderne: Zwölf Vorlesungen 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 191-218. 

26 Derrida, Limited Inc, 137. 
27 Wolfgang W. Fuchs, “Post-Modernism is Not a Scepticism,” Man and World 22, no. 4 

(1989): 398. 
28 Anthony J. Cascardi, “Skepticism and Deconstruction.” Philosophy and Literature 8, no. 1 

(1984): 4. 
29 Derrida in “The Original Discussion of “Différance” (1968),” Derrida and Différance, 

edited by Wood, David and Bernasconi, Robert (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1988), 93. 

30 In spite of the staggering fact that even the ‘axial proposition’ of De la grammatologie [il 
n’y a pas de hors-texte] has been interpreted as a claim that there ‘does not exist’ a ‘(real) world’, 
‘outside of’ the text. This is so far removed from Derrida’s intentions that I will only refer here 
to the work, for instance, of Simon Critchley (The Ethics of Deconstruction, 25ff.) or 
Christopher Norris (Norris, Derrida, 147ff.) to rectify that view. 

31 Sextus, I: I, 4. I will use the conventional notation to refer to Sextus’ text (book: chapter, 
line-number). 

32 Sextus, I: VIII, 16ff. 
33 Sextus, I: XII, 29. 
34 Sextus, I: XX, 192, 193. 
35 Fuchs gives a host of examples (“Post-Modernism is Not a Scepticism”, 393-402). 
36 Several others have shown this to be a fruitful contrast. Particularly Ewa Ziarek in the 

first part of her The Rhetoric of Failure: Deconstruction of Skepticism, Reinvention of Modernism 
(Albany: The State University of New York Press, 1996) and Simon Critchley throughout his 
The Ethics of Deconstruction. 

37 ‘Le scepticisme est Ie refutable, mais aussi Ie revenant.’ Emmanuel Levinas, Autrement 
qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978), 213. 

38 Levinas, Autrement qu’être, 214ff. 
39 In other words: how to think the other of being [Penser l'autrement qu’être], a project that 

does not merely coincidentally have the structure of a performative self-contradiction. The 
project is interpreted extensively by Derrida in Violence et métaphysique. 

40 Levinas, Autrement qu’être, 213. 
41 Cascardi, “Skepticism and Deconstruction,” 1. 
42 Stanley Cavell, “What is the Scandal of Skepticism?” In Philosophy the Day After 

Tomorrow (Cambridge/London: Harvard University Press, 2005), 132-154. 
43 Ewa Ziarek, The rhetoric of failure, 3. Her account of the ‘affirmative address to the other’ 

is developed at 103ff. I return to this notion of affirmation at the end of this dissertation. 
44 Derrida’s elaborate dialogue with Austin in “Signature événement contexte” and his 

subsequent polemic with Searle, I believe, shows both the irreducibility of his ‘performativity’ to 
a ‘practical’ dimension as well as his resistance to the ‘ordinary’ (and the late-Wittgensteinian 
‘context’) insofar as the ordinary itself ends up once again functioning as an ultimate arbiter in 
the explanation of meaning. 

45 Hegel, “Verhältnis des Skeptizismus zur Philosophie. Darstellung seiner verschiedenen 
Modifikationen und Vergleichung des neuesten mit dem alten,” in Werke in zwanzig Bänden, 
Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 2 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 229. 

46 Any proposition that expresses knowledge of reason necessarily contradicts itself from 
the point of view of the understanding, according to Hegel. He mentions, aside from Plato’s 
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Parmenides, theses from Spinoza as examples, such as that ‘causa sui’ is that of which the 
essence entails its existence; that God is the ‘immanent cause’ of the world or that he is both 
one and many. These truths of reason necessarily contradict themselves from the point of view 
of the understanding and the principle of non-contradiction, a principle of which Hegel states 
that it ‘does not even have so much as formal truth’ for reason (Skeptizismus, 230). Every 
proposition that is a truth of reason must, according to Hegel, contradict itself. This is also the 
basis for Hegel’s elaboration of the later five tropes of skepticism (See Sextus I: XV, 164ff.), 
namely those of discrepancy, infinite regress, relativity, unproven hypothesis and circularity. 
The distinction of reason from the understanding allows Hegel to counter the tropes by 
maintaining that the reasonable is eternal and self-identical (pace discrepancy); it is none other 
than the very relationality of what is fixed and determinate (relativity); because it is that 
relationality it cannot consist in particular finite elements that would found depend on each 
other circularly (circularity); which means that it can neither be a presupposition since as 
infinite there is nothing to oppose to reason (hypothesis); since reason is infinite there is no 
grounding relation or relation between cause and effect, which one finds only among particular 
elements (regress).  

47 Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes (Werke in zwanzig Bänden, Theorie-Werkausgabe, 
Band 3, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 72. 

48 It appeared in that year in the Cardozo Law Review (13, no. 4: 1115-1132) under the title 
“Critique, Hypercriticism, Deconstruction: The Case of Benjamin”. I will be citing from its 
publication in Gasché’s The Honor of Thinking (Stanford: Stanford UP, 21-37). 

49 Gasché, Honor, 21. 
50 Derrida, as quoted in Gasché, Honor, 21. 
51 Derrida, as quoted in Gasché, Honor, 21-22. 
52 Gasché, Honor, 21. 
53 Gasché, Honor, 22. 
54 Heidegger, Die Frage nach dem Ding (GA41) (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 

1984), 121-123. 
55 Gasché, Honor, 22. 
56 Derrida, L’université sans condition (Paris: Galilée, 2001), 14-15. I give Peggy Kamuf’s 

translation here without amending it, and therefore cite the page-numbers to the English 
translation as well: “The University Without Condition” in Without Alibi (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2002), 204. 

57 Derrida, L’université sans condition, 50. Without Alibi, 207. 
58 Derrida, L’université sans condition, 15n1. Without Alibi, 301n3. 
59 Derrida, L’université sans condition, 18-19. Without Alibi, 206. 
60 The ‘essential’ risk, or the risk that is no mere accident but rather structurally inscribed is 

a recurrent theme for Derrida. It is found in “Signature événement contexte”, where he 
attempts to show that the risk of a mark to ‘fail’ in conveying its ‘intended meaning’ is 
structurally inscribed in the mark as its very condition of possibility (Marges, 367ff.). The 
discourse on risk can perhaps above all be traced back to Nietzsche, who designates the 
‘dangerous’ questions he poses as ‘perhaps the greatest risk’ [ein Wagnis, und vieleicht gibt es 
kein grossers] I discuss this in detail in chapter 7.  

61 See Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 8 and especially 159ff: ‘Therefore, if one were 
to try to refute deconstruction by arguing that it employs logocentric language, one would 
always leave the door open for the return of deconstruction. The Derridian skeptical ghost 
would always return to haunt a logocentric Macbeth.’ (The Ethics of deconstruction, 160) 

62 Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, Kritische Studienausgabe, Bd. 5, edited by 
Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag; Berlin and 
New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1988), 15. 

63 Derrida, L’écriture et la difference, 411. 
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64 There is a joke that expresses some of the prejudices against ‘continental philosophy’: 

Nietzsche criticizes Hegel for still being too metaphysical, Heidegger criticizes Hegel and 
Nietzsche for being still too metaphysical, Derrida criticizes all of them for being ‘still too 
metaphysical’, and so it goes on ad infinitum. Here is how one could tell the story:  

When Derrida reads Hegel, he at once found an ally in that ‘first thinker of writing’ (De la 
grammatologie, 41) but at the same time needed to define himself against the ‘dialectics’ that 
Hegel always risked falling into. This dialectics of ‘Hegelianism’ revolves around the 
reappropriation of the other, of the other as always only the proper other, philosophy’s other, 
the sublation of alterity into the ‘third term’. Hegel, the great critic of metaphysics, was too 
metaphysical. 

When Heidegger reads Nietzsche, he sees an ally in the questioning of metaphysics and 
nihilism while at the same time having to define himself against its mere reversal and thus 
reaffirmation of metaphysics. Nietzsche, the great critic of metaphysics, was too metaphysical. 

When Derrida reads Heidegger he sees an ally in the reading of Nietzsche and the 
questioning of metaphysics, but his questioning is nevertheless guided by a hermeneutic-
phenomenological horizon of sense against which Derrida has needed to define himself. 
Heidegger, that great critic of metaphysics, was too metaphysical. 

When Derrida reads Derrida, he sees an ally in the questioning of dialectics and the 
phenomenological-hermeneutical horizon of sense. Yet, all this questioning does not let itself 
be articulated outside of that horizon. Derrida, the great critic of metaphysics, was too 
metaphysical. 

Every articulation will have been ‘too metaphysical’. There is no articulation that is not too 
metaphysical. 

65 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 32. 
66 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 32. 
67 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 32. 
68 ‘Tous les énoncés, avant et après, à gauche et à droite, sont à la fois possibles (Nietzsche a 

tout dit, à peu près) et nécessairement contradictoires (il a dit les choses les plus incompatibles 
entre elles et il a dit qu'il les disait)’ (Derrida, Otobiographies, 60). 

69 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 33. 
70 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 32. 
71 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 91. 
72 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 91. 
73 This is where the relation to Heidegger becomes significant: it is in relating differently to 

the metaphysics that we are inextricably ‘in’, rather than in the (always naïve) attempt to 
‘escape’ it, that both Heidegger’s attempts in the Beiträge with respect to ‘machination’ 
[Machenschaft], as well as Derrida’s with respect to metaphysics must be located. 

 
 
Chapter four | Hegel’s movement of the concept beyond the limits of the understanding 
 

1 From a Derridean point of view, that duplicity (of the transcendental and empirical points 
of view) would already supply the starting-point for its deconstruction. But before 
understanding why or how Derrida would or could latch on to such an opposition, we must by 
contrast understand the different conception of these concepts in Hegel. 

2 Nowhere does Kant get closer to what Hegel is after than in formulations like this (in this 
case taken from the preface of the Kritik der praktischen Vernunft). To the extent that reason 
‘gives itself’ objective reality, there is already here, implicit in Kant, a ‘movement of the 
concept’. 

3 Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik (Werke in zwanzig Bänden, Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 5, 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 15. Hegel writes: ‘This spiritual movement, which in its 
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simplicity gives itself its determinateness, and in this determinateness gives itself its self-
equality – this movement, which is thus the immanent development of the concept, is the 
absolute method of the concept, the absolute method of cognition and at the same time the 
immanent soul of the content. – On this selfconstructing path alone, I say, is philosophy 
capable of being objective, demonstrative science’ (17). 

4 And to the extent that we would still not be satisfied, since what is already operative at the 
very beginning of the Logik is only fully comprehended at the end of the Logik, one could look 
there. 

5 G.W.F. Hegel, “Differenz des Fichte’schen und Schelling’schen Systems der Philosophie,” 
in Werke in zwanzig Bänden (Band 2, Theorie-Werkausgabe, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
1970), 24. 

6 Hegel G.W.F., ‘Systemfragment von 1800,’ in G.W.F. Hegel, Werke in zwanzig Bänden 
(Band 1, Theorie-Werkausgabe, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970, 419-427). 

7 Hegel, Systemfragment, 421. 
8 In the case of ‘life’, the relevant background is the Kantian idea of a ‘moral life’, that is 

characterized by the opposition between the necessity of the moral law or of freedom on the 
one hand, and the course of nature on the other. This opposition would have to be sublated 
into the ‘intuition’ of a ‘moral life’. For more on Hegel’s concept of life see Annette Sell, Der 
Lebendige Begriff. Leben Und Logik Bei G.W.F. Hegel (Freiburg: Verlag Karl Alber, 2013). 

9 Hegel G.W.F., Systemfragment, 422. 
10 Hegel G.W.F., Systemfragment, 421. 
11 Walter Jaeschke’s 1978 article is still the best on the subject, tracing the various meanings 

of the concept throughout Hegel’s work, and especially chronicling the way in which at any 
given stage of Hegel’s thinking the concept of ‘reflection’ resists straightforward 
conceptualization: Walter Jaeschke, “Äußerliche Reflexion und immanente Reflexion: Eine 
Skizze der systematischen Geschichte des Reflexionsbegriffs in Hegels Logik-Entwürfen,” 
Hegel-Studien 13 (1978): 85-117.  

12 The same holds for ‘Entzweyung’, which is another name for the dynamic of reflection. 
As Jaeschke indicates in his Hegel Handbuch. Leben – Werk – Wirkung (Stuttgart/Weimar: 
Verlag J. B. Metzler, 2003), Hegel speaks of ‘relative’ and ‘absolute’ Entzweyung, where the first 
designates Entzweyung precisely as the appearance of the absolute whereas the latter is, in 
Jaeschke’s terminology, a concept belonging to the ‘philosophy of culture’ (Jaeschke, Hegel 
Handbuch, 114). 

13 On top of that, there is the prominence of the concept of reflection in connection with 
Hegel’s relation to Derrida through the ground-breaking work of Rodolphe Gasché, who’s 1986 
The Tain of the Mirror still sets the standard. Gasché’s intentions are primarily to draw a line 
that starts with Descartes and end with Hegel, and to position Derrida with respect to that 
tradition. This means that it is his primary interest to study how Hegelian ‘absolute’ reflection 
is in fact a critique of (Cartesian/Kantian, transcendental, philosophical) reflection, or better: 
how the transition in Hegel to ‘absolute’ reflection in fact constitutes the ‘self-destruction’ of 
reflection. Gasché has quite a specific view of Hegelian ‘reflection’. He characterizes the 
specificity of Hegelian speculative reflection in terms of its ‘mirroring function’ (Gasché, The 
Tain of the Mirror, 45) in order to position Derrida with respect to it: the ‘tain’ of that mirror. I 
have already indicated in part one the risks of fashioning for Derrida such an irreducibly 
singular place with respect to the philosophical tradition. Here I would only like to point out 
that there is nothing yet in the concept of Hegelian speculative reflection that occasions or 
necessitates understanding it in terms of the image or representation of a mirror. I will be able 
to say more on this when discussing Derrida’s relation to Hegel below in the second half of this 
part. 

14 Hegel G.W.F., Systemfragment,  421. 
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15 ‘[…] hierin ist Hegel seinem späteren Grundgedanken so nahe gekommen wie an keiner 

anderen Stelle seiner frühen Schriften, ohne ihn aber zu erreichen’ (Jaeschke, Hegel Handbuch, 
99). 

16 Hegel, Systemfragment, 421. 
17 To the extent that a certain necessity has presented itself here of having to employ the 

concept of the limit and the ‘beyond’ or the ‘outside’ precisely after having recognized that this 
is in a certain sense impermissible – that would be a point at which a Derridean reading could 
find a point of anchorage in the Hegelian text. This simultaneous necessity and impossibility 
would necessitate the use of the concept of the ‘beyond’ ‘under erasure’. 

18 Hegel, Logik, 274. 
19 What ‘moves’, then? The ‘movement’ that is to be thought is nothing other than this 

‘production of contraries’ this positing together of what for the understanding is always 
opposed. From the viewpoint of reflection, this is a problem. If one restricts philosophy to the 
possibilities of the understanding and its categories of reflection then it is impossible to resolve 
the problem. This is why the speculative moment remains ‘beyond the limits of reflection’ but 
simultaneously ‘within’ reflection; it is reflection’s ‘own movement’. It is the movement 
whereby opposites engender each other in such a way as having to be thought ‘together’. The 
‘implicit’ unity of opposites means that every determinately posited concept ‘moves’ insofar as 
it implies (and with that, implicitly depends upon for its determinateness) its other. 

20 H.F. Fulda, “Über den Ursprung der Hegelschen Dialektik,” in Aquinas. Rivista 
internazionale di filosofia 24 (1981): 368-405. 

21 Dieter Henrich, Hegel im Kontext (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1971), 36. Cited by Jaeschke in 
Jaeschke, W., Hegel Handbuch. Leben – Werk – Wirkung (Stuttgart/Weimar: Metzler, 2003), 99. 
Emphasis mine, JdJ. 

22 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 20-21. 
23 Hegel, Logik, 6/254. 
24 Hegel, “Verhältnis des Skeptizismus zur Philosophie. Darstellung seiner verschiedenen 

Modifikationen und Vergleichung des neuesten mit dem alten” (Werke in zwanzig Bänden, 
Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 2, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 223. 

25 Hegel, Logik, 6/254. 
26 Hegel, “Glauben und Wissen oder die Reflexionsphilosophie der Subjektivität in der 

Vollständigkeit ihrer Formen als Kantische, Jacobische und Fichtesche Philosophie” (Werke in 
zwanzig Bänden, Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 2, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 304. 

27 But how are we to understand this ‘internalization’? Does the inner/outer-distinction 
even remain intact here? If it did, does that not lead to the crudest readings of Hegel where ‘das 
Ganze’ (totality) is taken as a determinable ‘whole’, as ‘everything’, where infinity is bad 
infinity, etc? Would it be so strange to say that the ‘internalization’ (reason’s self-justification) 
collapses the inside/outside distinction? After all, is Hegel’s idealism not ‘absolute’ precisely to 
the extent that the ‘internality’ of the system is not contrasted to an ‘outside’? 

28 This necessity conforms to the ‘presuppositionlessness’ that Stephen Houlgate often 
rightly identifies as being so essential for Hegel: that no distinction can be accepted prior to the 
investigation. See Stephen Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel's Logic: From being to Infinity (West 
Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2006), 29ff. 

29 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 20. 
30 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 21. 
31 ‘Was die allgemeinen Reflexionen, womit diese Schrift anfängt, über Bedürfnis, 

Voraussetzung, Grundsätze usw. der Philosophie betrifft, so haben sie den Fehler, allgemeine 
Reflexionen zu sein, und ihre Veranlassung darin, daß mit solchen Formen als Voraussetzung, 
Grundsätzen usw. der Eingang in die Philosophie noch immer übersponnen und verdeckt wird 
und es daher in gewissem Grade nötig ist, sich darauf einzulassen, bis einmal durchaus nur von 
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der Philosophie selbst die Rede ist. Einige der interessanteren dieser Gegenstände werden sonst 
noch eine größere Ausführung erhalten.’ Differenzschrift, 13. 

32 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 23. 
33 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 23-24. 
34 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 25. 
35 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 45. 
36 Gasché, The Tain of the Mirror, 35ff. 
37 I take the expression from Ewa Płonowska Ziarek, The Rhetoric of Failure: Deconstruction 

of Skepticism, Reinvention of Modernism (Albany: The State University of New York Press, 
1996). 

38 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 46-47. It is only in the fixation of opposites that the understanding 
‘destroys itself.’ 

39 Hegel, Logik, 16. 
40 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 25. My emphasis. 
41 Hegel, “Verhältnis des Skeptizismus zur Philosophie. Darstellung seiner verschiedenen 

Modifikationen und Vergleichung des neuesten mit dem alten,” in Werke in zwanzig Bänden, 
Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 2, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970: 213-272. 

42 Hegel, Skeptizismus, 229. 
43 Hegel, Skeptizismus, 229. 
44 Hegel, Skeptizismus, 228. 
45 Hegel, Skeptizismus, 230. 
46 Hegel, Differenzschrift, 24. In the skepticism-article, it allows Hegel to identify what 

explains skepticism’s recurrence in spite of its ‘refutation’: since all ‘true philosophy’ [ächte 
Philosophie] contains this ‘negative side’, it will always be possible to extract this side from 
philosophy, to abstract from its positive side and to treat it as absolute. This is for Hegel the 
process by which the different modifications of skepticism have come about, modifications that 
are sometimes still close to truth (Sextus) and sometimes completely removed from it (e.g. 
Schulze himself, skepticism that maintains that there is only subjective but no objective 
certainty, reference to the ‘facts of consciousness’). This is what the Aufhebung of skepticism 
consists in: it is ‘negated’ insofar as it is recognized as a ‘moment’, a ‘side’ of truth. 

47 There is a passage in Plato’s Republic that very adequately describes what Hegel is after 
here. When Socrates is confronted with Thrasymachus’ view on justice (that it is better to be 
unjust), he considers what it would take to persuade him of the opposite: ‘If we oppose him 
with a speech parallel to his speech enumerating in turn the many good things that come from 
being just, and he replies, and then we do, we will have to count and measure the good things 
mentioned on each side, and we will need a jury to decide the case. But if, on the other hand, we 
investigate the question, as we have been doing, by seeking agreement with each other, we 
ourselves can be both jury and advocates at once.’ (348a7) 

48 ‘[…] wie einen Felsen unter Schnee,’ Hegel, Skeptizismus, 220. 
49 Hegel calls the path toward science already itself actual science in the introduction. See: 

‘Durch diese Notwendigkeit ist dieser Weg zur Wissenschaft selbst schon Wissenschaft, und nach 
ihrem Inhalte hiermit Wissenschaft der Erfahrung des Bewußtseins.’ Hegel, Phänomenologie des 
Geistes (Werke in zwanzig Bänden, Theorie-Werkausgabe, Band 3, Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1970), 79. 

50 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 23. 
51 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 23. 
52 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 23. 
53 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 26. 
54 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 50. 
55 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 52. 
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56 See Stephen Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel's Logic: From being to Infinity (West 

Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2006), 29ff., the chapter on ‘Presuppositionless Thinking,’ 
specifically ‘Does Hegel Have a Method?’ (32ff.) 

57 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 52. 
58 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 37. 
59 See: ‘Das Wahre und Falsche gehört zu den bestimmten Gedanken, die bewegungslos für 

eigene Wesen gelten, deren eines drüben, das andere hüben ohne Gemeinschaft mit dem andern 
isoliert und fest steht.’ (Hegel, Phänomenologie, 40) 

60 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 33ff. 
61 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 27. 
62 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 57. 
63 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 59. 
64 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 60. 
65 Hegel, Phänomenologie, 61. 
66 The phrase is Stephen Houlgate’s, as he puts it in his discussion of the Wissenschaft der 

Logik (Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 94). 
67 There is another problem of an unavoidable self-violation in the philosophical 

expression. I believe, however, that it is clear from the text that Hegel views this problem as 
harmless to the integrity of the possibility of dialectical exposition, even though he calls it a 
‘difficulty’. It is the kind of problem that Derrida would no doubt focus his attention on, and 
that is why I feel I should include it here as a note.  

The difficulty concerns the risk that the speculative and ratiocinative senses of propositions 
are mixed up. And since Hegel already indicated that the speculative proposition has the 
external form of an ordinary proposition, as well as the fact that ‘the dialectical movement 
likewise has propositions for its parts and elements’, Hegel is aware that this risk therefore 
seems to recur indefinitely, i.e.: that there is no possibility of safeguarding the philosophical  
investigation against that risk a priori. This seems therefore to be a problem not merely of the 
correct interpretation of the philosophical  exposition, but it has the appearance of being an 
essential problem of philosophical exposition as such [scheint daher immer zurückzukehren, 
und eine Schwierigkeit der Sache selbst zu sein] (Hegel, Phänomenologie, 61).  

But Hegel seems to dismiss the problem outright, by pointing out that it belongs to a logic 
to which the dialectic cannot be reduced. It belongs to a conception of philosophical ‘proof’ that 
is not that of dialectical self-unfolding. He compares it to the idea in ‘ordinary proofs’ that the 
grounds that they presuppose themselves require a ground, and so forth ad infinitum. This 
belongs, says Hegel, to an ‘external cognition’  that is fundamentally different from dialectical 
movement, because the latter is self-movement. Hegel’s explanation is far from clear, I cite the 
German: 

 
Diese Form des Begründens und Bedingens gehört aber jenem Beweisen, von dem die 
dialektische Bewegung verschieden ist, und somit dem äußerlichen Erkennen an. Was diese 
selbst betrifft, so ist ihr Element der reine Begriff, hiemit hat sie einen Inhalt, der durch und 
durch Subjekt an ihm selbst ist. Es kommt also kein solcher Inhalt vor, der als zum Grunde 
liegendes Subjekt sich verhielte, und dem seine Bedeutung als ein Prädikat zukäme; der 
Satz ist unmittelbar eine nur leere Form. (Hegel, Phänomenologie, 62) 
 

An immanent self-movement cannot be a movement towards external grounds, cannot be 
externally grounded, but instead traces the self-grounding movement of subjectivity. What 
Hegel seems to say here is that the subject that is the content of speculation is to be 
distinguished from a subject-as-ground or ‘foundational’ subject [zum Grunde liegendes 
Subjekt]; the supposedly ‘solid basis’ to which predicates are appended. At this point Hegel 
gives the reader very little to work with. It is only in his later works that he makes clear that 
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‘merely external’ cognition is not itself to be simply opposed, but is essentially a moment of 
reflection; reflection that has not yet recognized itself as movement. 

Hegel takes the problem a little bit further by considering the problem of the name. Aside 
from the risk of representation or of interpreting the speculative proposition in a ratiocinative 
manner, it is the unavoidable use of the name that presents a similar problem. The name, 
purely taken as name (that is, abstracting from its content and focusing only on its form [der 
Name als Name]), would indicate the ‘pure subject’, that is: the empty ‘one’ devoid of the 
concept [das leere begrifflose Eins]. Therefore, Hegels states that it could be expedient to avoid 
the use of a name such as ‘God’: 

 
Aus diesem Grunde kann es zum Beispiel dienlich sein, den Namen Gott zu vermeiden, 
weil dies Wort nicht unmittelbar zugleich Begriff, sondern der eigentliche Name, die feste 
Ruhe des zum Grunde liegenden Subjekts ist. Da hingegen z.B. das Sein, oder das Eine, die 
Einzelnheit, das Subjekt selbst auch, usf., unmittelbar Begriffe andeuten. (Hegel, 
Phänomenologie, 62) 
 
The risk of the name is precisely to not convey movement (not conveying the concept in the 

word), but rather to fixate: what the ‘proper name’ [der eigentliche Name] does, is express the 
solid or fixed being-at-rest of the underlying subject. So also here, there is the risk to fall back 
into what is customary: to interpret the speculative predicate ‘after the form of the proposition 
instead of as concept and essence’ [das spekulative Prädikat nach der Form des Satzes, nicht als 
Begriff und Wesen zu fassen]. Hegel however states that this is a risk that can either be 
‘increased or diminished through the very way in which philosophy is expounded’. He does not 
pursue the matter further, but simply indicates that the exposition should ‘preserve the 
dialectical form’ and admit of nothing ‘except insofar as it is comprehended and is the concept’. 

This is what Malabou picks up in her L’avenir de Hegel: Plasticite, temporalite, dialectique 
(Paris: Vrin, 1996). If ‘plasticity’ means movement, then there are interesting parallels between 
her work and mine. Consider what she does with Aufhebung: Hegelian dialectic is not bad 
infinity because it does not hold to a fixed scheme (which is ‘simplification’, 197). It does not 
hold to such a scheme because what is presumed fixed in that scheme (the very Aufhebung 
itself) is not fixed at all – the very Aufhebung is ‘plastic’, it evolves: ‘The Aufhebung evolves, as a 
term, within the same process which it regulates and measures. […] What must be 
demonstrated is the fact that Hegel does indeed restore the essential dialectical performativity 
of the aufheben and Aufhebung, that he in effect ‘sublates’ aufheben into aufheben, Aufhebung 
into Aufhebung.’ (200) 

In that way, Malabou would represent one of the ways in which this matter could be taken 
further. Another question that could arise at this point in Hegel’s passage, is: if the risk, that a 
speculative proposition may always be reduced to its propositional form, i.e.: that movement 
can always be missed by reducing the speculative sentence to its fixed ‘content’ – if that risk is 
ineradicable, if there is no way to guarantee (since that would itself be a ‘fixation’) the 
expression of the speculative movement (since that is essentially implicit in any given 
proposition), if it is impossible to avoid the possibility of (inadvertently, wrongly) reverting the 
reasonable back to something from the perspective of the understanding – then is the very 
possibility of philosophical articulation then not already compromised; compromised from the 
beginning or even before the beginning (always already), compromised by this risk that is an 
essential risk? 

But that question is no longer a Hegelian question. It not only did not, in fact, arise for 
Hegel (as if this was a naivety on his part or a matter of oversight), but it could not arise for him 
since the ability to ask that question presupposes an alteration of certain terms in a fashion 
different from the way in which Hegel conceived them. The operative terms in such a 
questioning are ‘always already’, and it is the specific sense of those terms that makes possible 
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asking such a question, the scope of which exceeds the Hegelian project. That is the question of 
the impossibility of philosophical signification (articulation, exposition) as such. An 
articulation that would ‘already’ be compromised or complicated, already never be ‘pure’. This 
is the difference between Hegel’s question how and with what philosophy or science must 
begin, and the Heideggerian/Derridean question if it is even possible for science or philosophy 
to begin, or whether the very beginning is ‘already’ complicated (it is also the point at which it 
becomes more understandable why Gasché would read in Hegel’s critique of reflection the 
diagnosis of a ‘failure’ of reflection). The transition from the Hegelian problem of the 
entanglement of method and object (which does indeed form the starting-point of such a 
questioning) to this questioning of the very possibility of method at all, this is a transition I will 
attempt to elucidate through my discussion of Heidegger in part three. That is the most 
important sense in which Heidegger prepares the way for Derrida’s performative negotiation of 
the entanglement of method and object. 

68 Already we are here moving towards the terminology of the Wissenschaft der Logik. All 
the themes that I have so far stressed return in the opening of the Logik: the demand of absolute 
immanence and the critique of externality, the resulting problem of the beginning of science 
and the performative character of logical method in the absence of any preconceived 
programmes. Especially, though, it is much more explicitly recognized there, as well as in the 
opening of the Enzyklopädie, that the ‘whole’ comprises a collection of logical moments at any 
given time or in any given determination (immediate, mediation, return into itself; an sich, für 
sich, an und für sich; etc.). 

69 Derrida, La dissémination (Paris: Seuil, 1972), 42. 
 
 

Chapter five | Hegel as Derrida’s point of departure 
 

1 I think of the essays collected, for instance, in Hegel and Language, edited by O'Neil 
Surber, Jere (Albany: The State University of New York Press, 2006). Also: Jim Vernon, Hegel's 
Philosophy Language (London: Continuum, 2007), Kathleen Dow Magnus, Hegel and the 
Symbolic Mediation of Spirit (Albany: The State University of New York Press, 2001). A little 
less recent are the attempts to relate Hegel and Derrida through a discussion of the sign or 
language, for instance by Deborah Chaffin in “Hegel, Derrida, and the Sign” in Derrida and 
Deconstruction, edited by Silverman, Hugh J. (London/New York: Routledge, 1989), 77-91. An 
excellent article that is critical of Derrida’s reading of Hegel is Wendell Kisner’s “Erinnerung, 
Retrait, Absolute Reflection,” The Owl of Minerva 26, no. 2 (1995): 171-186. 

2 Leonard Lawlor’s Derrida and Husserl: The Basic Problem of Phenomenology (Indiana 
University Press: 2002) is the place to look for an account of Hyppolite’s influence on Derrida’s 
development (esp. 89ff.). 

3 At the Baltimore seminar that is often considered to constitute a crucial moment in 
Derrida’s academic breakthrough in 1966, Hyppolite delivered a lecture with the title Structure 
du langage philosophique d’après la ‘Préface de la Phénoménologie de l’esprit’ de Hegel (it was 
published in the original proceedings but I will cite from its transcription, and the subsequent 
discussion, in The Structuralist Controversy: The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of 
Man, edited by Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore and London: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1970), 157-185). In that lecture, Hyppolite argues for Hegel as a 
thinker of finitude, but from a different perspective than I have done so far. Hyppolite argues 
that ‘Hegel’s greatest moment is the point of oscillation between the architecture of the Logic 
and the common consciousness of the Phenomenology.’ For Hyppolite this means that Hegel 
cannot be reduced to ‘[losing] himself in the system’ nor to being ‘immersed in the common 
consciousness’. Since this ‘Absolute Difference’ between the philosophical and the ordinary is 
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maintained in oscillation, Hyppolite locates the ‘rhythm of philosophical discourse’ in the 
‘attenuation’ of philosophical discourse by the ‘sense of finitude which accompanies it’.  

On the one hand, Hegelian finitude so conceived results in an emphasis on the 
performative character of  philosophical exposition: ‘[…] for Hegel, true philosophic thought is 
thought in which knowledge is not an instrument exterior to the thing that is known; it is the 
thing known which speaks and which expresses itself’. This is confirmed through other 
formulations, such as that in philosophical discourse ‘the search for the “speaker” is 
simultaneous with the treatment of the object spoken of’ (168) and that ‘Hegel’s whole effort in 
the “Preface” is to show that if there is a philosophic discourse it is one which does not make a 
distinction between the self of knowledge and the self of the object’ (166). 

On the other hand, however, if reflection-in-itself is conceived as ‘language’, then for 
Hyppolite this means that Hegelian philosophy consists in ‘[exorcizing] the phantom of an 
ineffable’. With that, the possibilities for a dialogue between Derrida and Hegel become 
increasingly difficult. What could sound more un-Derridean than the following, taken from the 
opening lines of Logique et existence (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1953. I give the 
unamended English translations from: Logic and Existence, translated by Leonard Lawlor and 
Amit Sen. Albany: The State University of New York Press, 1997): ‘Absolute knowledge means 
the in principle elimination […] of a transcendence essentially irreducible to our knowledge.’ 
(Logic and Existence, 3) 

Let me trace the moments of this interpretation in order to pinpoint exactly where I differ 
from Hyppolite. 

What is essentially the question or the challenge for Hyppolite is probably right on the 
money, it is in his interpretation of that question that my difference from him becomes clear. 
Hyppolite stresses Hegel’s attunement to finitude while on the other hand presenting him as 
the exorcist of transcendence. There is probably no better way to open up a productive reading 
of Hegel than to present these two seemingly mutually exclusive aspects of his thought. But 
how does Hyppolite interpret the matter? 

Hyppolite is out to show that ‘human language’ is ‘the very medium of the dialectic’, such 
that ‘being [says] itself in man and man [becomes] universal consciousness of being through 
language’. The stakes in this particular interpretation of Hyppolite’s determine his choice of 
central categories. That he keeps referring to ‘human’ language is because he is countering what 
he sees as two big misconceptions in Hegel-interpretation: (1) a ‘religious’ interpretation of 
Hegel in which Spirit would be the understanding and the ‘universal consciousness of being’ a 
form of divine understanding (this would be the typical ‘right-Hegelian’ interpretation); and its 
correlate: (2) an ‘absolutist’ interpretation of Hegel in which man ‘becomes God’ instead of an 
affirmation of finitude.  

The counter-thrust to these two aspects is what makes up the ‘existentialist’ or ‘humanist’ 
interpretation of Hegel. From both points of view, it is essential to show that the finitude of 
man or of humanity is not conceived as a this-side with respect to an absolute that would be 
‘beyond’. Instead, it is only precisely in (finite) ‘human language’ that ‘being says itself’: ‘[…] 
this discourse that the philosopher forges about being, however, is as well the very discourse of 
being across the philosopher’. And: ‘[…] it cannot be said that [Hegel] put himself in the place 
of God, for he well knew that when he was searching for the universal articulations of thought it 
was still as one concrete philosopher that he was carrying on the quest’ (168-169). In short: it is 
‘human experience’ that is ‘the revelation of the identity of being and knowledge’. 

There is an entire tradition of French Hegelianism that is founded on these thoughts. I 
cannot go into all of its details here. It has its source rather in Alexandre Kojève’s lectures than 
in Hyppolite’s. The latter is quite explicit about the impossibility of reducing absolute 
knowledge to a humanism [See Logique et existence 20ff: ‘that, however, does not mean that the 
Absolute disappears and that we are left only with a Humanism, as some say.’]. That tradition 
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takes as its starting-point the thought that it is only in ‘human’ or ‘finite’ language that ‘being 
says itself’.  

For Bataille and Blanchot, this turns into the thought that finitude is constitutive of the very 
possibility of the absolute, which leads to their continued emphasis on the decisive role of 
death. Their influence on Derrida’s work is evident and not to be underestimated, but for the 
present purposes I cannot pursue that path here. My stake in the question of the ‘humanity’ or 
the finitude of philosophical language is an interrogation of its limits and how these limits can 
or should be conceived. My aim is not the secularization of the Hegel-literature. For me, Hegel 
is also, but not exclusively, a thinker of finitude. 

This means that though the background to the question of the ineffable – my motivation 
for asking it – is different from Hyppolite’s, the question itself remains: how does the finitude 
that Hegel affirms relate to the ineffable as a ‘beyond’ that the entire Hegelian project denies? 
And if that finitude does not imply a limit as a border between a diesseits and a jenseits, then 
how is that finitude to be conceived? How can spirit be simultaneously finite and absolute? 
How can the philosopher who was so keenly aware of the impossibility to capture ‘life’ and 
everything ‘vital’ in fixed oppositions be the philosopher of the system that negates all 
transcendence? 

Hyppolite examines several conceptions of the ineffable, starting with ‘a “far side,” a 
“beyond” of language and of conception which appears as the object of faith’. Hegel indeed 
criticizes the ‘philosophies of reflection’ in his Jena-period (especially in Glauben und Wissen) 
for presupposing a distinction between knowledge or reflection and that which would fall 
‘outside’ of it and thus be relegated to the realm of faith. These philosophies, personified by 
Kant, Jacobi and Fichte, ultimately each in their own way affirm the difference between thought 
and being. Hyppolite: ‘Hegel shows how these philosophies of reflection retreat to the final 
subjectivity of knowledge, and drive everything into the mystery of a “beyond” of knowledge, 
into the mystery on an ineffable Absolute’. (Logic and Existence, 9) Hyppolite then proceeds to 
show how at ‘several stages’ of the Phänomenologie des Geistes the ‘refutation of the ineffable’ 
can be found. He presents the development of the Phänomenologie as the development of the 
‘whole of human experience’ in which the ‘I’ is shown to be itself a result of recognition, which 
means that ‘it has to be the case that self-consciousness not be an ineffable singularity enclosed 
in its own intuition’. Hegel shows singularity to be ‘at the same time universal’, which means 
that ‘every other singularity, that is, every “I” who takes refuge in silence and rejects 
communication, even claiming thereby to reach an absolute on this side of or beyond 
expression, is the dupe of an illusion’. Hyppolite shows how other conceptions of the ineffable 
similarly dissolve. It is found in the dissolution of skepticism to the extent that it takes its 
negative result not as a result which for that reason has a content (‘it isolates this nothingness as 
the ineffable’); it is found in the idea of an ‘immediate singularity which would be ineffable 
intuition’ as it is shown to be mediated in the first chapter on Sinnliche Gewißheit; it is found in 
‘a consciousness, weary of the universality of knowledge and of the burden of mediation, that 
claims to turn back completely towards ineffable pleasure, a consciousness that ‘knows that “all 
theory is gray and green the golden tree of life”’. This consciousness becomes ‘the prey of 
necessity and of destiny’ without being able to understand its own dissolution, having ‘refused 
to connect the True to discourse’. The same holds for the ‘beautiful soul, which encloses itself in 
interior silence in order not to soil the purity of its soul, which imagines that it finds at the 
bottom of itself the divine absolute in its immediacy’. He targets primarily ‘immediate 
singularity or transcendence’. (Logic and Existence, 18) 

Now, how does Hegel’s philosophy distinguish itself from all naïve immediate singularity 
or transcendence? According to Hyppolite ‘dialectical discourse is a progressive conquest of 
sense’: ‘this does not mean that sense would be in principle prior to the discourse which 
discovers and creates it […], rather sense develops itself in discourse itself. One does not go 
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from a silent intuition to an expression, from an inexpressible to an expressed, any more than 
from nonsense to sense.’ (Logic and Existence, 21) 

Though Hyppolite is right to emphasize that it is the performative or reflexive character of 
the exposition that characterizes Hegelian movement (language is ‘simultaneously that of which 
one speaks and the one who speaks’), this identification of Hegelian movement restricts it to 
sense. And that means that for Hyppolite it becomes increasingly problematic to be able to 
identify aspects of Hegel’s philosophy that are essentially implicit. Right at this point where 
Derrida and Hegel could have been closest, the reading of Hegelian philosophy as ‘language’ 
makes Hegel into the philosopher who excorcizes everything that would fall outside of the 
movement of ‘sense’. That is where the break between Derrida and Hegel begins, where 
Derrida’s initial ‘originary dialectic’ becomes the explicit opposition to Hegel’s reappropriation 
of alterity. 

4 How is it possible that in a dissertation on Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida, the issue of 
presence is tucked away, almost hidden, in an endnote? Is metaphysics not, for Heidegger and 
Derrida both, essentially, irreducibly, a metaphysics of presence? Does not the ‘difference’ 
between these three figures lie in their respective conceptions of presence? From the Hegelian 
presence of spirit to itself, to Heidegger’s discovery of the temporal horizon of all metaphysics 
and of the withdrawal of/in all presence, to Derrida’s impossible possibility of presence?  

But these differences are least of all ‘different positions’ concerning the ‘theme’ of presence. 
One cannot oppose to Hegel’s bei-sich-sein im Anderen the Derridean undecidability of the 
(im)possibility of presence. Both try to think the movement of ‘identity’ as it exceeds the 
content of any specific given determination or proposition. The ‘tension’ between, on the one 
hand, the Hegel of the essentially implicit movement and the fact that he too will, on the other 
hand, in the very systematicity of his discourse, have ‘reappropriated’ a certain alterity – this is 
not a critique but the very issue that Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida are out to explicate. If there 
is a certain performative discrepancy between the ‘system’ and the ‘movement’, it is not 
qualitatively different from the discrepancy between, for instance, the ‘movement of showing’ 
of Heidegger’s Zeit und Sein and the fact that nonetheless he ‘will have produced propositions’: 
the movement is in the propositions. This complicating self-relation is not reduced but 
preserved and affirmed by Derrida. It is that discrepancy that forms the ‘essential limit’ that 
Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida are out to approach in their own ways. 

This does not mean that I am out to blur or even reduce all the differences between Hegel 
and Derrida. Rather, I want to show that (1) a certain oppositional scheme is insufficient to 
think those differences. (2) There is however a certain unavoidability to oppositionality in 
thinking such ‘differences’. (3) Even though they go about it differently, this simultaneous 
unavoidability and insufficiency is precisely a theme for Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida alike. 

Returning to ‘presence’, recall some elements of Derrida’s problems with ‘speculative 
dialectics’. Derrida writes ‘that there is no absolute outside of the text is not to postulate some 
ideal immanence, the incessant reconstitution of writing’s relation to itself’, which would 
constitute opening up ‘some sort of inaugural production, some self-presentation’. He also 
writes ‘that the text is no longer the snug airtight inside of an interiority or an identity-to-itself’ 
(La dissémination, 42). And the essence of ‘speculative dialectics’ for Derrida resides in the fact 
that it always operates ‘in the service of meaning’, which means that it always works towards 
‘appropriating the outside’. Such appropriation means to internalize the external or revert 
difference to identity. That is: a restoration of self-identity, to bring the outside back to itself. 

My italics aim at bringing attention to the use of the term ‘self’. It is clear that the ‘self’ is 
entwined in all sorts of problematics of which Derrida attempts to distance his writing. We 
already know that no simple opposition to the ‘self’ can exist unequivocally in Derrida’s 
writings.  

The model that Derrida explicitly opposes is that of self-presence or of proximity-to-self. 
This is why Hegel is the ‘first thinker of writing’ (Derrida, De la grammatologie, 41): because in 
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the movement of dialectics, the ‘self’ is never a simple self-identity or a fixed point. Rather, 
Hegelian ‘self’ means recognition in another. To be a self is to recognize (see above: ‘The 
“other” of the understanding must be recognized “in” the understanding; the understanding 
must come to recognize itself as the movement of becoming-other, and “returns to itself” only 
in that very recognition’). This means that what was other was not completely external (the 
critique of simple externality or the moment of negation or mediation). As we have seen, in the 
preface to the Phänomenologie, Hegel therefore equates the notions of self and of negativity: a 
‘self’ is not simple self-presence but a movement (‘the movement of one’s self-positing or the 
mediation of one’s becoming-other with oneself’ [die Bewegung des Sichselbstsetzens oder die 
Vermittlung des Sichanderswerdens mit sich selbst] or the ‘reflection in otherness within itself’ 
[die Reflexion im Anderssein in sich selbst]. Here, the operative concepts are always ‘sich’ (one, 
oneself) and ‘in’.  

That the movement of becoming-other is mediated ‘with oneself’ [mit sich selbst] is 
precisely because of the critique of simple externality. As I have been arguing, such an 
‘internalization’ of the outside is not completely foreign to Derrida’s work. There is only one 
way to reconcile these two fundamental motifs of deconstruction (that it ‘affirms the outside’ 
but that there is ‘nothing outside’ the text): by deconstructing the possibility to rigorously 
distinguish outside from inside. But does that thought break with Hegel absolutely? For him 
this ‘internalization’ also does not constitute simply a return to the self. Rather, the self is 
precisely movement in this very mediation of itself with its becoming-other. What Derrida 
seems to be criticizing in speculative dialectics (reappropriation of outside to inside, of 
difference to identity, of other to the same or to the self) is ironically exactly that which 
speculative dialectics was meant to criticize: reverting content back to one side of an 
opposition, instead of showing how what is in opposition is also sublated, beyond itself, 
movement. The problem with simple self-presence, for Hegel, is precisely its rigid or fixed 
nature, its lack of movement. There is no such thing as simple self-identity. And if the 
fundamental category with which Hegel thinks the self is ‘unity’, then this unity cannot have the 
form of a conclusion, a ‘dead result’, nor of an ‘original unity’ or an immediate one, but 
fundamentally one of movement [sich auf sich beziehende Gleichheit]. 

So what are we to conclude from this then? Is this an interminable debate? A fundamental 
misunderstanding of Hegel by Derrida? Is this a defense of Hegel or of Derrida? 

We know that the model of self as simple self-identity that Derrida opposes is also what is 
under attack in Hegel. Derrida’s claim seems to be that a more sophisticated restoration-of-self 
occurs if one does not depart from Hegel in a way that I will elaborate below. For Derrida this 
means to tap into a reserve or ‘remainder’ of the Hegelian text: 

 
We will never be finished with the reading or rereading of Hegel, and, in a certain way, I do 
nothing other than attempt to explain myself on this point. In effect I believe that Hegel’s 
text is necessarily fissured; that it is something more and other than the circular closure of 
its representation. It is not reduced to a content of philosophemes, it also necessarily 
produces a powerful writing operation, a remainder of writing, whose strange relationship 
to the philosophical content of Hegel’s text must be reexamined, that is, the movement by 
means of which his text exceeds its meaning, permits itself to be turned away from, to 
return to, and to repeat itself outside its self-identity. On this question one can find very 
interesting, though doubtless insufficient, indications in Feuerbach, who at least posed the 
problem of Hegel the writer, of a certain contradiction (Feuerbach’s word) between Hegel’s 
writing and his “system”. (Derrida, Positions, 103) 

  
So now, how to distinguish between Hegelian sichanderswerden and Derridean différance, 
between Hegelian ‘difference’ and Derridean ‘différance’ (or between their respective 
counterparts: Hegelian immediacy as a ‘moment’ of the dialectic and the Derridean 
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impossibility of ‘presence’)? But here it cannot be a matter of comparing two rival ‘accounts’. If 
difference and différance name the movement that exceeds what is ‘presented’, then how to 
compare here? Difference or negativity and différance are not ‘representations’ of the ‘same 
thing’ that one could compare. The only thing one can say is that at certain strategic points in 
his work, Derrida has emphasized that différance was his way of formulating a ‘difference 
without negativity’. My claim has been that he knows that one does not simply ‘oppose’ the 
oppositionality of such ‘merely negative’ difference, nor can Hegel’s own work be simply 
identified with such oppositionality without already exceeding it somehow. 

5 Marian Hobson, Translator’s Note to The Problem of Genesis in Husserl’s Philosophy 
(Chicago / London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), viii. 

6 Hobson, Translator’s Note to The Problem of Genesis, ix. 
7 Derrida, The Problem of Genesis, xv-xvi. 
8 Hegel is largely absent from La voix et la phénomène and De la grammatologie. In the 

latter, Hegel is presented as ‘the last philosopher of the book and the first thinker of writing’ 
(Derrida, De la grammatologie, 41), and his Enzyklopedie is presented as one of the three 
‘landmarks’ of logocentrism along with the work of Rousseau and Plato’s Phaedrus (Derrida, 
De la grammatologie, 145-146). Though that suggests that Hegel occupies an important 
position within logocentrism, the supporting analysis that surrounds these claims is very 
limited, and one needs to look elsewhere to find out what is at stake. 

9 Jacques Derrida, “Tympan,” in Marges: de la philosophie (Paris: Minuit, 1972), i-xxv. 
10 Derrida, Marges, i. 
11 Derrida, Marges, iii. 
12 Derrida, Marges, v. 
13 Derrida, Marges, vii-viii. 
14 Derrida, Marges, viii-ix. 
15 Derrida, Marges, xvi-xvii. 
16 That is why Derrida plays on Hegel’s phrase ‘to philosophize à corps perdu’. 
17 Derrida, Marges, xx. 
18 Derrida, Marges, x. The answer is that, ultimately, there is no such legality. This also 

means that ‘one will never prove philosophically’ that (a) deconstruction is necessary. There is 
no ‘legitimacy’, and ultimately Derrida’s texts must ‘authorize themselves’. Such auto-
authorization, which is in fact a lack of authorization, Derrida calls a ‘limitrophic violence’. 
Moreover, he asks: ‘With what is one to authorize oneself, in the last analysis, if not once more 
with philosophy’? Like in De la grammatologie, he suggests that it is precisely a matter of 
putting in question the very ‘value of authority’ and of ‘critique’. 

19 Derrida, Tympan, xxiv. 
20 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 41 
21 Derrida, Marges, xiii. 
22 We have seen that ‘exteriority and alterity are concepts which by themselves have never 

surprised philosophical discourse’. The question is: ‘[…] can one puncture the tympanum of a 
philosopher and still be heard by him?’ It is in this context that we find the second reference to 
Hegel:  

 
How to put one’s hands on the tympanum and how the tympanum could escape from the 
hands of the philosopher in order to make of phallogocentrism an impression that he no 
longer recognizes, in which he no longer rediscovers himself, of which he could become 
conscious only afterward and without being able to say to himself, again turning on his 
own hinge: I will have anticipated it, with absolute knowledge. (Derrida, Marges, xiii) 
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Not only does everything, in the Hegel of Tympan, ultimately revert back to positivity, but 
‘absolute knowledge’ means that everything ‘will have been anticipated’. Tympan introduces, 
therefore, and is itself in its very execution the embodiment of a strategy of surprise. 

23 Derrida, Marges, iii-iv. 
24 Derrida, Marges, xxiii-xiv. 
25 Several aspects of that essay confirm what I’ve already indicated. The famous opening of 

Derrida’s essay (‘I will speak, therefore, of a letter’) confirms that Derrida will in his address 
speak of a letter (the ‘a’ of différance) that is however only a written mark, that cannot be heard, 
and that he does this so as to attempt to ‘overflow or crack’ the bond of solidarity that exists 
between the ear, what can be heard/understood, the voice, phonocentrism, logocentrism and 
metaphysics (later, Derrida argues that différance ‘refers to an order which no longer belongs to 
sensibility’, neither to ‘intelligibility’ as it is ‘affiliated with the objectivity of theōrein or 
understanding’ (Derrida, Marges, 5)– Derrida plays extensively on the complicity and privilege 
of sight and hearing in understanding). Also, that the ‘therefore’ is meant to indicate a 
disruption of the idea of a text as a totality within determinable borders (the ‘book’). Further, 
Derrida stresses that he is not after ‘a justification’ or ‘an apology’ for the ‘silent lapse in 
spelling’ with which he attempts his disruption, but that he is out to exhibit ‘a kind of insistent 
intensification of its play’ (Derrida, Marges, 5). 

The effect of the ‘a’ in différance has the effect of an unavoidable indirectness: ‘I can speak 
of this graphic difference only through a very indirect discourse [un discours très détourné] on 
writing’. He announces that it ‘will give us all […] a great deal of trouble, if, at least, we wish to 
understand each other.’ At that point, he has already announced that différance is ‘literally 
neither a word nor a concept’ and that it ‘bypasses the order of apprehension in general’. As 
such, it ‘cannot even be made to resonate’, rather it ‘can function […] only within the system of 
phonetic writing and within the language and grammar which is […] historically linked to 
phonetic writing’. Also, ‘the silence that functions only within a so-called phonetic writing’ 
conveys that ‘there is no purely and rigorously phonetic writing’ (Derrida, Marges, 4). – What 
we see here is a combination of the insights that are worked out in De la grammatologie’s first 
part, and those from Tympan: a necessary interrelation of phonocentrism (or metaphysics, or 
philosophy) and its other, and the other of phonocentrism such that it remains silent but 
nevertheless disrupts it. 

26 Derrida, Marges, 6. 
27 Derrida, Marges, 6. 
28 Derrida, Marges, 25. 
29 Derrida, Marges, 12. 
30 Derrida, Marges, 20. 
31 Here is also the Hegelian point that Derrida misses: it is clear that there is absolutely 

nothing between illogicality and the mirage on the one hand, and the ‘infallibility of 
calculations’ on the other. In such a way, because there is no room for a unity in which 
difference would be affirmed, Derrida in his deconstruction of metaphysical oppositionality 
(inadvertently or not) ends up helping that oppositionality out a little bit by opposing only to 
mirage and illogicalness the evidence of infallibility. 

32 Derrida, Marges, 23-24. 
33 Derrida, De la grammatologie, 41. 
34 Derrida, La dissémination, 11. 
35 Derrida, La dissémination, 11. 
36 Derrida, La dissémination, 11. 
37 Derrida, La dissémination, 21. 
38 Derrida, La dissémination, 22. 
39 Derrida, Positions, 60. 
40 Derrida, Positions, 23-24. 
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41 Hegel, Logik, 35. 
42 Derrida, La dissémination, 26. 
43 Derrida, La dissémination, 26-27. 
44 Derrida, La dissémination, 27. 
45 Derrida, La dissémination, 27. 
46 Derrida, La dissémination, 27-28. 
47 Derrida, La dissémination, 28-29. 
48 Derrida, La dissémination, 31. 
49 Derrida, La dissémination, 31-32. 
50 Derrida plays here on Mallarmé’s Crise de vers. 
51 Derrida, La dissémination, 41. 

 
 
Chapter six | Heidegger – The Preservation of Concealment 
 
Section one | The transition to transitional thinking – from Sein und Zeit to the Beiträge zur 
Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) 
 

1 Though there is a certain one-sidedness to any given determination, for Hegel this is not a 
general or a final thesis. That one-sidedness is rather a moment of the total situation [das 
Ganze] at any given point in the movement, whether this concerns the thought-determinations 
from the Logik or the ‘stops’ [Haltestelle] along the path of the Phänomenologie des Geistes. That 
a certain one-sidedness is structural as a moment does not mean that determinations are 
exhausted by one-sidedness or threatened in their very ‘possibility’. Even though implicit in any 
given determination there is ‘movement’ – even though ‘everything is mediated’, which is also 
not simply a general or final proposition or principle for Hegel, or even though every 
determinate position is also simultaneously sublated [zugleich aufgehoben] – this does not mean 
that determination is impossible or that everything determinate differs from itself. That is the 
direction into which Derrida pushes the matter: the always-already-being-other of every 
identity. But Derrida does not posit this: he is always out to show the irreducibility of a 
perceived ‘pure’ identity to binary opposition, but then equally stresses the impossibility of the 
articulation of this ‘knowledge’, that is ‘not a knowledge at all’. 

2 Conventionally, the later works are taken to be those after the Brief über den 
Humanismus. 

3 Heidegger, Beiträge, 3. 
4 Heidegger, Beiträge, 188. 
1 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 1.  
2 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 3. 
3 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 4. 
4 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 4. Randbemerkung. 
5 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 4. 
6 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 4. 
7 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 6. 
8 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 6. 
9 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 7. 
10 The preliminary character of the relation to an explicit conception of being itself follows 

from the ‘average understanding of Being’ [durchschnittlichen Seinsverständnis], that will not be 
transformed into an explicit conception but will rather be shown to belong ‘in the end […] to 
the essential constitution of Dasein itself [am Ende zur Wesensverfassung des Daseins selbst]’. To 
show that the relation to any explicit conception of being is essentially preliminary is thus a key 
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component of the project. It is clear that such a thesis could not be the conclusion to some 
logical deduction. 

11 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 8. 
12 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 8. 
13 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 15. 
14 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 16. 
15 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 17. 
16 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 236. 
17 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 16. 
18 This phenomenological moment – along with an eidetic reduction of sorts (that ‘In this 

everydayness there are certain structures which we shall exhibit – not just any accidental 
structures, but essential ones’ (16-17) – is also present in Husserl, and concerns 
phenomenology as a movement against or away from ‘constructed’ conceptions, abstract 
concepts or ideas, and towards the ‘things themselves’. However, the specific way in which 
Heidegger unpacks that idea is not Husserlian: Heidegger aims at showing the phenomenally 
more original character of the relatively derivative objectivity, rationality and explicit 
conceptions of being as they are current throughout Western metaphysics (as he gathers them 
under the concept of logos). In Husserl’s work we find no such hierarchical conception of more 
and less original or derivative phenomena. This tells us something specific about Heidegger’s 
own project: to uncover the essential structures [Existenzialien] that are more original than 
Dasein’s explicit conceptions (of itself and of being) as they have been conditioned both by the 
world in which he always already finds himself and by the history of Western metaphysics that 
conditions that world. It is because of this attempt to reach a more original level of analysis that 
a phenomenology of Dasein can imply a destruction of the history of Western metaphysics. 
This destruction aims at uncovering the ‘original experiences’ out of which the concepts of 
metaphysics were born. It is thus not the nostalgic attempt to ‘go back’ to the explicit 
conceptions of a certain time, nor to do away with the history of metaphysics. Heidegger 
stresses that the function of the destruction is ‘positive’ to the extent that it is meant to 
reawaken the sense of the concepts of metaphysics such as it has been lost precisely by the 
influence of that very history and of the ‘world’ on Dasein’s conceptions (hee describes the 
latter influence as being ‘reflected back ontologically upon the way in which Dasein itself gets 
interpreted’ (Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 16).  

This also explains why Heidegger himself, when he introduces the concepts of 
phenomenology and hermeneutics in his sections on method, attempts to refer to their original 
Greek sense. 

19 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 16. The hermeneutical moment forms a break with Husserl to 
the extent that it designates the way in which the execution of phenomenological explication 
always finds itself in an implicit self-complication. In the words of Derrida: it is always ‘ordered 
around its own blind spot’ [qu'elles s'ordonnent autour de leur propre tache aveugle] (Derrida, 
De la grammatologie, 234). Rather than simply overcome this as a methodological obstacle, Sein 
und Zeit sets out to show this very blind spot to be in fact essential to the being of Dasein. This 
is most explicit when Heidegger finally discusses the essentially circular ‘hermeneutical 
situation’ of the question of being. 

20 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 28. 
21 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 33. 
22 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 35. 
23 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 35. 
24 Both moments of Heidegger’s method (phenomenology and hermeneutics) thus express 

a specific kind of relation between what is implicit and what is explicated. Phenomenology 
explicates what the matter is as it shows itself, but a phenomenology of Dasein’s everydayness 
has the added hermeneutical difficulty of having to articulate this ‘by itself’. It is precisely for 
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this reason that the various modes or degrees of understanding (from implicit to explicit) form 
the ‘equiprimordial’ structures of ‘being-in as such’: Befindlichkeit (attunement), Verstehen 
(understanding) and Rede (discourse). They are themselves the phenomenally more original 
phenomena underlying the derivative (and traditionally metaphysical) modes of mood, logic, 
assertion and explicit language. 

25 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 54. 
26 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 42. 
27 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 191. 
28 Heidegger makes the point explicitly: ‘The question of Dasein’s potentiality-for-Being-a-

whole has now fully sloughed off the character indicated at the beginning, when we treated it as 
it if were just a theoretical or methodological question of the analytic of Dasein, arising from 
the endeavour to have the whole of Dasein completely “given”. The question of Dasein’s 
totality, which at the beginning we discussed only with regard to ontological method, has its 
justification, but only because the ground for that justification goes back to an ontical 
possibility of Dasein.’ (Sein und Zeit, 309. The translation is from the Macquarrie / Robinson 
edition) 

29 This is the relevant passage: ‘Everydayness is precisely that Being which is “between” 
birth and death. And if existence is definitive for Dasein’s Being and if its essence is constituted 
in part by potentiality-for-Being, then, as long as Dasein exists, it must in each case, as such a 
potentiality, not yet be something. Any entity whose Essence is made up of existence, is 
essentially opposed to the possibility of our getting it in our grasp as an entity which is a whole. 
Not only has the hermeneutical Situation hitherto given us no assurance of “having” the whole 
entity: one may even question whether “having” the whole entity is attainable at all, and 
whether a primordial ontological Interpretation of Dasein will not founder on the kind of Being 
which belongs to the very entity we have taken as our theme.’ (Sein und Zeit, 233. Translation 
Macquarrie / Robinson). 

30 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 329. 
31 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 157. 
32 Heidegger interrogates the sense of that phrase through a series of questions to which at 

first answers are given in the terms that traditionally make up the analysis of truth. Thus: what 
is the sense of ‘correspondence’? It is a relation. What is the relation? Is it a subject-object 
relation, or a relation belonging to ‘knowledge’? Is it the relation between the ‘real’, 
psychological judgement and the ‘ideal’ object of that judgement? Is the relation a relation of 
knowledge to ‘representations’ [Vorstellungen]? Heidegger attempts to show that all such 
determinations presuppose a ‘relation’ that remains ambiguous. When Heidegger states that 
the judgement stands in a relation to the thing itself in these terms: ‘The judging is a being 
towards the thing-that-is itself’ (18), then one can call this being-towards a ‘relation’ only if that 
does not mean the extrinsic bringing-together of what was initially foreign to each other. The 
problem with the distinctions between real and ideal, representation and represented, subject 
and object, is that they already or still presuppose what is to be elucidated in the analysis: the 
‘thing itself’ is already one pole, the ‘representation’ another, and ‘truth’ would be their 
‘correspendence’. Heidegger tries to show, however, that the true judgement is actually a 
revealing of the ‘thing-itself’. Only on the basis of such ‘revealing’ can there be an 
‘epistemological problem’ (how to bring subject and object together). 

33 Heidegger is somewhat ambiguous when it comes to the relation between truth as 
adequatio and unconcealment: at times he states that unconcealment underlies or is 
presupposed in correspondence, though in the quote mentioned he states that truth ‘is not at all 
of the structure of’ a ‘comparison’ of representations or (mental) contents or the 
correspondence between subject and object. I take this to mean that in essence truth does not 
have the form of a ‘relation’, but rather as unconcealment, and the (epistemological) problems 
of such relations (of correspondence) are only possible on the basis of a phenomenally prior 
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(always already) unconcealment. This is in line with Heidegger’s comments on the relation 
between this definition of truth and the tradition: ‘[…] truth, understood as agreement, 
originates from disclosedness by way of definite modification’ (223). 

This is also why Heidegger states that truth as unconcealment is itself only possible on the 
basis of being-in-the-world. He calls that phenomenon the foundation of the original 
phenomenon of truth [grundverfassung des Daseins]. I have stressed something similar to the 
extent that I have chosen being-in as the phenomenon guiding all of Heidegger’s meditations. 
Now some will argue that it is at this point that a decisive break between the early and the later 
Heidegger occurs: the later Heidegger no longer thinks that the phenomenon of truth is 
founded on the essential structure of Dasein (for example, Gert-Jan van der Heiden writes that 
it is on this point that Heidegger will ‘change his mind’ in his The Truth (and Untruth) of 
Language: Heidegger, Ricoeur, and Derrida on Disclosure and Displacement. Pittsburgh: 
Duquesne University Press, 2010). In an important sense this is certainly true: in Unterwegs zur 
Sprache Heidegger no longer understands the assertion and the asserted out of a primordial 
understanding [Verstehen]. On the other hand, Verstehen is itself a Grundbefindlichkeit of 
being-in. What makes Van der Heiden’s book excellent, is that it takes being-in as its key to 
unlocking the irreducible duality of language (‘disclosure’ and ‘displacement’, or, concerning 
Heidegger specifically: disclosure and concealment). Van der Heiden himself traces the path 
from Sein und Zeit’s (un)concealment to the ‘twofold concealment’ in the Parmenides-lectures, 
and already shows an essential communication between Heidegger’s early and later work. That 
is the path that I wish to follow in showing how Sein und Zeit’s being-in prepares the way for 
the gradual intensification of the performative question what language would be able to 
explicate what is essentially concealed. 

34 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 218. 
35 Heidegger, Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), 4. 
36 Heidegger, Beiträge, 132. 
37 Heidegger, Beiträge, 119. 
38 Heidegger, Beiträge, 12. 
39 Kierkegaard, The Sickness unto Death, 25. This is to a large extent what guides the 

necessities of ‘indirect communication’ and the need to ‘deceive’ one’s reader ‘into the truth’ – 
in other words: Kierkegaard’s need for a ‘new’ and ‘different’ language. The connection 
between, on the one hand, Heidegger’s plight of the lack of plight that constitutes the 
abandonment by beyng and, on the other, Kierkegaard’s concealment of despair in happiness is 
affirmed in section 53 of the Beiträge where Heidegger indicates what Kierkegaard would call 
the ‘dialectical’ character of plight or distress. There, Heidegger attempts to show how plight 
denotes the opposite of what it is vulgarly understood to be, namely the interruption of 
happiness or well-being. 

40 Heidegger, Beiträge, 110. In another formulation, Heidegger indicates this under the 
heading of the ‘silent passing by of the last god’ [die Stille des Vorbeiganges des letzten Gottes]. 
The plight consists in the fact that the last God passes us by ‘in silence’; the pervasiveness of 
machination makes it so that we have become unable to decide as to our remoteness from or 
nearness to the gods. According to Heidegger, ‘Nearness to the last god is reticence, which must 
be set into work and word in the style of restraint’ [Die Nähe zum letzten Gott ist die 
Verschweigung. Diese muß im Stil der Verhaltenheit ins Werk und Wort gesetzt werden.] (12)  

41 See §105, Heidegger, Beiträge, 204. 
42 Heidegger, Beiträge, 172-173. 
43 Heidegger, Beiträge, 186. 
44 Heidegger, Beiträge, 187. 
45 Heidegger, Beiträge, 216. 
46 Heidegger, Beiträge, 218. 
47 Heidegger, Beiträge, 25. 
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48 Heidegger, Beiträge, 218. 
49 Heidegger distinguishes three forms of transcendence: ontic, ontological and 

fundamental ontological. The vulgar transcendence of the Christian God as a being that would 
be above all beings, Heidegger calls ‘ontic’. At times it seems that Heidegger equates the 
Christian God with this crassest of conceptions of transcendence, which would be short-
sighted. But the value of his analysis lies in identifying such a crass or vulgar conception of 
transcendence and distinguishing it from other forms. 

‘Ontological’ transcendence Heidegger identifies primarily with reference to Plato’s κοινόν 
(that which is shared or that which beings have ‘in common’, in which they “partake” – μέθεξις 
– but which is itself irreducible to a being) and to the general with reference to the genera – 
γένη – of Aristotle’s categories. Heidegger’s problem with this transcendence is that it leaves 
unclarified the relation of beings to what transcends, thereby focusing only negatively on the 
fact of the distinction of the transcendent from beings. 

Thirdly, Heidegger mentions the ‘fundamental-ontological’ transcendence of Dasein in 
Sein und Zeit, which is to say Dasein’s existence, its ‘standing out’ in the ‘open realm of beings’. 
Here, ontological transcendence regains its ‘original’ sense according to Heidegger, insofar as it 
is understood as understanding of being [Seinsverständnis] (I have argued above how 
Seinsverständnis already implies transcendence or what I have called what is or remains 
‘essentially implicit’). Here the problem with transcendence as the problem of the determinable 
diesseits resurfaces: ‘Because Da-sein as Da-sein originally endures the open realm of 
concealment, we cannot in the strict sense speak of a transcendence of Da-sein; in the sphere of 
this determination, the representation of ‘transcendence’ in every sense must disappear.’ 
(Beiträge, 217). 

50 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 2.  
51 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 25. 

52 Heidegger does something similar in an important passage from the Beiträge. At issue here is 
not metaphysics, but the ontological difference. In the Beiträge, Heidegger thinks this difference 
is to an extent still ‘metaphysical’, as it risks begging the question of the ‘relation’ of being and 
beings (as bridging or unity of two commensurables – more on this in what follows). But the 
process, according to Heidegger, cannot consist in ‘first’ gaining clarity concerning the 
ontological difference in order to then overcome [überspringen] it. There is no possibility of 
planning ‘steps’ here. Instead it would be a matter of ‘not to surpass beings (transcendence) but, 
instead, to leap over this distinction and consequently over transcendence and to question 
inceptually out of beyng and truth.’ (Beiträge, 250-251) [nicht das Seiende zu übersteigen 
(Transzendenz), sondem diesen Unterschied und damit die Transzendenz zu überspringen und 
anfänglich vom Seyn her und der Wahrheit zu fragen] It would have to be a matter, then, of 
transcending transcendence. 

53 Heidegger, Beiträge, 171. 
54 I indicated above that, aside from the Nietzsche who remains complicit with metaphysics 

because he understands his project as an inversion of Platonism, there is an other Nietzsche that 
plays an equally important part. Heidegger writes: 

 
On the other hand, Nietzsche was the first to recognize the key position of Plato and the 
bearing of Platonism on the history of the West (ascent of nihilism). More precisely, he had 
an intimation of the key position of Plato; for Plato’s position between pre-Platonic and 
post-Platonic philosophy becomes visible only if the pre-Platonic is grasped out of itself in 
a primordial way and not, as in Nietzsche, interpreted Platonically. Nietzsche remained 
mired in this interpretation because he did not recognize the guiding question as such and 
did not carry out the transition to the basic question. Yet Nietzsche did (and this for the 
moment has greater weight) track down Platonism in its most covert forms: Christianity. 
(Beiträge, 219) 
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For what reason does Heidegger not only see in Nietzsche a reaffirmation of metaphysics but 
also a questioning out of an other beginning? It is not because of Nietzsche’s extravagance, 
because of his difference from or irreducibility to metaphysics; his supposed operating ‘outside’ 
of it. It is because Nietzsche inaugurated a true thinking of metaphysics insofar as he was able to 
identify the ‘key position’ that Platonism takes up in it. Nietzsche overcame metaphysics not in 
his moving away from it, but in his questioning of it. Only to the extent that this does not lead 
to a new ‘representation’ of metaphysics must metaphysics be ‘left to itself’. For this reason 
Heidegger states a little further on that creating a ‘readiness for the leap into Da-sein’ implies 
facing ‘the unavoidable task of initiating an overcoming of Platonism through a more original 
knowledge of its essence’ (219-220). The task of overcoming metaphysics as the task of a more 
original meditation on its own essence – this is how metaphysics is overcome ‘out of its 
ground’. 

It is necessary that there should be two Nietzsches present in the Beiträge, as it is necessary 
in Derrida’s works. That ambiguity is no ‘inconsistency’. Nor is the one an unfair 
representation of Nietzsche (Nietzsche, the last great metaphysician) whereas the other is not 
(Nietzsche, liberator from metaphysics). It conforms to the structural necessities guiding what 
it means to ‘be in’: the irreducibility to, and yet inextricability from, metaphysics. In a certain 
sense, all language, even Nietzsche’s, even Hegel’s, even Derrida’s, even Hölderlin’s, even the 
language of the futural ‘few and rare’ [die Wenigen, die Seltenen]… is, necessarily, still too 
metaphysical. 

55 Heidegger, Beiträge, 171-172.  
56 Heidegger, Beiträge, 303. 
57 Kierkegaard, The Sickness unto Death, specifically the ‘Despair to Will to Be Oneself: 

Defiance’, 67ff. 
58 Heidegger, Beiträge, 108.  
59 Heidegger, Beiträge, 13. 
 

 
Chapter six | Heidegger – The Preservation of Concealment 

 
Section two | Reticence and Exposition: Heidegger’s Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) 
 

1 Heidegger, Beiträge, 20. 
2 Heidegger, Beiträge, 17. 
3 Heidegger, Beiträge, 19. 
4 See also: ‘Yet the way of this inventive thinking of beyng does not already have a fixed and 

plotted course on a map of the land.’ (Beiträge, 86) 
5 Heidegger, Beiträge, 81-82. 
6 Heidegger, Beiträge, 16. 
7 Heidegger, Beiträge, 10. 
8 Heidegger, Beiträge, 71. 
9 Heidegger, Beiträge, 16. See for example the title of section 32: ‘A decisive gaze after the 

carrying out of the resonating and the interplay’. 
10 Heidegger, Beiträge, 72. 
11 Heidegger, Beiträge, 314. 
12 Heidegger makes this point in section 51 in a surprising turn of phrase: ‘In this age, 

nothing Essential – supposing this determination still makes sense – is any longer impossible or 
inaccessible.’ [In diesem Zeitalter ist nichts Wesentliches – falls diese Bestimmung überhaupt 
noch einen Sinn hat – mehr unmöglich und unzugänglich] (Beiträge, 108) One would expect 
Heidegger to say that in machination everything essential is ‘no longer possible’. Instead he 
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states that there is no longer anything essential that is impossible. Machination is characterized 
by a lack of relation to impossibility, to what is genuinely question-worthy. 

13 Heidegger, Beiträge, 188. 
14 Heidegger, Beiträge, 83.   
15 Heidegger, Beiträge, 14. 
16 Heidegger, Beiträge, 67. 
17 Heidegger, Beiträge, 51. 
18 Heidegger, Beiträge, 68. 
19 My position in this is as follows: whereas one could interpret this situation, as Heidegger 

does here, negatively, by distinguishing himself from a tradition of subjectivity, self-reflection 
and consciousness, one could equally, more positively, take this point of proximity of 
Heidegger’s questioning to the questions of the ‘self’ in order to re-read that ‘tradition of 
subjectivity’ to discover in it much more than the ‘merely metaphysical’. My analysis of Hegel 
should be seen in that light, but Hegel is not the only one to whom one could or should return 
in such a way. 

20 Heidegger, Beiträge, 78.  
21 Heidegger, Beiträge, 411. 
22 Heidegger, Beiträge, 78. 
23 Heidegger, Beiträge, 78. 
24 Heidegger, Beiträge, 36.  
25 Daniela Vallega-Neu coined this term, and everything she points out with it goes in the 

direction of the necessity of performativity in the face of the problem of entanglement that I 
attempt to raise in this dissertation. I therefore do not argue against the distinction between 
representation and the poietic, but only point out that such a distinction itself risks falling prey 
to itself, placing the poietic over against the representational. Vallega-Neu herself does 
everything to counter such connotations for example in her article “Poietic Saying,” in 
Companion to Heidegger’s Contributions to Philosophy, ed. Charles E. Scott (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 2001). 

26 Heidegger, Beiträge, 83. 
27 Heidegger, Beiträge, 21. 
28 Heidegger, Beiträge, 78. 
29 Heidegger, Parmenides (GA54) (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1992), 92. 
30 Heidegger, Parmenides, 185. 
31 Heidegger, Parmenides, 189. 
32 In §4 of the Beiträge, Heidegger begins by giving a central place to the question, as what is 

at the heart of the turning that is to be prepared. He contrasts the sense of the question to a 
pejorative view of it, in which an open question signifies a mere lack of knowledge; a state of 
not-yet-knowing that one would want to rid oneself of; ‘[…] an empty, obstinate attachment to 
the uncertain, undecided, and undecidable’. To this Heidegger contrasts: 

 
[…] in questioning reside the tempestuous advance that says ‘yes’ to what has not been 
mastered and the broadening out into ponderable, yet unexplored, realms. What reigns 
here is a selfsurpassing into something above ourselves. To question is to be liberated for 
what, while remaining concealed, is compelling. [im Fragen ist der treibende Ansturm des Ja 
zum Unbewaltigten, die Weitung in das noch unausgewogene Zuerwagende. Hier waltet das 
Übersichhinausfahren in das uns Überhohende. Fragen ist die Befreiung zum verborgen 
Zwingenden] (Beiträge, 10) 
 

Insofar as the ‘critique of subjectivity’, the transformation of man into Da-sein, cannot be 
effectuated by man, an affirmation of what cannot be mastered must take place. This 
transformation is a ‘selfsurpassing’ into something ‘above ourselves’ which we now know not to 
 



296 | NOTES   

 
understand oppositionally. It is in the context of the necessity of the question that Heidegger 
references Sein und Zeit: 

 
The question of ‘meaning’ [Sinn], i.e., according to the elucidations in Being and Time […], 
the question of the grounding of a projected domain, or, in short, the question of the truth 
of beyng, is and remains my question and is my unique question, for at issue in it is indeed 
what is most unique [und ist meine einzige, denn sie gilt ja dem Einzigsten]. In the age that 
is completely questionless about everything, it is enough to begin by asking the question of 
all questions. 

In the age of infinite wants stemming from the concealed plight of a lack of a sense of 
plight, this question must necessarily seem the most useless idle talk, of the kind that has 
been opportunely dismissed already. 

All the same, the task remains: the retrieval of beings out of the truth of beyng [Die 
Wiederbringung des Seienden aus der Wahrheit des Seyns] 

The question of the ‘meaning of beyng’ is the question of all questions. (Beiträge, 10) 
 

Here, Heidegger explicitly states that the question from Sein und Zeit is still his question, and 
that the challenge remains to posit it. What is the context in which Heidegger draws out this 
parallel between his works? It is that of plight. The question is necessary in an age of 
questionlessness. This basic setup is also present in the opening of Sein und Zeit as the 
forgetfulness of being [Seinsvergessenheit].  

Did the project of Seun und Zeit set out to counter the forgetfulness of being by finally 
positing the question of being? It turned out that in order to be able to posit it, one already 
assumes a sense of being, which essentially complicates the possibility of even positing the 
question, let alone ‘answering’ it. Instead of an answer to the question of being (ridding 
ourselves of a state of not-yet-knowing), Sein und Zeit clearly announces that it is above all a 
matter of ‘reawakening the sense of the question’. 

With that, Heidegger already in Sein und Zeit indicates that it cannot be a simple matter of 
undoing a specific tradition that has made us forgetful, as if one could be simply liberated from 
forgetfulness, or substitute remembrance (ἀνάμνησις) for it. Instead, it leads to the recognition 
of a concealment of being that is essential and irreducible. 

33 Heidegger, Parmenides, 93. 
34 Heidegger, Beiträge, 15. 
35 The texts are Gelassenheit (GA16) and Zur Erörterung der Gelassenheit. Aus einem 

Feldweggespräch über das Denken (in GA13). For the way in which ‘letting’ in Gelassenheit 
relates to the ‘essentially implicit’, see: Kees Jan Brons, "Gelassenheit: Oorspronkelijk Denken 
En Beschrijven. De Betekenis Van Het Wezenlijk Impliciete Bij Heidegger En Husserl," in De 
Reikwijdte Van Het Geduld. Opstellen Aangeboden Bij Het Afscheid Van Prof. Dr A.F. De Jong 
(Kampen: Kok, 1999), 50-64. 

36 Heidegger, “Brief über den Humanismus” in Wegmarken (GA9) (Frankfurt am Main: 
Vittorio Klostermann, 1976), 327-328. I cite unamended from the translation by Frank A. 
Capuzzi in Pathmarks, edited by McNeill, William. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998, 239-276. 

37 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 328n. 
38 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 328n. 
39 This is also the background for the focus on das (Nichtende) Nichts in texts from the same 

period (around 1930), notably Was ist Metaphysik? and Vom Wesen des Grundes. 
40 Heidegger, “Vom Wesen der Wahrheit” in Wegmarken (GA9) (Frankfurt am Main: 

Vittorio Klostermann, 1976), 177-202. I follow the translation by John Sallis in Pathmarks, 
edited by McNeill, William. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, 136-154. 

41 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 196. 
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42 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 198. 
43 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 201. 
44 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 202. 
45 Heidegger, Nietzsche I (3rd ed. Stuttgart: Verlag Günther Neske, 1998), 415. I follow 

David Farrell Krell’s translation in Nietzsche Volumes I and II: The Will to Power as Art, The 
Eternal Recurrence of the Same (Translated and edited by Krell, David Farrell. New York: 
Harper Collins, 1991). 

46 Heidegger, Nietzsche I, 423. 
47 Though the poet fulfills a huge role in the meditations on the renewed relation to 

language necessary to think inceptually, Heidegger also continually distinguishes the thinker 
and the poet. Helpful in this regard may be his reflections on what, superficially speaking, 
undeniably seems to be the 1941 ‘poem’, entitled Winke (‘intimations’) that is found in Aus der 
Erfahrung des Denkens: 1910-1976 (GA13. 2nd ed. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 
2002, 23-34). Here Heidegger adds the following qualification to his words:  

 
The “Intimations” [Winke] are not poems. Neither are they a “philosophy” in verse and 
rhyme. The “Intimations” are the words of a thinking, that partly uses these expressions, 
but is not fulfilled in them. This thinking finds no clue in beings, for it thinks beyng. This 
thinking finds no examples in thoughts, because thoughts think what is [das Seiende]. The 
saying of thinking is, in contrast to the poetic word, imageless [bildlos]. And where there 
seems to be an image, it is neither what is poeticized in a poem [das Gedichtete einer 
Dichtung] nor the intuitability of a “sense” [das Anschauliche eines »Sinnes«], but only the 
sheet anchor of a hazarded yet unsuccessful imagelessness [sondern nur der Notanker der 
gewagten, aber nicht geglückten Bildlosigkeit]. (Heidegger, Aus der Erfahrung des Denkens, 
33) 
 

It is therefore important at this point for Heidegger to distinguish thinking from both the 
poetic and the philosophical. According to Heidegger, what distinguishes thinking from poetry 
here is the latter’s dependence on images. For an excellent discussion of the ‘imageless’ 
character of thinking, see: Daniela Vallega-Neu, “Heidegger’s Imageless Saying of the Event” in 
Continental Philosophy Review 47, no. 3/4 (2014): 1-19, and Krzysztof Ziarek. “Image-Less 
Thinking: The Time-Space for Imagination in Heidegger” in International Yearbook for 
Hermeneutics, edited by Figal, Günter. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, forthcoming. 

48 Krell translates it in this way in his translation of Heidegger’s lectures on Nietzsche. 
49 See §36 of the Beiträge: ‘to say the language of beings as the language of beyng’ [die 

Sprache des Seienden als Sprache des Seyns sagen] (Heidegger, Beiträge, 78) 
50 Heidegger, Beiträge, 108-109. 
51 Heidegger, Beiträge, 108-109. 
52 Heidegger, Beiträge, 119. 
53 Heidegger, Beiträge, 127-128. 
54 Heidegger, Beiträge, 127-109. 
55 Vallega-Neu, Heidegger’s Contributions to Philosophy: An Introduction (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 2003), 61. 
56 Heidegger, Beiträge, 15. 
57 See: Plato’s Theaeteus 155 d and Aristotle, Metaphysics 982b12. 
58 Heidegger, Beiträge, 15. 
59 Heidegger, Beiträge, 15. 
60 Heidegger, Beiträge, 15. 
61 See, for example: Heidegger, Beiträge, 23, 29, 241, 268, 293, 372, 346, 395, and 406. 
62 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 19. 
63 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 8. 
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64 Heidegger, Wegmarken, 201. 
65 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 24-25. 
66 See: ‘that the withdrawal might not appear superficially as mere nullity but might reign as 

bestowal [damit der Entzug nicht vordergründlich als ein bloß Nichtiges erscheine, sondern als 
die Schenkung walte] (Heidegger, Beiträge, 293). Also, for the link between intimation, gift or 
bestowal, concealment, withdrawal and silence, see: ‘How is even the smallest space supposed 
to be acquired here for the presentiment that refusal is the first and highest gift of beyng, indeed 
its primordially essential occurrence itself? Refusal eventuates as the withdrawal that 
incorporates into the stillness in which truth, in accord with its essence, comes anew to the 
decision as to whether it can be grounded as the clearing for self-concealment.’ [Dies 
Sichverbergen ist das Entbergen der Verweigerung, das Zugehorenlassen in das Befremdliche eines 
anderen Anfangs] (Heidegger, Beiträge, 241) 

67 It is because the inceptual thinking-saying preserves a certain failure-to-say that it 
remains essentially an attempt [Versuch]: ‘Nevertheless, here already the thoughtful speaking of 
a philosophy within the other beginning must be attempted, in the manner of a preliminary 
exercise [wie in einer Vorübung] (Heidegger, Beiträge, 4) This is also reflected in the 
importance of the Zwischen of transitional thinking; it remains ‘in between’. 

68 Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens, 24. 
69 Heidegger, Beiträge, 80. 
70 Heidegger, Beiträge, 108. 
71 Heidegger, Beiträge, 188. 
 
 

Chapter seven | Of Derrida’s Heideggers – Style, Avoidance, Affirmation 
 
Section one | The question of style: Nietzsche and the heterogeneity of the text 
 

1 Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles/Éperons: Les Styles de Nietzsche. Translated by 
Barbara Harlow. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979, 38. References are to the 
French text in this edition. 

2 In the opening pages of Éperons, Derrida writes around the ‘question of style’ that was the 
subject of the colloquium at Cerisy-la-salle where the first version of the paper was presented. 
He shows an ambiguity in the relation of philosophy to style. On the one hand, as mere 
externality, opposed and secondary to ‘content’, it is what can hurt philosophy and what must 
be kept at a distance, it is what must be reduced. But at the same time it is that against which, 
precisely by keeping it at bay and maintaining its externality, philosophy identifies itself and 
maintains the integrity of its self-determination. As a reduction of style or of mere externality, 
that style is both what is hostile to philosophy and what protects philosophy in its integrity. 

Or so one could summarize the ‘content’ of what Derrida states about style in these 
opening pages. He does not state it in this unequivocal way, however. His style is different. 
Derrida initiates a textual matrix in which he attempts an amplification of the layers of meaning 
that play in style; stylet; le/la voile and dévoilement; éperon; coup. Not the least of which is the 
phallic objet pointu that is the stylet and that can serve both as ‘attack’ or as ‘protection’; the 
attacking surging forth of the sailing (vaisseau voile) that cleaves the ‘hostile surface’ of the sea 
or that rocky point (éperon) on which the waves break so as to protect the harbor. Style, as both 
the externality of the ‘mere style’ as well as the threat of externality – of what must be kept at a 
distance – protects presence as well as protects against presence. Derrida’s play here is too 
elaborate to reconstruct, and this deliberate. It is a matter of what does not let itself be presented 
unequivocally: ‘Hence style can also protect by its spur against the terrifying, blinding and 
mortal menace that presents itself, of what is obstinately given to the view: the presence, 
therefore, content, the thing itself, sense, truth – unless that is already the deflowered abyss in 
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all that unveiling of difference. Already [déjà], name of what is effaced, in advance subtracted, 
leaving nonetheless the mark, a signature subtracted into where it retires, the here present, to be 
taken note, which we shall do – although that is an operation neither simple nor to be made in 
one stroke.’ (Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles/Éperons: Les Styles de Nietzsche. 
Translated by Barbara Harlow. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979, 38) 

3 Derrida points the reader to the ‘element of style’ – the hyphen – by which Nietzsche here 
introduces the pause before the distance, so as to graphically ‘keep his distance from distance’. 

4 Derrida, Éperons, 50. 
5 Derrida, Éperons, 56. 
6 Derrida, Éperons, 94. 
7 The literature is vast and impossible to summarize here. For a general introduction, see 

Nancy Holland, ed., Feminist Interpretations of Jacques Derrida (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010). The best starting-point for a critical discussion is 
Kelly Oliver, Womanizing Nietzsche: Philosophy's Relation to the Feminine (New York: 
Routledge, 1995). 

8 Derrida is out to show how the surface of Nietzsche’s anti-feminism operates within a 
‘feminine operation’, and that this operation cannot rid itself of that surface. Reversal and 
opposition are key here. Nietzsche derides feminism to the extent that it aims at performing an 
opposition or a reversal of male rationality or dominance as it is complicit with logocentrism or 
the history of the determination of truth as logos (phallogocentrism). In that way, Derrida can 
write that ‘in truth the feminist women against whom Nietzsche multiplies his sarcasm are 
men’ (Derrida, Éperons, 64). What is at stake here, therefore, is to show the relations of 
complicity in reversal, to show the necessity of reaffirmation, and to show how the ‘feminine 
operation’ cannot be reduced to opposition and reversal. Nietzsche’s anti-feminism is 
essentially an opposition to opposition, whereby its movement exceeds the simple ‘anti-’ and 
shows itself as the ‘suspension’ of opposition, or as undecidability (the ‘dangerous perhaps’). 

This problematic is played out with the help of what Derrida calls the ‘syntax’ of 
‘castration’. It is impossible to enter into the debate that plays in the background here, all the 
psychoanalytic registers that this term opens, including the differences in connotation of 
‘castration’ in Lacan and Freud as Derrida works them out elsewhere, such as in "Le facteur de 
la vérité," in La carte postale: De Socrate à Freud et au-dela. (Paris: Aubier-Flammarion, 1980), 
441-524.  

For the purposes of my investigation it suffices to stress that castration stands for a certain 
type of oppositional feminism that would position itself against man, and, according to 
Derrida, for Nietzsche that feminism, in its very oppositionality, degrades itself to the level of 
man, or looses its vita femina in wanting to be man. Here is how Derrida analyzes Nietzsche’s 
anti-feminism: ‘in truth, they too are men, those women feminists so derided by Nietzsche. 
Feminism is nothing but the operation of a woman who aspires to be like a man. And in order 
to resemble the masculine dogmatic philosopher this woman lays claim—just as much claim as 
he—to truth, science and objectivity in all their castrated delusions of virility. Feminism too 
seeks to castrate. It wants a castrated woman. Gone the style.’ (Derrida, Éperons, 64) 

But acccording to Derrida, ‘the feminine distance abstracts truth from itself in a suspension 
of the relation to castration’ (Éperons, 58). At the heart of this discussion is the (according to 
Derrida) impossibility for psychoanalysis to point to the truth of desire and lack through the 
figure of castration. 

Castration stands for a certain type of oppositional feminism that would position itself 
against man, and, according to Derrida, for Nietzsche that feminism, in its very oppositionality, 
degrades itself to the level of man, or looses its vita femina in wanting to be man. Here is how 
Derrida analyzes Nietzsche’s anti-feminism: ‘in truth, they too are men, those women feminists 
so derided by Nietzsche. Feminism is nothing but the operation of a woman who aspires to be 
like a man. And in order to resemble the masculine dogmatic philosopher this woman lays 
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claim—just as much claim as he—to truth, science and objectivity in all their castrated 
delusions of virility. Feminism too seeks to castrate. It wants a castrated woman. Gone the style.  

Perd le style. Gone the ‘style’, the phallic styletto. That is what this feminism wants. But 
also: in wanting such castration, one loses the style necessary for a veritable circumvention of 
phallocentrism, for that opposition to opposition that does more than merely reaffirm. For a 
good discussion of these passages, see: Suzanne Gearhart, “The Remnants of Philosophy: 
Psychoanalysis After Glas” in Hegel After Derrida (edited by Barnett, Stuart, London/New 
York: Routledge, 1998), 147-170. For a critical discussion, see: Kelly Oliver, Womanizing 
Nietzsche: Philosophy's Relation to the Feminine (New York: Routledge, 1995). 

9 Derrida, Éperons, 56. 
10 Derrida, Éperons, 72. 
11 Derrida, Éperons, 73-74. 
12 Derrida, Éperons, 78. 
13 Derrida, Éperons, 80. 
14 Derrida, Éperons, 80-82. 
15 Derrida, Éperons, 56. 
16 Derrida, Éperons, 94. 
17 Derrida, Éperons, 96. 
18 Derrida, Éperons, 98. 
19 Derrida, Éperons, 100. 
20 Derrida, Éperons, 106-108. 
21 Derrida, Éperons, 106-108. 
22 It is no coincidence that in a note here Derrida refers back to his ambiguity towards 

Heidegger’s Nietzsche-reading in De la grammatologie. 
23 Derrida, Éperons, 112. 
24 Derrida, Éperons, 114. 
25 Derrida, Éperons, 114. 
26 Mainly that the existential analytic was already organized around propriation through 

what Derrida calls the ‘opposition’ of Eigentlichkeit and Uneigentlichkeit. 
27 Derrida, Éperons, 116. 
28 Derrida, Éperons, 116. 
29 Derrida, Éperons, 116. 
30 Derrida, Éperons, 122. 
31 Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, Kritische Studienausgabe, Bd. 5, edited by 

Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag; Berlin and 
New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1988), 16-17. 

32 Derrida, Éperons, 122. 
33 The disappearing-act doesn’t end here. In the text that follows, which is littered with 

‘peut-être’s’, she sometimes translates it as ‘perhaps’ but often simply omits the word, such as in 
translating the following triplet of ‘perhapses’: ‘Nietzsche n’a peut-être rien voulu dire ou bien il 
a peut-être voulu dire peu de chose, ou n’importe quoi, ou encore fait semblant de vouloir dire 
quelque chose. Cette phrase n’est peut-être pas de Nietzsche […]’ (my italics, JdJ), as ‘What if 
Nietzsche himself meant to say nothing, or at least not much of anything, or anything 
whatever? Then again, what if Nietzsche was only pretending to say something? In fact, it is 
even possible that it is not Nietzsche’s sentence […]’ (Derrida, Éperons, 126). 

34 Derrida, Éperons, 132. 
35 Derrida, Éperons, 126. 
36 Derrida, Éperons, 126. 
37 Derrida, Éperons, 132. 
38 Derrida, Éperons, 132. 
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Chapter seven | Of Derrida’s Heideggers – Style, Avoidance, Affirmation 
 
Section two | Affirmation and Responsibility. Heidegger and the Question of a Necessary 
Avoidance 
 

1 Wood, “Responses and Responsibilities: An Introduction” in Of Derrida, Heidegger, and 
Spirit (edited by David Wood. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 4.  

2 Martin Heidegger, “Die Selbstbehauptung der deutschen Universität (1933)” in Reden 
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versuche: das Wesen der Technik zu verstehen” (Heidegger, “Martin Heidegger im Gespräch 
(17. September 1969)” in Reden und andere Zeugnisse, 706) 

8 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 171. 
9 Derrida, De l’esprit, 24. 
10 Derrida, De l’esprit, 29. 
11 The term is used for instance in “’Il faut bien manger’ ou le calcul du sujet” in Points de 

suspension: Entretiens (Paris: Galilée, 1992), 269-302. 
12 Crowther in Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 173. 
13 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 175. 
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20 Derrida, De l’esprit, 65-66. 
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Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik: Welt – Endlichkeit – Einsamkeit that the stone is devoid of world 
[Weltlos], the animal is poor in world [Weltarm] and man is world-forming [Weltbildend]. The 
question is what it means for the animal both to have and not to have a world, both to be and 
not to be geistig. What that question ultimately entails, is a question concerning the limits of the 
world or of spirit. Derrida makes a point of stressing that the difference between man and 
animal cannot be a difference of degree, but must be a qualitative difference. In the lecture on 
the Grundbegriffe, the limit of welbildend, distinguishing it from weltarm, is determined by the 
fact that the animal has a world, but not ‘as such’. So: why think the animal in reading 
Heidegger? It is because his determination of the animal shows in an exemplary fashion how 
thinking the animal implies all the performative complications of thinking the limits of the ‘as 
such’, or thinking the ‘as such’ as such. The emancipation of the animal cannot be exhausted by 
turning ‘against’ anthropocentrism, even though that may well be an ‘indispensable phase’. 
Derrida frames his discussion of animality explicitly around this risk of reaffirmation. He 
notices that even though weltarm distinguishes itself from the anthropocentric ‘difference in 
degree’, a certain privation with respect to man inherent in the concept of ‘poverty’ seems to be 
 



302 | NOTES   

 
reaffirmed. And again he notes how Heidegger’s idea of this poverty as ‘a form of not-having in 
being-able-to-have (Armut – Entbehren – als Nichthaben im Habenkönnen)’ is not meant to 
have ‘the sense of an Aristotelian dynamis’. ‘But,’ he asks, ‘how can one avoid the return of this 
schema?’ And so it is indeed a matter of an unavoidable return of a schema – a ‘reinscription 
within an opposition’ (Derrida, De l’esprit, 80. 

22 Derrida, “Geschlecht: différence sexuelle, différence ontologique” in Psyché: Inventions de 
l’autre (Paris: Galilée, 1987), 395-414 (hereafter: Geschlecht I). 

23 Derrida, Geschlecht I, 404. 
24 The same is true of the central thread running through Geschlecht II: La Main de 

Heidegger, namely that logocentrism and phonocentrism nonetheless ‘dominate’ in Heidegger’s 
attempt to overcome them (through the different modalities of the hand, the distinction of man 
from animal, the assertion that the ape may have Greiforgane, but no hands or rather no hand, 
in the existential analytic’s ‘redistribution’ of the relations among Dasein, Vorhandensein and 
Zuhandensein. 

25 Derrida, De l’esprit, 87-88. 
26 Derrida, De l’esprit, 66. 
27 Derrida, De l’esprit, 66. 
28 Derrida, De l’esprit, 24. 
29 Derrida, De l’esprit, 56. 
30 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 236. 
31 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 173. 
32 Derrida, Marges, 28. 
33 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 173. 
34 John Sallis in On Reading Heidegger, 180. 
35 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 180. 
36 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 180. 
37 Derrida, De l’esprit, 56. 
38 Derrida, De l’esprit, 147n. The second half of Of Derrida, Heidegger, and Spirit (edited by 

David Wood. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1993) is largely devoted to the 
footnote, in essays by Geoffrey Bennington, Simon Critchley, Will McNeill and John Sallis.  

39 Derrida, De l’esprit, 147n. 
40 Derrida, De l’esprit, 147n. 
41 Derrida, De l’esprit, 148n. 
42 Derrida, De l’esprit, 149n. 
43 He mentions, among other things, Rufsinn, Schuldigsein, Entschlossenheit (Derrida, De 

l’esprit, 151n.-152n.). I would add, as I have done above, that there are also possibilities of 
reading in the question itself Heidegger’s attempt to explicate the relation to an irreducible 
‘before’. Because if we look closely to what Derrida’s account of affirmation comes down to: 
that one cannot question language without already being in it, this seems to be in line with what 
I have presented as the opening of the problem of ‘already being-in’ in the opening of Sein und 
Zeit, and at least, as he admits toward the end of the footnote, with the thinking of Ereignis in 
the Beiträge: ‘Thought about Ereignis takes its bearings from this acquiescence which responds 
– en-gages – to the address.’ (Derrida, De l’esprit, 154n.) 

44 In interpreting the ‘before’, one might think back to the question whether thinking is 
before/outside technology or a thinking of technology; whether essential or poetic language is 
before, outside or beyond representational language or whether it is a different attunement to it. 
In the same way, the pledge or promise ‘before’ any question (and there is a certain 
unavoidability to using this ‘old name’) is an affirmation in any question. Derrida temporalizes 
this structure in a typical fashion: instead of the affirmation ‘implicit in’ every question, it ‘must 
always have already taken place before’ any question. 

45 (Derrida, De l’esprit, 150n.) 
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46 This lack of opposition is exemplified in the end of the footnote primarily in the lassen of 

sichsagenlassen. A ‘letting’ that is not ‘uncritical compliance or passive docility’, nor a ‘negative 
activity’, but this sichsagenlassen ‘subscribes’: ‘Before us, before everything, below or above 
everything, it inscribes the question, negation or denial, it en-gages them without limits in the 
correspondence with langue or parole (Sprache).’ (Derrida, De l’esprit, 153n.) 

47 This is what Derrida makes clear in response to Geoffrey Bennington’s suggestion that 
Derrida ‘seems to say the essence of the question is not interrogative but affirmative’. That 
would mean indeed to uncover a ‘deeper’ or true sense of the question, as it were beyond or 
behind it, like Derrida accuses Heidegger of wanting to keep the ‘essence of technology’ free 
from contamination. Derrida protests vehemently: ‘[…] not the essence, not the essence. No, 
the happening of a questioning discourse is something affirmative’. (Derrida, On Reading 
Heidegger, 175) 

48 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 176. 
49 Derrida, On Reading Heidegger, 177. 
50 Derrida, Points, 275. 
51 Derrida, Points, 282. 
52 Derrida, Points, 287. 
53 Derrida, Points, 300. 
54 One could imagine a link here between this singular Necessity and Heidegger’s Not-

Sache, the Not der Notlosigkeit that motivates and drives the Beiträge. 
 
 
Conclusion | On the Need for Indirect Philosophy 
 

1 Although I hope to have shown that one misses the significance of philosophical 
skepticism if it is reduced to the status of a mere accusation. See for more on this my “Derrida, 
scepticisme en de waarde van hun zelfweerlegging,” Krisis 2013, no. 2 (2013): 71-80. 

2 To sum up once more: First of all, Derrida’s readings of Hegel and Heidegger are 
reductive, but what I have tried to show is that it is important to be precise on this point. The 
problem is not so much or not just (as I have tried to show in chapter 4) that Hegel’s 
philosophy cannot be reduced to a dialectics of ‘reappropriation’ and of reverting all alterity 
back to the ‘same’, or that Heidegger’s thinking cannot be reduced to an ‘onto-hermeneutical’ 
horizon that would ultimately focus on (positive) meaning. Because I have shown that Derrida 
affirms this as well: there are always two Hegels and two Heideggers at work in those texts. This 
is what makes up the structure of deconstructive reading, and Derrida’s explicit opposition is 
always at best a part of a broader strategy of writing. The reduction, rather, lies in the fact that 
in this very way of working Derrida reintroduces into his readings something of the 
oppositionality or binarity that he is out to exceed, since it is always a matter of bringing two 
tracks in contradiction with one another (a text’s explicit statements with its implicit or hidden 
gesture). In Heidegger’s case I have argued that this makes it impossible for Derrida to conceive 
of the internal relation between the thinking of the hermeneutic circle of Sein und Zeit (which 
he must for that reason misconstrue as a thinking of positive sense) and the later thought of 
Ereignis. 

It is always a matter of construing two incommensurable paths and positing them as 
undecidable. Of course this unavoidable ‘oppositional reinscription’ is one of Derrida’s own 
central concerns. But to what extent he succeeds in having his texts become the performative 
embodiment of the ‘incompetence’ that they set out to show; inhowfar he successfully has them 
become the enactment of the self-complication of his own ‘position’ – this success differs from 
text to text. 
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Derrida is at his best when he is completely transparent about this self-violation, flaunts it, 

and turns it around on itself in different ways. At other times, Derrida too can ‘lose the style’. A 
final example.  

When Derrida, for all his concerns about the idea of a ‘single, linear, indivisible, 
oppositional limit’, and about binary oppositions, describes his concept of responsibility as 
follows: ‘[…] there is no responsibility, no ethico-political decision that must not pass through 
the proofs of the incalculable or the undecidable. Otherwise everything would be reducible to 
alculation, program causality, and, at best, “hypothetical imperative”.’ (Derrida, Points, 287) 

It is not difficult to see where Derrida wants to be going with this. The thought is this: one 
cannot oppose calculation and there would be no sense in doing so (in passing Derrida remarks 
that he has ‘never held against calculation that condescending reticence of “Heideggerian” 
haughtiness’). (Derrida, Points, 287) This is also why he stresses that in the ‘deconstruction’ of 
the ‘subject’ ‘it is thus not a matter of opposing another discourse on the same “things” to the 
enormous multiplicity of traditional discourses on man, animal, plant, or stone, but of 
ceaselessly analyzing the whole conceptual machinery, and its interestedness, which has allowed 
us to speak of the “subject” up to now.’ (Derrida, Points, 288) So affirmation still does not mean 
to oppose a new discourse to the old one. On the other hand, ‘calculation is still calculation’ and 
everything cannot be reducible to it. So now we have the situation that one cannot oppose 
anything to calculation, but not everything is reducible to it either. Hence the ‘inner limit’, the 
‘essential excessiveness’ ‘within’ responsibility. So far so good. Where is the problem?  

The problem is with the way in which Derrida reaches the conclusion that not everything is 
reducible to calculation: ‘[…] there is no responsibility, no […] decision, that must not pass 
through the […] undecidable. Otherwise everything would be reducible to calculation […]’. 
Without undecidability, everything would be decidable, program, calculation, etc. It seems that 
it is only through a rather crass distinction (if not a ‘single linear, indivisible, oppositional 
limit’, a ‘binary opposition’) between the calculable and the incalculable, the decidable and the 
undecidable that Derrida is able to propose this concept of responsibility. 

Is this an essential problem for Derrida? Is it incoherent? Does it call for refutation on the 
grounds of ‘performative self-contradiction’? I have argued throughout that performative self-
contradiction cannot be grounds for ‘refuting’ a discourse that ostensibly attempts to maximize 
and affirm such a self-relation. And the fact that ‘opposition’ is unavoidable but that not 
everything is reducible to it, this is itself one of Derrida’s main concerns and best made points. 
My point is that Derrida’s greatest virtue lies in a form of self-criticism through which he 
manages to complicate with the left hand everything that the right hand writes. But the measure 
in which he succeeds to performatively enact such self-complication differs from text to text. To 
the extent that these thoughts on responsibility and decision rely on an opposition between the 
decidable and the undecidable that is not immediately itself undone or rendered problematic, 
there is a certain one-sidedness to these thoughts that leaves out the critical part of Derrida’s 
operation.  

Perd le style. 
Perhaps it is the setting: can we expect Derrida to be as ‘strategically clever’ in an interview 

as he is in his texts? Perhaps it is the polemics that surrounded Derrida: it is no coincidence that 
the concepts of affirmation, responsibility and the response to the Levinasian ‘other’ and the 
like were developed in a polemical period in which through an attribution of guilt-by-
association Derrida had to distance himself from Heidegger’s Nazism as it started to make 
headlines, fueling the charges of ‘nihilism’ and ‘relativism’ against which one would want to 
defend oneself if the very ‘against’ and ‘self’ were not always already an essential part of what 
one was questioning. Can we blame Derrida when the performative destabilization of the 
oppositions he is forced to employ is underrepresented at times and at certain places? For being 
in a certain way too unequivocally direct? Perhaps. When one takes his oeuvre into account, 
such things are hardly unforgivable, and only testify to the immensity of the challenges in 
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raising questions concerning veritable limits of thought, language, conceptuality or rationality, 
rather than merely opposing something to it. Still, this is one direction in which a ‘critique of 
Derrida’ can make sense. 

3 Here a new kind of immediacy arises in Derrida, what can neither be denied nor posited 
and therefore must be affirmed, a must that is not the necessity of the theoretical or of the 
general rule. Derrida has explicated a kind of bedrock of our engagement in language here, and 
I wonder about the possibilities of a comparison with Wittgenstein here. Not so much on the 
subject of ‘language’, but in what exceeds that language: on the level of ethics, perhaps (though I 
think Derrida would agree with me if I were to say that ‘remaining silent’ is probably the last 
thing we do with ‘what cannot be said’, contrary to the early Wittgenstein’s famous thesis), but 
I think here especially of his On certainty: of the ground that must be recognized as ground 
because it is right there before us, and no ‘theory’ or ‘critical questioning’ can get ‘behind’ it; the 
certainty as it is essentially implicit in everything we do. But that would be for another place 
and time. 

4 Derrida, Points, 300. 
5 And every articulation of it – and this holds no less for justice, responsibility, as well as all 

the neologisms with which Derrida and Heidegger have tried to indicate something essentially 
implicit or apparently beyond the grasp of our normal conceptuality – is inevitably also an 
oppositional determination. No doubt the explosive potential that Hegel must have associated 
with the term Geist is lost on us now, reinscribed as it has been in all the twentieth-century 
critiques of rationality. And Derrida himself has opened our eyes to the way in which 
Heidegger’s use of that same concept falls back into what it wanted to exceed. No doubt 
différance, trace and all the other terms will suffer the same fate, as Derrida already announces 
in 1968 in La différance. 

6 Whether that is the Romantic ‘cult of the genius’, mysticism, singular experience such as 
revelation, the absolute distinction of faith from reason, the thing in itself, or any external 
presupposition (principle, axiom, program) or predeterminations of method, object or goal. 

7 Hegel, Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts (Werke in zwanzig Bänden, Theorie-
Werkausgabe, Band 7, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 26. 

8 There is no question that Derrida writes in Heidegger’s wake, and of all the differences 
between these three figures, it is most important to distinguish Heidegger and Derrida on the 
one hand, from Hegel on the other. I will only be able to sketch in outline here the 
determination of the kinds of difference that I have been working towards.  

I have tried to show, that for Hegel explication of the implicit means to articulate the 
distinctions that are logically implied in a given (necessarily one-sided) determination. Though 
essentially implicit (no given determination will finally not be one-sided), these distinctions are 
wholly immanent – the concept ‘contains’ the movement that exceeds it, that movement is 
given in the concept. For Heidegger, by contrast, explication of the essentially implicit means 
explication of what one is ‘always already in’ and therefore cannot have ‘before’ one [Vor-
stellung] as a ‘determinable object’ [Gegen-stand]. The very sense of ‘object’, or the ‘logical’ or 
representable as such is merely a derivative mode of a more original phenomenon that 
therewith exceeds straightforward representation. This means that even though for Hegel no 
given determination is in itself adequate to represent the absolute, concepts are not ‘inadequate’ 
with respect to their implicit movement. Hegel’s performativity is the self-movement or 
progression of the logical implication of determinations. But for Heidegger, the implicit is the 
structurally ‘hidden’; what maintains a structural relation to the concealed or what is thought 
(in the later works) as what withdraws. His ‘performativity’ lies in finding an attunement to 
language so that in it what is concealed can be ‘heard’ as concealed, a fusion of saying and the 
to-be-said. For Derrida, the two combine to necessitate radical conclusions: Derrida shares 
Hegel’s sense of the constitutive nature of oppositionality for all conceptuality. But above all his 
‘being in’ takes on the Heideggerian form: could one possibly explicate the limits of what one is 
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always already so essentially involved in – logocentric metaphysics – that as soon as the pen 
hits the paper, with every term, every distinction, every word, this entire metaphysical hierarchy 
is implied and, moreover, that every attempt to exceed it is immediately recaptured in it? For 
Derrida (as for the later Heidegger, the source of the specific form of this dilemma) only a 
transformation of one’s relation to language, only through an experiment of textual maneuvers 
(that multiplies the reversals and contradictions, that lets language ‘run up against its limit’ 
from the inside) could possibly account for these unavoidable constraints. That is the only way 
to assume the intellectual responsibility of not simply acquiescing to, not remaining ‘simply 
within’ the programs and machinations that one is inextricably entangled with. For Derrida, 
that is the nature of true philosophical vigilance. It is in such a direction that one could start to 
conceive the differences between Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida that, like their respective 
movements themselves, cannot be reduced to (op)positions. 
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S u m m a r y  
 

T H E  M O V E M E N T  O F  T H I N K I N G  
H E G E L  –  H E I D E G G E R  –  D E R R I D A  

 
 
In this dissertation I read Hegel, Heidegger and Derrida as thinkers of 
movement. They explicitly locate the heart of their thinking in its development, 
movement or pathway, rather than in its results or conclusions. I give the name 
‘indirect’ to such an attempt to exceed what can be posited in a theoretical 
position, what can be contained in a proposition, or of what can be determined 
or decided through opposition (pro or contra, yes or no). 
 The investigation’s initial question concerns Derrida: how to criticize such 
an indirect discourse that avoids commitment to an unequivocal position? In 
order to answer that question I ask what the sense of his indirectness is, and 
what necessitates it. 
 In CHAPTER ONE I identify Derrida’s writings as structurally indirect, by 
showing through a reading of De la grammatologie how even what is 
commonly taken to be his most unequivocal ‘position’ (his new ‘account’ or 
‘theory’ of language as writing [écriture]) is in fact no ‘rival account’ to 
language’s traditional determination, but undermines the very possibility to 
form such an ‘account’.  
 That impossibility is not itself posited; Derrida’s writing suffers from the 
very ‘incompetence of science’ it attempts to explicate. That reflexive or 
performative complexity is characteristic of his attempt to explicate the limits 
of the ‘logocentric metaphysics’ that for Derrida permeates even the attempt 
to put it in question. Whereas Derrida’s writing has been seen as the attempt 
to find a way out of this metaphysics, I argue in CHAPTER TWO that alterity is 
not externality, and that Derrida is acutely aware of the fact that the idea of an 
‘outside’ remains tributary to the very oppositionality it purports to exceed. 
This has consequences for the possibility of a critique of Derrida.  
 In CHAPTER THREE I show that critiques of Derrida have often centered 
around accusations of ‘empiricism’ (‘free play’ or lack of justification) and of 
skepticism (whether as self-refutation, ‘performative self-contradiction’ or 
relativism). Both ‘sides’ in this debate are problematic: as necessary as it has 
been to distinguish Derrida’s work from relativism, it is equally insufficient to 
point to Derrida’s assurance that deconstruction simply ‘is not’ skepticism. 
Instead, the question of critique must be elevated above the very 
oppositionality (here: of defense and refutation) that Derrida attempted to 
exceed. This shows Derrida’s intriguing entanglement with empiricism, 
skepticism and critique, precisely in his explicit opposition to them. That 
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ambiguity is the mark of the vulnerability of an indirect discourse that is no 
simple skepticism but that cannot safeguard itself against it either. 
 If Derrida does not form a counter-position to metaphysics, then (1) his 
critical relation to Hegel and Heidegger is not as oppositional as it may seem; 
(2) this enables a reading of Hegel and Heidegger as ‘indirect’ thinkers of 
movement in their own right. This is what I show in parts two and three. 
 PART TWO focuses on Hegel. In CHAPTER FOUR, I locate the origin of 
Hegel’s movement in an awareness analogous to Derrida’s: the attempt to 
exceed the oppositionality of the ‘understanding’ or of ‘reflection’ in the face 
of the impossibility of opposing (something to) it. This results in an 
inextricability of philosophical form and content: what ‘exceeds’ reflection is 
its own ‘movement’. That makes this movement essentially implicit, and its 
presentation [Darstellung] is primarily a problem for Hegel. I show how 
Hegel’s presentation does not finally transform the implicit into the explicit (by 
making it present or positive), but that it shows the movement of 
determinations (their ‘excess’) in and through those very determinations. 
 In CHAPTER FIVE I show through readings of Derrida’s Tympan and Hors 
livre: Préfaces how at the level of the content of his writings, Derrida maintains 
a structural ambiguity between a ‘Hegelianism’ (a merely ‘reappropriating 
dialectics’ or movement that reverts all negativity back to positivity) against 
which he defines his own project, and a different Hegel who exceeds this 
positivity. Derrida enacts this undecidability through ‘textual maneuvers’ with 
which he departs from Hegel without simply opposing him. 
 PART THREE focuses on Heidegger. The performativity of Heidegger’s 
indirectness reaches a high point in his Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) 
as it asks the question what language would be adequate to say the ‘withdrawal’ 
of beyng [Seyn]. That question is intimately connected to Heidegger’s 
diagnosis of the language in Sein und Zeit as having been ‘still too 
metaphysical’. In CHAPTER SIX I argue that with the Beiträge’s ‘poietic saying’ 
Heidegger does not target a ‘new’ language that would overcome such a failure, 
but a different (reticent) attunement to the ‘old’ language; which explains what 
Heidegger means by a saying of the ‘truth of beyng’ that, in ‘bearing silence’ 
[Erschweigung], recognizes and preserves beyng as ‘sheltered’ in beings. 
 In CHAPTER SEVEN I consider the ambiguity of Derrida’s relation to 
Heidegger in two ways. (1) The first is analogous to Derrida’s relation to Hegel. 
Through a reading of Derrida’s Éperons. Les styles de Nietzsche, I show how, 
on the level of its content, Derrida defines his own work against the constraints 
of Heidegger’s ‘onto-hermeneutics’ while also recognizing the potential of 
Heidegger’s Ereignis to disrupt the horizon of the ‘hermeneutic circle’. On the 
level of the text’s form, Derrida departs from that hermeneutic horizon 
without simply opposing it, through the enactment of a Nietzschean ‘plurality 
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of styles’. (2) Secondly, I show through a reading of De l’esprit that though 
Derrida criticizes Heidegger for avoiding certain themes (gender, politics, race, 
animality, the body) he simultaneously asserts that this underrepresentation 
cannot simply be countered or amended by making them ‘present’. Derrida’s 
critical relation now becomes a form of exceeding without being able to go 
‘beyond’ Heidegger: he recognizes an unavoidable avoidance and a certain 
necessity to reaffirm Heidegger’s ‘privilege of the question’ in the attempt to 
put it in question. In this inability to question the question or to avoid 
avoidance, Derrida recognizes an affirmation that is the expression of what he 
calls responsibility.  
 I end by showing that Derrida’s affirmative responsibility does not 
contradict his indirectness: it is not the positivity of a position or a particular 
ethical stance. On the contrary: Derrida’s affirmation is the intellectual 
responsibility, commitment or engagement that exceeds the positivity of a 
position (both the particularity of a special interest, goal or program and the 
generality of a rule). Where the entanglements of performativity are what 
necessitate his indirectness, this affirmative responsibility is what motivates it. 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 





 

S a m e n v a t t i n g  
 

D E  B E W E G I N G  V A N  H E T  D E N K E N  
H E G E L  –  H E I D E G G E R  –  D E R R I D A  

 
 
In dit proefschrift geef ik een interpretatie van Hegel, Heidegger en Derrida als 
denkers van beweging. Zij beschrijven de kern van hun denken expliciet in 
termen van een ontwikkeling, beweging of weg, in plaats van in termen van de 
erin behaalde resultaten of conclusies. ‘Indirect’ is de naam die ik geef aan een 
dergelijke poging om het niveau te ontstijgen van wat positief gesteld kan 
worden in een stellingname of positie, wat uitgedrukt kan worden in een 
propositie, of wat bepaald kan worden door tegenstelling of oppositie (pro of 
contra, ja of nee). 
 De initiële vraag van dit onderzoek betreft het werk van Derrida: (hoe) is 
een kritiek mogelijk van een dergelijk indirect discours dat zich niet 
vereenzelvigt met een ondubbelzinnig standpunt? Om die vraag te 
beantwoorden moet eerst de zin en de noodzaak van zijn indirectheid worden 
onderzocht. 
 In HOOFDSTUK EEN laat ik zien dat Derrida’s geschriften structureel indirect 
zijn, door via een interpretatie van De la grammatologie te tonen hoe ook dat 
wat als Derrida’s meest ondubbelzinnige positie wordt beschouwd (zijn 
‘nieuwe’ opvatting of theorie van de taal als schrijven of ‘schriftuur’ [écriture]) 
in feite niet een alternatieve taaltheorie naast de traditionele opvatting kan 
zijn, maar de mogelijkheid van zo’n ‘theorie’ überhaupt ondermijnt. 
 Die onmogelijkheid is niet op zijn beurt zelf gesteld; Derrida’s eigen tekst 
heeft te lijden onder de ‘incompetentie van de wetenschap’ die erin wordt 
blootgelegd. Die reflexieve of performatieve complexiteit is karakteristiek voor 
zijn poging om de grenzen aan de orde te stellen van de ‘logocentrische 
metafysica’ die voor Derrida zelfs nog tot in de mogelijkheid om haar 
überhaupt im Frage te stellen doordringt. Waar Derrida’s werk wel gezien is 
als een poging aan deze metafysica te ontsnappen, betoog ik in HOOFDSTUK 
TWEE dat alteriteit geen externaliteit is, en dat Derrida zich terdege bewust is 
van het feit dat het hele idee van een ‘buiten’ zélf het resultaat is van het 
tegenstellingsdenken waaraan het pretendeert te ontkomen. Dit heeft 
consequenties voor de mogelijkheid van een kritiek op Derrida. 
 In HOOFDSTUK DRIE laat ik zien dat de kritiek op Derrida vaak draaide om 
aantijgingen van ‘empirisme’ (een gebrek aan rechtvaardiging) of ‘scepticisme’ 
(hetzij als zelfweerlegging, ‘performatieve contradictie’ of relativisme). Beide 
zijden in dit debat zijn problematisch: hoe noodzakelijk het ook is om 
Derrida’s denken van een simpel scepticisme te onderscheiden, het is 
onvoldoende daartoe te wijzen op Derrida’s frequente stelling dat 
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deconstructie het simpelweg ‘niet is’. In plaats daarvan moet de kwestie van 
kritiek worden uitgetild boven precies dat tegenstellingsdenken (hier: van 
verdediging en weerlegging) dat Derrida trachtte te ontstijgen. Dan toont zich 
een intrigerende verwevenheid van Derrida met empirisme, scepticisme en 
kritiek, juist in zijn expliciete oppositie ertoe. Die dubbelzinnigheid is een 
kenmerk van de kwetsbaarheid van een indirect discours dat zelf geen simpel 
scepticisme is, maar ook het onwrikbare ‘standpunt’ mist van waaruit ze zich 
er voor eens en altijd tegen zou kunnen wapenen. 
 Als Derrida’s werk geen stellingname tegen de metafysica is, dan (1) is zijn 
kritiek op Hegel en Heidegger misschien ook niet zo oppositioneel als soms 
wel gedacht wordt, en (2) maakt dit een lectuur mogelijk van Hegel en 
Heidegger als zélf denkers van beweging, die niet beslist tegen Derrida hoeven 
te worden uitgespeeld. 
 DEEL TWEE richt zich op Hegel. In HOOFDSTUK VIER toon ik hoe de 
oorsprong van Hegels ‘beweging’ in een besef ligt dat analoog is aan dat van de 
jonge Derrida: de poging om de tegenstellingen van de ‘reflectie’ of het 
‘verstand’ te ontstijgen, in het besef dat het niet zomaar mogelijk is er stelling 
tegen te nemen of er iets tegenover stellen. Dit resulteert in een onlosmakelijke 
verwevenheid van vorm en inhoud: wat de reflectie ‘ontstijgt’ is haar ‘eigen 
beweging’. Dit maakt die beweging wezenlijk impliciet, en de weergave 
[Darstellung] ervan tot een expliciet probleem voor Hegel. Ik laat zien hoe 
Hegels weergave niet het impliciete in het expliciete omzet (door het 
aanwijsbaar of positief te maken), maar dat het de beweging van bepalingen 
(wat hen ‘ontstijgt’) in en door die bepalingen toont. 
 In HOOFDSTUK VIJF laat ik door een interpretatie van Derrida’s Tympan en 
Hors livre: Préfaces zien hoe, op het niveau van de inhoud, Derrida een 
structureel ambigue positie vasthoudt tussen een ‘Hegelianisme’ waar hij zich 
expliciet tegen afzet (een dialectiek die alle negativiteit ‘uiteindelijk weer 
positief maakt’) en een andere Hegel die een dergelijke positiviteit ontstijgt. 
Derrida brengt deze onbeslisbaarheid vervolgens ten uitvoer door middel van 
‘tekstuele manoeuvres’ waarmee hij afstand neemt van Hegel zonder stelling 
tegen hem te nemen. 
 DEEL DRIE richt zich op Heidegger. De performativiteit van Heideggers 
indirectheid bereikt een hoogtepunt in zijn Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom 
Ereignis), waar Heidegger de vraag stelt welke taal in staat zou kunnen zijn het 
zich-onttrekken van zijn [Seyn] te articuleren. Die vraag is innig verweven met 
Heideggers diagnose dat de taal van zijn eigen Sein und Zeit nog ‘te 
metafysisch’ was. In HOOFDSTUK ZES beargumenteer ik dat met Heideggers 
‘poietische spreken’ uit de Beiträge geen nieuwe of andere taal bedoeld is die 
een dergelijke tekortkoming niet zou hebben, maar veeleer een andere 
(gereserveerde, terughoudende) stemming met betrekking tot de ‘oude’ taal, 
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hetgeen verklaart wat Heidegger beoogt met een zeggen van de ‘waarheid van 
zijn’ dat door ‘verzwijging’ [Erschweigung], zijn [Seyn] als geborgen en 
verborgen in zijnden erkent. 
 In HOOFDSTUK ZEVEN beschouw ik de ambiguïteit van Derrida’s relatie tot 
Heidegger op twee manieren. (1) De eerste verloopt analoog aan Derrida’s 
verhouding tot Hegel. Door een beschouwing van Derrida’s Éperons: Les styles 
de Nietzsche laat ik zien hoe, op het niveau van de inhoud, Derrida stelling 
neemt tegen Heideggers ‘onto-hermeneutiek’ maar tegelijkertijd het potentieel 
van Heideggers Ereignis laat zien om de horizon van de ‘hermeneutische cirkel’ 
te doorbreken. Op het niveau van de vorm neemt Derrida afstand van die 
hermeneutische horizon zonder er eenduidig stelling tegen te nemen door een 
Nietzscheaanse ‘pluraliteit van stijlen’ te praktiseren. (2) Ten tweede toon ik 
aan de hand van Derrida’s De l’esprit dat hoewel hij Heidegger bekritiseert 
vanwege het vermijden van bepaalde thema’s (gender, politiek, ras, 
dierlijkheid, lichamelijkheid), hij tegelijk aangeeft dat dit niet eenvoudigweg 
kan worden tegengegaan door wat ondervertegenwoordigd was, tegenwoordig 
te maken. Nu wordt Derrida’s kritische relatie een poging verder te gaan dan 
Heidegger zonder er voorbij te kunnen geraken: in de onvermijdelijke 
vermijding en de noodzaak Heideggers ‘voorrang van de vraag’ te 
herbevestigen in de poging die te bevragen, ziet Derrida een affirmatie die de 
uitdrukking is van wat hij ‘verantwoordelijkheid’ (responsabilité) noemt. 
 Tot slot laat ik zien dat Derrida’s ‘affirmatieve’ verantwoordelijkheid niet 
zijn indirectheid tegenspreekt: het bestaat niet in een positieve stellingname of 
een specifiek ethisch standpunt. In tegendeel: Derrida’s affirmatie is de 
intellectuele verantwoordelijkheid of het engagement zoals dat de positiviteit 
van een gegeven stellingname ontstijgt. Waar de onlosmakelijke 
verwikkelingen van de performativiteit Derrida’s indirectheid noodzakelijk 
maken, is deze affirmatieve verantwoordelijkheid datgene wat die indirectheid 
motiveert. 





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


