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Commitmentt in mirror writing 
Confrontingg Blanchot and Derrida 

AA Summary 

Thee central question this book examines is: what makes commitment literary? 
Doess literature give expression to a specific ethico-political commitment that 
cann not simply be expressed in for example a paper, an article in a newspaper 
orr a documentary? Does a kind of ethico-political commitment exist that has 
beenn inevitably and inseparably connected with literature? As the title 'com-
mitmentt in mirror writing' already proclaims I seek the answer to this questi-
onn in the self-reflection of the text and critically appraise the philosophies of 
Sartre,, Camus and Barthes who, each on different grounds, stress the point 
thatt texts, which reflect themselves can not be committed. Within this traditi-
onn literary commitment has been limited to texts that are transparent and tran-
sitivee and to a politics of the possible. The reflection or mirror writing that I 
exploree is neither narcissistic nor dialectic in the sense that the text finds its 
identityy in the other of itsself. Rather than tof a narcissism, the reflection of 
thee mirror writing I examine in this study reminds us of the Kantian notion of 
thee reflective judgment, that is to say a judgement that is not guided by uni-
versall  ethico-political values and measures. Foucault also reminds us of this 
kindd of self-reflection which generates an insoluble tension between what can 
andd what cannot be said, between presence and absence, between the univer-
sall  and the singular and between the other and the same. The commitment in 
mirrorr writing is neither guided by universal values and measures nor does it 
followw a program or a plan. As such, mirror writing has been committed to the 
incalculable,, the unpredictable, or to put it more explicitly, to a politics of the 
impossible. . 

Too examine the concept of commitment in mirror writing I focus on the 
theoreticall  works of Maurice Blanchot and on Jacques Derrida's reading of 
Blanchot.. This brings me to the second task I have set myself in the writing of 
thiss study. The work of both Blanchot and Derrida can be seen as clear exa m-
pless of mirror writing. Both explore the notion of writing in relation to politics 
andd ethics. Although their positions seem very similar and whilst acknowled-
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gingg that Derrida's notion of writing is much indebted to Blanchot's notion of 
writing,, as some commentators have rightly demonstrated and Derrida has 
confessedd himself, I will argue throughout this study that at the same time 
theirr notion of writing points up important differences between them. For 
example,, while Derrida's notion of writing is applicable to a shopping list, this 
doess not account at all for Blanchots concept of writing. For him writing is an 
actt of contestation that moves to the extreme point where writing becomes 
impossible,, or to be more precisely, becomes an experience of the impossible. 
Thiss act of endless contestation, this inconclusive reflection in which literature 
putss itself into question leads to nothing but absolute emptiness. For this E-
ason,, the title of the first part in which I discuss the theoretical position of 
Blanchott is "Empty reflection". Derrida's reflection is an original iteration 
thatt generates what it reflects upon. As he writes in La dissemination (Disse-
mination):mination): "This speculum reflects no reality; it produces mere 'reality-
effects'.. (...) In this speculum with no reality, in this mirror of the mirror, a 
differencee of dyads exist, since there are mimes and phantoms". This quotati-
onn introduces the second part that has been titled "Effects of reflection". In 
thiss part I discuss Derrida's readings of Blanchot that have been gathered in 
ParagesParages and a recent reading titled "Demeure. Témoignage et fiction" (De-
meure:meure: Fiction and Testimony). In the first part I give a critical reading of 
Blanchott that is developed independently from Derrida's own reading. To 
confrontt their work and thinking, in the second part, I focus on and discuss 
similarr motifs in their writing. 

Inn the first chapter, "Literature and the privilege of death", I look at the 
wayy Blanchot has privileged literature above every other form of expression. 
Thiss privilege is linked up with a certain claim of authenticity. According to 
Blanchot,, writing, as an act of contestation, is authentic because it has been 
connectedd with the existential anxiety. With and against Heidegger Blanchot 
thinkss this anxiety in relation to death. Whereas Heidegger thinks the "being 
towardd death" as the most authentic possibility of human existence, the one in 
whichh existence becomes itself impossible, Blanchot thinks of dying as the 
"impossibilityy of every possibility". This experience of the impossible is the 
experiencee of writing as he has thematized and performed it throughout his 
work.. According to Blanchot, who follows Mallarmé as well as Heidegger on 
thiss point, poetic language has ontological priority over everyday language. 
Thiss leads to the conclusion that human existence is thoroughly poetical and 
thee writer is the only being capable of authentic being. The way he claims this 
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experiencee to be authentic and the way he distinguishes it from everyday hu-
mann existence in its tendency to escape from itself and to fall in the inauthen-
ticc existence that characterises the life of ordinary people betrays a metaphysi-
call  hierarchy that underlies his critique of metaphysics. In my opinion, the 
critiquee that Derrida passes against Heidegger at the end of "La différance", in 
whichh hee states that Heidegger still hopes for a proper name, seems to be rele-
vantt to Blanchot's privilege of literature understood as an act of contestation. 
Inn stead of deconstructing the hierarchical opposition between authenticity 
andd inauthenticity Blanchot's concept of writing and literature is structured 
throughh it. 

Inn the second chapter the discussion between Blanchot, Sartre and Camus 
iss central. Against Sartre's revolution of committed literature and Camus' 
'novell  in revolt', Blanchot's develops a concept of terror that puts everything 
inn doubt. It is remarkable how Blanchot uses Sartre's notion of bad faith to 
radicalisee the thinking of the relationship between literature and the ethico-
political.. According to his analysis, both Sartre and Camus think human exis-
tencee still within a politics of the possible. In his discussion with Sartre and 
Camus,, Blanchot develops his notion of "littérature dégagée". This notion can 
bee defined as the bad faith of the novel. This bad faith refers to an ambiguity 
that,, in the words of Blanchot, is the moral of the novel itself. In fact this noti-
onn moralises the ambiguity of writing as the terroristic act of contestation, of a 
writingg that has been engaged with the inhuman. Again this engagement with 
thee inhuman, that in a paradoxical way is all too human, is claimed to be au-
thenticc and thereby the exclusive privilege of the writer. The main objection I 
makee against this engagement with the inhuman is that it leaves neither space 
forr new unforeseeable, incalculable and unanticipated 'meanings', 'languages' 
andd 'possibilities' nor to the act of sharing. 

thee act of sharing seems to be introduced in the thinking of Blanchot in 
hiss discussions with his friend Levinas. In the third chapter I examine Blan-
chotss radicalisation of Levinas' ethics. In L 'entretien infini {The Infinite Con-
versation)versation) Blanchot speaks of this relation in terms of "the plural language", 
off  the fragment that is not part of a whole and as the neuter or relation without 
relation.. It is clear that the perspective of the negative ontology in his early 
workk switches to a thinking of alterity. Blanchot's radicalisation of Levinas's 
ethicss as first philosophy leads to an emptying out of this relation, to a relation 
withoutt relation, to a "pure interval" that is nothing less and nothing more 
thann the in-between. This in-between is empty. Because Blanchot himself 
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speakss of an "interruption of being", I call this relation without relation one of 
inter-esse. . 

Althoughh Blanchot himself distinguishes this relation from mysticism it 
cann be characterised as a mysticism without mysticism. For this thesis I refer 
too Peter Connor's study Georges Bataille and the Mysticism of Sin in which 
hee shows how Bataille's inner experience is a "secular mysticism", a "mysti-
cismm without mysticism", that means a mysticism without God or without 
religion.. Unlike the mystical experience, the inner experience, which accor-
dingg to Blanchot can not be distinguished from the act of contestation, yields 
noo insight. An important issue that Connor raises is the mystical aspect of the 
volo.volo. The volo of the mystical text - and Connor refers here to Michel de 
Certeauu - demands that the reader agrees not to contest the authority of the 
volovolo and not to oppose his own will to the author's will . The volo seems to 
denyy the reader's right to dissent and to exclude difference and otherness from 
thee reading experience. In the case of Blanchot thevo/o does not belong to the 
author'ss will , but to the work itself that demands from the reader to abandon 
himself.. This abandonment leads to a radical passivity, a passivity that is more 
passivee than passive and that lies beyond the opposition of active and passive. 
Thiss moment of abandonment marks the absence of time, the "unworking" 
{désoewrement){désoewrement) of both the subject and the work and excludes every initiative. 
Alll  this brings me to the conclusion that Blanchot still thinks the plural star-
tingg out from the act of contestation. The plural he speaks about is not a mul-
tiplicityy that generates new multiplicities. 

Inn the fourth and last chapter of the first part I raise objections against a 
kindd of reading that I call 'reading Blanchot with Blanchot'. This reading 
answerss to the volo as I have described it above. I recognise this affirmative 
readingg in the work of commentators who repeatedly say that to read Blan-
chot'ss stories or essays is to have to come to extreme points where the reader 
wil ll  experience the impossible and abandon himself. The point is however that 
thiss experience already presupposes an understanding and interpretation of 
Blanchot'ss philosophical position concerning writing and reading. I first ds-
cusss the way in which Blanchot comes to a concept of "the impossible criti-
que""  that he distinguishes from the critique as explanation and literary judg-
ment.. Here we see another opposition that organises Blanchot's thinking: the 
oppositionn between art/literature and culture that refers to the opposition bet-
weenn authenticity and inauthenticity. His reading of Hölderlin in La folie par 
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excellenceexcellence shows how Blanchot generalises his notion of writing by defining 
hiss poetry "as the truth and affirmation of poetical essence". 

Preciselyy at this point, Derrida criticises Blanchot in an early essay on 
Artaud.. He reproaches him and Foucault also to make an example of Holde r-
lin'ss and Artaud's work, in their case not of the psychological but of the criti-
call  or poetical. In a rather unconvincing way, Derrida in a later text more or 
lesss withdraws the objections he raises against Blanchot by saying that he 
himselff  does the same. Unconvincingly, because the problem is not that Blan-
chott has a certain reading of Hölderlin or Artaud that reflects his own concept 
off  writing and of the poetical, but that he generalises his concept and in con-
trastt to Derrida does not acknowledge that he does in some way violence to 
thee text he reads. Derrida repeatedly admits he does violence to Blanchot and 
makess of his work a' deconstruct! ve example'. 

Inn the first chapter of the second part I focus on the notion of violence as 
Derridaa analyses it mDe la grammatologie (OfGrammatology). His notion of 
violencee is directly related to his notion of writing, as in the case of Blanchot, 
andd to the ethico-political motifs he examines in "Violence et métaphysique" 
("Violencee and metaphysics") and Force de hi {Force of Law). The most 
importantt aspect here is that Derrida describes the originary violence as an 
originaryy structure of iteration that is constitutive for writing. Or, as he says, 
everythingg begins with the intermediary. This moment of originary violence is 
aa moment of institution, which comprehends the exclusion, and contradiction 
off  what is instituted. The structure of this violence is complex because it is an 
accomplicee to its own erasure. At the moment we describe the originary 
structuree of violence we already have been caught up in its movement. Every 
accesss to or decoding of the originary dissimulates and differs the originary. 
Thee exclusion and contradiction are forms and effects of this originary violen-
ce.. It is important to note that this moment itself can not be legitimated. In 
casee of the law the moment of institution consists of a performative, or more 
preciselyy "perverformative", and therefore interpretative violence that in itself 
iss neither just nor unjust. This statement implies also a deconstruction of the 
Otherr as Goodness. It is impossible to decide whether the other is goodness 
or,, as Sartre would have it, hell. The point Derrida stresses is that we must 
calculatee with the incalculable. 

Soo the experience of writing is the experience of an originary iteration. 
Thiss undermines the autonomy of the writer, but it does not imply the aban-
donmentt of the writer. To write means to graft. It is an act of expropriation, 
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nott of 'unworking' (désaeuvrement) There is no proper name, no proper word, 
noo word of my own because every word is already a iteration. In contrast to 
Blanchot,, Derrida does not oppose his concept of writing to reality. In Limited 
Inc.Inc. he makes very clear that what he calls text "implies all structures called 
'real',, 'economic', 'historical', socio-institutional, in short, all possible refe-
rents.""  This does not mean that there is no reality outside the text. It does me-
ann that every referent has the structure of the differential trace and that one 
cann not refer to this real except in an interpretative experience. This also ac-
countss for the reading of a text. The important thing here is that we never 
knoww for sure that the interpretation we give is just or right, because it defers 
thee originary or presupposed originary meaning of the text. 

Furthermoree this originary iteration or iterability undermines the simpli-
cityy of oppositions and blurs the dividing line between inside and outside. In 
hiss interview with Richard Kearny, Derrida says that when he speaks of lite-
raturee it is not with a capital L. Rather he alludes to certain movements which 
havee worked around the limits of metaphysical concepts, certain texts which 
makess the limits of our language tremble, "exposing them as divisible". This 
dividingg or, as I call it, digressive movement Derrida recognises in the figure 
off  the invagination in Blanchot's story La folie du jour {The Madness of the 
Day).Day). This figure of invagination thwarts all that governs the thought of tota-
lityy and shows an unique inclusion of the 'whole' in the part. Moreover, his 
formulaa of the plus d'un (no more and more than one) shows that in decon-
structionn the act of contestation is an act of dividing and thereby multiplying. 
Commitmentt for Derrida is concerned with this dividing and heterogeneous 
multiplicity.. This he makes clear when he speaks of the "Babylonian situati-
on".. For this reason I speak of "Commitment in Babel". I explore this com-
mitmentt in Babel throughout his deconstruction of the testimony in his re a-
dingg of La folie du jour and L 'instant de ma mort (The Instant of My Death). 
Derridaa shows that a testimony is co-originary with what makes it 
(im)possible:: fiction. 

Forr Derrida the relation between literature and the ethico-political con-
cernss the relationship between literature, institution and law. In his text on 
Kafka,, "Préjugés: devant la loi" ("Before the law") and "La loi du genre" 
("Thee Law of Genre") and "Titre a préciser" he shows how literature and law 
sharee the same conditions of (im)possibility and that literature is necessarily 
concernedd with the law of law. For this reason literature for Derrida has a 
strategicc but not an ontological privilege. This strategic privilege is related by 
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himm with the motif of the "tout dire", that is to say the democratic right to say 
anythingg without any constraint. The law of literature tends to defy the law. 
Thiss defiance is not accidental but inherent to the moment of institution of law 
itself.. Every institution is already a contra-institution. That Derrida speaks 
aboutt literature as an institution marks a crucial difference between him and 
Blanchot,, for it implies that the impossible critique is always already institu-
ted. . 

Throughoutt the study I argue that for Blanchot the repetition, the inces-
santt effort to testify of the unsayable is a function of the unsayable, the absent 
singularr other, whereas for Derrida this singularity is a function and effect of 
thee originary repetition. His thesis that everything begins with the intermedia-
ry,, with the originary iteration also comes to the fore in his experience of the 
aporia.. Blanchot thinks the experience of the impossible as an immediate ex-
periencee that excludes any mediation, whereas for Derrida every experience is 
ann "interpretative experience" and always already mediated. The aporia can be 
describedd as that which is made possible by what it makes possible. In the last 
chapterr I argue that 'pas' is in one word the experience of the aporia. The 
wordd 'pas' means 'passage', 'not' and 'step'. It can be read in the singular and 
thee plural. As well as the word 'aporia' 'pas' means 'no passaran', 'access 
forbidden'.. That what gives access at the same time forbids this access. But 
whatt forbids the access is not something or someone that stands outside the 
access,, it is the plurality or dissemination in one language, or the Babylonian 
situation.. This experience is not linked up with Blanchot's dying but with 
whatt Derrida refers to as 'living on' (survivre), as the triumph q/life (read as a 
doublee genitive). I bring together his reading of L 'arret the mort (Death Sen-
tence)tence) and of Heidegger's "being towards death" in Apories (Aporias) in 
whichh he once more deconstructs the opposition between authenticity and 
inauthenticity.. The experience of the aporia is not thought as a radical passi-
vityy but as 'non passive endurance'. 

Inn the epilogue I argue that the commitment in Babel is thought in 'a 
certainn spirit of Marxism'. Derrida's commitment in Babel does not only de-
constructt the opposition between authenticity and inauthenticity, it also can be 
connectedd with how new media operate in our lives. In contrast to Blanchot, 
Derridaa does not see new media or the 'tele-technology' as a mere threat. He 
criticisess the capitalisation of the virtual as it comes to the fore in the politics 
off  the possible as actualised in the euphoria of Francis Fukuyama who claims 
thatt liberal-democracy and capitalism has overcome every other economic-
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politicall  system. If Derrida commits himself to a certain spectre of Marxism 
thenn he alludes to a certain promise of justice and a democracy to come. The 
commitmentt in Babel does not include a mere refusal of every mediation but a 
affirmationn of the supplementary and aporetic tension of media(tion) that 
couldd be described as shared inter-esse. 

(Thankss to Simon Palser for his editorial comments) 
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