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Preface

Does phenomenology have to be presented as a transcendental discipline?
By “transcendental,” I do not mean in this case every attempt to question
phenomena with respect to their presumed conditions of possibility. To
reject out of hand the possibility of a transcendental questioning would, in
a sense, mean giving up philosophy altogether. Therefore the problem does
not involve the validity of a certain type of questioning (and a certain type
of argumentation) but rather the more precise meaning the word “tran-
scendental” has taken on since Kant, that of the subjective conditions of
possibility, or yet again, that of a de jure priority of the subject in relation
to the object. This both ontological and epistemological priority is indis-
sociable from the initial formulation of the task of phenomenology. In
Husserl’s view, phenomenology as a descriptive science must take appear-
ing as the de jure source in order to inquire into the meaning of that
appearing. But what does it mean to inquire into that meaning? It means
to trace back what appears to subjective functions. All phenomena are
phenomena for a consciousness, which means that consciousness, inter-
preted as a transcendental instance [instance], is the condition of possibil-
ity of the phenomenalization of phenomena. This is how we must take the
word “constitution.” Constitution is not the real production of phenomena
by the pure ego, but the necessary and wunilateral dependence of what
appears vis-a-vis its modes of appearing, that is, the lived experiences
(Erlebnisse) in which it announces itself and that confer its meaning on it.
This is an absolute priority of consciousness, a “being that is prior in
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itself,”! that precedes and makes possible the natural being of the world.
By virtue of this primacy, the world takes on an objective direction of
development and at the same time becomes the correlate of a Sinngebung:
“The Objective world, the world that exists for me, that always has and
always will exist for me, the only world that ever can exist for me—this
world, with all its Objects, as I have said, derives its whole sense and its
existential status, which it has for me, from me myself [aus mir selbst], from
me as the transcendental Ego, the Ego who comes to the fore only with the
transcendental-phenomenological epoché.”” Is this orientation of phe-
nomenology necessary? Inevitable, even? To inquire into the appearing of
everything that appears—does this necessarily entail tracing what appears
to a “phenomenon” understood as a phenomenon of consciousness that,
although intentional, establishes a relation of dependence and condition-
ality between the world and the pure ego?

Heidegger was the first to formulate questions such as these at the very
beginning of his career. But he responded in Sein und Zeir by adopting, to
a large extent, the transcendental approach. In maintaining that Being-in-
the-world cannot be elucidated by having recourse to an entity of the same
mode of being as itself, but only by appealing a being whose being includes
an understanding of being, that is, to a being that exists and is in the
world, Heidegger rejects the a-cosmic aspect of the Husserlian transcen-
dental ego, but he continues to make Dasein and its transcendence the
condition of possibility for the appearing of the world. He transforms
Husserlian transcendentalism from within without breaking away from it
entirely. It is true that Dasein is only the clearing [Lichtung] of the mani-
festation of beings because it is, more genuinely, the very site of the truth
of Being. With this limitation, however (the limitation of an idealism
ontologically reinterpreted as the dependency of being upon subsisting
and at-hand beings from the point of view of the understanding of Being
qua determination of existence),” Heidegger is able to maintain that “ide-
alism affords the only correct possibility for a philosophical problematic.™
And he designates the leading back of the Being of beings in general to the
Being of the subject “ontologically well understood,” or rather to the
understanding of Being as the ontological determination of existence, as
“phenomenological reduction.”

It is true that Heidegger himself judged the “hermeneutically transcen-
dental” approach of Sein und Zeir (as he calls it in his Nietzsche) harshly.
Thus he opened up entirely new paths within phenomenology. Still, it is
not sure that these paths necessarily have to simply coincide with his own
itinerary (see chapters 1 and 2). Indeed, what obstacle is there, from the
point of view of phenomenology, to adopting a perspective of the tran-
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scendental style? Among the following chapters, there are many that
attempt to answer this question not by means of a general argument, but
on the basis of “the things themselves,” following the guiding thread of
particular phenomena: for example, in examining the phenomenological
status of the body in perception and in questioning the soundness of the
Husserlian distinction between flesh (ZLeib) and body (Kdrper). This dis-
tinction rests mainly on transcendental presuppositions—including in
such authors as Merleau-Ponty, who sketched out a critique of the tran-
scendental approach. It is because in such authors flesh is conceived from
the outset as a-cosmic that it can, in a sense, become pan-cosmic, that it
can extend to the entire cosmos, as we see in 7he Visible and the Invisible,
and that it can thus lead to replacing an egological idealism with a carnal
one (see Chapter 5). In other words, here flesh can only stand out as a
possible guiding thread of phenomenology if phenomenology continues to
be conceived of as a method whose goal it is to trace the process of appear-
ing back to its constituting sources in a “subject”—“carnal” no doubt, but
prior to the world and preordained for it. Now the “conditions of possibil-
ity” of perception—are they not of such a nature that they require zhe
belonging of the “subject” to the world qua body? This assertion does not
necessarily lead us back to a form of naturalism—and still less one of
positivism—that would be diametrically opposed to the transcendental
approach. In this respect, it is not without interest to examine an initiative
like that of Gibson, who, rejecting both naturalist reductionism and its
idealist counterpart, asserts that “perception” makes sense neither at the
level of a physiological description of organs nor at the level of an a-cosmic
consciousness (or flesh), but only at the level of the primordial encounter
between a live individual and a life-milieu, itself highly structured, inter-
spersed with suggestions for action (“affordances”) and vital meanings. In
short, he asserts that perception is an intrinsically relational phenomenon,
or, as he says, an “ecological” one (see Chapter 6).

In reading the following texts, a second series of problems, more circum-
scribed but no less crucial, bearing on the relationship between phenome-
nology and logic will be encountered. Indeed, if phenomenology cannot
claim to say anything about phenomena without specifying the meaning of
its own /Jogos, we must consider the extent to which the phenomenological
logos must meet the requirements that the contemporary logic issuing from
Frege imposes—or wants to impose—on it. Does that logic, the novelty of
which went largely unnoticed by Husserl, Heidegger, and later phenome-
nology provide the norm, so to speak, for what may have the status of a
logos of phenomena? This question, obviously of considerable importance,
is approached in these pages essentially from a critical perspective through
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an Auseinandersetzung with a certain analytic tradition, more specifically
the one stemming from the logical positivism of Carnap and the Vienna
Circle. The sensitive point of the controversy concerns the possibility of
speaking meaningfully of “beings” or of “nothingness.” Through this ques-
tion, of course, it is more broadly the problem of the status of logic within
philosophy that is posed (see Chapter 7).

Finally, a third order of problems, present throughout this journey,
bears on metaphysics in the sense that term has taken on since Nietzsche—
that of a unitary historical formation of Western thought taken as a whole.
The question of metaphysics understood in this sense seems to me to be at
the heart of any philosophical approach worthy of the name. And this is,
first of all, because philosophy, qua Weszern philosophy, certainly does not
represent the whole of thought, of meditative or “philosophical” thought
in a much broader sense—no more than “European humanity,” as Husserl
put it (and regardless of what meaning is attributed to it) is the whole of
humanity or can be held up as the zelos or supreme norm of humanity. For
while there is no Greek or Indian mathematics, there is indeed a Greek
or Indian thought, just as there is a Persian, a Chinese, an Arab, an
African, and a Japanese thought. No dialogue would ever be possible
between them and therefore no philosophical effort of rationality, with-
out a prior delimitation of their respective presuppositions—and there-
fore, to start with, of those orienting our own approach once we venture
to do “philosophy.”

In this respect, a critique of the hermeneutic philosophy of the last
century is in order. Despite the brilliant, path-breaking initiative of Hei-
degger, hermeneutics has turned away almost entirely before the path that
seemed to be opening up before it. Thus turning away from the problem
of metaphysics, explicitly for some of them (Gadamer),” in a less clearly
stated way for others (Paul Ricoeur or Charles Taylor), the representatives
of philosophical hermeneutics have taken this step largely to the detriment
of their own coherence. To understand better is not just to understand
“otherwise™ it is to try to thematize the limitations of one’s own under-
standing. In this respect the “dialogue that we are,” as Gadamer calls it
(quoting Holderlin), does not stop at the shores of the Mediterranean. To
understand ourselves is essentially to understand our own limitations, that
is, to strive to understand the wherewithal of our self-understanding,
which generally remains hidden from our understanding. Understanding
does not have what keeps it from understanding itself—its “limits,” or its
“presuppositions”—as an incidental object, but rather as its primary and
ultimately sole object.
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To guide us in such an undertaking, we have at our disposal the foun-
dational works of Nietzsche and Heidegger. I indicate in one of the fol-
lowing studies (Chapter 3) that Bergson’s contribution on this question is
far from negligible. Furthermore, in it I advance the thesis that if the
question of metaphysics has meaning and real importance, the research
should be able to be developed to a large extent independently of the par-
ticular presuppositions of its initiators (which obviously does not mean
independently of 2// philosophical presuppositions), namely, in Nietzsche’s
case, the attempt to overturn Platonism and Christianity in order to allow
the advent of a humanity “beyond good and evil,” or, in Heidegger’s case,
the project of surmounting the forgetful nihilism into which the history
of Being draws us, and which has as its most extreme consequence the
essence of modern technology. We need not adopt Heidegger’s conception
of the history of Being to be able to recognize that the question of the
delimitation of metaphysics has meaning, nor that it is, more than ever, an
unavoidable task. I propose, in this respect, that a distinction be made
between the question of the delimitation of metaphysics (qua task that still
lies, to a great extent, before us) and the question of its closure (which
assumes that with Heidegger we have reached the ultimate basis of its char-
acterization and, in sum, the last word on that undertaking). The question
of the unity of metaphysics is and remains a question—an gpen question
that, by definition, cannot become the property of one sole individual.

This task, it must be added, is philosophical through and through. This
point would be superfluous were it not for the fact that today we see the
formation of a historical trend that has contributed works of the first
order, but interprets the question of metaphysics in a narrow and ulti-
mately reductive sense. Metaphysics, understood as onto-theology, began
roughly with Duns Scotus and ended with Kant. The concept of “onto-
theo-logy” that is pressed into service to shore up this thesis is thus not
Heidegger’s, but rather Kant’s.® The important thing is to know at what
moment theology tends to become a “special” discipline, subordinate to a
general “ontology”; that is, at what moment, owing to a reinterpretation of
Being as a transcendental concept and the abandonment of the Thomist
device of analogy, God enters as a mere exemplum under the extension of
ens in quantum ens. In short, the important thing is to understand the new
cartography of metaphysics emanating from the Scotist turn toward uni-
vocity and on which modern metaphysics as a whole depends. On the
pretext of making the concept of onto-theology, and with it the Heideg-
gerian inquiry into the unity of metaphysics, more historically “rigorous,”
we run the risk of diminishing the acuity of that concept by opening it up
to a simple homonymy. Is the problem of metaphysics only that of the

Preface m «xv



status of God and theology in their relation to the nascent “ontology”? We
must recall what Heidegger pointed out on this matter: “In order to rec-
ognize the fundamentally onto-theological character of metaphysics, we
do not need to orient ourselves toward the purely scholastic concept of
metaphysics. On the contrary, the scholastic concept is merely a doctrinal
formulation of the essence of metaphysics thought metaphysically. 7he
names ontology and theology as they are used here do not possess the identical
senses they have in the scholastic concept of metaphysics.”® Thus the “scholas-
tic” approach to the problem of metaphysics—which Heidegger here
rejects in advance—has the weakness of cutting the research off from its
living, properly philosophical sources: for the delimitation of metaphysics
only makes sense by the invention of pathway out of it, that is, as the
counterpart to a positive conceptual elaboration. In philosophy, even his-
tory cannot proceed solely historically; otherwise it risks losing sight of the
very questions that give it life.

The formulation of these various problems allows us to make our way
toward what constitutes the core of this work and gives it its title. 7here Is
explores not only questions that Event and World and Event and Time did
not treat thematically; it attempts to go a step further with respect to those
two works. It is no longer a question of setting out from the event to
inquire into its phenomenological meaning and to question existence
itself—its structures and status. Now what is at stake is the more radical
inquiry into the very appearing of the event, that is, of specifying what it
means for it to “come about,” “happen,” or “occur.” Now, to try to describe
this taking-place phenomenologically presupposes first of all a break with
the conception of change passed down to us by Aristotle—the only con-
ception, in fact, that has been the object of a true analysis within meta-
physics. To “come about,” for an event, is not to “change” in the same
sense as that which, in another respect, also remains through time may be
said to “change”; it is not, as in the Aristotelian expression, to become
something by something from something; it is neither to modify itself nor
to modify its temporal situation; it is even less to occur as a modification
of the “world,” itself considered as being a last “substratum”: for, with the
occurrence of the event there also necessarily occurs a transformation of
the world; the critical upheaval of the event does not leave its context
unchanged, but rather shows it in a new light. The world and the event
suddenly burst forth together; they are cosmogenetically one in that muta-
tion of the appearing. One cannot attempt to describe this sort of change
without resorting to paradoxical expressions: “change without anything
having changed” (Bergson), change from nothing to something, absolute
change [changement du tout au tour]. In order to try to conceptualize such
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a change—which I propose to call “there is,” in order to distinguish it
from the one thematized by Aristotle—we must, then, accept the possibil-
ity of speaking in a certain sense of an occurrence out of the blue, of a
“passage” from nothing to something. Is a “phenomenology” of nothing
possible? It must be, if the nothing is closely connected to the event and
articulates its appearing, if the “there-isn’t” is inseparable from any there-
is as such (Chapter 7).

The “there is,” that immobile mutation, so to speak, since it lacks any
substratum that could be said to “change,” this “change,” if you will, by
which the event does not change into something else but changes into
itself, advenes or supervenes, is therefore at the center of this research. The
question of the there-is is the very question of the appearing as it is posed
to any phenomenology. To move back from the event that appears to the
very appearing of the event is clearly not to seek something else behind the
event, but rather to question the phenomenological meaning of superven-
ing and thus, in relating it to nothingness, to interrogate what is at stake
for all true phenomenology (and is its u/timate stake): the phenomeno-
logical meaning of the world as such.

Through these laconic indications it becomes possible to see how the
question of the there-is allows me to articulate the three series of problems
distinguished above: (1) the question of transcendentalism; (2) the logico-
phenomenological question of nothingness; and (3) the question of the
delimitation of metaphysics. A phenomenology of the event excludes
the event’s being subjected to something like prior conditions of possibility.
The event does not take place in an “opening” that conditions its meaning
through and through; the event is not possible before occurring for the
person to whom it happens. Here there is not, on the one hand, the appear-
ing of the world as transcendental horizon, and on the other, what appears
there, the appearing being as such, the event; what is characteristic of the
event qua phenomenon is rather that it does not let itself be closed up in
the alternative of appearing and that which appears, of Being and beings,
or even of givenness and the given.'® Its phenomenological “syntax” is
different. The opening of appearing, in this case, takes place at the same
level as that which appears, and as that appearing itself: the event, by
transforming the meaning of the situation on the basis of which I am to
understand it, opens the world dimensionally by opening dimensionally
to itself. Even if it presupposes that I can interpret it on the basis of the
whole of my experience, my situation, my history, these prerequisites are
nothing other than a necessary—and nowise sufficient—condition for
grasping its meaning, because to understand it is to understand how it
transforms that situation, that experience, that history; how it appears
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irreducible to all prior understanding and is itself the opener and initiator
of its own meaning. Thus, to describe the there-is of the event is also and
always to describe my own finitude and the finitude of the world in which
it appears. The question of nothingness and that of the world are one and
the same question, as that of finitude. The world and the event are sus-
pended in nothingness; they co-articulate the finitude of appearing. What
metaphysics leaves—among other things—unconceptualized is not there-
fore just the there-is in its difference from all other change and in its wake
temporality inasmuch as it is irreducible to every interpretative approach
in terms of inner-temporality (see Chapter 3) but also and primarily noth-
ingness as such."! The thinking of nothingness, on the other hand, does
not necessarily lead back to the (Heideggerian) thinking of Being, but
distinguishes itself from it in principle (see Chapter 8).

[ wish to thank those who, in various capacities—directors of publica-
tions, organizers of seminars and colloquia—have elicited these texts,
published them in an earlier version, or authorized their inclusion in this
volume'*: Jad and Nicole Hatem, Jean-Francois Lavigne, Francois Makow-
ski, Jean-Luc Nancy, Guy Petitdemange, Mario Ruggenini, Bernard Ste-
vens, Jacques Taminiaux, and Marléne Zarader. I also extend my thanks
to the exacting readers from whose remarks I have benefited: Francois
Calori, Dominique Pradelle, Fran¢ois Roustang, Martin Rueff, Bernard
Stevens, Yves-Marie Visetti, and of course Jean-Luc Marion.
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Some Sources and Prolongations
of “Evential Hermeneutics”

In a passage from Below the Volcano, shortly before the tragic denouement,
Malcolm Lowry writes, “but there is always a door left open in the mind
. . . for the entrance and the reception of the unprecedented, the fearful
acceptance of the thunderbolt that never falls on oneself, for the lightning
that always hits the next street, for the disaster that so rarely strikes at the
disastrous likely hour, and it was through this mental door that Yvonne
... now perceived that something was menacingly wrong.” If I had to try
to sum up some six hundred—odd pages of analysis in a few words, I would
say that my two books? have no other goal than to attempt to describe that
“door left open in the mind,” as Malcolm Lowry calls it, and that isnt
perhaps exactly “a door in the mind,” but, more profoundly, the mind as
such, the very humanity of man. Why his humanity? Isn’t it more accurate
to define the human being by the possession of language, by life in society,
by technological productivity, by the exercise of scientific thought? But
perhaps we will understand neither the “social” constitution of man nor
the essence of his technology nor the ingenuity of his rational thought (we
will not even understand what “to understand” means) if we do not take
into consideration—and even, if we do not ser ouz from that which only
apparently belongs to a totally different order, to the radical unpredict-
ability of what happens, and happens for no apparent reason—if we do
not set out from that unprecedented, unheard-of that Malcolm Lowry,
like Nietzsche and like Heraclitus before him, thought of in the form of
the lightning bolt.



Event and Tragedy

It is not entirely by chance that I began with a quote from a novel. For
philosophy, doesn’t the event in its unrepeatable and indomitable singu-
larity remain “forever apeiron,” as Husserl insists, since “phenomenology
can recognize with objective validity only essences and essential rela-
tions”?* As we will progressively see, this is far from being the case. In this
task, literature can serve philosophy’s ends better than philosophy itself
can. And as a matter of fact—not “literature,” which is a late invention,
but something that surely cannot be designated by that term (and even
less by “theatre”): tragedy. For if there is a “literary” form in which the
event is the main thing, showing all things in its light, it is surely that one.
Hence it can furnish us with an indirect ontology of the event.

It is man confronted with the immense, the gripping, the overpower-
ing, and the enigmatic that constitutes the tragic theme par excellence. The
heroes, in triumph or defeat, moving before our eyes—these exemplary
specimens of humanity ceaselessly remind us by their wanderings and
their sufferings that the measure of the human cannot be found in itself,
but resides in what exceeds its measure: the superhuman, the divine. Now
it is first through the shock of the unforeseeable, in the metamorphosis of
the familiar, that the superhuman is revealed at the same time it escapes
us. The event is what creates between human ends and the divine omni-
presence the gulf of a gaping contradiction; and yet it is only through that
crisis and that confrontation that the possibility of understanding himself
is opened to man. This is why the unexpected, in the tragedy, always bears
the stamp of its divine origin. There is no tragedy without an exceptional
crisis that destroys the established order, overturning the situation in
which the characters are caught up and introducing a radical break
between a before and an after. It is the murderous insanity of Ajax and his
absurd mass slaughter that bring dishonor on him and make him the
laughingstock of the Argives; it is the plague that rages in Thebes and the
oracle ordering the discovery of Laius’s killer to rid the city of its curse.
Only the critical impact of the event, its decisive and decisional power,
places the hero before an alternative and gives birth to the drama as such:
Ajax’s desire to commit suicide, a desire in which two conceptions of
honor stand in conflict: the implacable quest of Oedipus, his impassioned
search for a guilty party. Henceforth everything the characters do will be
in response to that crisis inscribed within them. This means that the action
of the characters is completely in the power of tukbeé, all human initiatives
only revealing more and more the power and depth of its reign. Tukhe, a
term we would be wrong to translate too quickly as “chance,” since it is a
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necessary chance. Twice in Ajax we find the expression és anagkaias tukhés
(v. 485, 803). This necessary chance, this meeting from which there is no
escape and that decides everything else—life and death—this is what the
event is. Though itself gratuitous, unfounded, it is that which itself founds
a destiny. The tragic existence unfolds completely beneath its power. Thus,
Ajax exclaims, “there is nothing which man should not expect: the dread
power of oath is conquered, as is unyielding will” (v. 648). And, similarly,
it is not only because he is a foundling that Oedipus—the tragic figure par
excellence—says he is “the son of Tukhé (paida tés tukhés)” (v. 1080):
through this expression the obscurity of #// birth is alluded to in an exem-
plary way, that is, the human condition. For the tragic event always has a
hidden facet, a part remaining in the shadows; it is constitutionally elu-
sive, even though man thinks he has grasped it; the more we think we
have taken its meaning by surprise, the more it steals away. This is why the
oracles are misleading. In giving us the illusion that they have mastered
the unexpected, they hide it still more deeply from us, since we cannot try
to decipher its meaning otherwise than by the yardstick of our own expec-
tations, our own hopes, and since the event never occurs except against all
expectations. “Before he sees it happening,” the play Ajax concludes, “no
one can foretell the future, or what his fate will be.”

Yet the event, even though remaining shrouded in darkness, even
though surpassing the measure of man’s expectations and understanding,
is precisely what reveals man to himself and initiates him to his own
humanity. For man is only man as he relates to the event, that is, to the
immense, the frightening, the enigmatic. In the crisis brought about by the
event, the hero is exposed, in a sense, outside himself—brought to light—
thrown into the limelight; and at the same time, precisely because he
remains a man, that is, finite, he remains in the dark to himself and all the
more so in that his truth is thrown into his face, so to speak. Thus, as Karl
Reinhardt remarked profoundly, the mainspring of the tragedy, particu-
larly in Sophocles, is the confrontation, within man, of lucidity and illu-
sion, of the truth and the lie, of unveiling and veiling. What is tragic is the
enigma man is for himself. Thus Oedipus, the decipherer of enigmas,
proves incapable of deciphering his own enigma. His truth, the sign of his
finitude, that is to say of his submission to the law of zukhé, remains all the
more hidden for his passionate attempt to discover it. Thus tragic time is a
time that reveals and conceals, that conceals the more it reveals, because it
is the time of the event. “All things the long and countless years first draw
from darkness, and then bury from light” (p¥e1 7" ddnia kai pavévta
kpomteTon).™ It is true, of course, that behind or “below” this time, a dif-
ferent or a beyond time shows through, from behind this turbulence of
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premonitions and anguish—a distant, pacific time, the time of the gods
and that of the chorus. But even there, error and dissimulation are never
entirely eliminated, because the chorus also hopes and trembles. The fragile
understanding that transpires through these trials—immortalized by the
10 pathei mathos of Agamemnon—nhas, of course, a meaning that is quite
other than psychological: it is not knowledge of oneself, but knowledge of
the human as such, that is, man’s understanding and taking upon himself
of his own finitude. What the hero understands, as the chorus of Antigone
reminds us, is that he is an incomprehensible monster. And he can only
understand this by the experience through which he is transformed and
that renders him unrecognizable to himself. “It is when a person is alien-
ated from himself by his fate,” writes Reinhardt, “that he first understands
himself for the being that he is.”> Madness, abduction, ecstasy—these are
but the scenic, palpable expression of that estrangement through an experi-
ence. It is in becoming estranged from himself that man can face his own
strangeness. This is why the mainspring of Greek tragedy, masterfully
exemplified by Oedipus Rex, is the constant tension between what man can
recognize as his and what remains for him forever enigmatic, the unre-
solved tension between understanding and bafflement. This is the essential
point of tragic anthropology: it is also its point of rupture with modern
tragedy. Not that the latter has no knowledge of the event. The echo of this
radical indecision of the world beneath the sway of the surprising is also
found in Racine, at the beginning of Phédre, for example.

That happy time no longer is. All has changed its look
Since to these shores the gods have sent

The Daughter of Minos and Pasiphae.®

But henceforth it is as if that echo has been muted, not, indeed, in its
poetic beauty, but because the anthropology underlying tragedy has
changed. Tragedy has become the locus in which a certain freedom and a
certain providence clash—a certain will and a certain farum, a certain
interiority and a certain exteriority. In order to express it, a new literary
form, that of poetic introspection, had to be invented. It is only of this
tragedy that one can say, with Schelling, that it was “the contest between
human freedom and the power of the objective world in which the mortal
must succumb necessarily it that power is absolutely superior, if it is fate.
And yet he must be punished for succumbing because he did not succumb
without a struggle.” That punishment, Schelling added, “was the honor
due to freedom.”” Greek tragedy, on the contrary, knows nothing of that
alternative: it does not oppose freedom to necessity, it does not think
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according to that distinction. This is why it also describes in the greatest
detail the dramatic aspect of the event—its temporality of the “too late.”
For this expression, which recurs so frequently in the chanted laments of
the chorus and by which Creon defines himself—he is “the one who takes
notice too late” (dy1pabng)—belongs to the very temporality of the event,
which, transcending as it does our powers (including that of understand-
ing), has no meaning other than an “open” one, a meaning constantly in
abeyance, appealing to an ever possible reinterpretation. “If Creon comes
‘too late, as Reinhardt insists, it is not because things developed faster
than could be expected. . . . He comes too late because he is a man, and,
as such, finite.”® This is also why ancient tragedy is less concerned with
divvying up, in an initiative, the human and the divine contribution:
rather it reveals between these aspects of action a collusion, a coalescence
and, as it were, an indistinction. Between man and the gods, it always
celebrates frightening betrothals. For the initiative of men eludes them for
the most part. At the very moment when Oedipus believes he is going
forward with open eyes and chooses to pursue his investigation to the end,
he does not know the true significance of his choice: “In his purely human
dimensions the agent is not the sufficient cause and reason for his actions:
On the contrary, it is his action, recoiling upon him as the gods have, in
their sovereignty, ordered, that reveals him to himself, showing him the
true nature of what he is and what he does.” It is this turning around, by
which man discovers that he is not the measure of his acts, that Aristotle
thematizes under the name peripeteia, that is, a reversal of action to its
opposite (t0 évavtiov 1@V mpattopévov petafoin)) and that defines, in
his view, on a par with discovery, the specificity of the tragic genre.'® This
term, “peripeteia,” has nothing to do with its modern French homonym
“péripétie” [incident]; in many respects it is even the negation of it. Here
no will, let alone any freedom, makes the agent an auzhor of his acts; at
most he is their coauthor, together with 7ukheé. The formula of the tragic
praxis is, therefore, that of Agamemnon: “passion conspiring with divine
Tukhe’M

There can be no question, obviously, of our reverting to tragic anthro-
pology. But through it, something is said about the event—its relation to
being-man, its relation to human understanding and praxis—that goes far
beyond the circumstances of the emergence of this anthropology, its
mythological or theological background. The proof of this is that tragedy
has continued to survive the tragic genre. In the twentieth century, as
André Malraux has noted,'? Faulkner is the tragic novelist par excellence.
In a well-known essay, Sartre expressed surprise, indignation even, that
Faulkner did not know what freedom was. But Faulkner is a tragic writer,
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and as for Sartre’s thought, it knows nothing of what the event is. And
therefore it does not know real freedom either—the freedom that is con-
ferred to men, and that is not that demiurgic, infinite power of which
Sartre believes himself to be the proprietor. But with that subtlety that is
peculiar to him, and that he always maintains even in the midst of error,
Sartre nonetheless expressed the essential thing: the true subject of
Faulkner’s poetics is temporality. But what temporality? “Faulkner’s pres-
ent is irrational in its essence; it is the event, monstrous and incomprehen-
sible, which comes upon us like a thief—comes upon us and disappears.
Beyond this present, there is nothing, since the future does not exist. . . .
The present was not first a future possibility. . . . No: to be present is to
appear without reason, and to sink in.”** Here we have tragic time reduced
to its skeleton, so to speak, its structure of after-the-fact, of “too late,”
which Sartre describes even better when he spells out what he means by
“sinking in” [“enfoncement”]: “I use this word, for lack of a better one, to
indicate a kind of arrested motion of this misshapen monster.” But is this
just “Faulkner’s metaphysics” Precisely because the event is unforesee-
able, unthinkable, and because that is a characteristic of its essence, its
temporalization can only be that of the after-the-fact. The event reveals
itself to me as such only when it has already taken place, that is, too late to
be avoided, too late for me to back away. Thus, in passing, it does not just
disappear, and Sartre has to correct his own description by bringing to
light—remarkably well—the “mobility” by virtue of which the event
changes into itself: “Its metamorphosis can submerge it at the bottom of
our memory or leave it on the surface. Only its own density and the dra-
matic meaning of our lives can determine its level.”'* And because our
existence itself only arises through the event of our birth, that is, because
it is structured by possibles that it did not make possible, imbued with a
meaning that it cannot entirely decipher and that makes it forever an
enigma, that after-the-fact dimension also structures the temporality of
our existence. This does not mean, as Sartre thinks, that the after-the-fact
dimension blocks off the future of our existence, but on the contrary that
it restores the future to our existence in the only possible form: that of an
eventuality transcending all projects. But the philosophers, with the pos-
sible exception of Hannah Arendt, have oddly ignored birth. They would
have it that man began absolutely, and that he began, if possible, with
freedom. Faulkner opposes that illusion with his tragic lucidity. Speaking
of time, that “mausoleum of all hope and desire,” he has one of his char-
acters say, “‘Because no battle is ever won he said. They are not even fought.
The field only reveals to man is own folly and despair, and the victory is
an illusion of philosophers and fools.””
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The Event in Philosophy: Aristotle

But philosophy as a whole, beginning with Plato, has been constituted by
turning away from tragic thought. Not 2// philosophy. Aristotle, given his
ongoing critical dialogue with Plato, and especially the influence of Greek
tragedy on his thought, is the Greek thinker of the event par excellence.
Aristotle, not the Stoics! And this is true despite the fact that it is the Stoics
who developed an explicit doctrine of the event, conceiving of it as an
incorporeal lekron, that is, as a something (#) that isn't—only bodies are—
but supervenes as a supplement to being. With Aristotle we find ourselves
in the opposite situation: the event, conceived of as an accident (sumbebékos),
has no more than a problematic status in the teaching of being qua being,
and is very close to non-being, since what is primordially is ousia. Never-
theless, Aristotle thought the event with a rare depth, precisely because he
thought, in close proximity to tragic thought, human finitude.

Through what expressions is the event expressed in his thought? The
first one to come to mind is zo gignomenon': that which happens, goes on,
the process or fact. This word will designate frequently the event in gen-
eral, in Alexander of Aphrodisias, for example.”” But in Aristotle 20 gigno-
menon concerns all that becomes, beginning with the processes of nature,
and is not applied primarily to the domain of human life. Following a
suggestion by Carlo Diano, it could be argued that it is rather the word
tukhé that eventus translates,' the very word used by the tragedians. This
term is the substantivized form of the aorist etukhen, from the verb
tunkhano: to be encountered, to be found, to befall, or to occur. Moreover,
the circumstance that this word comes from an aorist form takes on a
certain importance with respect to its event-related meaning. Indeed, as
Carlo Diano emphasizes, tukhé “designates the fact in its momentary hap-
pening. . . . this distinguishes it [zukhé] from moira, which has its verb in
the prefect (beimartai), and implies . . . the idea of a predetermined neces-
sity.”" Indeed, the aorist is distinguished from the perfect by its processual
character (it is indefinite, aoristos, in the sense of not being enclosed within
ascribable limits); it expresses, according to Gustave Guillaume, “an action
that unfolds in the past in the form of an action taking place™
trasted with that action having taken place, immobilized, crystallized;
“the aorist depicts the verb in progress, moving toward a goal™'; the per-
fect, on the contrary, has the aspect of a state that has been reached, a
result. It describes the event not in its coming, but in its completion, as
accomplished, finished: it designates “a form of present obtained late in
the past.”** Incidentally, we can see another indication that the Latin even-

0 as con-

tus partially translates the Greek rukbé in the evolution of this last term in
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post-Aristotelian philosophy: to tunkhanon, still another term derived
from the verb runkhano, designates the event for the Stoics.*’

But what is tukheé? Aristotle’s response is strictly phenomenological.
Unlike the Stoics and the Epicurians, who, after him, would set necessity
(heimarmené) in opposition to chance (tukhé) as two ultimate cosmologi-
cal principles, Aristotle does not seek any principle bebind phenomena or
any ultimate reason for things. It is only with a concern to “save the phe-
nomena’ that he has recourse to the popular notion of mkbe. This is why
the definitions he gives for it, however various they may be, only appear to
be contradictory. At times he seems to see in tukhé simply ignorance of the
true causes of what happens?%; at other times, the fortuitous event—or the
event, without qualification—is defined as the exceptional, in contrast
with the uniform (the natural) and as what derives from causes, but
“indefinite and undetermined (apeiron kai aoriston)”* As Aubenque
notes, “the indefinite and the undetermined never refer, in [Aristotle’s]
work, nor indeed in Greek philosophy in general, to the correlate of our
ignorance (which is expressed as @dnAog) but rather as objective properties
of things”™®: the indeterminate for us is also indeterminate in itself. But
must we really decide between the two? Doesn’t Aristotle’s hesitation
reveal the phenomenological character of his method? The fact is that
there are no “objective properties” for Aristotle, because there are no “sub-
jective” ones either. To him, zukhbé is certainly real, and it is on that sole
condition that it can be known. 7ukbé is that limitation that the contin-
gency of the world imposes on our search for causes, and it is the reason
that search loses its way in the indeterminate. 7ukbé is, then, inseparably a
determination of the world and of our knowledge. This is why Aristotle
does not set in opposition the undetermined and the unknowable, what is
in itself and what is for us: the tukbé is “of the domain of the indetermi-
nate (aoriston) and impenetrable for man (adélos anthropoi).”* In this
sentence, the kai [translated as “and” in the preceding sentence] means
“that is to say.” Tukbé is not simply an appearance behind which a real
concatenation of causes is concealed. Nor is it a principle located beyond
phenomena. This is why, on the one hand, we must not entirely reject the
objection according to which there are no facts due to chance: that asser-
tion, in itself, is not absurd.?® But on the other hand, we must avoid trans-
forming tukhé into a new principle of explanation: it is not “a cause in an
absolute sense (aition ds d apls),” but only an accidental cause (aition os
sumbebekos).”® The way in which Aristotle tries to approach it and grasp its
essential characteristics is phenomenological and immanent.

This is shown in a well-known text from Metaphysics. It could be main-
tained, by virtue of the necessary concatenation of causes, that a man who
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will die a violent death necessarily had to die in that way: he will die a
violent death if he goes out, he will go out if he is thirsty, he will be thirsty
if he has eaten spicy food, etc. We can go back from the future event to its
cause, and to the cause of this cause until the present moment, which is
determined. Does this mean that future events are therefore determined?
Aristotle rejects that consequence. “He who is alive must die—for some
stage of the process has been reached already; for example, the contraries
are present in the same body—but whether by disease or violence is not
yet determined; it depends upon whether so-and-so happens. Clearly,
then, the series goes back to some starting point, which does not go back
to something else. This, therefore, will be the starting-point of what is
produced by mukhé (Onotep” €tvyev), and the cause of its generation is
nothing else (aitiov . . . GAko 0V0V).”?® Here tukbé is the principle of
what in principle eludes all assignable cause, given that the search for
causes must be pursued infinitely, the principle of the lack of any u/timate
principle, or yet again, the cause of what has no other (determinable) cause
than itself. As Carlo Diano emphasizes in reference to this same passage,
Aristotle’s entire reasoning here comes down to a kind of tautology: it is
“in homage to the phenomena,” he writes, that Aristotle “interrupts the
series in the tautology of the o0motep’ €rvyev, which is the tautology to
which we resort whenever we say of an event, and hence of a tukbe, that it
is due to tukhe®" This is what already takes place in Chapter 9 of De
Interpretatione, in which Aristotle refuses to assign a truth-value to the
singular propositions referring to the future, because this truth-value will
not be assignable until the event has taken place: it is not necessary that
there will or will not be a naval battle tomorrow, but it will be necessary
for there to have been such a battle if it takes place; and it will be necessary
for there not to have been such a battle if it does not take place: it will take
place if it takes place, and if it doesn’t it won’t.

But the Aristotelian analysis of the event does not stop with that tautol-
ogy. There is a “that’s the way it is” only for someone who can imagine that
things could have turned out otherwise; there is an event, that is, a trans-
formation of the meaning of a life, only for someone who, in general, can
give his or her life a meaning, that is, for an agent oriented toward goals
within a practical situation. Therefore we must distinguish between two
forms of chance: a chance that runs through nature, and is but the fluctu-
ating limit with which the world foils our causal explanation; and a chance
that concerns us, since it disrupts our own goals and forces us to review
them. A blind chance, and a chance that involves us personally (gui nous
regarde). On the one hand, Aristotle speaks of an automaton, and restricts
it to natural entities, animals and children, excluding man; on the other,
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he speaks of rukhé proper, which he proceeds to define as follows: a “cause
by accident (aition kata subebékos) occurring in things that, being toward
some end, are also in the realm of decision.”?” Indeed, in order for there to
be tukhé in this sense, that is, good or bad luck, fortunate or unfortunate
outcomes, there must be finality (hou heneka). But this finality alone is not
enough: for example, a lost horse who finds his way back to the stable by
mere chance (automatron), that is, without assignable cause, does in fact act
in a final way; and yet, Aristotle clarifies, it is only metaphorically, from
our point of view, that we can say that he was lucky, since, not having
deliberated on his situation, not having made a decision, the horse cannot
understand his good luck. Therefore rukhé only involves the living on two
conditions: he must be an agent capable of making a decision (proairesis)
and equipped with thought (dianoia), since the latter makes the former
possible. In short, even if Aristotle doesn’t spell it out here, he must be an
agent endowed with a practical intellect (nowus praktikos). “Tukhé and event
(t0 apo tukhés) are in everything involving luck, and practical activity in
general.” The event is always what has meaning, what can be considered
as good or bad, lucky or unlucky. It presupposes, on the part of the one to
whom it happens, an understanding of the situation in which it takes
place, and the ability to modify his own goals in keeping with that situa-
tion. The relation between #ukhé and decision appears here to be complex:
there is tukhé only because there has been decision, but, conversely, all
tukhé is tukhbé in view of a decision. This is well exemplified by the case of
a man who goes to the market and meets his debtor and thus, by chance,
gets his loan paid back.* It is because at the beginning of that action of
going to the market a decision took place that in turn presupposed an
understanding of the situation and a deliberation on what would be a
good thing to do, that luck can occur: then it is as if the lender had gone
to the market on purpose to collect on his loan. Luck manifests a “teleol-
ogy of the as if,”* as Wolfgang Wieland calls it. Everything happens as if
the event manifested a zelos precisely at the point where a zelos is lacking,
since it is to a different goal that the first action was directed. But on the
other hand, even though Aristotle hardly emphasizes that aspect of the
question in his Physics, luck is only luck if T seize the kairos, the occasion,
by means of another decision: if I decide, in meeting my debtor, to get
reimbursed. Luck is luck, and event event, only for a being capable of
understanding them and making up his mind to seize the possibilities
they open up for him.

This distinction on the part of Aristotle is crucial: it permits the dif-
ferentiation between what I have elsewhere called fact and event. The
event belongs not to the neutral domain of facts and their causes, but to
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that of meaning, that is, to a domain in which the understanding of a
situation by an agent comes into play. This understanding, in turn, is
practical through and through: it is inseparable from the agent’s self-
assigned goals, from his action on things and therefore also from the
meaning these things take on for him. This understanding, this practical
knowledge—Aristotle uses the term phronésis to designate it. Now, not
only does one who decides always decide in such a way that an under-
standing of the situation is implied in his decision, but, additionally, he
always decides in such a way that he himself is concerned in person, by
what he decides on. Phronésis is “knowledge of the things that concern us
(ta peri auton eidenai)”®® or yet again “knowledge [of what is good] for
oneself (to auto eidenai),””” so that the “self,” selfhood, is structurally
implied in it. As Rémi Brague points out, phronésis is “the faculty of mak-
ing decisions [in keeping with the situation] in the domain of contingent
realities that can be accomplished by oneself and that are directed toward
what is good for this same se/f”*® All action is both action to be accom-
plished &y me and for the sake of myself. This is why, as Aristotle stresses on
the subject of the difference between actions taken willingly and those
taken unwillingly, no one, unless he is mad, can ignore himself when
taking action.”” We can understand better, consequently, the assertion
that rukhé is possible only for man. It is only in the sphere of human
praxis, in which there is both the understanding of a situation and deci-
sion, that the phenomenon of se/fhood becomes fully manifest. The specific
characteristic of the event—as opposed to the simple fact, which properly
speaking befalls no one—is to always happen to someone personally, so
that he must make a personal decision about who it is he will be. The event
thereby reveals itself as being an occasion for change. For the occasion
(kairos) is never, no more than the event, without decision: “The agents
themselves have to consider what is suited to the circumstances on each
occasion.™® The occasion is neither simply a factual state nor something
that the agent creates himself, but rather what is born of the juncture of
action and situation, what articulates them, so to speak, with one another.
It is only when man makes a decision amid events he does not master, but
“meets with,” that is, amid circumstances delineating a situation, that
there may be occasions for him as well. Thus it is that, in the wake of the
tragedians, Aristotle always sees the finitude of human action as immersed
in a conjuncture eluding any total mastery by the agent himself.

It is true that in a sense Aristotle opposes a certain tragic conception of
action, as expressed in Euripides’s Medea, for example.*! This conception,
in Aristotle’s view, would lead to seeing in the passions a true coercion on
the agent, alienating his actions from him and thus destroying all moral
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responsibility. Even when we act under the sway of passion, Aristotle
counters, it is willingly that we let ourselves go. One of the indications of
this is that we take pleasure in becoming intoxicated with anger. At the
same time, the assertion that the agent acts intentionally (bekin) does not
lead Aristotle to say that there exists in the agent a principle of action that
depends on himself alone. In his view, to say that virtue and vice are
eph’hémin, that they depend on us, is just to say that the principle of
action resides in the agent himself. It is to insist on the spontaneity that
makes the agent the aitia, that is, inseparably the cause and the one being
responsible for his act. It is not in the least to set in opposition, as will the
Stoics after him, an inner free will (autexousion) that is exclusively under
the power of the agent, an unconditional initiative that depends on him
alone, on the one hand, and a necessity (heimarmene) imposed on him
from without, on the other. It is in this sense that Aristotle remains closest
to the tragedians. For him, the assertion that when a man acts—with the
exception of cases in which he is under physical restraint and cases in
which, ignorant of the circumstances of his act, he is mistaken about what
he is doing—he possesses “in himself” (autos) the principle of his action
does not mean that he is, by himself, the principle of his acts: that auzos,
on the contrary, “refers to the human individual taken as a whole, con-
ceived of as the manifold of dispositions forming his particular character,
his éthos.” In sum, Aristotle not only conceives of the practical self as
what is involved in all phronésis, but he also envisages the singularity of the
agent (his ézhos), as constituted through a history: and therefore—to put
it in anachronistic terms—he conceptualizes the radical historicity of the
agent himself, underlying his action. That history that has made us what
we are before any initiative on our part is what has formed our ézbos to the
point of our not being on an even playing field, even with respect to the
acquisition of human excellence (areze). “It is therefore not of small
moment whether we are trained from childhood in one set of habits or
another; on the contrary it is of very great, or rather of supreme, impor-
tance.”™4 Thus Aristotle reserves a place at the very heart of the distinction
hekon/akon for the social and historical conditions in which the action
unfolds. The intentionally performed act is definitely spontaneous, in the
sense that its cause, here, is immanent to the agent himself; but this does
not amount to saying that the agent is the only cause of his acts, since he
is not the only cause, nor even the principal cause of his ézhos, which in
turn makes him who he is and makes him act as he does. This is not to say,
either, that he is not responsible for his acts: it is just that the idea of
“responsibility” here in no way presupposes the subsequent idea of “free
will.” To be responsible is to be called to take upon oneself an action
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whose consequences and previous history escape one to a great extent,
which was already the meaning of tragic responsibility: it was in claiming
his responsibility for what he had done, while being neither the starting
point in an absolute sense nor the author of it, that the tragic hero takes over
the burden of his action, the responsibility for it. So Oedipus when he
declares, “T have excluded myself. His guilt is not that of a subject who is
the source and master of his acts, but that of a man who accepts bearing his
suffering as a burden: “my plague can rest on no other mortal.™®

Because he saw the historicity of the agent and the event-oriented
nature of human life, Aristotle never broke entirely with the tragic con-
ception of life. This is why he always maintained the fragility of human
excellence, exposed as it is to the reversals of #ukhé*” As opposed to the
Greek historians, Thucydides in particular, who contrasts human nature,
anthropiné physis, with the religious power of Tukhé, as being “two . . .
radically heterogeneous orders of reality,® Aristotle, in a manner similar
to that of the tragedians, continues to think of them as two complemen-
tary and inseparable poles. This is probably one of the meanings that can
be attributed to his position favoring poetry over history—the famous
assertion in his Poetics that the former is “more philosophical” than the
latter.

From Fundamental Ontology to Evential Hermeneutics

These digressions devoted to Greek tragedy and Aristotle are only appar-
ently off-topic. They have made it possible for us to enter directly into the
heart of the matter. Not that Aristotle or the tragedians are the sole pos-
sible source of a phenomenology of the event; but they do make up one of
its privileged sources. How is the event to be conceptualized? And in what
way does that conceptualization pertain to hermeneutics? How are we to
construe the expression “evential hermeneutics”? “Evential” as opposed to
“evental,” refers in both my books to the difference between fact and event
already implicitly present in Aristotle, as I have attempted to show. The
fact happens to no one, or to just anyone. It eludes complete explanation
because the contingency of the world imposes a de facto limit on our causal
explanations. The event, on the other hand, possesses that dimension of
referentiality and of address according to which it is always an event for
someone. Furthermore, there is no event outside a context of praxis. It is
the event that upsets the hierarchy of the agent’s objectives, the configura-
tion of his possibilities, the way in which he understands them, and him-
self in light of them, that is, his world as such. Not only does the event
always concern the meaning of the existence that it disrupts and modifies,
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but it always involves the selfhood of the one to whom it happens. By
contrast with the fact, it is not what can iz fact be explained more or less
completely, but what belongs iz principle to an order of meaning prior to
that of causal explanation.

As for “hermeneutics,” it is the method that lays the most stress on the
question of the finitude of human understanding, and more precisely
on the intrinsically temporal and historical nature of the activity of un-
derstanding itself, on understanding qua praxis. It is no accident that
Gadamer, the main representative of philosophical hermeneutics after
Heidegger, always pointedly invoked the Aristotelian concept of phronésis
to describe the activity of the interpreter and work of history (Wirkungsge-
schichte) underlying it. Like Aristotle’s phronésis, understanding always
involves something singular: a text, a work of art, an event, the words of
an interlocutor within a dialogue. Like phronésis, understanding always
relates at once to what is to be understood, the situation of the interpreter,
and the interpreter himself: to understand is also to understand ourselves
through what we understand and through our way of understanding it.
These various traits make up the pragmatic and historically conditioned
nature of all interpretation. “The Aristotelian project of developing a
practical science,” writes Gadamer, “represents, it seems to me, the only
scientific-theoretical model according to which the scholarly disciplines
that are based on ‘understanding’ can be developed and thought through. . ...
Aristotle has made it clear that practical reason and practical insight are
not teachable as science is, but must be exercised in praxis, and this is only
possible because of an inner link with the ezbos.™® It is not possible here to
enter into further detail on the implications of this close connection
between practical knowledge and hermeneutics for the characterization of
hermeneutics itself. In any case, it leads to a reconsideration of the relation
between philosophy and the positive sciences (and their methodology) in
light of that assertion that “the model provided to us by practical philoso-
phy . .. must be put in place of these ‘theories.’”>°

But the philosopher par excellence who thought out the finite nature
of understanding and was also the first to have exhumed the Aristotelian
concept of phronésis, giving it fundamental ontological meaning within
an analytic of Dasein, is Heidegger. One would therefore expect to find
in the existential analytic an explicit treatment of the event in its relation
to human existence. This expectation, as we shall see, may well prove
unfounded.

As henceforth becomes apparent from an analysis of the courses
immediately preceding Sein und Zeit, in which the conceptualization of
fundamental ontology gradually takes shape, Heidegger derived from a
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profoundly original reading of Aristotle, particularly from Book 6 of
Nicomachean Ethics, some of the motifs that oriented his thought. We find
in a footnote to §43 of Sein und Zeir the acknowledgment of that debr,
which is in fact twofold: “The way in which ‘care’ is viewed in the forego-
ing existential analytic of Dasein, is one which has grown upon the author
in connection with his attempts to Interpret the Augustinian (that is,
Helleno-Christian) anthropology with regard to the foundational princi-
ples reached in the ontology of Aristotle.” The foundations here are sup-
plied by Aristotle, and the purpose is that of an ontological rereading of
Christian anthropology. That dependence is henceforth documented by
the publication of the main courses and writings of this period and by
excellent historical studies®*; I have no intent to revisit them in detail. My
purpose is rather to attempt to develop the following question: In the
phenomenological recasting of Aristotle leading to the elaboration of fun-
damental ontology, is there still a place for mukhé? What I mean is, not a
contingent place—as Heidegger does indeed encounter this concept in
passing, in his 1941-42 course on Plato’s Sophist,”® for example—bur a
necessary and central place within ontological conceptualization.

It seems to me that the answer to that question must be no. In reading
Book 6 of Nicomachean Ethics in his course on The Sophist, Heidegger
implicitly sets up a parallel among three of the modalities of alétheuein (the
disclosure of beings, qua ontological determination of human life, that is,
of life endowed with /logos), namely epistéme, poiésis, and phronésis, and the
three modes of being of Dasein, namely simple, noncircumspective (s72-
sichtsfreie), contemplative looking at (Hinsehen),>* making possible the dis-
covery of beings in the mode of Being-subsistent (Vorbandenbeir); the
circumspective preoccupation as giving access to beings in their usability,
qua Being-within-reach (Zuhandenbeir); and last, resoluteness (Entschlos-
senheit) insofar as it enables Dasein’s facing itself and leads it back to its
mode of being: existence. If we keep this parallel in mind, it is already
significant to note that the reference to tukbé never comes up in Heidegger’s
commentary regarding phronésis itself, that is, regarding the nontheoreti-
cal, entirely practical understanding thanks to which Dasein relates to its
own Being qua to-be about which it has to decide in each situation, but
solely regarding poiésis, which corresponds, in the existential analytic, to
the everyday, inauthentic (uneigentiliche) modality of its existence.

This would, of course, be only a very external indication, if it were not
confirmed by an internal reading of Sein und Zeit. What is the status of
the event (Ereignis, Geschehnis, Vorkommnis) within the ontology of Das-
ein? | have treated this problem in more detail elsewhere”; so I will limit
myself to a succinct response. The event, as soon as it comes up in Sein und
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Zeit, is traced back to an inauthentic modality of Dasein, that is, to an
ontological dissimulation of its existence. Hence event is conceived of as
being only relevant to a categorial ontology incommensurate with exis-
tential ontology. In sum, whenever it is thematized, the event is invested
with a mode of being that is incompatible with that of existence. Dasein is
defined ontologically without any relation to events; furthermore, its onto-
logical constitution precludes our being able to define it as a being to which
something can happen. This becomes clear in particular in the analysis
of being-toward-death, in which only Dasein in deterioration (Verfallen)
understands the existentiale of dying (Sterben), that is, of “thrown Being
towards its ownmost potentiality-for-Being, which is non-relational and
not to be outstripped™® (in other words, anxiety before the possibility of
no longer being in the world, before the “possibility of its impossibility”)
as mere demise (Ableben), that is, understands dying as a mere event
(Ereignis) to come. It is the They, Heidegger says, that perverts the onto-
logical meaning of Being-toward-death by understanding the end of
Dasein as “a well-known event (Ereignis) occurring within-the-world™”
and consequently by concealing its character as a possibility. It is the They
and it alone that, in order to escape the vertigo of anxiety, “concerns itself
with transforming this anxiety into fear in the face of an oncoming event
(Ereignis)”®; it is this same They that, by giving a primacy to the death of
others, transforms the being-certain (Gewif$sein) that belongs to resolute-
ness into a mere empirical certainty (empirische Gewifsheit), that of an
“event of public occurrence (Ereignis)”> that concerns everyone, that is,
basically, no one.

In these passages, Heidegger is not satisfied with furnishing an elucida-
tion of the phenomenon of death, keeping it as far as possible from all
reality, hence from any event, but more generally, he states a thesis that
concern the status of the event itself in the economy of fundamental ontol-
ogy. By defining it by within-the-worldness (Innerweltlichkeiz), by attrib-
uting to it the mode of being of reality (Wirklichkeiz) as opposed to
existence, Heidegger deprives the event of all existential status, or, which
amounts to the same thing, strips existence itself of all evential status: the
event henceforth can belong only to a categorial ontology, an ontology of
Vorhandenheir. It is possible to find confirmation of this in the passages
devoted to “the attestation by Dasein of an authentic potentiality-of-being”
(§54-560) and in those on the phenomenon of historicality (§72-§77). In
the former, Heidegger says that the call of conscience does not resonate as
an eventand “gives no information about world-events (Weltereignisse) " —
only the They can understand it this way, that is, misunderstand it. As for
the existential constitution of historicality, it must not be understood on
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the basis of a “changing appearing and disappearing of events (Begeben-
heiten),” nor even on the basis of “man as the ‘subject’ of events (Ereignisse)™':
such determinations never pertain to anything but an ordinary under-
standing of history.

If that “reduction” of the event in order to have access to the ontological
meaning of the Being of Dasein is not contingent, if it is necessarily and
structurally part of the conceptualization of Sein und Zeit, what could the
reasons for this be? What prevented Heidegger from conferring a place to
the Aristotelian zukhé within the new ontological conceptualization inau-
gurated by Sein und Zeir? It seems to me that the answer to this question
must be sought in three main directions.

First, the question refers us to what Heidegger has himself called the
“formality” necessary for all ontology, that is, to a subtle form of essential-
ism that remains present in Sein und Zeir despite a certain critique of
Husserlian apriorism.®* A good illustration of this is contained in the fol-
lowing assertion: “If I say of Dasein that its basic constitution is Being-in-
the-world, I am then first of all asserting something that belongs to its
essence (Wesen), and I thereby disregard whether the being of such a nature
factually (faktisch) exists or not.”®® But the “fact” that Dasein comes into
existence only by the event of a birth—is this merely of the order of the
fact for that existence? Does it not condition Dasein’s meaning through
and through—that is, the understanding we have of it—and, along with
that understanding, the very meaning of our finitude? In other words, the
“fact,” for that existence, of having to befall us in fact by the event of a
birth—does this not belong on principle to what must henceforth be
called the “evential” constitution of that existence? Or yet again, must not
Dasein be determined in its Being by one event at least, in order to be what
it is: Dasein? It becomes clear that the absence of an analytic of birth in
Sein und Zeit, even though such an analytic seems fully required by the
characterization of the historicality of Dasein as that which “stretches along
between birth and death,”®* must be more than a simple omission.

Second—and this second trait is inseparable from the first—the impos-
sibility of a thinking of the event derives here from the permanence of a
certain transcendental style of thought, despite Heidegger’s break with
classical transcendentalism. If Heidegger, on the one hand, opposes the
Cartesian and Husserlian formulation of the problem of the reality of the
outside world by asserting that the meaning of the Being of the world
cannot be elucidated by recourse to a being having the same mode of
being, but only by reference to a being that is ontologically Being-in-the-
world, on the other hand, through the “ontic privilege” of Dasein that is to
be ontological, the latter keeps a quasi-transcendental posture: there can
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be beings only for a Dasein inasmuch as Dasein is determined in its Being
by the understanding of Being. Thanks to its transcendence, Being-in-the-
world is the condition of possibility for the appearing of all beings. It is itself
the ontological openness (Erschlossenheir) making possible all ontic discov-
eredness (Entdecktheit); it is itself “truth” in the first and originary sense.
This is what might be called, taking some license, the “latent transcenden-
talism” of fundamental ontology—a transcendentalism progressively
abandoned with the Kehre. A fair number of concepts that will concern
me here belong to this “ontological transcendentalism,” such as “world,”
“facticity,” and “thrownness” (Geworfenbeit). In this respect the following
question must be asked to Heidegger: Must not the world befall or happen
to Dasein in an inaugural event (even though constitutively lost)? Further-
more, do not a// events affect the existential foundations [assises] of the
world, so that the world itself is at stake and in suspense in its critical
transformation? As for the concept of “facticity” (Faktizitit), it is worth
keeping in mind that it was the invention of Fichte—that is, it also origi-
nally belongs to the context of transcendental philosophy.® It is true that
for Heidegger facticity is not primarily the characteristic of what is given
to me ready-made, already there; it is not the factuality (7assichlichkeir) of
Fichte—or even of Sartre; it is not what an unconditional freedom finds
as already there in front of it; it designates a characteristic of existence
itself qua care. However, the permanence of the conceptuality of facticity
in Heidegger is what precludes a thinking of the eventialness of existence
as such. Facticity is nothing but the obverse of project, and of Dasein as
world-forming; Dasein, by its radical autonomy and self-sufficiency, remains
the origin of the world. The same is true of Geworfenbeit. Here again, the
question must be asked: Can thrownness designate an ontologico-formal
determination that would be neutral with respect to the factual existence
of Dasein, and is it not rather enrooted in the event of Dasein’s coming
into the world? Last, as has been pointed out on more than one occasion,
particularly by Hans Jonas, this “latent transcendentalism” also leads to a
derivation of life from the Being of Dasein, and thus, it should be added,
to a true exclusion of life from the horizon of existential analytic. Let us
recall that this exclusion goes back, in reality, to the thinker who inaugu-
rated the “transcendental motif,” as Husserl called it—that is, to Descartes.
It is Descartes who reinterpreted Augustine’s cogito ergo sum, which was

% severing it from any reference to life, and therefore

also a cogito ergo vivo,
to the body and animality. A similar break is found, muzatis mutandis, in
the ontology of Dasein.

Finally, a third reason—perhaps the main one—for that “forgetfulness

of the event” in Sein und Zeit seems to me to be the following: By reinter-
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preting Aristotle’s phronésis in its relation to poiésis and episteme, Heidegger
submits it to a profound reorientation: it is no longer just the “foundations
set by Aristotle’s ontology” that determine the meaning of the re-
appropriation of Christian anthropology, but ar least as much Christian
anthropology—and more precisely, as we shall see,  particular Christian
anthropology more marked by Kierkegaard than Heidegger would be
ready to acknowledge—that sheds light on the interpretation of Aristotle’s
ontology. Through phronésis, as we have seen, man necessarily maintains a
certain relation to himself, for it is for his own sake that he acts, or yet
again, it is for the sake of his life (zo¢) as a good life (ex zén). “In the case
of ppévnois”, Heidegger writes, “the object of the deliberation is {omn
itself; the T€hog has the same ontological character as ppovNo16.”7 What
Heidegger says seems to be slightly different, but actually is very far from
what Aristotle says. For the Stagirite, the object of phronésis is the contin-
gent as such, “the things that can be otherwise than they are,”® and its
end (zelos) is good action (eupraxia) or “things good or bad for man (
anthropoi agatha kai kaka).”® In short, phronésis and proairesis always refer
to an action to be carried out for the sake of a good life, and not to the
agent himself and his life, which are not, as such, things about which there
could be a decision. But Heidegger understands “praxis” here in an entirely
different sense than Aristotle: he understands it in a sense he considers
“originary,” as synonymous with existence itself: “The object of ppovnoIG
is mpdiyis,” Heidegger specifies, “the {on of man, human Dasein itself.””
To say that phronésis, as a mode of disclosure (aletheuein), has praxis itself
as its object and goal amounts to saying, in Heidegger’s interpretation,
that existence concerns itself with itself as the object for an originary
praxis. Thereby the decision no longer bears upon the means necessary
to attain the good life, living well (ex zén), or happiness, but upon life gua
life, that is, upon the meaning of life as such. Eudemonia becomes Eigent-
lichkeit. 'The decision is no longer decision about this or that, but absolute
decision, bringing us face to face with an absolute alternative, the alterna-
tive between being oneself and not being oneself, or yet again, the decision
between the transparency of Dasein for itself and its self-dissimulation in
a life that is alienated by concern with beings that pertains to poiésis.”!
“The deliberation of ppdvnoig,” Heidegger writes, “is ruled by the either-
or. ... With gpdéynoig. . . there is no more or less, no ‘this as well as that,
but only the seriousness of the definite decision, success or failure, either-
or.”’? The reader will easily remark the influence of Kierkegaard: Aristotle’s
phronésis, recast in light of the Kierkegaardian “either-or,” means hence-
forth the possibility of an absolute decision, that is to say, a decision that
is not about a particular option, but for or against decision itself *—a
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decision, as Kierkegaard would add, that tears us away from the esthetic
stage and brings us into the dimension of ethics, and then, by a new “leap,”
that is to say, by a further decision,” into that of religion. What is involved
here is a “choosing to make this choice,”” as Heidegger puts it, which is a
tearing away from non-choice, from the indecision of inauthenticity, and
is called in Sein und Zeit “resoluteness™ Entschlossenbeit. Furthermore,
Heidegger does not hesitate to interpret boulenesthai and boule—that is,
according to the usual translations, the act of deliberating and delibera-
tion—as modes of actualization of phronésis, as being identical with reso-
lution itself: “Bouln) is the resoluteness, the being-resolved.””® This
resoluteness is the condition of possibility of the “transparency of action”
(to be understood as “of existence”), that is, of the “truth of existence” or
of its authenticity. “The BoukevecsBar of the ppdvno1g involves the Being
of Dasein itself . . . that is, the right and proper way to be Dasein.””” Now
resoluteness, in Sein und Zeir—and also, incidentally, the Kierkegaardian
absolute choice—is necessarily connected to conscience (Gewissen). This is
why Heidegger can easily conclude that phronésis is to be understood, in
its ontological sense, as the equivalent of conscience: “But it is nevertheless
clear from the context that we would not be going too far in our interpre-
tation by saying that here Aristotle has come upon the phenomenon of
conscience (Gewissen). Ppovno1g is nothing other than conscience set into
motion, making an action transparent.”’® Therefore kairos will have to be
understood no longer in the sense of the opportune moment, but rather in
the Johannine sense of the “instant.””® By means of this “radicalization”
and especially of this pattern of shifts and transfers to which he subjects
Aristotle’s text, Heidegger is henceforth able to hear in the self-referential
nature of phronésis an echo of the Kierkegaardian definition of existence.
The existent, Kierkegaard claims, is he who possesses an infinite interest
in his own existence. Eliminating “infinite” we get the definition of Das-
ein as the being “ontologically distinguished by the fact that, in its very
Being, this Being is an issue for it,” that is, whose being is determined by
mineness (Jemeinigkeir).

The point here is not to tax Heidegger with historical inaccuracy: it is a
fact that his interpretation is violent, but this deliberate gap is first of all
what gives it its strength—and its seductive power. It is rather a question
of taking note of the fact that, once existence is submitted to an absolute
alternative, that of authenticity or inauthenticity, once it is suspended, so
to speak, to an absolute event that decides on its fate absolutely (for reso-
luteness, Heidegger will say, has already anticipated all possible events,
thus withdrawing Dasein from the realm of surprise),® there is no longer
any role for mukhe. Resolute Dasein is free of “chance,” “luck,” the “inci-
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dentals” (Zufilligkeiten),® that is, the events of the world (Weltgegeben-
heiten); its existence “can no longer be outstripped [iiberholt] by anything”®;
it has become through and through transparent in the instant (Augen-
blick). There can be no other true event in that existence than resolute-
ness itself.

Conclusions

[ have attempted to carry out, as it were, an “indirect” phenomenology of
the event in its relation to existence—or better yet, with the adventure as
a historical and evential modality of actualization of that existence—not
by trying to summarize phenomenological descriptions, an undertaking
that seems to me, if not impossible, at least sterile and disappointing, but
by emphasizing a few milestones that have guided me along the way. I
hope I have succeeded in showing the legitimacy and relevance of the
concept “event” in interpreting this adventure afresh as openness to what
befalls us, and in describing its temporality. It is here, in a sense, that it all
begins, and that this text ends.

To conclude on a less “negative” note, I would like to make a final
remark. For Aristotle, rukhé, and contingency as well, are first and fore-
most determinations of the world itself. Contingency, the characteristic of
things that can be otherwise than they are, is fundamentally rooted in the
presence of matter, as the indeterminate power of opposites,* which intro-
duces into sublunary movements an irregularity and unpredictability dif-
ferentiating them for the uniformity of the movements of the heavenly
bodies. Here we are far removed from the medieval and modern concept
of contingency, such as formulated especially by Duns Scotus. Indeed, in
his case, contingency is in the world only because it is first and fundamen-
tally in the free will of God. It is defined as the modality of that of which
the opposite can take place at the very moment in which that thing or
event is actualized: “Non voco hic contingens quodcumaque non-necessarium
vel non-sempiternitum, sed cujus oppositum posset fieri quando illud fit; ideo
dixi ‘aliquid contingenter causatur,” et non ‘aliquid est contingens.””%* Con-
tingency is a characteristic, not of things, but of their causation in and
by divine freedom. Indeed, it belongs to will itself, as free will, to be the
power of opposites, not successively, but at the same moment, so that,
when the will has posed an act, it could, at the same moment, have posed
the opposite act. Without going into the details of this Scotist doctrine of
contingency, which has had considerable influence on Modern thought,
we can make the following remark: by making contingency the very
structure of the world, independently of any creative freedom, Aristotle

Sources and Prolongations of “Evential Hermeneutics” = 23



appears to us today more modern than the Moderns. This modernity,
which we found earlier in the confrontation of Aristotle to hermeneutics,
should now be sought in his relation to contemporary science. Biology in
particular relies on a concept of contingency that is not unrelated to that
of the Stagirite: it is a statistical indeterminacy within a cloud of probabil-
ities. This indeterminacy is linked with the process of becoming itself.
Biology rediscovered contingency as it progressively abandoned the idea of
a world ordered by the divine will, and as it came to accept, through evo-
lutionary theory, the irreducible historicity of living beings, that is, as
history was elevated by it, in the words of Francois Jacob, “to the rank of
major cause.”®

This rediscovery deeply modifies the relationship between human ini-
tiatives and the contingency of the world. There is contingency in the
world, but this contingency no longer derives from a freedom belonging to
divine or human action. Thus Aristotle would not say that it is because I
am free—in the sense of being able to determine myself as it were “ran-
domly,” etukheé poiein®*—that there is contingency in the world, as the
modern tenants of free will and their existentialist heirs would do, but
conversely, that it is because there is contingency and rukhé in the world
that there is also room in it for human initiative. Only a few centuries
after Aristotle’s death, his disciple Alexander of Aphrodisias, probably
inspired by the Stoic idea of autexousion, developed the idea of a freedom
of choice (exousia tés aireseds),*” conceiving of it as a kind of inner chance.®
On his view, there is a non-being that, when it is present in the causes
outside ourselves, gives rise to fortune and chance (zukbe, automaron) and,
when it is inside us, makes it so that there are things that are in our power
(eph’hémin), and the opposites of which are equally possible. But, as a
matter of fact, Aristotle does not think in these terms. For him it is, as it
were, because events and contingency are present outside us that they can
be present inside us as well. As Aubenque emphasizes, it is zukhé, and it
alone, that “frees man, while at the same time making his existence pre-
carious and jeopardized.”®

In order to understand this, we need no less than a veritable revolution
in our way of thinking, that is, a break from our philosophical Modernity:
an abandoning of the separation of body and soul such as has been passed
down to us from Descartes, of the scission between subject and object,
and at the same time a renewed conception of action that no longer sets in
opposition the contingency of acts and the determinism of nature. We
must be able to conceive of human life as intrinsically bound to the world,
as a life-in-the-world, following Hans Jonas. To be sure, biology tries to
explain certain facts positively; evential hermeneutics, on the other hand,
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tries to give a phenomenological account of how the adventure comes
about and is phenomenalized: these two disciplines are not situated at the
same level. But they are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, it is the
analysis of the evential nature of the human adventure that forces us to
reintroduce into the field of philosophy both a thinking of life—without
which the relation of the human being to the history of his species would
in a sense be destroyed—and a cosmology that idealism and transcenden-
talism had progressively expelled from it.

It is because man is, among living beings, the one whose genetic pro-
gram, according to Ernst Mayr’s expression, is the most “open,” that is, the
least restrictive in the regulation of the various aspects of his behavior, the
most open to the unexpected and undecided, that man is also, among
living beings, the most free: “it gives him a certain freedom of response,”
as Francois Jacob writes.”® This ability to respond, this “responsivity” to
the contingent qua contingent, is what defines freedom. It is also what
confers a history on the living human being. Here, biology and paleontol-
ogy join hands. What makes man’s singularity, as Leroi-Gourhan has put
it forcefully, is that he places the main part of his technical and symbolic
innovations outside himself, in the social organism, in a trans-individual
memory passed on from generation to generation: “The whole of our evo-
lution has been oriented toward placing outside ourselves what in the rest
of the animal world is achieved inside by species adaptation.”™" This is how
culture is born. There is no reason, in this respect, to set in opposition
nature and culture, but, on the other hand, it is only if we understand the
essence of man as consisting in his specific “openness” to events, that we
can truly attempt to think the two of them together. It is because man is,
biologically, of all living beings, the one whose behavior is the most “open,”
and therefore also the one whose life is the most precarious and exposed to
the unforeseeable, that he possesses both a culture and a freedom. This
freedom is owusside him, in his history, in that depository of signs and
archives that are those of his collective memory—a memory of the imme-
morial, that alone can make of his birth, once for all, a human one.
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Possibility and Event

The question of time was never addressed by Heidegger,' as he himself
specifically recognizes, except in the restricted and rigorously determined
perspective of a different questioning—whose relevance and necessity are
the object of the sustained justificatory effort of Sein und Zeit—oriented
toward Being as such: “But all this forgets that we are not inquiring into
time in any old way, nor are we inquiring into the experience of time, but
we are inquiring into time because, and in so far as, Being is understood
from time, in the light of time. The particular way we are inquiring into
time is already prescribed by the question of Being, that is by what we
already know about this question, quite apart from its connection with
time.”” This assertion of Heidegger is crucial in several respects: on the
one hand, because it ascribes a (necessarily limited) “scope” to the ques-
tions brought to bear in Sein und Zeit, and seems to leave open the pos-
sibility of a different problematic, no longer envisaging time within the
horizon of the question of being?®; on the other, because if, as Heidegger
asserts elsewhere, “formality” (Formalitiy) is inseparable from any onto-
logical characterization,* the analysis of ecstatic temporality, approached
from the point of view of an ontological questioning, cannot escape a cer-
tain formalism.

From this twofold observation, two orders of questions follow. The first
is internal to the work of Heidegger itself: This limitation of the question
about time itself to a problematic that is ontological through and
through—is it not in contradiction with the constantly stated project of
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“interpreting temporality in itself™ or of “speaking of time temporally”?
The second goes beyond his work itself: Is it not required, in order to
successfully carry out the task that Heidegger himself sketched out, to
remove time entirely from the framework of the question of Being? Which
would come down to deformalizing time in one fell swoop? To think time
temporally, to respond to Heidegger’s concern, would then be to try to
think how temporality temporalizes itself, to try to think of the very spring-
ing forth of ecstatic temporality in the contrasted unity of its ecstasies?
What about such a project? Is it not required by the very conceptuality of
Sein und Zeir itself, at the point where this work reaches, perhaps, its outer
limits: the relation between event and possibility?

The Reduction of the Event and the Bringing to Light
of the Originary Phenomenological Meaning of Possibility

Why take as our starting point these two notions: possibility and event?
What role do these two concepts play in fundamental ontology that gives
them a methodological primacy for trying to answer the questions raised
above? This role can be better defined if we attempt to follow the progres-
sive elaboration of the concept of ecstatic temporality at the beginning of
the 1920s, setting out from the analyses that Heidegger devotes to the
temporality of the originary Christian life. The overall principle of those
analyses could be formulated as follows: The elucidation of the originary
phenomenological meaning of the temporality of Christian life rests on a
de-worlding of the eschatological event and—through the bringing to
light of the modalities according to which that event is /ived, that is,
“experienced” in advance in the present in the form of hope—in a reduc-
tion of that event, qua phenomenon of the world, to the “how” (Wie) of its
appearing in and for the factical experience of life, in short, in the subor-
dination of that event to its possibility for the Christian, insofar as that
possibility conditions the transformation of his factical life itself in its
entirety.

Indeed, in 1920-21, Heidegger taught a course in Freiburg entitled
“Introduction to the Phenomenology of Religion,” the second part of
which was devoted to clarifying original Christianity, taking his orien-
tation from Paul’s two Epistles to the Thessalonians.” The purpose of the
course was to shed light on “the factical experience of life” proper to
original Christianity—the concept of “life” escaping by principle all
naturalism and all biologism®—as it transpires within a conceptualization
that has not yet been corrupted by the introduction of elements coming
from Greek philosophy, and as it can be described through a number of
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phenomenological features that supplied a first, rather coherent sketch of
the future analytic of Dasein. (1) In all factical experience of life an experi-
ence of the world is essentially co-implied: “‘life’ and ‘world” are not
two separate self-subsistent Objects. . . . World is the basic category of
the content-sense in the phenomenon, life™; (2) Factical life is defined
essentially as Bekiimmerung, concern,’® a concept that anticipates the
ontologico-existential concept of care (Sorge); (3) This life tends to conceal
itself from itself, to cover itself, to self-dissimulate; it is characterized by
the phenomenon that Heidegger, in these years, calls ruinance (Ruinanz)
and sometimes even, already, “inclination to degradation (Verfallensge-
neigtheit)”'! and that prefigures the Verfallen of Sein und Zeit; (4) All these
characteristics must be isolated and brought out phenomenologically at
the level of factical life and consequently require a pre-understanding
(Vorgriff) of that life rooted in that life itself.” It is on the basis of these
insights into the phenomenological concept of life that a properly philo-
sophical interpretation becomes possible—an interpretation that concen-
trates more specifically on the problem of the temporality of factical life in
originary Christianity.

The essential question of a “phenomenology of religion” can be none
other than the following: /n whar mode of givenness does God let himself
be summoned before the life of the Christian? This “mode of givenness,”
Heidegger replies, is first of all temporal: “Christian religiosity lives tem-
porality as such.”? Conversely, “the meaning of temporality [of Christian
life] determines itself out of [its] fundamental relationship to God.”™* The
center of Christian life is indeed the eschatological problem of the return
of Christ at the end of time, or his parousia. This Topovsio. must not be
understood here originarily as presence (Anwesenheit) in keeping with the
current Greek meaning of the term, but as “the appearing again of the
already appeared Messiah.”” The Christian relates to this return of Christ
in glory through hope (¢éAmic). But what is the phenomenological struc-
ture of hope? Does hope (Hoffnung) reduce to the expectation (Erwartung)
of something objectively accessible and graspable? Not at all. Heidegger
makes an express distinction between the meaning of Christian eschatol-
ogy, as it emerges in the Pauline Epistles, and the one that regulated Jew-
ish thought before it. While in Judaism the eskbaron is constituted by the
impending coming of the Messiah qua future event (Ereignis), the struc-
ture of Christian hope is different, since it is not only an expectation
(Erwartung) of a future event, but also of the divine parousia as a return of
God in his glory—a second coming, which consequently only has meaning
in relation to a first coming, that of Christ in the flesh who became man.
The Christian experience of time is thus suspended between an “already”
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and a “not yet” that gives it its distinctive structure. But this “already”
refers not only to a past event, nor this “not yet” only to a future one; this
tension between “already” and “not yet” is rather constitutive of the tem-
porality of the Christian in that the latter is already justified—on the
condition of having faith: “Therefore being [already] justified by faith, we
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ”'*—but in which
that justification remains yet to come, which makes Christian existence a
hope of salvation: “For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righ-
teousness by faith.”"” Because the eskhaton of the return of the Messiah is
not an objectively apprehensible event that could arise from a successive,
linear time, the temporality of the experience of factical life requires a
phenomenological interpretation going beyond the ordinary and objective
concept of time. Thus, Heidegger emphasizes that the concepts through
which Paul grasps the temporal phenomenon are not taken from the objec-
tive measurement of time but from the inner structuration of the factical
experience of life itself. This is the case, in particular, when Paul asserts,
speaking of the Thessalonians, that “he experiences their having-become
(yevnOtjvar).”® The having-become, das Gewordensein, refers here to a
dimension constitutive of the factical life that the Christian does not cease
experiencing as long as he experiences that factical life, and not to a mere
past event that he would somehow leave “behind him”™ “Having-become
is not, in life, [just] any event [Vorkommnis] you like. Rather, it is inces-
santly co-experienced, and indeed such that their [the Thessalonians’]
Being now is their having-become. Their having-become is their Being
now.”” Such a “past,” therefore, does not refer to past—and passed—
events; it is not understandable by the measure of a time conceived of as
an unfolding of lived experiences (Ablauf von Erlebnissen)*®; it points in
the direction of what Sein und Zeir will call “having-been” (Gewesenbeir),*
that is, toward an ecstasy of time that originarily determines the instant
(Augenblick) and the to-come (Zu-kunft) and is temporalized co-originally
with them. It is therefore only as “having-become” that the “already” can
structure originary Christian life and give it its eschatological structure.
And, similarly, the “not yet” that belongs to that life cannot be interpreted
phenomenologically on the basis of the expectation of a future event: the
originary phenomenological meaning of the future is inseparable from the
elucidation of hope. This is what Chapter 5 of the Epistle to the Thessalo-
nians reveals, which is the nodal point of Heidegger’s entire commentary,
since it is there alone that the temporal structure of the Christian experi-
ence is laid bare in the sharpest outline in its totality. The question Paul’s
interlocutors ask him is about the moment at which the parousia will come
about, or, as Heidegger says, the question of its “when” Is the return of the
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Messiah imminent? Do we still have a long time to wait? Paul responds by
disqualifying that question and replacing it with the problem of the sow
of factical life itself. “But of the times [£hronoi, which Heidegger restores
to the singular, with Zei#] and the seasons [kairoi, which Heidegger trans-
lates, also in the singular, with Augenblick], brethren, ye have no need that
[ write unto you. For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so
cometh as a thief in the night. For when they shall say, Peace and safety;
then sudden destruction cometh upon them, as travail upon a woman
with child; and they shall not escape. But ye, brethren, are not in dark-
ness, that that day should overtake you as a thief. Ye are all the children of
light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, nor of darkness.
Therefore let us not sleep, as [do] others; but let us watch and be sober.”*
In this passage, Paul leads the question of the “when” of the end of days to
that of the different modalities of living (zwei verschiedene Weisen des Leb-
ens)®: the important thing is not when the parousia of Christ will take
place—since the Son Himself does not know the day or hour—Dbut rather
in what disposition the Christian must be to be open to that parousia; what
is important is to be “awake” in order not to be surprised by Him who will
come like a thief in the night. The two differentiated modalities of living
foreshadow here the existential distinction between authenticity and inau-
thenticity, as is attested by Heidegger’s commentary on this passage:
“Those who find rest and security in this world are those who cling to
this world because it provides peace and security . . . their expectation
[Erwarten] is absorbed by what life brings to them. Because they live in
this expectation, the ruin [Verderben] hits them in such a way that they
cannot flee from it. They cannot save themselves, because they do not
have themselves [sie sich selbst nicht haben), because they have forgotten
their own self [das eigene Selbst], because they do not have themselves in
the clarity of authentic knowledge [eigentlichen Wissens).”** Therefore those
who await the eskharon of the end of days as a simple event to come, those
who would like to know the day or hour, are thereby stricken with ruin;
they exist only in deterioration, as Sein und Zeit will say; they are absorbed
by the world with which they are concerned, and they understand them-
selves (that is, they misunderstand themselves) on the basis of this world;
they live in the forgetfulness of their authentic Self, far from themselves,
“in darkness.” Their waiting is entirely “for this world,” and this is why
they think of the parousia of Christ as a mere future event, which would
take place along with other events iz the world, and thus be interpreted
temporally as a present to come. They think they can merely expect that
event as having to happen “someday,” and even “speculate” (speculieren)
on the moment he will come—while, as Heidegger points out, “the when
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(das Wann) [of that event] is in no way objectively graspable””—because
they understand temporality itself as an objective chronology, as a succes-
sion of nows, according to a concept of “time” that Heidegger will later
qualify as “ordinary.”

Their brothers, those who do not live in darkness, those who are the
“children of light” and who live in full light, do not evade the fundamen-
tal insecurity (Unsicherbeit) of “the day or hour” and consequently of their
own life: for, as Heidegger stresses, “there is no security for Christian life;
the constant insecurity is also characteristic for what is fundamentally
significant (Grundbedeutendheiten) in factical life”*; they are, as Paul
invites them to be, less concerned about the when than the how of their
lives. They relate therefore to the Second Coming of Christ not in the
manner of expectation (Erwartung) of an event to come, but in that of
being-awake (wachsam sein) for a possibility of each instant that looms
over them with its imminence. The “imminence” of the possible is not to
be understood here as a mere “impending future,” a present that will soon
be actualized, that is to say, apprehended according to a successive and
objectively graspable temporality; it must be understood as a possibility
that is only possible and the very possibility of which constitutes its essen-
tial “reality.” If they can remain awake in this way, in the instant, in
view of a possibility that is only possible, this, says Heidegger, is because
they possess a preliminary knowledge—*“for yourselves know perfectly
[oidate]”—Dby virtue of what they already are, a knowledge that is there-
fore rooted in their ownmost having-become (Gewordensein). Thus, the
instant (Augenblick) of the awakening, in its fundamental and frightening
insecurity—a prefiguration of the Unbeimlichkeit of Sein und Zeit, discov-
ered in anxiety as the basis of selfhood—is the result of the anticipation of
a possibility (the coming of Christ as second coming) that is open to the
Christian by virtue of what he already is, that is, by virtue of a preliminary
understanding of himself. 7he instant resulting from the hope of a possibility
of every moment qua return toward the ownmost having become: such is,
grasped in its formal structure, the temporality of the factical experience
of life in originary Christianity. Only he who, remaining wakeful in the
instant in anticipation of an imminent possibility, relates to his having-
become in an authentic self-knowledge—only he is zruly in possession of
himself; and, thus acceding to his authentic Self (eigene Selbst) before God,
he can consequently be saved.

What can this Heideggerian reading of Paul’s Epistle to the Thessalo-
nians teach us about the genesis of Sein und Zeit, and more specifically
about the elaboration of the concept of “authentic temporality”? Is this
point of departure merely fortuitous? Is it not decisive, to some extent, with
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respect to the destiny of the work, in conformity with the aphorism Hei-
degger likes to quote: “Provenance is always future”?” Indeed, on what
does Heidegger’s entire interpretation of Paul rest? We can sketch out this
response: on the suppression of an ambiguity that remains constantly
present in the Pauline Epistles and that ultimately decides the meaning of
eschatology itself. Bultmann summarizes this ambiguity when he writes,
“Though Paul still expects the end of the old world to come as a cosmic
drama that will unfold with the imminent parousia of Christ (I Thess.
4:16; I Cor. 15:23, 51ff), that can only be the completion and confirma-
tion of the eschatological occurrence that has now already begun.”*® An
event that is already present (he who has faith is already justified) and yet
still to come: it is in this very tension that the whole structuration of Chris-
tian theology resides.”” Now Heidegger highlights only one of the aspects
of that eschatology in his interpretation, and, on the other hand, he reduces
(in the phenomenological sense of the term) any conception of the end of
the world as a “cosmic drama” that would come about at a certain given
moment of time conceived of as a succession of nows. What gives the
temporality of factical experience of Christian life its authentic structure
is not the expectation of an event in the world, but the wakefulness of the
Christian before the imminence of a possibility-at-every-moment. We find
here the analogon of a phenomenological reduction, even though Hei-
degger does not use the term, insofar as the reduction is the method mak-
ing it possible to lead what appears back to its mode of appearing, and for
every phenomenon to pass from its Was to its Wie. Now, only such a
modification of the look makes it possible to accede, through the bracket-
ing of the parousia as a future worldly event, to the phenomenon of hope
in its Christian meaning-content, qua modality of experience of factical
life, and consequently to its temporality—a reduction that makes it pos-
sible therefore to recognize the originary phenomenological meaning of
possibility as it determines and wholly penetrates factical life (as will, later,
the existence of Dasein). Consequently we see the point on which Hei-
degger’s interpretation of Paul inevitably stumbles: the impossibility of a
complete reduction of event to possibility. From the Pauline point of view,
the parousia of Christ cannot be understood exclusively as a possibility; it
must be thinkable a/so as an event to come. The path toward Sein und Zeit
seems therefore already mapped out: since the reduction of the eschato-
logical event and its subordination to possibility cannot be completed
setting out from Christian thought, since there always remains, in that
perspective, a residuum after the phenomenological reduction, a literally
irreducible nucleus of factual positivity, Heidegger will have to change
course, and horizon, so to speak, and adopt from the start the viewpoint
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of a methodological atheism.*® In what, more precisely, does this radical-
ization of the temporal problematic that constitutes at the same time a
reduction (radical, this time) of the event consist? It resides in a substitu-
tion of decisive significance: the instantaneous wakefulness as hope for the
return of Christ is replaced by Being-towards-death qua authentic reso-
luteness within the transparent (durchsichtig) instant or moment of vision
(Augenblick); presence before God is replaced by the mortality of Dasein
qua possibility of its Being, possibility of its impossibility. For only the
reduction of the event brings out possibility as possibility: this is what will
be confirmed by the analyses of Sein und Zeir devoted to the existentiale of
dying (Sterben).

From these well-known analyses I cannot, in the restricted framework
of this inquiry, provide more than a summary and schematic characteriza-
tion, more often than not referring the reader to the texts themselves. The
entire modus operandi of Sein und Zeiz, in the chapter devoted to Being-
towards-death (§46ff), consists once more in a reduction of the event of
death in order to bring fully to light the existential phenomenon of the
mortality of Dasein, as a signal, unrealizable, and in this sense also insu-
perable potentiality of Being-in-the-world. The result of the preliminary
interpretation of Dasein, carried out from the point of view of everyday-
ness, had been the highlighting of the Being of the exemplary being as
care. But if care (Sorge) is as structure in each case rotal, which articulates
inseparably the three ontological characteristics of existence, that is, being-
ahead-of-itself (existentiality), Being-already-in-the-world (facticity) and
Being-alongside beings (deterioration), what ensures the rorlity of that
structure? Only the phenomenon of Being-towards-death, on the condi-
tion of being interpreted originarily, can bring us an answer to this ques-
tion about the totality of the structural whole of Dasein. In understanding
at first the meaning of this totality as “conclusion” or “fulfillment,” (Abge-
schlossenheit, Vollendung) however, the analyses of Sein und Zeit end up in
an impasse; for these concepts are only suitable for subsistent (vorbanden)
realities. “The fruit ripens” means, ontologically, “the fruit reaches its ful-
fillment” (vollendet), it attains its own completeness; all its potentialities
are realized with its coming-at-an-end in maturity. But is it the same way
with man? Of course, with death, Dasein “has run its course,” but has it
reached any fulfillment in the sense of all its own potentialities having
been realized, like a puzzle that is finished when I put the last piece in?
No: because Dasein, when it dies, has not completed its specific possibili-
ties: rather they have been taken away from it. The existential meaning of
dying is not understandable in the way the “end” of a subsistent being
is grasped; “the ‘ending’ which we have in view when we speak of death,
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does not signify Dasein’s Being-at-an-end [Zu-Ende-Sein], but a Being
towards-the-end [Sein zum Ende) of this entity.”!

But what does such a “Being-towards-the-end” mean existentially?
Not, surely, the expectation (Erwartung) of an event still to come, experi-
enceable in the world; for death, as the end of experience, makes the
experience of the end impossible. This impossibility of experiencing death
as an innerworldly event is not the result of a limitation of my faculty of
knowledge, but the consequence of the ontological structuration of the
being that I am. Death as such is unexperienceable because at the very
moment Dasein experiences the loss of its Being-in-the-world, it is no lon-
ger even determinable as Dasein; it “eludes in principle any possibility of
getting experienced at all.”** We can say of Dasein what Jack London says
of his hero on the threshold of death, feeling the worry of a forever impos-
sible knowledge: “And at the instant he knew [what death was] he ceased
to know.” Thus, “by its transition to no-longer-being-there [Nichtmebhr-
dasein), Dasein gets lifted right out of the possibility of experiencing this
transition and of understanding it as something experienced.”?*

The “detour” through the “objectively accessible” experience of the
death of others cannot any more afford us an answer to the question of
the rotality of the structural whole of Dasein as care. The phenomenon of
the death of others leads to the same aporias as that of my own death: far
from furnishing an “‘objective’ givenness of death”™ qua innerworldly
event, it confirms the fundamental unexperienceability of such a “phe-
nomenon’: “We do not experience the dying of others in a genuine sense;
we are at best always just ‘there alongside.” 7 If, in everydayness, the dete-
riorated Dasein merges entirely with the They in which “everyone is the
other, and no one is himself,” if, in the common identifying with the
world, “one is what one busies oneself with” and each Dasein can, within
certain limits, be the other Dasein, the phenomenon of death, on the con-
trary, suspends this possibility of the They and is withdrawn by essence
all delegation: “No one can take the Other’s dying away from him.”*" At
most one can die for the other, that is, sacrifice oneself for him, without
taking his place in what constitutes an unwavering possibility of his
Being: his essential mortality. Death is a possibility that each Dasein
must assume in the first person without any possibility substitution: it is
ontologically constituted by the mineness (Jemeinigkeit) as a fundamen-
tal characteristic of Dasein’s Being,.

However, the major presupposition of all these analyses, a presupposi-
tion never questioned by Heidegger and of which it is appropriate to
explore the consequences, is that every event as such can be experienced in
the sense in which a given occurrence is experienced, that is to say, can be
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empirically and objectively accessible. For, from the unquestionably unex-
perienceable character of the death of others (“dying is not a given occur-
rence [keine Begebenbeit], it is a phenomenon to be understood existentially,
and it is to be understood in a distinctive sense which must still be more
closely delimited”),”® Heidegger will conclude that that death is not an
event. But is every event as such a “given occurrence”? Are experience and
“experienceability” the only measure of the event in its eventness? Isn’t an
event precisely the unexperienceable—Dby the standards of an empiricist
concept of “experience”—and this, precisely, insofar as it is an evens? Or,
putting it differently, can every event be conceived of as a mere “fact of
experience (Erfabrungstatsache)”’?*® For the moment, whatever the case
may be concerning the answers to these questions, the result of the above
analyses is to remove the phenomenon of death from any understanding
of death in terms of an event.

Dying, in the existential sense, means a way of being of Dasein, which
consequently is rooted in the structure of care: first, death is a porentialiry-
for-Being that Dasein in each case must take over; it concerns Dasein’s
potentiality-for-Being-in-the-world (existentiality), since the latter is the
ultimate possibility of no longer being (or, better, of no longer having any
potentiality-for-Being) in the world. Second, Dasein has to take over this
signal possibility of its existence insofar as it is always already #hrown into
it. Dasein is destined to death from the moment it is born: “Sobald ein
Mensch zum Leben kommt, sogleich ist er alt genug zu sterben.” This second
moment of the existential concept of death is that of facticity: “Thus the
existential conception of ‘dying’ is made clear as thrown Being towards its
ownmost potentiality-for-Being, which is non-relational and not to be
outstripped.”? Now, anxiety had been manifested, in the first part of Sein
und Zeit, as that Grundstimmung, that fundamental and signal mood of
Dasein, which made possible a phenomenal givenness of that being in its
entirety, and prepared the ground for the determination of its Being as
care. Anxiety gathers within itself the two structural moments of existence
and facticity: anxiety carries, as does all Stimmung, two essential charac-
teristics, the “in the face of which” (das Wovor) and the “for which” (das
Worum): “that in the face of which we have anxiety is thrown Being-in-
the-world; that for which we have anxiety is our potentiality-for-Being-
in-the-world.™* But since “being thrown into the world” means, more
fundamentally, being thrown into death (into the possibility of no longer
[having the potentiality for] being-in-the-world), and since potentiality-
for-Being means taking on this possibility which is nonrelational and not
to be outstripped, the possibility of my own impossibility, the existential
concept of dying, is strictly identical with the phenomenon of anxiety
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grasped in its existential meaning-content: “Being-towards-death is essen-
tially anxiety.™* Dying (sterben), for Dasein, does not have the meaning of
a factical demise (Ableben), but means existentially being thrown in a
signal possibility of its Being and to be anxious about that possibility as
long as it “lives™ “Der Tod ist eine Weise zu sein, die das Dasein jibernimmit,
sobald es ist”® The assumption of this ultimate and not to be outstripped
potentiality-for-Being into which Dasen is thrown is only possible in anxi-
ety, and this is why all factical being-anxious is fundamentally a being-
anxious toward death.

But just as anxiety is most often “covered over” in the carelessness of
the They, similarly the existential phenomenon of Being-towards-death,
qua rooted in care, includes a third moment: deterioration. What is pri-
mordial in the everyday understanding of death is not the potentialiry-
for-being into which every Dasein is thrown as long as it exists, but the
innerworldly event of death: the They “‘knows’ death as a constantly occur-
ring event, as a ‘case of death.” Someone or another ‘dies,” be it a neighbor
or a stranger. People unknown to us ‘die” daily and hourly. ‘Death’ is
encountered as a well-known event occurring within-the-world (bekanntes
innerweltlich vorkommendes Ereignis).”*® He who dies is not the Self iso-
lated through anxiety, but the anonymous and indeterminate They. Every-
dayness is reassuring: it “does not let the courage of being anxious about
death come out,” it turns Dasein away from that not to be outstripped
possibility of itself (its mortality) to present it with death as an event that
is future and, for that very reason, not yer present. While in the anxiety of
death, Dasein is transported before itself in that it is entrusted to its not-
to-be-outstripped possibility, the They, on the contrary “concerns itself
with transforming this anxiety into fear in the face of an oncoming event
[Ereignis].™ Anxiety, made ambiguous, will be taken for cowardice. Thus,
in the ordinary understanding of death, there is a primacy of the event
(Ereignis) over possibility. And this primacy must be reversed, in order to
remove death from its ordinary understanding and to gain access to the
existential phenomenon of dying in its authenticity (Eigentlichkeit).

In Being-towards-death as an existential phenomenon, death, as we
have seen, is Dasein’s “ownmost, non-relational, and. . . . not-to-be outstripped”
possibility.®® But what makes the authenticity of that possibility? Or, to
put it differently, What is it that confers on this ownmost possibility the
phenomenological privilege it possesses—as long as it is not covered over
by the everyday understanding of the They—for the sake of bringing to
light the phenomenon of authenticity? First, death is a possibility that
Dasein can only have or, rather be itself irreplaceably: death suffers no
delegation, procuration, or dismissal. Second, death is the ownmost (the
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most authentic) possibility because it reveals a signal meaning of possibil-
ity that distinguishes it sharply from all “possibilities” in the sense in
which the They speaks of them in general. Indeed, what characterizes the
possibilities offered to preoccupation (Besorgen) is the following phenom-
enal feature: “Being out for something possible, there is a tendency to
annihilate the possibility of the possible by making it available to us.™ This
is what happens when 7hey expect death: the expectation (Erwarten) “is
not only an occasional looking away from the possible to its possible actu-
alization, but essentially a waiting for thar actualization.”° The They covers
over the possibility of death by actualizing it in advance. But the possibil-
ity of death gives no support to actualization—for “to actualize” that sig-
nal possibility of Dasein that death is would mean nothing other than a
provocation of demise, and thereby Being-in-the-world would remove the
very the ground necessary for a being existing roward death; that is to say,
it would annihilate all “reality” ar the same time as all “possibility.” Abso-
lutely unavailable, death can never be grasped as a subsistent “reality.”
While the possible is generally understood as the complement of the real,
the possibility of death, radically unrealizable, is the opposite of a poten-
tial being: for actuality is the actualization of potentiality, but the event of
death deprives the mortal of the potentiality for dying that makes him
such. If; for Leibniz, the reality of the possible increases in proportion to
its propensity for being actualized, here it is the possibility of the possible
that increases in proportion to its unavailability. Death, as possibility
withdrawn from all actualization, is therefore a possibility that is nothing
but possibility. Death is also what reveals thereby the properly existential
meaning of possibility. “On the other hand, if Being-towards-death has to
disclose understandingly the possibility which we have characterized, and
if it is to disclose it as a possibility, then in such Being-towards-death, this
possibility must not be weakened: it must be understood as a possibilizy, it
must be cultivated as possibility, and we must put up with it as a possibility
in the way we comport ourselves towards it.”>!

It is perhaps permissible to ask: What is a possibility that is nothing but
possibility and that cannot be actualized as such? What is a possibility
that is, strictly speaking, the possibility of nothing—of no event? Even if
this possibility is understood as the possibility of its own annihilation gua
possibility, can this “annihilation,” in turn, be understood otherwise than
as an event that is to come? Does Heidegger not strip death of its sting by
defining it solely as a way to be (Weise zu sein) in which Dasein is engaged
and by identifying it ontologically with anxiety? Could anxiety break out
if death did not always a/so announce itself to me as a future event? Can
“dying” in the existential sense be wholly dissociated from the evens of
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demise in such a way that not only the two phenomena stand in opposi-
tion, but the latter is derived from the former? Does the phrase “Dasein can
demise only as long as it is dying™* truly indicate a relation of foundation,
and does it not inevitably call for its converse? Is it not because | have access
to the demise of others—and through theirs, to my own—that I can a/lso
be anxious, in my Being, for that Being itself?

However it may be with these questions, the analyses of dying as
opposed to undergoing demise result in a distinction between two modes
of certainty that are irreducible to one another: on the one hand, the cer-
tainty (Gewifsheiz) of the They, an “empirical certainty” that death, seen as
a public event, will occur in the world: “One experiences daily the ‘dying’
of others. Death is an undeniable ‘fact of experience’”; on the other
hand, the being-certain (GewifSsein) that belongs to Dasein alone, insofar
as it is resolute, isolated by anxiety and brought back from deterioration
toward its ownmost possibility, a certainty that is no longer about a fact,
nor commensurate with an alleged “experience” that Dasein would have of
the death of others, but the certainty of a possibility at every moment. This
certainty is “higher” than that of the They, because it leaves death its
character of possibility. On the contrary, the assurance that death as an
innerworldly event will occur “someday” but provisionally not yet, con-
sists in covering over Dasein’s ownmost possibility: “Death is deferred to
‘sometime later,” and this is done by invoking the so-called ‘general opin-
ion.” Thus the “They’ covers over what is peculiar in death’s certainty—=zhar
it is possible ar every moment [dafS er jeden Augenblick moglich ist]. Along
with the certainty of death goes the indefiniteness of its ‘when’ [die Unbest-
immtheit seines Wann). Everyday Being-towards-death evades this indefi-
niteness by conferring definiteness upon it.”>* It is easy to take note of the
connection between these analyses and those of factical life in originary
Christianity. Only the anxious certainty that relates to death as to Dasein’s
ownmost possibility is reconcilable with the radical indetermination of
the “when” of death. This certainty is all the more certain, that is to say, it
covers over even less the imminent character of that death, in that it leaves
more indeterminate “the day or hour.”

The anticipation of death, then, has as little to do with the morbid
anticipation of a coming event as with the carelessness that flees from it in
“diversion (divertissement).” For the possibility of death toward which
Dasein is projected “offers no support for becoming intent on something,
for ‘picturing’ to oneself the actuality which is possible, and so forgetting
its possibility.” Authentic Being-towards-death “as anticipation of possibil-
ity . . . first makes this possibility possible, and sets it free as possibility.”>
Therefore it is Dasein and it alone that, by the anticipation of the possibil-
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ity of death, “makes this possibility possible”—which indeed does not
mean that it creates that possibility—and restores it to its possibility
beyond all “actualization.” Thus, the anticipation of the not-to-be-out-
stripped possibility that Dasein itself is “discloses also all the possibilities
which lie ahead of that possibility,” including “the possibility of taking the
whole of Dasein in advance in an existentiell manner; that is to say, it
includes the possibility of existing as a whole potentiality-for-Being.”>°

We are therefore in possession of the answer to the question raised at
the beginning, that of Dasein’s whole porentiality-for-Being. The categorial
concept of outstanding (Ausstand), from which the analysis of Being-
towards-death set out, in which Dasein’s “ahead-of-itself” presented itself
as “not yet,” revealed itself to the genuinely existential consideration as
Being-towards-the-end, which is something that “in the depths of its Being,
every Dasein is.””” The “wholeness” of which it is question is not the addi-
tion of subsistent parts, since the analysis of Being-towards-death brought
out that Dasein is its possibilities against a background of impossibility: death.
But death can only be this signal possibility of Dasein because the latter s,
at bottom, possibility; death is the possibility that I am, and consequently
my Being as a mortal is entirely within the possibility of my death; I will
not die someday, I am dying at every moment with all my Being (de rour
mon étre). It is therefore a characterization of possibility as exceeding all
actualization—and thereby all evenr—that constitutes the core of Hei-
degger’s analyses.

The Meaning of Time and the Aporias of Birth

This existential interpretation of Being-towards-death and the phenome-
nological reduction of events that goes along with it, because they bring
out the eminent meaning of possibility qua possibility of the impossibility of
Dasein (the very repetition of the word “possibility” in this phrase indicat-
ing that death is a possibility that must be understood only as possibility
and stands farthest from all actualization), condition, therefore, the whole
analysis of ecstatic temporality. The direction/meaning (sens) of time, in
its authentic temporalization, is the future; but the ontological-existential
meaning of the future only discloses itself in the anticipatory resolute-
ness toward death: the relation to the authentic future is not expectation
(Erwartung) of a future event, but Dasein’s coming to itself from the not-to-
be-outstripped possibility that it is itself: “Anticipatory resoluteness, when
taken formally and existentially . . . is Being towards one’s ownmost, dis-
tinctive potentiality-for-Being. This sort of thing is possible only in that
Dasein can indeed come towards itself in its ownmost possibility, and that
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it can put up with this possibility as a possibility in thus letting itself come
towards itself—in other words, that it exists. This letting-itself come-
towards-itself in that distinctive possibility which it puts up with, is the
primordial phenomenon of the future as coming rowards.”® The “future”
understood existentially as the direction/meaning (sens) of authentic tem-
porality is therefore not a present that is not yet “actualized” and that
someday will be, but “die Kunft, in der das Dasein in seinem eigenstem Sein-
konnen auf sich zukomms,” the coming in which Dasein comes back to itself
in its ownmost potentiality-for-Being. Similarly, it is only out of authentic
Being-towards-the-end that Dasein can return to its having-been and take
it over as such. Through this movement of coming back toward oneself,
Dasein is the one it has been, or, more precisely, it is having-been (gewesen
ist). As Heidegger writes in a phrase that is practically impossible to trans-
late: “eigentlich zukiinftig ist das Dasein eigentlich Gewesen™’: “authenti-
cally coming-towards-itself is the Dasein authentically having-been.” This
coming back to itself by which Dasein takes over its ownmost having-been
is what Heidegger calls repetition (Wiederholung).*® By returning toward
its ownmost being-in-debt from the anticipatory resoluteness of death,
Dasein can become authentically and totally “transparent” (durchsichtig)
for itself in the instant or moment of vision (Augenblick).®' Therefore, reso-
luteness, in that it makes the potentiality-for-Being of the exemplary being
authentically and totally transparent in its understanding-towards-death,
makes it possible for “the whole of Dasein [to be] completely ‘given.””®*
This givenness of Dasein as a whole in the gathering together of its ecsta-
sies is accomplished in the instant: “It [i.e., the instant: Augenblick] is the
mode of resolute existence in which the Dasein, as being-in-the-world,
holds and keeps its world in view [im Blick hilt und behilt].”* Only a
resolute Dasein can attain the fullness of the instant in which temporality
is wholly gathered in the cohesion of its ecstasies—an instant that does
not “pass away,” does not flow, in the manner of the inner-temporal now,
but designates an ecstatic phenomenon, the pure ecstatic phenomenon
of the authentic being-present-at . . . , and receives a synoptic status in
conformity with its etymology (Augen-Blick). Authentic temporality,
understood by Heidegger from the phenomenon of Being-towards-death,
consists, therefore, in “instantaneous-repetitive-anticipation.”

What shall we say, therefore, of the first event, the precursory and inau-
gural event that makes all the others possible—the phenomenon of birth?
Can birth receive a properly existential status in the framework set forth
by Heideggerian conceptualization? If the analysis of ecstatic temporality
had been achieved, as early as 1921, through the reduction of the eschato-
logical event and its leading back to the possibility of an instantaneous
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wakefulness, which is nothing but another name for hope, if that reduc-
tion of the event is confirmed and radicalized in Sein und Zeit in the form
of a leading back of death qua demise to dying, that is to say, to anxious
Being-towards-death as potentiality-for-being for the possible impossibil-
ity of existence, what shall we say, then, of that other event—Dbirth—which
opens time as such for Dasein, of that other “end” of existence? It is no
accident that Heidegger, addressing this problem at the beginning of
Chapter 5 of Section 2 of Sein und Zeit, “Temporality and Historicality,”
returns once more to the question of Dasein’s potentiality-for-being-a-
whole: “If we look back on the preceding discussion of the ontological
meaning of everydayness, a serious reservation arises. Have we indeed
brought the whole of Dasein, as regards its authentically Being-a-whole
[Ganzsein], into the fore-having of our existential analysis?”** The justifi-
cation for this scruple is to be found in the observation that if the question
of Being-towards-the-end has indeed been answered, death is “just one of
the ends by which Dasein’s totality is closed round. The other ‘end,” how-
ever, is the ‘beginning,’ the ‘birth.”” Leaving aside the phenomenon of
birth, the earlier orientation of the analytic remained ‘one-sided”: for “only
that entity which is ‘between’ birth and death presents the whole which
we have been seeking.”™® The interpretation of Dasein with respect to its
potentiality-for-being-a-whole requires a twofold completion, not only by
the inclusion of an analytic of “being-towards-the-beginning,” but also
by the determination of the existential meaning of this “between”™ “Not
only has Being-towards-the-beginning remained unnoticed; but so too,
and above all, has the way in which Dasein stretches along between birth
and death.”® But what is the logic of this “and above all”? Indeed, we
would expect the analysis of this “stretching between” itself to follow from
a prior interpretation of Being-towards-the-beginning. Now, this is not
the case. The analytic of birth is simply omitted from Sein und Zeir. So of
the two questions left unexamined, only the second gets a true elaboration
in the chapter devoted to historicality. But this second question—that of
the “between”—is itself only intelligible on the condition of having already
answered the first question, which Heidegger does not do. What justifies
this omission of an analytic of birth—which had in fact been announced—
in Heidegger's Hauprwerk? And before considering this, is it really a mat-
ter of an omission? If such were the case, the reasons for it should be sought
in the existential conceptualization itself.

In order to convince ourselves of the necessity of an analytics of birth
in the economy of Sein und Zeit, we must take an initial argument into
account. It could be that the phenomenon of birth is beyond the domain
of a properly existentia/ ontology and that birth, like other existentiales,®
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comes under an existentie// anthropology. Could it not be maintained that
birth, since it plays no directive role in the undertaking of fundamental
ontology, can be omitted without compromising the project of Sein und
Zeir? This argument, however, raises an objection of principle: If the Being
of Dasein is formally determined as care, and if, as Heidegger writes, “As
care, Dasein is the ‘between’ [birth and death],”® the result is that birth,
as an ontological structure, belongs to its Being in an essential way. Fur-
thermore, there is an obvious existential connection between death and
birth: “Understood existentially, birth [Gebure] is not and never is some-
thing past in the sense of something no longer subsistent [Vorbanden];
and death is just as far from having the kind of Being of something still
outstanding, not yet subsistent but coming along. Factical Dasein exists as
born; and, as born, it is already dying, in the sense of Being-towards-
death.””® We must not misunderstand the meaning of this connection
here: the connection is not, in conformity to the meaning of ecstatic
temporality that we have just been brought to light, the subsisting relation
between two events occurring “in” time, itself understood as “a series of
lived experiences”; for the “dying” of which it is a question here is not the
event of death, but existential dying, the resolute and ready-for-anxiety
anticipation underlying all Selfhood. According to such a dying, Dasein
doesn’t have its death before it, as an innerworldly event; it is dying at
every moment with all its Being. Therefore, to assert that Dasein dies as
being born is not to advance a commonplace tautology, but rather to
include natality itself, as distinct from the event of birth, in the ontological
content of the Selthood of Dasein. This naturally precludes the consigning
of this phenomenon to the field of an existentiell anthropology only sub-
ordinated to fundamental ontology.”!

But a second argument could be offered to justify this absence in Sein
und Zeir of an analytic of birth (or natality): If this phenomenon is not the
object of a thematic ontological interpretation, it is simply because it is
already “included,” so to speak, in the existential phenomenon of Being-
towards-death; and consequently the natality of Dasein, as distinct from
any innerworldly event, must get its meaning, in the formality (Formalitiit)™
of its ontological characterization, from authentic Being-towards-the-end.
Indeed, the existential concept of dying is characterized as “thrown Being
towards [Dasein’s] ownmost potentiality-for-Being, which is non-relational
and not to be outstripped””?; it already includes the moment of Geworfen-
heit in its definition. Dasein is not only mortal in the sense of a factical
demise; it is delivered over to its death, #hrown into it. Birth is existentially
nothing but this deliverance, this consignment of Dasein to its death. The
existentiale that first makes it possible to think Dasein’s birth is therefore
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Geworfenbeit itself. This thrownness becomes originarily manifest in mood
(Stimmung): because it is always already thrown in the There of Being-in-
the-world, Dasein immediately feels its being as a “weight,” a “burden,”
from which, as long as it exists, it cannot free itself. The They-self, how-
ever, has a tendency to dodge the “facticity of its being delivered over,”™
thrownness as such, just as it flees the inexorable imminence of death. This
is why this burden, consisting for each Dasein in its existence, and making
its facticity manifest to it, is most often covered over in everyday existence.
On the other hand, it is eminently revealed by anxiety: in this Grundstim-
mung there appears a certain “abandonment [Uberlassenheit] of Dasein to
itself””> inseparable from the phenomenon of birth, and that would justify
to some extent the translation of Geworfenbeit by the heavily connotated
word “dereliction.”

To these ontological determinations of self-deliverance, of thrownness,
of facticity, and of abandonment that might belong, without a doubt, to
an analytic of birth, we must add the phenomenon that Heidegger dubs
“finding-oneself-in-a-state” (Befindlichkeit). Moods constitute modes of
that originary self-discovery by Dasein as thrown into the midst of beings:
“An entity of the character of Dasein is its “there” in such a way that,
whether explicitly or not, it finds itself [sich befinder] in its thrownness. . . .
As an entity which has been delivered over to its Being, it remains also
delivered over to the fact that it must always have found itself—but found
itself in a way of finding which arises not so much from a direct seeking as
rather from a fleeing.”’® For everyday Dasein only turns toward that charge
and that weight of its own existence to which it is assigned by its facticity
in order to better turn away from them and flee them more certainly. Only
the mood of anxiety, which brings Dasein back to its deterioration, does
not dodge the abandonment of existence and thus constitutes a “disclo-
sure which is quite distinctive™ “that which we have anxiety about is our
potentiality-for-Being-in-the-world.””” In this eminent mood, Dasein is
transported “before the nothingness of Being-in-the-world,” that is,
inseparably thrown into Being and delivered over to its death. In making
manifest the internal link between birth and death, or, as Heidegger
puts it, “thrownness into death,” the Grundstimmung already also reveals
the co-belonging of Being and nothingness, later highlighted in “What
Is Metaphysics?”

The analytic of death is therefore inextricably an analytic of birth, and
vice versa. By being born, Dasein is not only thrown into the world, but in
one and the same movement delivered over to its death. Conversely, only
a being that is born in the depths of its Being can be called by this very
fact a “mortal.” For to die, existentially, does not mean to be exposed to
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the event of death, but, as I have already stressed, “thrown Being towards
[one’s] ownmost potentiality-for-Being, which is non-relational and not to
be outstripped”; that is, to be exposed in its Being to anxiety. Hence the
analogies between the phenomena of the beginning and of the end from
the point of view of an existential interpretation become manifest: (1) Just
as the existential interpretation of death is prior to all biology and ontol-
ogy of life, similarly the possibility of all bio-ontic analysis of birth must
be excluded; therefore the phenomenon of birth cannot be approached, as
has been the case since Aristotle, on the basis of the concept of generation
(yéveoic); (2) Just as the hermeneutics of Being-towards-death is by prin-
ciple distinct from any “metaphysics of death” or any speculation on the
“beyond,” the immortality of the soul, so no faith or certainty relative to
the origin or the destination of Dasein removes from Geworfenbeit its
character, that of “the inexorability of an enigma”%; (3) Last, and this is in
my view the most important, just as “dying is no given occurrence, but a
phenomenon to be understood existentially,” similarly, birth is never a
simple fact having occurred in the past that Dasein could, in a sense, leave
behind itself, but rather accompanies Dasein as long as it exists, and is
subject to anxiety. “Factical Dasein exists as born; and, as born, it is already
dying, in the sense of Being-towards-death. As long as Dasein factically
exists, both the ‘ends’ and their ‘between’ are, and they are in the only way
which is possible on the basis of Dasein’s Being as care.””

Consequently, only authentic existence truly has access to birth (as an
ontological structure), since it does not dodge death. It is in the anticipa-
tion in which Dasein attains for the first time its possible authenticity and
wholeness that it can relate authentically to its birth, to take charge of it
and take it over as such. Therefore, it is probably in the passages devoted
to being-in-debt (Schuldigsein) that the delineations of an analysis of birth
appear. Dasein is not in debt in the sense of a factical indebtedness, but it
can contract such an indebtedness only because it is in debt in the depths
of its Being. In the ontological concept of debt an ontological negation is
included: the exemplary being did 7oz itself posit its own foundation; it is
rather thrown into it: “As being, Dasein is something that has been thrown;
it has been brought into its ‘there,” but #zor of its own accord. As being, it
has taken the definite form of a potentiality-for-Being which belongs to
itself, and yet has nor given itself to itself.”® To the extent that it did not
posit its own foundation, and that it did not give birth to itself, Dasein
never exists except starting from its foundation, without ever being able to
free itself from it; it “never gets back behind its thrownness,” Heidegger
writes, but neither does it find that thrownness “behind it” like an event
that has factually taken place. Dasein is its thrown foundation, the nullity
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of its Being. “It itself, being a basis [Grund-seiend], is a nullity of itself.”®!
Dasein is never in possession of its ownmost Being and, as a result, must
constantly appropriate it. Its Being does nor come from a project of its
own, but conversely it is only on the basis of this nullity of its Being, of
this originary Being-released (Entlassenbeir)®* that it can regain its ground
and be this ground in the project of its potentiality-for-Being. This is why
the ground “is never anything but the basis for an entity whose Being has
to take over Being-a-basis (Grundsein).”®® The existential determination of
the debt qua being-the-ground-for a nullity means, therefore, that Dasein,
while not having itself posited its ground, #s nevertheless its ground in the
making possible of its ontological project. The nullity of its being can thus
be assumed by the resolute Dasein: “When Dasein is resolute, it takes over
authentically in its existence the fact that it is the null basis of its own
nullity,”®* because, as opposed to the They-self, it no longer dodges its
ownmost, non-relational, and not to be outstripped possibility. The nullity
that lies in the depths of its existence—due to the fact that Dasein has not
given itself its ground—thus manifests itself, in anticipated resoluteness,
as identical to the nullity that resides in the ownmost possibility of 7o
longer being in the world. Here, therefore, the intimate bond between
birth and death appears once again, “We have conceived death existen-
tially as what we have characterized as the possibility of the impossibility
of existence—that is to say, as the utter nullity of Dasein. Death is not
‘added on’ to Dasein at its ‘end’; but Dasein, as care, is the thrown (that is,
null) basis for its death.”® It is only anticipation, therefore, that makes
Being-in-debt manifest, so that Dasein remains in debt even in the not-to-
be-outstripped possibility of its death. The two moments of death and
debt are not only inseparable, but additionally “equiprimordial.”®® The
nullity of existence, in other words, its thrown ground, can thus be “zaken
up (aufgenommen) into existence”® by the resolute Dasein that understands
for the first time its potentiality-for-Being in debt authentically and totally.
If nullity can be thus “taken up” into authentic existence—or, according
to Martineau’s paraphrase “accepted, integrated, and taken over,”®—then
this possibility must also apply to birth. “[Dasein’s] “birth’ is caught up
[eingeholr] into its existence in coming back from the possibility of
death (the possibility which is not to be outstripped), if only so that this
existence may accept the thrownness of its own ‘there’ in a way which is
more free from illusion.”® But is such a “taking up” of birth into resolute
existence possible? What, existentially, is the meaning of this possibility
of Dasein’s to “catch up” into its existence birth, death, and their
“between”??° Have we not arrived at this point at the outer limits of Hei-
degger’s conceptualization?
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What of the possibility that Sein und Zeir attributes to Dasein to relate
authentically to its birth in the anticipatory resoluteness toward its death,
and to “catch up” into existence its beginning as a moment of its potentiality-
for-Being-a-whole? Does birth allow itself to be “integrated” so easily into
authentic temporality, and does it not rather threaten the latter from within,
preventing all “totalization” of Dasein?

The clarification of the meaning of authentic temporality allowed us to
distinguish the ecstatic phenomenon of the having-been (Gewesenbeir)
from the “past” (Vergangenbeir) in the ordinary sense. Dasein never
becomes “past” in the sense of a subsistent being that no longer is, but
exists rather as “having-been-there.” It is because it is never a past to itself
in the sense of a non-present subsisting being that it can authentically
relate to its having-been and take over this “past” in the project of a future.
The same is rigorously true of birth; but what can “to take over one’s
birth” mean? Is not birth, precisely qua birth, that which is impossible to
take over, if “to take over” means to take responsibility for, to take upon
oneself, to not leave in forgetfulness? What exactly is this “oneself” that
could take upon itself being born? Such a taking responsibility for would,
moreover, presuppose it is /, in the existential sense, who am born. Now, [
can assert only one thing: “I was born [je suis né],” in the twofold sense of
the past tense and the passive, or rather “there has been a birth.” Birth is
primarily that event that befalls me impersonally, even before I can take
over its burden of being, an event that makes all my possibilities possible,
and therefore that I cannot inherit as a factical possibility that is mine,
since it is rather what lies at the basis of all possibility of inheritance. Birth,
qua impersonal event, and event impossible to take over, radically tran-
scends my thrownness and hence also my ownmost potentiality-for-Being.
It is not an inherited possibility that I could take over, but that through
which I inherit myself and all my possibilities, situated, therefore, on the
hither side of them.

There is more. If birth can be “caught up into existence” and taken over
authentically, if it is fundamentally no different in this respect than any
other possibility inherited by Dasein, it follows necessarily that that pos-
sibility, taken over in resoluteness, must also be open to a possible “repeti-
tion” in the properly existential sense, which, as we know, does not simply
mean a “restitution” of the past, but on the contrary, a “release™' with
respect to it. The authentic having-been, in which birth appears “included,”
is defined essentially by this possibility of repetition. But then what does a
“repetition” of birth mean? Is not birth, among all my “inherited” possi-
bilities (actually itself never inherited, since it founds the possibility of all
inheritance), the only one that cannot, strictly speaking, be “repeated”
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And this, for a twofold reason: not only—and this goes without saying—
because it is part of the meaning of birth, precisely qua event, to happen
only once, to be unique and consequently unrepeatable, to be the condition
of possibility for all repetition, but also—since to “repeat” an inherited
possibility is by the same token to be “released” from it—because there I
can never be “released” from my birth, because every pro-ject presupposes
it and can only go forth into the future by tearing itself free from this
“thrownness (jez)” preceding all pro-ject. In other words, as Heidegger
acknowledges, every project is in itself essentially “null,” a thrown project,
and nothing else.”

In truth, if birth cannot be “taken over,” nor “repeated” by Dasein, if it
consequently goes beyond the framework of ecstatic temporality, it is for a
reason of principle: “taking over” means to take charge of a possibility qua
possibility to come in the project of an authentic potentiality-for-Being;
now, my birth cannot be authentically taken over, because it is what is
essentially inauthentic: “one is born into oneself” without ever being able
to take one’s own birth upon oneself; to be sure, “I am the one who is
born,” but this very assertion, I can only utter it in the first person because
others first took it over and pronounced it in my name: / am never born in
the existential sense, because that would amount to making of the under-
gone event of birth purely and simply a modality of my potentiality-for-
Being, while I can never receive my Being—and the potentiality-for-Being
that is inseparable from it—except from others. Being born is never being
born alone. Being itself is always entrusted to me and conferred on me as
a gift. For Dasein, Being is the event of this gift, which necessarily goes
beyond its own potentiality-for-Being, consequently surpassing all power
of appropriation. At the ground of every resolute existence lies something
that was given to it before it could appropriate it, and that as a consequence
precedes and grounds the distinction between authenticity and inauthen-
ticity. Not only a nullity running all the way through existence in project,
for that nullity still belongs to the ontological constitution of Dasein,
whose inauthenticity (Uneigentlichkeit) merely means the factical being-
covered-over, qualified as “deterioration” and ontological fallenness, of a
necessarily primary, originary, irreducible authenticity. On the contrary, if
birth is only thinkable according to the scheme of heteronomy,” if Being
is given to me by the other even before I can appropriate it, and, by thus
surpassing all my powers of appropriation, also transcends all the projects
that define my potentiality-for-Being-a-whole, then Selfhood, as an onto-
logical structure, can no longer be considered originary. Authentic tem-
porality is only authentic on the condition of standing out against the
background of a past “anterior” to all having-been. Birth opens existence to
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a past “older” than any past of mine and to possibilities ozher than those
that I project, because the Being given before and in excess to all appro-
priation is not initially and originarily mine. It is only mine by becoming
so, but it only becomes so by temporalizing itself before any project of
mine, differing therefore from itself since the beginning, and making of
this appropriation itself an infinite task. Existence opens up from a ground
that it does not itself temporalize but that connects it with a “time” older
than its time, and that only allows it to temporalize itself. Dasein can only
take possession of its own Being and thereby reach its existential authen-
ticity because it is already, before all authenticity and appropriation,
entrusted to itself and exposed to the still anonymous alterity of a gift that
surpasses it and makes of its very Being an enigma—an “enigma” that is
deeper, in a sense, than the one envisaged by Heidegger. In birth, and
before all ownership of its existence and authenticity, but also before all
positing of a true alterity, since the latter derives from the former, Dasein
is wholly exposed to a gift that it can neither appropriate nor understand,
but that irrupts into its most intimate existence and thus makes possible its
intimacy with itself. To be oneself is henceforth no longer to project oneself
toward a self-contained potentiality-for-Being within the closure upon
itself of mortal existence, but rather to deepen the enigma of a meaning
that, because it comes always from outside of finite Dasein, opens up its
existence to a task that is never completed with death.”

Insofar as birth can be neither “taken over” nor “repeated,” it exceeds
the framework of authentic temporality, and, far from allowing the searched
“totalization” of Dasein, it rather threatens this “totality and disrupts it.”
Indeed, birth beckons toward a past older than any “having-been,” and, as
such, impossible to take over. It opens the past of Dasein to a more-than-
past, prior in principle and in fact to any “repetition.” This past-anterior,
prior to my past and my projects, since I am not contemporary with the
event of my advent in being, is at the same time an immemorial past—not
because it was “lived through” and then forgotten, but because it is prior
to all memory and all forgetting, which presuppose a possible relation to
Being through which Selfhood is conquered, and therefore also a power of
speech through which that Selthood proffers itself by means of the verb
“to be.” Immemorial, birth escapes for an additional reason the existentia-
les elaborated in Sein und Zeit. For in this work, forgetting always goes
along with a fall, a loss of oneself, a failing that only concerns Dasein in
deterioration. Forgetting, to be sure, is defined as “a ‘positive’ ecstatical
mode of one’s having-been,” and not as a privative mode of memory.
True, it is only against the background of such an originary forgetting
that both memory and its opposite, the factical non-preservation of a par-
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ticular recollection, “forgetting” in its derivative sense, are possible. But it
remains nonetheless true that this originary forgetting is only such from
the perspective of derived (inauthentic) temporality: what is “originary”
and “positive” from the point of view of derived (inauthentic) temporality
can therefore appear only as negative and derived from the vantage point
of originary (authentic) temporality. Furthermore, if inauthenticity is but
“dissimulation,” there is no forgetting that cannot be fully overcome, nor
any obscurity that cannot be dissipated in the transparence of authentic
existence. But if the forgetting of birth is a forgetting from which there is
no awakening, a primary, in-itself, and founding forgetting, we must con-
clude either that birth does not affect Dasein in its authentic temporaliza-
tion, which would go against Heidegger’s most constant declarations, or,
on the other hand, that the distinction between the two temporalities,
“the awaiting which forgets and makes present” and the “instantaneous-
repetitive-anticipation,”® cannot be maintained beneath the constraint of
the phenomenon of birth—a phenomenon that is prior to the divisions it
introduces.

By contrast with Being-in-debt (which is open in resoluteness from the
anticipation into the authentic future), birth is not to be conceived of as a
“groundless ground” (which is still a ground, however, since, though deliv-
ered over Dasein, it can be taken over by it), but as a “bottomlessness”
(Ungrund), according to Shelling’s expression, which is radically inassimi-
lable, non-repeatable, unable to be caught up into existence, ultimately
im-memorial in an originary sense, and finally irreducible to the division
between authenticity and inauthenticity that determines the conceptuality
of Sein und Zeit through and through. To conceive of birth itself—outside
any ontological formality—as an event, to think of events and existence as
inseparable, to grant an evential meaning to existence itself: is this not
therefore the condition for a true deformalization of time that transforms
radically the ontological conceptuality, giving access to a different temporal-
ity, more originary than the one described by Heidegger?

The Springing Forth of Events and the Renewed Meaning
of Possibility and Existence

Let us recapitulate the fundamental characteristics of the event (Ereignis,
Geschenis, or Vorkommnis) as they emerge from the analyses of Sein und
Zeit: (1) The event pertains essentially, for Heidegger, to actuality (Wirklich-
keit) and not to possibility: it occurs in the world the way a fact (7azsache)
or a state of affairs (Sachverhalt) does. Its factuality (Tatsichlichkeit) con-
trasts by principle with facticity (Faktizitit) as an ontological characteristic
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of Dasein—a facticity that takes on meaning only in the light of existence
as potentiality-for-Being; (2) All Ereignis is essentially Weltereignis,’” event
of and in the world, innerworldly event. Now, only an entity pertaining to
a categorial ontology can be considered, in the fullness of its phenomenal
determinations, as innerworldly. Events are therefore stripped from all exis-
tential meaning; (3) Given these first two characteristics, the actuality of
events can receive only the ontological meaning of Vorbandenbeir; (4)
Events, qua “innerworldly,” are necessarily experienceable. Everything that
is unexperienceable—the death of other people, for example—is therefore
not an event.

Is this interpretation of events, considered in its overall features, legiti-
mate? Is it phenomenologically originary? Can we, must we, accept this
surreptitious reduction of events to mere innerworldly facts (Tatsachen)
that are in addition actual and experienceable, and as a consequence the
subordination of events to an ontology of Vorhandenbeit incommensurate
with that of Dasein—a reduction that is at the same time the condition for
the bringing out of the originary ontological meaning of possibility as a
determination of existence? But on what conditions do we have the right
to question the phenomenological legitimacy of this reduction of the event
to the fact? Only on the condition of being able to shed light on, and
elaborate conceptually on, a more originary meaning of events, which—
removing the latter from their fourfold characterization by Heidegger—
would thereby escape such a reduction. Events, taken now in a different
sense—irreducible to facts, prior to existence qua finite potentiality-for-
Being—would on the contrary be presupposed by such existence, as being
formative of it. Far from event being conceivable as an “existentiale” of
Dasein, an originary thinking of event would lead to the highlighting of an
“evential” meaning of existence as such.

What is an event? How is an event phenomenalized for the one it affects?
Does this phenomenalization not lead to calling into question the fourfold
determination that Heidegger gives of this phenomenon in Sein und Zeir?

1. Events, considered in their full phenomenological radicality, are
never reducible to their actualization in a state of affairs having the onto-
logical characteristic of Vorhandenbeit. As literally eventum, that which
happens, an event presents something irremediably in excess with respect
to its actualization, with respect to all facrum, that is, etymologically, to
the “already done,” the completed, the achieved. This characteristic of
excess possessed by the events resides in the load of possibilities they hold
in reserve, making them into something that disrupts the worlds, individual
entities, and persons, delivering them to a bottomless dimension that
belabors existence and stands on the hither side of all self-possibilization.
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As such, events do not pertain to actuality (with the mode of being corre-
sponding to it, Vorhandenbeit), but to possibility, indeed to the possibility
of making possible, to possibilization. As distinct from the fact (Zatsache),
which simply occurs in an accomplished and definitive present, an event
is what lies in reserve in every fact and every actualization, giving it its
load of possibilities and hence its future, what re-transfigures the world
introducing in it an excess of meaning that transcends all understanding
(Verstehen) understood as finite project of a potentiality-for-Being. An
event, therefore, is only thinkable as such—that is, in its evential char-
acter—in its relation to possibility, since it is that which reconfigures in
each instance the possibilities of existence, introducing a wide gap in the
self-closure of possibilities, since after the springing forth of an event,
things will never be as they were before; it will no longer be the same
world, with its open possibilities, since the event’s very upsurge, by open-
ing up new possibilities and correlatively closing out others, upends what
is still to be called, after the terminology of Sein und Zeit, “the world.” If
indeed the world is “das Ganze der wesenbaften inneren Moglichkeiten des
Daseins,”®® then we must assert, against Heidegger, that it is not first my
freedom that projects a world beyond entities and possibilizes all my pos-
sibilities configured into a world by my resolute project toward death,”
but that it is the event, understood more radically in its relation to possi-
bility, that, by its very upsurge, reconfigures all my possibilities before any
project of mine and is world-forming for the “entity” that I am.

2. As a consequence the relationships between the world, understood
existentially, and the event, understood in its most radical sense (a sense
that remained unnoticed by Heidegger) are reversed: the possibility of
making possible, he possibilization that makes a world beyond all entities
reign, is not the characteristic of an autarkic freedom belonging to Dasein,
but a feature of events in which all freedom is rooted; by reconfiguring my
possibilities more originarily than any project of an authentic potentiality-
for-Being does, events reconfigure my world by their upsurge and manifest
this world as such. The Ereignis/Weltereignis equivalence, established by
Heidegger, shatters at this point beneath the pressure of the phenomena.
A “world” can hold sway for Dasein only our of events in which its possi-
bilities originate. An illness, a bereavement, an encounter, if they are in
each case true events, do not leave the world unchanged, but introduce a
gap, a break, the opening of a rip, a gaping hole into which the former
world collapses,'™ and with it selfhood as the project of a potentiality-
for-Being. Selfhood is here exposed to the risk of either sinking away
entirely, or integrating the event not within the former world—which
would amount to denying its significance, to freezing existence itself in a
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more and more fragile “world,” a world having lost its grip on the present
and on my true possibilities (a forerunner to madness, in which the event
wins out over existence, and the existent, incapable integrating the event
into his existence, sinks into the pseudo world of delirium)'"'—but with a
world transfigured by the very experience that the event requires me (and
no one else) to undergo.

But to define the event as that which reconfigures the essential possibili-
ties of the existent in their reciprocal relation and articulation—this also
comes down to thinking the phenomenological meaning of “possibility”
differently. Here, “to reconfigure” means not only to redistribute, to reor-
der possibilities otherwise that would be given to Dasein from elsewhere,
but also to open up radically new ones, and correlatively close down old
ones—that is, in each instance, to possibilize them. The possibility of the
possible, since it originates in the event, is therefore literally its eventuality.
Such “possibilities” are no longer rooted in the formal ontological consti-
tution of Dasein, which would make possible their factical emergence.
They only open up and announce themselves starting with the event. The
event not only opens up for Dasein factical possibilities situated on the
hither side of its ontological possibilization; it confers an evential meaning
on possibility that can no longer be understood in light of the Being of the
exemplary entity.

In Sein und Zeit, it is clearly asserted that “possibility” does not desig-
nate, for Dasein, the opposite of “actuality” in the sense of empty (logical)
possibilities that Being-in-the-world might accept or reject, become in-
volved in or back away from, but that existence is basically potentiality-for-
Being. This potentiality-for-Being, qua finite potentiality-for-Being, is
what manifests itself in the anticipated resoluteness toward death, inas-
much as it opens up for Dasein all its factical possibilities and convokes it
to the situation in which it has in each case to choose itself.'®? Such a
“potentiality-for-Being” therefore does not designate, for Dasein, a mani-
fold of contingent external possibilities; it is at the very foundation of its
selfhood. All possibility, in this respect, is fundamentally mine, since it
belongs to a being whose ontological constitution is determined by mine-
ness (Jemeinigkeit). But what about the “possibility” of the possible, if
what reconfigures my possibilities is the impersonal event? What about the
very meaning of “possibility,” if the reconfiguration of the world as it
emerges in and out of the event conditions my potentiality-for-Being
through and through, by opening it up to possibilities that are not mine at
the outset, but that, being impersonal, or rather prepersonal, fall to me
before any possibility of my choosing them, appropriating them, and
existing them first-personally? Here, “possibilities” are no longer what is
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open by the free projection of a finite potentiality-for-Being, but what
comes to me without coming from me in the ordeal undergone through the
event (a joyful gift or a violence suffered, but in each case somerhing
endured, that is to say, imbued with impossibility, and revealing a funda-
mental unpower as lying at the bottom of existence),'”® which challenges
me to be reborn, to be myself otherwise, that is to say, to come toward
myself from the alterity with respect to myself that the event, anony-
mously, caused to emerge.

3. Events are essentially impersonal; this is one of their main phenom-
enological characteristics. It is true that events always befall someone; they
happen to me, brooking no substitute, to me who experience them, and
this is why they call for my responsibility and, by upending my possibili-
ties, oblige me to transform myself: “I become [myself] only insofar as
something happens, and something happens [to me] only insofar as I
become.”'* But while the event always befalls someone, it still retains, in
its own phenomenological tenor, an essential anonymity different from
that of the “They,” as deteriorated mode of selfhood. An event is singular,
unique, and consequently, necessarily unrepeatable, and yet, even in its
extreme “individuation,” it remains no less anonymous. As Deleuze says,
“it is the ‘#hey’ [le On] of impersonal and pre-individual singularities, the
‘they’ of the pure event wherein iz dies in the same way that it rains.”'®
There is but one thing I can say about the event: it happens to me. This
impersonal “it” marks the derived character of mineness (Jemeinigkeit) in
relation to the originary anonymity that permeates existence and restores
it to a store of possibilities that there is no question of zaking over, but to
which it is delivered without return, in the absolute impossibility of exert-
ing any “mastery” over them.

In this sense, death is an event, and probably even an event par excel-
lence. It is true that in the case of death we can never say that it has hap-
pened, in the sense of a present occurrence, since the moment it is present
[ lose all capacity for being there and experiencing it. And yet the possibil-
ity of death, and its ultimate certainty, signify an eventuality standing in
the background of all other eventualities: the last eventuality of all my
eventualities. Death is closest to us—so close that we don’t even see it—
“close to death, we no longer see death” (Rilke)—not only in the sus-
pended imminence of an at-every-moment possibility, but as what comes
to us without coming from us, ad-venes (evenit) to us in the impersonal
mode of the event, since when I believe I have it in my grasp, it is death
that grasps me, and by releasing me from myself it delivers me over to the
ungraspable. This silent death that always accompanies us through our
whole lives is an event that can happen in one unique occurrence, but only
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on the condition it happens “many times,” as Proust says'®—and more
precisely, on the condition of taking place in every other event in which
what is involved is a transformation of myself and the world, a fundamen-
tal stirb und werde—and therefore on the condition of haunting existence
as a “possibility” that is radically impossible to take over or to take respon-
sibility for—in the same way as time is. Death, as long as I exist, has not yet
happened (as innerworldly fact), but it never ceases to ad-vene (advenir),
coming to me from a future that is radically future, without any possible
matching with my present, that I cannot anticipate because, as Blanchot
writes, “in it / do not die, I have fallen from the power to die. In it #hey die;
they do not cease, and they do not finish dying.”*” Death unfolds in the
space separating the fact from the event, since its continual occurrence can
never actualize it, since its evential character transcends by essence all
possible actualization. An event par excellence, which never ceases hap-
pening to me without ever being accomplished as an actualized fact, and
which, when it really takes place, no longer happens zo me, since it deposes
the “I” itself. A death exceeding all potentiality-for-Being, all resolute-
ness, and all possible totalizing of existence over itself. Thus understood,
such a death no longer means this signal possibility closing my resolute
existence back onto itself, but rather, what opens it from the outside and
confers a meaning on it that it did not itself project—a meaning open to
a resumption by others, and that consequently transcends the horizon of
my finitude.

4. By its impersonal nature, the event therefore transcends Being defined
by my mineness. This obliges us to reconsider the “relations” between self-
hood and the event on a completely different basis from the one offered by
Sein und Zeit. Indeed, in Heidegger's Hauptwerk, selfhood is entirely
approached in light of its relation to Being, as Dasein’s comprehensive
potentiality-for-Being in view of its ownmost possibilities, in the anticipa-
tive resoluteness of death, and Self-constancy, “steadiness that has been
stretched along”% that has caught up into itself its two “ends,” death and
birth, and can no longer be “ousstripped by anything,”%
announced in it is the closing in on itself of existence and of its meaning
as existentiale of Dasein. But with events and the reconfiguration of pos-
sibilities that they bring about, it is a radically different sense that emerges
in existence, irreducible to my comprehensive potentiality-for-Being in
view of the totality of my ontological possibilities. An event has no
meaning that could be grasped and apprehended on the basis of under-
standing as an existentiale; it is the origin of its own meaning as it declares
itself in existence before any comprehensive potentiality-for-Being towards

death.

since what is
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This is why an event breaks Dasein’s “steadiness that has been stretched
along,” introducing a radical split between past and future. In and through
events, selfhood itself, as a relation of understanding to Being, is altered in
its principle. Selfthood can only grasp itself, henceforth, through this
break, this hiatus that challenges existence to be reborn and to understand
itself otherwise by carrying out new world-projections rooted in an anon-
ymous reconfiguration of its possibilities. In this respect, the event cannot
be understood as a fact first occurring unproblematically within the world
that, in a second moment, “would alter my lived experiences” and trans-
form me myself; for the event is nothing other than this transformation of
the world and of existence—a transformation sometimes as silent and
discreet as the fact is noisy and gaudy—that can only be grasped after the
Jact (aprés coup), when, the former world having fallen away, I am chal-
lenged to renew myself and to espouse this otherness incommensurate
with my possibilities. This radical transformation of Being-in-the-world
(of its moods and understanding of oneself and of others) is not the
causal consequence of the event, for the significance of the latter cannot be
approached in the naturalistic terms of cause and effect: the conditionality
of the event is not of the order of an “effect” that follows mechanically
from its happening, independently of its relation to the person to whom it
happens. An event belongs rather to the order of an upheaval of meaning
that brings into play, in an originary way, the selfhood of the one to whom
it happens. An event takes place only when I am able to confront its over-
whelming ordeal, when selfthood—as a relation to the eventuality more
actual than any actuality of what is beyond the measure of my projects
and my expectations—has not given way to a pure alterity, sunken into
the unreality of delirium or madness; and at the same time, the event
signifies this transformation itself, the mourning of the loss of who we
were. More originary than the relation to Being by which mineness falls
to Dasein (a relation that always signifies the relation of the entity that I
am to my Being or to Being as mine) the experience of an event is a relation
to something impersonal that I can appropriate only by integrating it to a
new world-projection, but that, at the very moment I integrate it, has
already changed me, in such a way that I will never be the same: prior,
consequently, to self-constancy by which Dasein defines itself in its
authenticity.

Indeed, the trait of Heidegger’s conceptualization that is the most
clearly opposed to a sustained inquiry into the event is the opposition
between Dasein’s two modes of being: authentic and inauthentic. That
opposition, let us note, conveys the deep impression left by Kierkegaard,
and more generally by Christian thought—Paul, of course, but also
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Augustine—in methodologically “atheist” fundamental ontology. For
Kierkegaard, as was already the case with Paul, human existence, con-
ceived entirely from the perspective of conversion, can face no other alter-
native than that of being-for-God (in faith and justification), on the one
hand, and that of being-against-God (in fall and sin), on the other. Fur-
thermore, conversion having taken place once, Christian existence is
already justified in its entirety—that is, pardoned—and it 7ust continu-
ously be so despite its subsequent relapses; we find the same structure in
Heidegger’s authenticity, which “has already anticipated every possible
moment [Augenblick] that may arise from it”"'° and made itself “transpar-
ent” in the instant, no longer being able to be “impugned” by the inau-
thenticity of the “They.”""! Dasein is therefore facing one single alternative:
to be oneself or to be the they-self, Eigentlichkeit or Uneigentlichkeit.
Thereby is ruled out the possibility of a becoming-other by and through the
experience of events qua upheavals of the world, qua reconfigurations of all
its essential possibilities. All otherness with respect to oneself is ascribed
by Heidegger to Dasein’s inauthentic mode of being; all change of the Self
is only approached in light of a successive and derivative temporality,
stemming from the phenomenological occultation of authentic, originary
temporality.

Does not therefore the selthood of Dasein, approached ontologico-
existentially as “self-constancy” (Selbst-stindigkeit)'? reproduce the scheme
of the permanence of substance in relation to its changing predicates, a
scheme undoubtedly belonging to a categorial ontology from which the
purpose of existential analytic was precisely to set us free? It is true that, as
opposed to the permanence of the “subject” of metaphysics, which is of a
piece with an ontology of Vorhandenbeit, the existential stability of Dasein
excludes both the alleged immutability or invariance of a substrate and a
continuous change of its qualities: that stability is located decisively on the
hither side of the permanence/change alternative that ascribes its horizon
to traditional ontology. And yet the hallmark of the traditional meta-
physical analysis of the permanence of the “subject” lies in its tendency to
consider the unchanging substrate apart from its changing predicates—in
other words, to demote all alterity to the level of qualities adhering to the
substrate, without this affecting the substrate in its identity itself. Hei-
degger, who breaks radically with this kind of analysis, does not succeed
in solving all its difhculties. No alterity, no originary difference from itself
disturbs Dasein’s “autonomy’; all alterity, understood as a radical lack of
selfhood, is shunted off to the side of the “they-self” that is but the shadow
cast by the Self and its factical “covering.” Being-in-the-world has no need,
strictly speaking, to become itself in the undergone experience of events,

56 = Event and Metaphysics



since it already is itself in the “maintained,” supremely transparent moment
of vision in which it chooses itself and that seals its fate forever. Selthood
does not signify the ability to face what happens to us and to advene to us
as “other” through this experience; the temporality of Dasein remains
formal and empty, empty and formal like the moment in which nothing
passes away or arises, since, as Heidegger writes, “in the moment [Augen-

3 _—and consequently no event. Now, there is

blick], nothing can occur”
no true temporality without difference with respect to oneself and origi-
nary alterity. Only temporality that would temporalize itself starting from
events could welcome this alterity to oneself constitutive of one whom we
can no longer designate as “Dasein,” an alterity without which a thought
of time is probably impossible.

It is in the evential of despair,'"

that is, in the radical impossibility of
integrating the event into a new world-projection, that the event’s imper-
sonal nature comes out most acutely—since, with despair, existence in its
entirety sinks into a bottomless impersonality. Despair is not only the
collapse of my possibilities, “the impossibility of my possibilities,”'"> but
the incapacity of appropriating the event and integrating it into a new
world-projection, and therefore also the impossibility of transforming
oneself through it. Despair is not to be understood merely as a privation
of hope. Rather it designates the collapse of selfthood in its evential sense.
The existent, annihilated by the event, can no longer “regain itself” or
exist in the first person. Everything sinks into a kind of anonymous vigil,
in which I am without being there, in an impersonal stupor in which
suffering, at its highest point, has become painless. The inability to inte-
grate the event into a world-projection, the falling back on the hither side
of selfhood, go hand in hand with a radical disinterest in the world (dis-
interest that is to be thought of in its strong sense, as the absence of all
for-one’s-own-sake: in such a collapsed “world,” Dasein’s Being is no lon-
ger an issue for it) and an absolute dezachment from it. When we are sad,
at least we are attached to our sadness; there is something of ourselves in
it, something against which we can struggle, something to which we can
let ourselves go, and not that vigil without anyone there that sets in during
true moments of despair—and that literally means the inability to be sad.
Ir suffers, but there is no longer anyone to suffer, our suffering is taken
away from us, as well as any ability to give up or to fight: one attends one’s
suffering without any longer being present oneself. All will, all strength
abandon us.

Thus, in the great calm that sets in during true moments of despair, a
sort of impersonal lucidity is revealed in which things begin to take on
a life of their own, and the “world,” stripped of all for-one’s-own-sake,
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becomes a pure spectacle playing itself out before us with a relief all the
more striking in that all selthood has deserted it. Things deprived of world
invade and block existence, begin to people the anonymous hyper-lucidity
of despair, its impersonal vigilance; but they no longer reach us, or reach
only the emptiness of our deserted “self.” Whence the particular inti-
macy—that should not be interpreted too hastily—that sets in here with
impersonal death, as an essentially inauthentic, a radically anonymous
event, in which #bey die without the possibility of taking over their death
and even being resolved to it. The anonymous hyper-lucidity attends the
sinking of the world as if one were no longer there. One is dead, simply;
that took place a long time ago already, it has always been that way, and
that death, we didn’t see it coming, and it didn’t even happen; despair is,
then, as Kierkegaard said admirably, that continual death, that death that
cannot die and yet is already dead, that cannot take over or upon itself
death, since the very decision of suicide always presupposes selfhood and
a world-projection—which is precisely what sinks away in great despair—
so well-described in a few dry sentences in Sentimental Education: “All
that was necessary was a single movement. The weight of his forehead
dragged him along—he beheld his own dead body floating in the water.
Frederick stooped down. The paraper was rather wide, and it was through
pure weariness that e did not make the attempt to leap over it.”''¢

Thus despair manifests the primary relation to death: in it we experi-
ence ourselves as if we were already dead,"” as if fallen back on the hither
side of all selthood (a fall completely different from that of “the they”) and
of any world-projection, and therefore as incapable of taking over death,
incapable of suicide. With despair there appears the derived character of
authentic selfhood, reached in anxiety, qua thrownness into the not-to-be-
outstripped possibility of death, and its subordination to impersonal
events, to that dimension of essential anonymity that haunts all existence
before any possible distinction between a “oneself” and a “they-self.” The
impersonality of despair, therefore, designates a phenomenon more origi-
nary than selfhood conquered in anxiety, and thus than any possible
authenticity or inauthenticity, a phenomenon that affords the sole basis on
which selfhood can be understood, not as ek-sistence in the project of a
free potentiality-for-Being towards death, but as insistence on the face of
the event: insistence that only appears as such when it collapses, when /
can no longer “face” the event—in the originary and non-derivable phe-
nomenon of despair.

5. The event, as a “gap (fzille)” in existence (which can bring about its
failure [faillite] in despair), by which the former world collapses, is not
experienceable it all experience, all empirie, must be understood in the
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sense of the experiencing of an innerworldly fact or state of affairs, of
which the presential mode of being is that of Vorbandenbheir. It may be
noted in passing that the primacy given by Heidegger, as far as the event
is concerned, to “experienceability” seems entirely problematic in a work
that, like Being and Time, vigorously strives to distance phenomenology
from the primacy of presence, hence from consciousness, and from what
Husserl called “the principle of principles”™—intuition. Why should “expe-
rienceability” be the measure of the event, if it is not the measure of exis-
tence? Or else should existence as such be defined by the exclusion of all
events? By contrast, it must be maintained in an evential conception of
existence that there is an experience of the event that has nothing “empir-
ical” about it, because it is not the experience of a worldly fact: there is a
passibility in front of events that remains irreducible to the traditional
opposition (underlying the classical doctrines of “experience”) of passivity

8 The event is not first possible, and then actual; its emer-
119

and activity.
gence is not subordinate to prior conditions of possibility in the subject,
to a “passivity” in which it would inscribe itself and that would belong to
a transcendental apparatus. It is rather by springing forth that the event
opens the space of play in which it can be “welcomed,” that it unfolds the
conditions of its own advent—at the same time as the conditions of the
one to whom it happens. This is why, by contrast with the “worldly
event”(Weltereignis) of which Heidegger speaks, the event in the sense I
give this term does not simply take place as a fait accompli in a present that
is completed and definitive. It essentially overflows the present of its actual-
ization and only announces itself with the delay and deferment constitu-
tive of what overflows all immediate consciousness, all contemporaneity,
and all transparency of Dasein to itself. Having already irrupted into
existence before any explicit consciousness of its coming, having already
instilled or installed a meaning in existence that can only come to light
according to an essentially delayed understanding, the event temporalizes
temporality before any self-temporalization of Dasein. If “experience”
always means coincidence and contemporaneity with oneself and with
what is experienced, transparency of the given, readability, and immediacy
of meaning for an intuition, then events are not, as such “experienceable™
their present, constitutionally in-actual in its continuous coming to itself,
overflows all contemporaneity of “self” with itself, precedes and grounds
the “experience” I have of it, at the same time as it suspends it in the hiatus
of surprise, at the same time as it destroys its bases and breaks its inner
“continuity,” announcing itself from a past “older” than any present, and
opening the very dimension of its occurrence on the basis of which alone
all “experience” can grasp it (and itself).

Possibility and Event = 59



This “unexperienceability” of events by the standards of the empiricist
concept of experience, that is, of experience as experience-of-facts, is
revealed first in the impossibility in which we find ourselves to answer the
question of “when.” When did the event take place? This question is not
about the event in its factical actualization, but about the event as that
which always occurs in the margin of its actualization—the event in its
eventialness as an impersonal reconfiguration of the world. An encounter,
for example, is irreducible to the actual putting in presence of two persons
before each other, as a fact occurring unproblematically within the world,
because the dimension of surprise, of ek-stasis and forceful seizure that
is introduced by the encounter “in the world,” is indissociable from an
upheaval of the world s such. Anxiety, self-consciousness, and timidity are
surely essential phenomena in any encounter insofar as it interrupts our
familiarity with the world, making us “lose our footing,” exposing us to
the risk of a radical alterity that eludes all mastery and all anticipation.
Encounter is an upheaval of the world itself, because, as event, it does not
take place in a previous world, in my world, in that “We/t” about which
Heidegger says that it is an ontological constituent of Dasein whose Being
is defined by mineness. On the contrary, encounter introduces into this
world that is always “mine” the foreignness of an “other” world—incom-
parably so—the world of another, thus transforming mine through and
through. In a true encounter, it is the event itself that enables my access to
what I could not access on my own—the world of the other—allowing me
to “see” my own world and to “see” myself from its foreign perspective.
The encounter, shattering our solitary world and introducing into it pos-
sibilities not prefigured in it, thus signifies for the one to whom it occurs
the unfolding of a new world. Speaking of his meeting with Milena,
Kafka writes in one of his most beautiful letters, “You see, as far as I'm
concerned what’s happening [was geschieht] is incredible [Ungebeurliches:
literally, immense, frightening]—my world is collapsing, my world is
rebuilding itself [meine Welr stiirtz ein, meine Welt baur sich auf] . ... I'm
not lamenting the falling apart, it was already in a state of collapse, what
I’'m lamenting is the rebuilding, I lament my waning strength, I lament
being born, I lament the light of the sun.”'?® Such an event only appears to
the person to whom it happens when it has already taken place, so that the
first moment, the beginning of a love, the beginning of a friendship, is
always already “lost.” When the event has taken place, it is already “too
late”; we cannot truly experience it until after it has happened, and this is
why the event in its eventialness happens only in accordance with the
secret of its latency. The encounter is not the datable fact of the meeting of
two beings, but what lies in reserve in that meeting itself, giving it its
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futural burden. It is this silent upheaval that comes in from the other into
my own world, reconfiguring its possibilities from the outside.

As paradoxical as it may seem, what is true here of the extreme “passiv-
ity” of the encounter in which the other person comes to me on his or her
own initiative—regardless of the attempts I might make to “promote” or
“bring about” the meeting—is just as true of a behavior in which I show
an initiative and a mastery. While in every encounter, according to the
expression of Levinas, “the other strikes me with unpower [impouvoir],” in
the decision, on the contrary, a power is manifested that it is entirely up to
me to exercise; and yet, the great decisions, those that modify us in inscrib-
ing themselves in our lives as true events, are prepared within us in such a
way that we are never truly contemporaneous with their origin. Not that,
as Sartre thinks, we have always already decided, which would amount to
hypostatizing human freedom, to conferring upon our faculty of choice
an unconditional and properly demiurgic power (deliberation would be no
more than a “comedy” we perform for ourselves, when, in reality, “the die
is cast”), but because most true decisions, if they are truly decisions, are
announced long before becoming fully pronounced. In a passage in
L’Herbe, Claude Simon describes that impossibility of dating a decision,
which belongs to its evential character: “But she didn’t answer, and after a
moment, he appeared: she could see him later the way he stood there, and
she would wonder then if it wasn’t at that moment that she made up her
mind, although, she would think bitterly, it was about as futile to try to
know the moment when a decision was reached and the reasons for that
decision as to know the moment (and the reasons why) one catches a cold,
the only possible certainty in the one case or the other (the decision or the
cold) being when the one or the other reveals itself, and by then they have
already been established for a long time.”"?! Ironic though it may be, the
comparison between a decision and a cold is not without a basis in “the
things themselves.” The event is what reconfigures by itself my possibilities
(in this case, my love possibilities) in such a way that when it is carried out
as an actual decision, when the decision intervenes or, more precisely,
“reveals itself,” it has already been established “for a long time”—in accor-
dance with an “already” that is not to be understood in the sense of a factual
chronology, but in accordance with that break that the event has produced
between a past and a future that are irremediably sundered, out of which
time itself emerges in its ecstatic disjunct [discés]—in the impersonal
mode.'*? Basically, when the decision is made, the event had already taken
place a long time earlier, and as much as the actualization of the event
can be loud, gaudy, its coming is most often invisible, silent, so that Pas-
ternak’s exergue to Claude Simon’s novel would epitomize by itself that
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unfathomable gap between the experienceable fact, on the one hand, and
the event in its unexperienceable coming, its eventialness, on the other,
insofar as I cannot experience it (a non-empirical experience, then) except
after the fact, in the essential a posteriori of a necessary retrospection. “No
one makes history, no one sees it happen, no one sees the grass grow.” This
is not only the case because we are reduced to a finite point of view on
events, but because an event, essentially unexperienceable, as anonymous
configuration of the world, always occurs in the margin of its actualiza-
tion, silently and imperceptibly, “brought on the feet of doves™?: it does
not make itself known till much later, when it has long since settled in;
when the event becomes visible in its actualization, it has a/ready occurred,
and this is why, as Nietzsche writes, “the greatest events and the greatest
thoughts . . . make themselves understood later; the generations contem-
porary with these events do not /ive them, but pass by them.”'?* This delay
is not accidental. It is consubstantial with the event. If I can never be
contemporaneous with, live, or experience it, this is because its meaning
itself only gives itself in an essential a posteriori—a “transcendental” a
posteriori, so to speak, in accordance with which the experience of the
event, as an impersonal reconfiguration of the world, eludes all empirie
and all empiricism in the traditional sense.

E. Scott Fitzgerald, in his short story 7he Crack-Up, described this
delay, this latency, this temporal reprieve peculiar to “great events,” and
indissociable from their suddenness. “Of course all life is a process of
breaking down, but the blows that do the dramatic side of the work—the
big sudden blows that come, or seem to come, from outside—the ones you
remember and blame things on and, in moments of weakness, tell your
friends about, don’t show their effect all at once. There is another sort of
blow that comes from within—that you don’t feel until it’s too late to do
anything about it, until you realize with finality that in some regard you
will never be as good a man again. The first sort of breakage seems to
happen quick—the second kind happens almost without your knowing it
but is realized suddenly indeed.”'® In this passage, Fitzgerald distinguishes
two sorts of events: (1) those that come from outside and give the impres-
sion of happening very quickly. They do “the dramatic side of the work,”
he writes, but their suddenness does not preclude a delay, nor their dra-
matic side a certain latency (they “don’t show their effect all at once”), a
lag until it is “realized” always later, and by virtue of which this first sort
of event (“that come, or seem to come, from outside”) is close to the sec-
ond; and (2) those that happen “almost” without one’s being conscious of
them, whose work, underground, seismic—the crack-up—has nothing
remarkable or dramatic about it, but takes place slowly and imperceptibly;
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thus, it is only once we have “realized” that they happened that they truly
become events, for it is “suddenly indeed” that we realize their occurrence.

Whatever degree of relevance, from the phenomenological point of
view, we may grant this distinction between two types of events (since a//
events, in engaging entirely our Being-in-the-world, are both more “inter-
nal” than all “subjective” interiority and more “external” than all within-
the-world exteriority), the fact is that there remains in every event a
constitutive tension between the sudden present of its emergence and the
deferment with which it declares itself. As a result, we cannot experience
it as such until it has already taken place, already transhgured our exis-
tence through and through, by opening it up to the excess of a meaning
that it did not itself project. In the first sort of events, the explosive sud-
denness of the “first time” precedes the integration of the event into a
world-projection, or on the contrary, the disintegration of the “fund” in
which selfhood and existence are anchored. In the second sort, the latency
and the delay “precede” the sudden occurring of the event as “realization”
of this delay, this gap even, according to which the event has overturned,
definitively “cracked,” the person we were. In this second case, the delay,
the period of latency, the incubation so to speak (the image of the cold
in Claude Simon) belongs to the event in its sudden occurring. “More-
over, to go back to my thesis that life has a varying offensive, the realiza-
tion of having cracked was not simultaneous with a blow, but with a
reprieve.”!?¢ But the opposition may not be absolute between the “crack”
made from outside by the event (an event that never stops occurring and
hitting existence with knockout blows until its progressive integration
into existence, or else the disintegration of the latter), and the crack that
comes “from within.” For existence in its entirety must first be opened
down to its depths, to the bottomlessness of a radical break, in order for
the event, in its sudden explosion or silent latency, to invest the whole of
existence and introduce this “crack” that reconfigures its possibilities in
unforeseeable ways.

Only an analysis of birth will enable us to think through this bottom-
lessness (Ungrund), to borrow Schelling’s expression, constituting an open
break in existence that cannot be taken over by any project and alone
makes the emergence of all ulterior events thinkable. This absolute break
in which the event inscribes itself cannot be approached in terms of “fac-
ticity.” If Dasein, in the anticipatory resoluteness toward death, makes its
Jacticity possible for itself;'*” and masters, consequently, the unmasterable
(in such a way that the ground-without-ground of existence still remains,
in Heidegger’s view, a quasi-foundation, which Dasein, as such, “possibil-
izes”), the event, by contrast, opens existence to the bottomlessness of a
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radical unpower, to the yawning gap of a break—passibility—that no
project on the part of the self will ever be able to fill up, an originary
dehiscence in which the event grows, in deferment of its own actualiza-
tion, in the enhancement of a future transcending all possible projects.
What can we say, then, of the inaugural and precursory event of birth,
both a first event and an event par excellence? Is it possible, in conclusion,
in light of the analyses developed above, to outline an evential conception
of birth, which is lacking in Sein und Zeir? Birth is not an event that might
or might not happen to the existent—that the existent might leave behind
or on the contrary take over and resolutely repeat. Dasein is “native” at the
bottom of its Being, because birth is the inaugural and anonymous event
by which other events are in turn possible. Birth does not occur “in a
history” but, like all true events, “makes history,” opens the very possibil-
ity of a history and the dimension of its meaning. In answering the ques-
tions above, I shall attempt a deformalization of ecstatic temporality, in
order to withdraw it from an ontological “point of view” and to understand
it no longer on the basis of Being-towards-death but rather on that of the
eventialness of birth.

The moment it emerges into being, no “self” can take it upon itself to
be born. Birth is that gift of being that essentially exceeds all power of
appropriation. Of course, in a sense, /am the one who is born, in the sense
of a factical event that concerns me. However, I am involved in birth with-
out ever being able to say that / am being born, but at most that “there has
been birth.” At the moment birth takes place, no “I” is there—understood
existentially as the resolute project of a potentiality-for-Being—to take
over this event. Selfhood in the sense Heidegger gives it can receive, in
this respect, no more than a secondary status. It can only be something
derivative, in the sense that only the event itself (Er-eignis) appropriates
me to myself before all project-towards-death and all resoluteness, by con-
figuring my possibilities for the first time and by opening my present to a
past “older” than any past that can be taken over, than any “having
been,”—to possibilities that I do not project and for which I cannot be
answerable and to a prepersonal history that precedes and grounds my
history. Existence as a whole, qua being-since-birth, is thus open to the
yawning abyss of an absolute bottomlessness that cannot be caught up in
any world-projection, an abyss prior to all foundation of Dasein in the
sense of a “thrown foundation” and that gives every ulterior event to come.
Birth as advent to the world is not, as such, experienceable. It designates
an event that has never taken place in the sense of an innerworldly fact, and
is consequently immemorial in a positive sense. Unexperienceable, non-
empirical, birth is nonetheless constantly felr in what Heidegger calls
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Befindlichkeit, the “finding-oneself-there” in the world, but this feeling
never signifies a co-presence to the event, nor a consciousness or thematic
grasp of it.

Birth thus opens up the possibility of a renewed analysis of temporality
that describes its differentiated upsurge in the movement of temporaliza-
tion as a dynamic structuration starting from events; because Dasein is
first born, it does not temporalize itself originarily in light of the authentic
future of its Being-towards-death, but rather in light of this immemorial
past, impossible to take over for it, to which birth opens and that, in turn,
opens Dasein to a future “ahead of” all project, conferring on Dasein what
we could call a “task.” If every task exceeds our own potentiality-for-Being,
and calls us from a future that we do not project, this is because, since the
origin, birth opens existence to more than that which it can take over or
possibilize, giving that existence a meaning that it does not draw out of
itself.

There are no events if not inaugural ones. An event, in order to occur
in its incomparable novelty, must institute a true beginning, that is, be
born out of itself, or, which amounts to the same thing, be born out of
nothing, be prefigured by no possibility but reconfigure all possibilities
unforeseeably in and by its very springing forth. An event is a radical
beginning, a beginning that does not relay something else, a pure coming
of itself into itself, free of all preliminary horizon. And at the same time,
the present of the event appears constitutionally in-actual, “ecstatic” with
respect to time as a whole by its continual coming to itself, already open
to a past whose meaning it renews by shedding a new light on it, and a
future that it unfolds before any project by its own dramatics. This is why
my existence, insofar as it arises in an inaugural event, is open both to a
“past” that is older than any present (a prepersonal past, older than any
“having been” that confers a legacy and a history on me) and to a radical
future that will never be present: my death.'?® The temporality of existence
temporalizes itself originarily in the form of a past and a future that are
radically heterogeneous, non-synchronizable and non-totalizable, since
the never-happened arch-event (qua innerworldly, experienceable fact) of
my birth is, by this very fact, still to come. I shall never cease being born,
that is to say, coming to myself as something happens to me and, through
this event that unforeseeably comes to me without coming from me, com-
ing to myself as other. Suddenness of a beginning initially burst apart,
star-spangled, not coinciding with itself and never an origin, and defer-
ment of an event that never ceases occurring, and opens up for me, beyond
any totalizing self-project, a task that does not end with my death: such is
the most originary structure of temporality, as it is possible to apprehend
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it in light of events. According to such an analysis, temporality is the non-
happened event (birth) and the still-in-abeyance (task) event of its very upsurge
qua beginning (present). If temporality temporalizes itself in this way out of
events, if it must no longer be considered solely within the horizon of the
question of Being (the impersonal event precedes Being defined by mine-
ness), it follows that human existence as a whole must be approached
henceforth in its evential sense,'” more originarily than in the existential
analytic, in such a way that the ontological difference, which forms the
starting point of Sein und Zeit, becomes itself an evenr springing forth
with Dasein. As Heidegger puts it in a course of 1929-30: “It is not we
who make it [the ontological difference], rather iz happens 7o us as the

fundamental occurrence of our Dasein.”13°
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Bergson as Metaphysician and Critic
of Metaphysics

Bergson’s thought, like that of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and probably already
Kant,' expressly brought to bear a critique of metaphysics in the sense of
the unified conceptual apparatus, determinative of the history of Western
philosophy as a whole. To my knowledge, this fact has rarely been empha-
sized, and even less analyzed for its own sake. By “metaphysics” Bergson
meant not only, nor even primarily, the “science sought after” by Aristotle,
but the coherent set of presuppositions governing philosophical inquiry as
such from the pre-Socratics up to the time of his contemporaries. Further-
more, even before Heidegger, Bergson made the analysis of time the guid-
ing thread of a characterization and critique of that same metaphysics. Of
whatever speculative hubris one might suspect of this kind of undertak-
ing (but is not Aubris inseparable, since Plato, from the very definition of
philosophy?), the twofold question of its historical and philosophical rel-
evance is worth being raised. It is to this question that the following
pages are devoted.

Metaphysics as a Lack of Understanding of the Radical
Novelty and Unforeseeable Nature of Reality

Bergson himself sets out an affirmative metaphysics, and on the other
hand, he conducts a critique of metaphysics. The term “metaphysics” has
for him, as it did for Kant, two main meanings not only different, but
opposed. For Kant metaphysics meant at the same time, in its positive
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sense, the science of the limits of human reason stemming from the irrepress-
ible tendency of the latter to ask questions beyond the scope of possible
experience, and, on the negative side—as subject to criticism—the dog-
matic pretension of reaching a knowledge of things in themselves. For
Bergson, metaphysics is at the same time—positively—the authentic
method of philosophy, an intuitive science declining the use of symbols;
and, as subject to criticism, what impedes the development of such a sci-
ence, the whole of philosophy insofar as it has succumbed to the require-
ments of the intellect, has replaced duration as a qualitative and indivisible
continuity, with homogeneous time, made up of juxtaposed instants, and
the mobility inherent in reality with trajectory understood as a series of
positions or stops. Understood in the latter sense, metaphysics, according
to Bergson, has its historical source in Eleatism. “Metaphysics dates from
the day when Zeno of Elea pointed out the inherent contradictions of
movement and change, as our intellect represents them.”” This intellectual
representation of change and this spatializing conception of time, the
paradigm of which is furnished by Eleatism, may be found throughout
the history of philosophy and, in a sense, is identical with it. Since dura-
tion Zs mobility, and is even “mobility in its essence,”™ the negation of the
reality of movement is one with the misconception of the nature of dura-
tion. “It is thus that metaphysics was led to seek the reality of things above
time, beyond what moves and what changes, and consequently outside
what our senses and consciousness perceive.” Metaphysics replaces imme-
diate experience with “a system of abstract general ideas,” a theoretical
scaffolding all the more fragile and shaky since it follows “the natural bent
of the intellect,” and distances itself from intuition. Metaphysics—under-
stood now in its Bergsonian affirmative sense—must rather return to
experience; it is that experience itself in its original form. Metaphysics
must be experimental because experience is metaphysical: it is duration.
But what does this mean? What does metaphysics—in its negative accep-
tation—overlook when it overlooks duration? What is obfuscated by intel-
ligence when it replaces duration with aconvenient, everyday representation,
adapted to the needs of action?

The answer may be given in one word: the unforeseeable. The geneal-
ogy of metaphysics is the genealogy of the obfuscation of the absolutely
new. “The truth,” Bergson writes, “is that philosophy has never frankly
admitted this continuous and unforeseeable novelty” that defines pure
duration.® For the Greeks, Being is “given once and for all, complete and
perfect, in the immutable system of Ideas.” Time is the degradation of
eternity, and therefore a privation. It delineates “the variations of a defi-
ciency” and measures “the changing form of a void.” As for the moderns,

68 m Event and Metaphysics



although they didn’t conceive of time in light of eternity, they reduced it
to a mere appearance: the temporal fades away into a system of relations.
It is nothing but the sensible—hence confused—form of the rational.
“The real becomes once more the eternal, with the single difference, that
it is the eternity of the Laws in which the phenomena are resolved instead
of being the eternity of the Ideas which serve them as models.”” Experi-
ence is unrecognized in its unforeseeable nature; the “moving world of
phenomena” is reduced to the differential equations of mathematics. Time
lacks all positive determination, does nothing, is ineffective, since all the
events to come can be legitimately represented on a line by points with
different coordinates. “In short, time thus considered is no more than a
space in idea where one imagines to be set out in line all past, present and
future events, and in addition something which prevents them from
appearing in a single perception: the unrolling of duration would be this
very incompletion, the addition of a negative quality. Such, consciously or
unconsciously, is the thought of most philosophers, in accordance with
the demands of the understanding, the necessities of language and the
symbolism of science. Not one of them has sought positive attributes in time.
They treat succession as a co-existence which has failed to be achieved,
and duration as a non-eternity. This is why, in spite of all their efforts, they
cannot succeed in conceiving the radically new and unforeseeable.” Berg-
son’s rhetorical modesty should not make us overlook his critical radical-
ness: his “most philosophers” refers to philosophy as 2 whole, all the more
irremediably gone astray because their error is rooted in a natural illusion
(along the same lines as Kant’s transcendental appearance), an illusion rest-
ing at once on the requirements of the understanding, the laws of language,
scientific necessity, and last but not least, the imperatives of action—which
he does not mention here.

The radicalness of this critical gesture must be emphasized. What Berg-
son gives us is a characterization of “metaphysics” as a unified framework
of thought determining the history of philosophy as 2 whole. His critique
entails, therefore, the requirement of a recasting of the main concepts of
metaphysics: possibility and reality, freedom and necessity, matter and
life, religion and morality. The impossibility of thinking the fundamen-
tally unforeseeable nature of duration means at the same time the impos-
sibility of thinking freedom as entirely new action, life as creative élan,
religion as creation and love, and so on. In order to understand this con-
cept of “metaphysics” thoroughly we would have to expose of the entire
panoply of Bergsonian concepts. But what about the relevance of Bergson’s
thesis for the delimitation of metaphysics in its essence? I will limit myself
in these pages to the problem of time, since it has a priority over all others.
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It is not difficult to find examples in the history of philosophy to illus-
trate Bergson’s critique. The most obvious one is probably Aristotle. In
Book 4 of the Physics, in approaching the problem of time, Aristotle gives
an undisputable privilege, for the understanding of this phenomenon, to
the dimension of achievement, hence of destruction, over that of genera-
tion, of novelty. “It is clear then that it [time] must be in itself, as we said
before, a cause of destruction rather than of coming into being (for change,
in itself, makes things depart from their former condition), and only acci-
dentally of coming into being, and of being.” Through time, everything
reaches its accomplishment and completion, but nothing comes about by
essence, so that time is the very achievement of all that takes place within
it: if something new appears in it, it is only by accident. This leveling down
of novelty as such is obvious in other places of the Aristotelian corpus.’
But this primacy of the phenomenon of passage, expressly emphasized by
Heidegger, too," is no less prominent, for example, in Hegel’s character-
ization of time, in §258 [Zusarz] of the Encyclopedia, as “this abstraction
of destruction,” or in Husserlian phenomenology, which subordinates,
despite the passivity of the arch-constitution of the temporal flux, the
radical novelty of the Urimpression to the morphological acts and their
respective horizons, whose fulfillment it ensures.

The Root of This Misconception: The Spatialization of Duration

But it is one thing to observe a lack, and quite another to determine the
reasons behind it. What are these, in Bergson’s view? What leads meta-
physics to overlook novelty as a characteristic of duration, and to make
unpredictibility into an adventitious, extrinsic character of phenomena?
The answer, here again, may be expressed in one word: the spatialization
of duration—that is, the adoption of what is at once “an idol of language”

2 namely the concept of a homo-

and “a scheme of our action on matter,”
geneous time as it is presupposed from the pre-Socratics to modern phys-
ics. To question the legitimacy of Bergson’s concept of metaphysics comes
down to raising the following problem: is there a necessary connection
between our misconception of the radical novelty of phenomena and the
spatialization of duration? And consequently, does the Bergsonian deter-
mination of duration as a qualitative multiplicity of psychological states in
constant mutation, interpenetrating each other and forming an indivisible
unity, offer a real alternative to time as conceived by metaphysics?

But, first of all, is there in philosophy, or even in the sciences, such a
thing as “spatialization of time”? Bergson has maintained that there is, on

numerous occasions. For example, Kant’s mistake was the following: “He
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did not notice that real duration is made up of moments inside one
another, and that when it seems to assume the form of a homogeneous
whole, it is because it gets expressed in space. Thus the very distinction
which he makes between space and time amounts at bottom to confusing
time with space.”® Kant, in this respect, does not proceed otherwise than
common sense, which figures symbolically heterogeneous inner states by
juxtaposing them in a homogeneous milieu, “in such a way as to perceive
them simultaneously, no longer in one another, but alongside one another™;
in short, he “projects time into space, [he] expresses duration in terms of
extensity.”'¥ This spatialization underlies any mathematical approach to
duration that attempts to make it accessible to calculation, and thereby to
prediction. This is a result of Bergson’s conception of number, as set forth
mainly in 7ime and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Con-
sciousness. Bergson adopts the Aristotelian definition of number as a “col-
lection of units,” the “synthesis of the one and the many,”” in order to
show that such a synthesis presupposes the identity of the units that it
unites, and that such an identity presupposes in turn the juxtaposition of
the units in question in an “ideal space,” so that “every clear idea of num-
ber implies a visual image in space.”® Does Bergson not confuse, in that
approach, “number” itself with its symbolic representation? The same
question arises in the same terms for the concept of order that seems
implied in all apprehension of time. For the astronomer who predicts an
eclipse, time boils down to the calculable order of succession of a multi-
plicity of phenomena. Now, all order presupposes, in Bergson’s view, a
process of projection and figuration in space: “if we introduce an order in
what is successive, the reason is that succession is converted into simulta-
neity and is projected into space.” Is this not again to confuse a relation
of order that in itself is neither spatial nor temporal with its symbolic
representation? Bergson would probably retort that for him, the ideas of
order and number do not precede their symbolic representation, but are
engendered by them.

In any case, it is first of all number, as guantum presupposing the homo-
geneity of the units it synthesizes, that is responsible, in the view of the
philosopher, for the “mistaken idea” of a homogeneous duration analogous
to space. From the Eleates to Kant and from Kant to modern physics, it is
the same spatialization of time that is operative. For metaphysics, time is
basically nothing other than space, and this is why time is so amenable to
measurement. For modern physics, time boils down to an independent
variable in the differential equations expressing the laws of matter. But
does this claim have any relevance for understanding the traditional defi-
nitions of time? Should we not on the contrary concur with Heidegger
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when he says, “The time which is made public by our measuring it does
not by any means turn into space because we date it in terms of spatial
measurement-relations”?'® Is this not equally true for Aristotle and for
Kant, both of whom have recourse to the analogical representation of time
by a straight line? For we are dealing with an analogy here, and nowise
with a pure identification. Like all analogies, this analogy implies a het-
erogeneity between the items it puts in relation. In Aristotle’s view, what
legitimates the analogy is the continuity of time, a characteristic that time
shares with both movement and spatial quantity. Just as the straight line
is a continuous quantity, that is, a quantity that is infinitely divisible, of
which the point is not a part, similarly time, qua numerical measure of
movement according to the before and the after, is a continuous quantity
of which the now is not a part, but merely a limit: in this sense, the now is
indeed analogous the point. Moreover, the analogy here involves not four
but six terms: the now is to time what the moving object is to movement
and what the point is to the straight line: “the ‘now’ is no part of time nor
the section any part of the movement, any more than the points are parts
of the line.”” It is precisely because we are dealing only with an analogy
that time is not defined by Aristotle as movement itself, but as something
that belongs to movement,”® namely its numerical measure. Indeed, if
time were, as some claim, a determinate movement (that of the sphere of
the fixed stars, for example), we would have to agree that this movement
itself takes place with more or less rapidity, for velocity is the distance
divided by time. But this would amount to claiming that time accom-
plishes a certain movement within a certain time, and therefore that time
presupposes time, which is absurd. This is why, between the now and the
moving object, there is only a distant resemblance. Aristotle emphasizes
this point by refusing to attribute to the now the mode of being of a
hypokeimenon. By contrast with the moving object, which is the same qua
substrate of movement and different as to its positions, the now is neither
strictly speaking “the same,” nor strictly “other,” because identity and dif-
ference presuppose permanence and change, as the modes of existence of
what is iz time. The now is neither identical to itself nor other than itself,
because it would have to be so at a given time, which is contradictory. As
what measures all change within time, it cannot itself be given the deter-
minations of what it measures. It neither remains the same nor changes,
because it is not in time, or at least not in the sense in which things are, in
being measured by time.?! In order to establish the paradoxical identity of
the now, Aristotle designates it not as hypokeimenon, but as ho pote on.?
And what applies to the difference between the now and the moving
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object applies « fortiori to the difference between the now and the point.
Whether in Aristotle or, later, in Kant or Hegel, the analogy between time
and the straight line never constitutes anything more than a default repre-
sentation of succession in simultaneity. Precisely “because this inner intu-
ition yields no shape, we endeavor to make up for this want by analogies.
We represent the time-sequence by a line progressing to infinity, in which
the manifold constitutes a series of one dimension only; and we reason
from the properties of this line to all the properties of time.”** But Kant
immediately points out the limitation of this analogy by stressing the
fundamental “exception” that destroys this symmetry: “while the parts of
the line are simultaneous the parts of time are always successive.”

Under these conditions, nothing prevents our suspecting that Bergson
made use of a formulation just as analogical to characterize metaphysics as
the analogy he intends to denounce. Strictly speaking, giving the terms
their proper sense, no philosopher has thought of time as being space; there
is no “spatialized time.”?* Moreover, Bergson seems to waver between two
claims. Sometimes he claims that the concept of time originated in its
entirety from an illegitimate hybrid, an “endosmosis” between duration
and space”; at others, more prudently, he seems to suggest, not that the
time of metaphysics boils down to space, but that the analogy between time
and space leads us to misconstrue the nature of duration: “All through the
history of philosophy time and space have been placed on the same level
and treated as things of a kind; the procedure has been to study space, to
determine its nature and function, and then to apply to time the conclu-
sions thus reached. The theories of space and time thus become counter-
parts of one another. To pass from one to the other one had only to change
a single word: ‘juxtaposition’ was replaced by ‘succession.”?® Hence it
could be that no philosopher has ever proceeded, properly speaking, to any-
thing like a “spatialization of time”; but it is the constraints of language,
combined with those of the intellect, that force us into an inadequate sym-
bolization of pure intuition and a series of erroneous analogies. For it is
merely the admission of the possibility of an analogical relation between
time and space that leads to misconceive the nature of duration. It is not
that duration thereby becomes space; but, from the moment it becomes the
analogon of space, it loses its essential property: its permanent creation of
novelty. According to this alternative reading, Bergson is not saying, as
Heidegger believes, that for metaphysics “time is space,” but only that
homogeneous time, as opposed to duration, is born of the interpolation of
spatial concepts into temporal ones, the consequence of which is to engen-
der an ambiguous admixture, which is neither duration nor space: time.
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The Aporetic Consequences of the Idea of Spatialization of Time

However it may be with this nuance, to which I will have occasion to
return, many questions remain. What does the intrusion of one concept
into another mean? What is an admixture, a hybrid in the conceptual
domain? This is not clear at all in Bergson’s formulations. What does it
mean to say that we are “impregnating the succession with simultane-
ity,”?® if simultaneity and succession are distinct concepts, irreducible to
one another, as is shown by the opposition of their characteristics (homo-
geneous/heterogeneous, inner/outer, physical/psychological, and so on)?

This obscurity has two consequences, both of them equally disastrous,
and which are complementary.

If every concept that is common to time and space is the result of an
illegitimate hybridization, what could the status of the phenomenon of
movement be? Indeed, “Thus, within our ego, there is succession without
mutual externality; outside the ego, in pure space, mutual externality
without succession.”” In space, there is only the oscillating position of the
pendulum, since when this position exists, the preceding one no longer
exists; as for succession, it only exists “for a conscious spectator who keeps
the past in mind and sets the two oscillations or their symbols side by side
in an auxiliary space.”® But then, in pure duration, which is completely
“interior,” there could be no more movement than in pure spatial exteri-
ority. In sum, movement exists only in spatialized time. The critique of the
latter inevitably brings about the critique of the former. The radical dual-
ism of duration and space leads to the conclusion that movement is impos-
sible. Movement becomes a mere illusion, resulting from the illegitimate
cross-contamination of two heterogeneous realities. “Immediate intu-
ition,” Bergson writes, “shows us motion within duration, and duration
outside space.”' But then motion is incompatible with exteriority, that is
to say, with spatiality. In space, there is no movement, but in duration,
which is mobility, there can be no local movement; the latter finds its place
nowhere, neither in exteriority, nor in interiority; it becomes merely a fic-
tion, the result of the projection of exteriority onto interiority. We come
back, despite the criticism addressed to Zeno, to a new form of Eleatism.

Furthermore (this is the second consequence), because Bergson has
radically split space and movement, true (and not only apparent) move-
ment, which is no longer the successive positions of a body in space partes
extra partes, must belong to interiority alone and be identical with pure
duration. Duration itself becomes a privileged movement. Or more precisely,
movement becomes double: on the one hand, movement understood as tra-
jectory, that is, as a succession of immobilities, and on the other, a mobility
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belonging to inner duration and to it alone.? It is no accident that Bergson
will go so far as to speak, in order to characterize motion in space, as
opposed to the mobility of consciousness (that is, duration itself), of “two
different worlds, incapable of communicating otherwise than by a mira-
cle.”®® Even though, in his later work, he attempted to attenuate this dual-
ism,* by thinking of it not, after the example of “ordinary dualism,”® as
the opposition of the extended and the unextended, but as a difference of
rhythms, the two extremes of which are formed by the relaxing of tension
of matter and the tension or élan of life’**—and therefore as a difference
not of nature but of degree—the fact remains that this effort, however we
may ultimately assess it, does not solve the problem raised. To assert that
duration is mobility, whatever the “extension” one agrees to concede from
duration to the material world, ends up in any case in insurmountable
aporias. Indeed, if duration is “mobility in its essence,”” if it is therefore
endowed with a “rhythm,”® an unchangeable rhythm that proceeds
exactly as it proceeds, by contrast with the time of the mathematician that
“could be enormously and even infinitely accelerated; nothing would be
changed for the mathematician,” the same paradox follows. Strictly
speaking, duration cannot flow faster or slower, or even at the precise
thythm at which it flows, because that would amount to assuming that
this flow has a duration, and hence that this flow of time is in turn flowing
in time: we would inevitably end up in an infinite regression. Once we
maintain that “the essence of duration is to flow,”™° we have no choice but
to identify time with a change that, as such, always takes place iz time,
that is to say, presupposes a series of states following one another iz 2 given
time, which is absurd. But is this not merely a matter of metaphors?
Indeed, as Bergson stresses, “it struck me that language was largely
responsible for this confusion; duration is always expressed in terms of
extension; the terms which designate time are borrowed from the language
of space. Are we to conclude from this that even “mobility,” even
“change” are terms that qualify duration only metaphorically? This is
what Bergson seems to imply when he writes, “The inner experience [as
opposed to the language of the understanding] will nowhere find a strictly
appropriate language. It will be compelled to return to the concept, with
at most the addition of the image.”* But such assertions scarcely get us
anywhere; of what is that metaphor a metaphor? What is the literal formu-
lation, the strict one that would be the starting point of this transfer of
meaning? The answer is that there is none and that there can be none: the
intuition of duration is, in a literal, rigorous sense, ineffable, which means
that it resists the terminological rigor that expresses it, or tries to express
it. Here metaphorization is originary,*’ since the language of the intellect
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is the translation and transposition of an intuition, the very essence of
which consists in transcending all symbolizations. Metaphorization is
rather language itself. “Intuition gives us the thing whose spatial transpo-
sition, whose metaphorical translation alone, is seized by the intellect.™*
But if all is metaphor, there is no longer any metaphor: language is struc-
turally inadequate, its indigence insurmountable, and intuition forever
ineffable.

But can we not return to what is on the hither side of metaphor, despite
Bergson’s assertions to the contrary? I will leave this question in abeyance
for the moment. Perhaps it is possible to make a case for the impossibility
of metaphysics to give novelty an originary status in its determination of
time, without thereby concurring with the diagnostic according to which
that incapacity is in turn rooted in the confusion of duration and space.

What novelty are we talking about? If in some passages Bergson admits
that there is novelty in the universe,® that claim appears to contradict his
most constant assertions that it is life and consciousness alone that cease-
lessly produce novelty. This ambivalence appears clearly when Bergson
outlines an analysis of the event in 7he Two Sources of Morality and Reli-
gion. Are there events outside us? Bergson responds to that question in the
negative. Take, for example, the San Francisco earthquake that William
James describes in his memoirs. From the physical point of view, there is
no such thing. All there is is an infinity of mechanical effects decreasing
around an epicenter, as represented by science and our intelligence. We
can only speak of an event, in Bergson’s view, because we confer both its
unity and individuality on it by a “myth-making function.™® And Berg-
son proceeds to propose a psychological explanation for this operation
resting on instinct and its protective and warding-off function against the
misdeeds of intelligence: it is “a defensive reaction against fear” that, in
order to “prevent a paralysis of the will brought about by an over-intelligent

"7 instigates

representation of a cataclysm entailing endless consequences,
the event, giving it a soul, so to speak, by a mechanism analogous to that
of magic, in order to master it. But the only decisive question is not asked
by Bergson: namely, how can the “intellectual instinct” “animate” one set
of phenomena as opposed to some other one, if this set is not already
invested, at the perceptual level, before any activity (even unconscious) on
the part of the subject, with a certain relevant meaning determined by its
relation to the total field within which it appears? In other words, how is
such an operation possible if there is not before any sense-bestowal (and
fortiori any myth-making) an order of meaning, which gives the event its
meaning within a context? Here Bergson commits the mistake typical of

psychologists flagged by Koffka: “Never was a psychologist prouder than
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when he could say: A is not really A but something else.”® What is given,
in reality, is always the event itself as it springs up in the perceptual field
and not some alleged mental mechanism of projection or myth-making
exercising its powers over pure meaningless givens. In light of this example,
it is clear that what prevents Bergson from granting the possibility of any
event or any novelty whatsoever outside of an “interiority” approached
according to a psychologistic model are still dualist presuppositions. In his
view, there is no true novelty except the one created by the living (hence
conscious) being in its continuous self-creation.” This obviously makes it
very difficult to understand what it could mean, for a consciousness, that
it “creates something new outside itself”° by tracing in space unforesee-
able gestures or by creating works of art, paintings, for example®; for it is
not the painting that is new, in Bergson’s view, but the consciousness that
creates it.

But then the duality of duration and spatialized time also results in
emptying the very idea of “creation” of all meaning. In order for there to
be creation, there must also be the possibility of not creating—that is,
contingency. Now all possibility belongs to the well-known retrospective
illusion, which boils down ultimately to a mere error; “for the possible is
only the real with the addition of an act of the mind which throws its
image back into the past, once it has been enacted.”? If the possible has no
reality outside the mind and is only the result of a projective, illusory
mechanism, how could there ever be creation of anything, of the mind by
itself, or of things outside it? How could the artist be defined as the one
who “creates the possible”?*> How could freedom be understood, in con-
formity with an artistic paradigm that permeates Bergson’s entire work, as
a creation of possibility?>® In truth, possibility only appears as a “truism”
for one who has set out by ascribing it to the mind, and in so doing, by
excluding it from the universe: in short, for a dualism that coincides with
a renewed form of Megarianism. By denying the reality of the possible, we
commit ourselves to denying creation, and thus novelty, as well.

If we were to hold to these results we would have to conclude that
Bergson’s thesis on metaphysics is not only of little exegetic value for the
rereading of the texts of the tradition, but of more than doubtful internal
coherence. Should we stop at this conclusion? Is there not, in Bergson’s
analyses, a phenomenological kernel that resists these criticisms?

The Phenomenological Kernel

To ask such questions is to tread on slippery ground. We would have to
interpret Bergson’s critique of metaphysics in doing without the whole
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idea of “spatialization,” as well as its corollaries (the event qua useful fic-
tion, the possible as a retrospective illusion); we would have to recast it
outside its metaphorical vocabulary and to abandon its central claim of an
originary metaphoricity of language that forbids all rigorous rendering
explicit of phenomena, all authentic “phenomenology.” To understand
Bergson with Bergson beyond Bergson and probably, to a large extent,
against him: Does this endeavor make any sense? From the point of view
of the history of ideas, certainly not. But from a philosophical point of
view, possibly: on the condition, specifically, that Bergson saw aright, at
least up to a certain point, in what he tries to say and show.

Leaving aside the problematic aspect of Bergson’s conception of the
spatialization of duration, is there, in what he says, a phenomenological
kernel that can be salvaged from the criticisms formulated above? This
question is but a reformulation of another: Does Bergson assert that meta-
physics has apprehended time as being space, or does he only criticize the
symbolization of duration by space—that is, a conception of time that,
while not simply confusing the latter with its symbol, fails to recognize
time’s nature by the very fact that it allows that symbolization? According
to this second reading, it is an inadequate conception of time qua time
that opens the path to an illegitimate symbolization, without this in any
way implying that metaphysics has expressly confused the thing itself
(time, or rather duration) with its representation (space). In any case, this
reading has the advantage of preventing our falling into the aporias raised
by the idea of a hybridization of two heterogeneous concepts, along with
the (historically untenable) assertion that there has never been, in meta-
physics, an analysis of time as such that does not identify it surreptitiously
with space.

Let us therefore try this other reading. If the time of metaphysics excludes
all novelty by principle, the true target of Bergson’s critique is perhaps not
so much the interpolation of space in duration as the very concept of “suc-
cession” in its classic formulation: a given event is first future, then present,
then past. Indeed, Bergson critiques a logic of retrospection by virtue of
which the event is realized in advance in a future that is only the image of
the present that it will be, in order soon to place it in a past that is but the
trace of the present it once was. This retrospective logic is abstract, because
it fails to recognize the positive phenomenological meaning of the experi-
ence of time as such. By contrast, we should grasp temporality not in
accordance with the abstract schemes that make possible an analogical
representation of it, but by returning to it, and without intermediaries. In
other words, it is a question of “going to seek experience at its source,” on
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the hither side of the “decisive turn” by which it “takes a bias in the direc-
tion of our utility” and passes itself off for something else.

One of the ways of proceeding consists in taking as our guiding thread
the phenomenon of novelty itself, the event inasmuch as it is precisely
what is missed by the conceptualization of time by metaphysics. Consider,
for example, the case of the emergence of a new artistic movement, such
as romanticism: in itself, this event is strictly unforeseeable, even if, once
it has appeared, it is not impossible to retrace its genesis a posteriori.>® By
virtue of its absolute novelty, the event preexists its own possibility, which
cannot appear as such except retrospectively. It is not possible before being
real; its possibility wells up from its realization itself.

We find here a priority of reality over possibility. This priority may be
understood not as a refusal to confer any reality to possibilities, but as a
positive elucidation of the status of the latter. True, Bergson concedes, if
we take “possibility” in a purely logical sense, if we understand by that
word the noncontradictory, all events are clearly “possible” before being
actual: but in this sense what is understood by “possible” is nothing more
than not impossible. On the other hand, if we take “possible” in a more
rigorous sense—and probably #he only rigorous sense—then every “possi-
bility” refers to a posse, a power that determines it as such. The power in
question is that of foreseeing the actualization of this possible. But do we
have such a power? Clearly not. Most events are not possible before being
actual, because they are not foreseeable for us; and, Bergson might add,
even those events that are foreseeable for us—astronomical phenomena,
and others—are only so approximately, with a certain margin of error.
Thus interpreted, the primacy of reality over possibility does not lead to
denying the reality of the latter, to making it into a mere “mirage”™—
despite some unfortunate formulations of Bergson”’—which would lead
him once more to a form of Megarianism, thereby agreeing with the deter-
minism he challenges.’® Quite to the contrary, it leads to restoring to pos-
sibility all its weight, to understanding it in its etymology, by making it
rigorously proportional to a power of foresight. To say that possibility does
not precede reality amounts to saying that reality is not foreseeable. It is
not the discarding of all the possible into limbo; it is making it propor-
tional to a posse by recognizing the radical finitude of the latter. “Possible,”
strictly speaking, is what I can foresee, anticipate, project, or bring about.
Now, what happens is always other with respect to these possibilities: “The
realization brings along with it an unforeseeable nothing which changes
everything.”® Unforeseeable, the event is thereby inexplicable—at least
if what we mean by “explanation” is a nomological-causal explanation
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allowing us to deduce the particular effect from a universal law.*® Argu-
ably the event is only “explainable” in a completely different sense—in the
sense of the interpretative reconstitution of a context.®’ When I come to
events, I can only “explain” if I know what to explain, that is, after the fact
(aprés-coup), by drawing from the context elements of causality, none of
which was sufficient to allow me to foresee, according to a given law, the
singularity of its effect.

Leaving aside Bergsonian terminology, it will sufhice here to say that
from the point of view of all the actual possibilities that depend on a pre-
diction or a project, the event is always, and structurally, im-possible. All
power of explanation, prediction, or anticipation is originarily late in rela-
tion to the event, so that the “possibility” of an event is always retrospec-
tive—which does not make it illusory, however. What is illusory is only
the idea of a preexistence of the possible (in a nonlogical sense) in a well-
informed understanding, that is, the idea that there are possibilities “in
themselves,” independently of the question of the modality in which a
finite being is capable of relating to them.

What Bergson rejects, in other words, are four fundamental presupposi-
tions that subtend the conception of time qua succession. (1) The future is
something, somewhere: a “possible” in a divine understanding or a point
on a universe line in Minkowski’s four-dimensional space-time. (2) To the
extent that the future is realized in advance and preexists in the form of
possibilities, the occurrence of the event could be described as a change in
temporal predicates (“future,” “present,” “past”) that would affect a quasi-
subject: it would be #he same event that first would be future, and subse-
quently past, so that the change in question could be described as an
extrinsic change. But, Bergson objects, it makes no sense to say that the
same event is now future, now past, because “the same” can only be
applied to an event once the event has taken place. The change in ques-
tion, the “transition” from possibility to actuality, is not a modification
affecting a substrate or a quasi-substrate; the event does not become pres-
ent, it occurs, in the sense that what happens here is a change from nothing
to everything, a drastic change, or, as Bergson eloquently says, a “change
without anything changing.”®* (3) The occurrence of the event cannot,
therefore, be described in inner-temporal terms, as we are invited to do by
the metaphysical idea of “succession.” An event is not first future, then
present, then past; it is originarily present as past, that is, its presence is
necessarily retrospective, and only to that extent, prospective: it opens up
possibilities, obliges me to face them, reveals possibilities (and impossi-
bilities) that did not exist before it. (4) Consequently, it is absurd to say, as
metaphysics tends to do, that the past follows the future (and the present);
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for the former could only “follow” the latter if the latter could precede the
former, which, as we have seen, is absurd. It follows that the past is not the
result of the passage of the present; it is given from the start as an originary,
nonderivable dimension of time. The past is not a bit of abolished present,
it is not first present, then destroyed: otherwise, it would be fair to ask ar
what moment that destruction takes place. This is probably what Bergson
suggests, in an inadequately psychologistic language, when he says that
memory is not formed after perception,®® but accompanies it all along as
its shadow. This is also why memory doesn’t require any explanation: to
explain memory would be to assume that the past is the present minus
something, a present that, in a second moment, was abolished, and that
must be rescued from nothingness. But such is not atall the case: “Memory
therefore has no need of explanation. Or rather, there is no special faculty
whose role is to retain quantities of past in order to pour it into the pres-
ent. The past preserves itself automatically. Of course . . . it seems that the
past is normally what is abolished and that there is something extraordi-
nary about the preservation of the past: we think ourselves obliged to
conjure up an apparatus whose function would be to record the parts of
the past capable of reappearing in our consciousness.”®* But this is a mis-
take. Bergson could have shown it by rejecting the very idea of “preserva-
tion™ if the past does not follow the present, if the “present” is rather the
very mode of appearing of the past—in its increasing remoteness—for a
consciousness that is necessarily retrospective, it makes no sense to speak
of the “preservation” of the past (as a present that it would have ceased to
be), nor to suppose a psychological mechanism fulfilling this function. As
is frequently the case, Bergson’s intuition is more rigorous and right than
his final formulation—which conforms to his own theory! If the past and
the present are co-originary, this is because the idea of “succession” does
not account for their relation. The past is the in-itself of things, the present
their mode of appearing for a consciousness that is always late in respect
to them. The past is therefore not so much what “is preserved in itself” as
what makes possible the appearance of every present as such. This is why
there is a continuity of appearance between the past and the future. This is
also why there is no possible symmetry between the past and the future.
Time, for Bergson, is therefore nothing but the enigma of the taking-
place (avoir-liew) of a radically new past (in its retrospective presence for a
consciousness) from an unforeseeable future—rzaking-place that can no
longer be conceived in any way in terms of succession. For succession pre-
supposes a temporal change of status happening to a substrate already
given in presence. Now, the taking-place of what is new as such cannot be
described as the change of modal predicate (from “possible” to “real”) of
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an event considered as given. By developing an (implicit) phenomenologi-
cal analysis of the experience of time, Bergson accordingly sets forth a
critique (it, too, implicit) of modal logic that considers the passage from
the possible to the real as a mere change of status of certain events identi-
fied abstractly. The change from the future into the past, the taking-place
of the new as such, is rather a drastic change that is synonymous with the
event itself: the event is present only as past, its presence is solely retrospec-
tive; before being (present) it is nothing at all, it is absolutely not, and its
occurrence is not thinkable as a simple modification of its temporal or
modal predicates. In a sense, its temporality differs entirely from that of
something that lasts, that is, from something the presence of which can be
described first in one form, then in another, of something that, in lasting,
remains subjacent to its determinations.

To reformulate Bergson’s thesis in this way is, of course, to take consid-
erable distance from literal Bergsonism. But perhaps it is also to remain as
close as possible to it and to unfold its deep resources. It is true that Berg-
son most often formulates his own conception quite differently: he accepts
succession as a determination of pure duration and critiques only a
pseudo-succession projected onto space, the moments of which are juxta-
posed: “That time implies succession I do not deny. But that succession is
initially presented to our consciousness as the distinction of a ‘before’ and
‘after’ set side by side [juxtaposés] is what I cannot accept.” But if we are
thinking with Bergson beyond his literal formulations and if we take seri-
ously his critique of the conception of time according to which the novelty
of the real would be no more than an accident, we are almost inevitably
led to call into question the very idea of succession, and consequently,
up to a point, the whole idea of “duration,” since the latter is defined by
the former.

What Bergson critiques, according to this reading, is therefore the
understanding of the occurrence of the new, not as a drastic change, but
as a mere modification of something—its transition from the status of
“future” (possible) to that of “present” (real) and subsequently to that of
“past” (unreal). The temporality of time as such, that is to say, the advent
in presence of events and things, is then conceived on the model of the
mere transition from one state of the world to another, of the mere succes-
sion of the states of something or the series of states enveloped in that
succession. The advent in presence (novelty) becomes the mere modifica-
tion of the already present. The distinction of the dimensionals of time
(future, present, past) is understood on the basis of inner-temporal rela-
tions such as “precede” or “follow” (which at most only account for the
relations taking place between things or events already present to a con-
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sciousness): the future thus precedes the past, which follows the present. In
any case, time is no longer thought of as the condition for the appearance
of the new but as the condition for the permanence or passage of the
already-there; it is even often mistakenly identified with that passage.

But this being the case, Bergson’s critique has yet another consequence,
less obvious but just as radical. Indeed, what induces us to consider the
future as already given (or already present) in its own way, and hence to
misconstrue the taking-place of events as the transition from one state of
the world to another, as a change of temporal and modal status? The fol-
lowing answer might be advanced: the subordination of time, as the con-
dition for all novelty, to subjectivity in the metaphysical sense of the term.
Indeed, by understanding time as succession, we interpret the aking-place
of something as a change in its status. We envisage the future as already
present (and how, if not in expectation?) and the past as still present (in
memory). We posit therefore a presence underlying everything that can pres-
ent itself ro it [that is, to that presence] qua “present™ a subjectivity, precisely.
Thus, we make the future not into absence pure and simple, but into the
“present of the future,” as it fulfills our awaiting, and we make the past
into what is preserved in the presence of the mind to itself, a “present of
the past” given to memory.°® We make subjectivity, as originary presence
to self, the origin of time and the condition of possibility for the succession
of phenomena. This operation is, of course, only possible as long as we
understand time on the basis of inner-temporal determinations, essentially
as succession.

[ have attempted elsewhere to show how, in Augustine, this spiritual-
ization of time operates on the basis of his inner-temporal understanding
as “passage” and “transition.” Let me just reiterate that time only exists,
in Augustine’s view, because awaiting anticipates and memory retains
instants that do not cease passing away (¢ransire) and flowing by: “But if
the present were always present, and did not pass into past time (nec in
praeteritum transiret), it obviously would not be time but eternity.”®
Indeed, it is necessary that time itself be understood as a certain passage
or a certain change occurring from the future toward the past (the future
becoming present and the present becoming past), in order for the question
to arise about the condition of possibility of this passage; about that which,
by pouring the future into the past through the present, ensures time’s
cohesion and confers upon it its immutable structure; and this “some-
thing” can be nothing but the mind itself [ipse animus].

Thus the impossibility to apprehend time on the basis of inner-temporal
relations, as the succession of the future, the present, and the past, not
only leads to missing the novelty of the real itself as its essential, positive
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determination. It also leads (even if Bergson never analyzed this conse-
quence), by thinking time itself as an arch-change, a passage or a #ramnsit,
to assigning to the mind, by the intermediary of its three acts (awaiting,
attention, and memory) the task of making possible such a change—in
short, to grounding time itself in the spirit and to establishing a relation of
subordination between an originary spiritual time and the time of the
world, which is merely derived from it. Thus, if there is a phenomenologi-
cal kernel in Bergson’s critique of metaphysics following to the guiding
thread of the question of time, it could be formulated by means of three
closely correlated claims: (1) Time is not something (inner)-temporal; (2)
It is not originarily subjective, in the sense that subjectivity would itself
be understood as a presence underlying the three dimensions of time; (3)
It is the condition of possibility of novelty qua positive determination of
phenomenal reality. These claims, only the last of which was expressly
thematized by Bergson, lead @ contrario to circumscribing the site of an
understanding of time having ignored this triple requisite.

Despite the largely fictive nature of this reconstruction of Bergson’s
thought, it will perhaps be possible to draw instruction from it both for a
positive phenomenology of time and for a critical reading of the history of
philosophy, and, eventually, for the delimitation of the set of common
structural presuppositions that delineates, within that history, the bound-
aries of a “metaphysics.”
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Sartrean Freedom, or Adam’s Dream

In The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer writes, “The will is
subject to necessity in all of its appearances, while in itself it can nonethe-
less be considered free and even omnipotent.”" The “even” [ja], in this
formulation, is key to all that precedes it. Indeed, given that freedom is
defined as a characteristic of the will, and the will, since Peter John Olivi,
John Duns Scotus, Bernard of Clairvaux, and Descartes, is conceived of
as the very site of the imago dei, that is to say is as infinite, considered
“formally and in itself,” as the divine will, it follows that freedom of the
will is a power that cannot be subjected to any other power (at least from
the natural point of view), hence cannot admit of degrees: it must be com-
plete or not be at all. To be sure, the doctrine of indifference still finds its
complement, in Descartes, in a doctrine of natural (and gracious) light,
which makes indifference no more than “the lowest degree of freedom.”
But the internal logic of the modern concept of freedom would have it
that, once indifference is admitted, it becomes inexpugnable, as it were.
Freedom no longer deserves the qualification of “omnipotent” in a merely
contingent way; it s omnipotence itself as befalling man by virtue of his
status as image—an omnipotence not exercising its power ad extra, as in
the divine creation, but ad intra, in the inner self, and consisting in the
fact of afhrming or denying, of following or fleeing any state of affairs that
might present itself to the subject in the form of a representation or an
idea. Limited to the inner sphere, man’s omnipotence remains analogous
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to God’s, despite the iconic distance that separates them, despite the un-
bridgeable gap between the increate and the created.

But what happens when a philosophy subscribing to an atheism of
principle adopts the Cartesian concept of “freedom”? What does this con-
cept, borrowed from the problematic of the imago dei, become in a radi-
cally atheistic thought? Can atheistic thought free itself from this initial
problematic, and is it not content with repeating or transposing it (in
which it would show itself to be less free than it thinks in respect to its
historical rootedness)? This is indeed, or so it seems, the situation of Sar-
tre’s philosophy. On the one hand, it draws the most extreme consequences
from the modern concept of indifference as received by Descartes from
Molina; on the other, precisely by virtue of a militant atheism, it reverses
the order of priority that made human indifference the reflection and
image of the divine omnipotence: it is no longer human freedom that is in
the image of that of God, but it is God’s freedom that becomes the illusory
projection of human freedom. But does not the inversion or subversion of
a theological position remain a theological position through and through??
Far from breaking with the tradition, does not Sartre give us, at the very
most, a parody-like inversion of it in which freedom ends up canceling
itself out? In drawing the most extreme consequences from the concept of
indifference, in pushing on to the end—that is, to the point of paradox—
the logic of the modern concept of freedom, does he not reveal, despite it
all, and reluctantly, something of that logic?

In Descartes’s Footsteps

A well-conceived and well-constructed atheism must put the human at the
center of everything, of the whole of being. “The sole point of departure is
the interiority of the cogiro.”® Before human reality, there is nothing, but
human reality has this particularity that it brings the Nothing with it:
man is he through whom nothingness comes into the world (59). To be a
consciousness, a for-itself, is to “nihilate” from the outset any given situa-
tion, to introduce into the heart of being, into the raw and massive in-
itself, a nothingness that separates from it. This “nihilating withdrawal”
from any given that defines human reality finds its faithful and first
expression in Descartes’s methodological doubt: “Descartes, following the
Stoics, has given a name to this possibility, which human reality has, of
secreting a nothingness which isolates it—it is freedom” (60).

Freedom as nihilation—this is Descartes’s brilliant discovery. “No one
before Descartes had stressed the connection between free will and nega-
tivity. How should we approach such a connection? It is realized essen-
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tially in hyperbolic doubt: “Doubt strikes at all propositions which afhrm
something that is outside our thought; that is, I can place all existence
between parentheses: I am exercising my freedom when I, who am a noth-
ingness and a void, nibilate all that exists.” Freedom “is” nothing other
than this nihilating stepping back by which I say no to what presents itself
to me as true at first sight in order to put it out of play and hold it literally
to be nothing. However, Sartre no sooner acknowledges his indebtedness
than he blames Descartes for lack of radicality: “He did not push his
theory of negativity to the limit.” Indeed, the negation of the ¢go cogito
only bears upon non-being (the false, the merely apparent) and not upon
being itself. Descartes only conceived of free will as a mere “negation of
negation.” “In short, he failed to conceive negativity as productive.””
According to Sartre’s declarations here, the primary inspiration of Being
and Nothingness is indeed Cartesian, but of a revised and corrected Carte-
sianism, stripped of its theological implications. Indeed, his religious
background kept Descartes from developing his doctrine of freedom as
negativity to its ultimate and radical consequences. Cartesian freedom is
freedom before evil and error, and not before the Good: it only denies the
negative, and bows before Being. God supplies the sole measure of being
and the good, and, as a consequence, man has freedom only to turn away
from Him, to plunge into the nothingness of evil, error, and sin. Con-
versely, to push the conception of a productive negation to the end, as
Sartre invites us to do, is to conceive of the for-itself, after the example of
Descartes’s God, as above truth and goodness, as positing them by its
free fiat. This is why, Sartre adds, Descartes only really grasped human
freedom in its full metaphysical essence when he thought of divine free-
dom: the freedom of God, “is . . . his [Descartes’s] own freedom, such
as he would have conceived it without the fetters of Catholicism and
dogmatism.”®

This avowal has far-reaching consequences: God’s freedom is human
freedom thought through to the end. Atheism is indistinguishable from
this reversal of precedence by which man finds himself in God’s place,
invested with his attributes. Indeed, the freedom of for-itself is limitless. It
coincides with the choice by which man decides as to himself and the
world in deciding on his own values. This freedom is “infinite,” not only
in the sense in which for Descartes man’s will considered “formally” —
that is, considered essentially—is infinite, regardless of the “matter” of the
ideas to which it is applied, but infinite with #hat same infinity that makes
God the creator of his ideas, by virtue of which, consequently, will and
understanding are indiscernible in him. Freedom of the for-itself is indeed
beyond all reasons and motives [motifs et mobiles], recreating them behind
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itself by its very upsurge: “I am condemned to exist forever beyond my
essence, beyond the reasons and motives of my act. I am condemned to be
free. This means that no limits to my freedom can be found except free-
dom itself or, if you prefer, that we are not free to cease being free” (567
[translation modified—Tr.]). In the image of the freedom of the Cartesian
God, such a freedom is not subordinated to any preliminary idea, any
essence, any value, any good; it creates essences as well as existences, and
it is not because something is good that it chooses it, but because it has
chosen it that this thing is good. The claim that the for-itself has no other
values than those it has itself created, that is to say, that it is totally “unjus-
tifiable,” does nothing more, consequently, than repeat and transpose in a
different register Descartes’s view on the divine omnipotence: “To one
who pays attention to God’s immensity, it is clear that nothing at all can
exist which does not depend on Him. This is true not only of everything
that subsists, but of all order, of every law, and of every reason of truth and
goodness.” In other words, God does not create the world by conforming
to a model of goodness; he does not create the world thus because he
judges it to be good, but the world is good because he creates it so: “Because
He determined Himself towards those things which ought to be accom-
plished, for that reason, as it stands in Genesis, they are very good; that is
to say, the reason for their goodness is the fact that He wished to create
them s0.”'° Now human freedom, according to Sartre, presents more than
an analogy with this divine freedom: being on principle beyond all reason
or motive, it confers on reasons and motives their meaning; it constitutes
them precisely as such. It is because human freedom chooses them that
they are good, and not the other way around. “We ought to ask,” Sartre
writes, “how a reason (or a2 motive) can be constituted as such” by the act
of freedom (564 [translation modified—Tt.]). The for-itself retroactively
confers on its motives the value they have in light of an autonomous project
of its unmotivated—and hence unjustifiable—freedom. “It is only because
[ escape the in-itself by nihilating myself toward my possibilities that this
in-itself can take on value as reason or motive” (564 [translation modi-
fied—Tt.]). Hence, all voluntary deliberation is always “a deception” (581).
Indeed, since by deciding on my acts according to an absolutely unmoti-
vated decree, my freedom projects back, like its shadow, its own reasons
and motives, “constituting” them as such, the result is that I never deliber-
ate to choose, but having chosen, I try to confer a specious motivation on
my freedom by simulating a purely fictive deliberation. I have decided to
join the resistance, or to stay home and take care of my mother, as in a
well-known example, and now I am looking for good reasons for doing so.

The deliberation is a comedy I perform for myself. “When I deliberate, the
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die is cast” (581, [translation modified—Tr.]). After the example of the
God of Descartes, human reality is therefore pure productive spontaneity.
Nothing preexists its own free decrees; all motivation that would confer
meaning on them comes necessarily too late. Such a freedom, determined
theologically through and through, is “an absolutely new production, the
germ of which could not be contained in an earlier state of the world” so
that “freedom and creation [are] one and the same.”"! If God’s freedom is
creation outside, human freedom is initially exercised “within™ it is a con-
tinuous creation of self. The for-itself does not cease choosing itself and
thereby creating itself. The inaugural act of this creation is defined by
Sartre as an “originary choice.”

But how is this freedom attested phenomenologically? Based on what
privileged phenomenon can its emergence be described concretely? The
primordial experience of freedom is anxiety. But where can a pure descrip-
tion of it be found? Sartre’s phenomenology, on this point, has less in
common with the existential concept of Grundstimmung forged by Hei-
degger in Sein und Zeit than with Kierkegaard’s analyses in the Concept of
Anxiety. This amounts to saying that human freedom cannot grasp itself,
once again, without measuring itself against an Adamic freedom, the pos-
sibility of which has been meditated by Christian thought. What is at
stake in this confrontation? How does Sartre read Kierkegaard’s text? And
in the discrepancy brought about by his interpretation, in the reorienta-
tion introduced into Kierkegaard’s thought, is it not theology that still
provides the fundamental orientation, even in the formulation of an athe-

istic philosophy?

Anxiety, or Freedom Dreaming Itself

In Kierkegaard’s thought, Sartre does not hesitate to see—as he did in
Descartes—a prefiguration of his own conceptions. “Anxiety, Kierke-
gaard asserted, is the possibility of freedom.” Being and Nothingness repeats
and develops this assertion in many ways. But it does so by modifying its
meaning entirely. Anxiety was understood by Kierkegaard in light of a
properly theological questioning: through it, it was a matter of seizing the
concrete possibility of the first sin. How was Adam’s first sin possible,
given that before this sin the difference between guilt and innocence did
not exist? This is the question formulated by Kierkegaard: anxiety answers
it, while all explanation in terms of “concupiscence” fails to do so. Indeed,
to hold that there is a concupiscence of sin in Adam is to presuppose sin in
him, and consequently to fail to understand how, with him, sin “entered
into the world.”"? For Adam does not choose evil, but it is by him alone
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that evil appears. “The first sin constitutes the nature of the quality: the
first sin is the sin.”'® Here there is an inexplicable leap from innocence to
evil, which is the very leap of freedom: “The new quality appears with the
first, with the leap, with the suddenness of the enigmatic.”"* To explain sin
by temptation would be to commit a hysteron proteron: the latter is rather
the result of the former. But how, then, are we to account for this qualita-
tive “leap” by which sin appears in the world?

To understand this mystery, we must analyze man in the state of inno-
cence, that is, in the state of ignorance in which, the distinction between
good and evil not having yet been posited, freedom exists as if in a dream
state. “This,” asserts Kierkegaard, “is the profound secret of innocence,
that it is at the same time anxiety.”” How so? What is ignorance (or inno-
cence) anxious about? Literally nothing, since it is unaware of sin. But this
nothing is the absolutely indeterminate possibility, possibility in the pure
state. The concept of anxiety, Kierkegaard specifies, “is altogether differ-
ent from fear and similar concepts that refer to something definite, whereas
anxiety is freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility.”’® What
freedom is anxious about is not an ontic correlate, but the nothingness of
its own possibility, that is, itself, insofar as it is capable of everything, the
pure possibility of being able. Thus, all anxiety is anxiety about the abso-
lute novelty of the possible inasmuch as possibility is itself directly depen-
dent on freedom. “Anxiety is at this point always present as the possibility
of the new state.”"

The whole issue here, in an analysis that Kierkegaard qualifies as “psy-
chological,” is to preserve the “qualitative leap” from innocence to guilt, to
avoid already presupposing guilt in the state of innocence. Only anxiety as
openness to the nothingness of possibility guarantees this qualitative leap
“psychologically,” which is precisely what the explanations by means of
concupiscence fail to do. Anxiety is indeed temptation, if you like, but it
is temptation before itself, that is, before nothing—temptation before the
pure possibility of the possible. It is through anxiety that Adam becomes
guilty, and he does so without departing from innocence. He is guilty to
the extent that he succumbs to anxiety. The prohibition raised against
Adam—"Only of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil thou shalt
not eat’—cannot arouse temptation in him since, being unaware of
the difference between good and evil, Adam cannot even understand
the meaning of this injunction. Therefore, the prohibition does not
arouse desire, concupiscence, in Adam, but solely anxiety. “The prohibi-
tion induces in him anxiety, for the prohibition awakens in him freedom’s
possibility. What passed by innocence as the nothing of anxiety has not
entered into Adam, and here again it is a nothing—the anxious possibility
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of being able. He has no conception of what he is able to do; otherwise—
and this is what usually happens—that which comes later, the difference
between good and evil, would have been presupposed.”’® Anxiety is there-
fore the self-experiencing of this freedom preceding the distinction
between good and evil, of that freedom iz the dream state that lets itself be
dragged along by its own possibility, and that, completely fascinated,
holds itself beneath its own sway. Thus it succumbs to “the anxious pos-
sibility of being able” brought on by the prohibition. Anxiety is this vertigo
of a freedom allowing itself to be snapped up by its own abyss, a freedom
closed in by the circle of its self-reflection, which is not yet the real free-
dom for good and evil, but a specular freedom, prior to their division. No
one, moreover, can say what that freedom can do: “Of what it can do,
[Adam] has no idea.” This is why this freedom in the state of innocence is
not yet a real freedom. While actual freedom is operative in the choice
between good and evil, Adam’s does not yet have before it clearly distinct
objects upon which it could bring its choice to bear. It remains an oneiric
freedom, a freedom sub specie possibilitatis: “Freedom’s possibility is not the
ability to choose the good or the evil. . . . The possibility is to be able””
Behind this apparent tautology, the whole enigma of anxiety lies hidden.

Kierkegaard, moreover, distinguishes zwo anxieties, which Sartre will
tend to conflate for reasons soon to become obvious: (1) the anxiety felt by
Adam in the state of pure innocence, before any distinction between good
and evil, any self-reflection and any positing of an ego—that is, “objec-
tive” anxiety; and (2) the anxiety that can strike every human being after
original sin, provided he discovers himself to be sinner before God, and in
so doing takes up a guilt older than his own, becomes a full-fledged mem-
ber of humanity, and acquires a place within his species: reflective, “sub-
jective” anxiety, as Kierkegaard calls it. Now, objective anxiety is the
experience of a freedom that has only itself as counterpart and is only
“actualized” in self-reflection: it is “anxiety belonging to innocence, the
anxiety that is freedom’s reflection within itself in its possibility”*® This
self-reflection of freedom arouses the ambivalence of a fear that is at the
same time desire, desire for what we fear, fear of what we desire, in which
we are alternately attracted and repelled by possibility in its pure state, like
a man tottering at the edge of a cliff. “Anxiety,” Kierkegaard writes, “is a
desire for what one fears, a sympathetic antipathy.” Whence the com-
parison with dizziness, which Sartre adopted, though not without chang-
ing its meaning. “Anxiety may be compared with dizziness. He whose
eye happens to look down into the yawning abyss becomes dizzy. But
what is the reason for this? It is just as much in his own eye as in the
abyss, for suppose he had not looked down. Hence anxiety is the dizziness
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of freedom, which emerges when spirit wants to posit the synthesis and
freedom looks down into its own possibility, laying hold of finitude to
support itself. Freedom succumbs in this dizziness. Further than this,
psychology cannot and will not go.”** This dizziness of freedom has noth-
ing of the sublime about it in Kierkegaard’s view. Adam’s freedom is only
a negative freedom, a freedom to sin: for it turns away from the freedom of
God and sinks down egotistically into itself. The anxiety in which “free-
dom faints” before its own possibility, though prior to the positing of an
ego, is “of all things the most selfish,”* since freedom wants itself, wants
nothing other than its own possibility, and lets itself be taken captive and
snapped up by its own nothingness: “In that very moment everything is
changed, and freedom [which has fainted], when it again rises, sees that it
is guilty. Between these two moments lies the leap, which no science has
explained and which no science can explain.” This is why anxiety is always
anxiety before possibility in its most “terrible” form. Possibility is, accord-
ing to Kierkegaard, “the weightiest of all categories. . . . Whoever has truly
been brought up by the possibility has grasped the terrible as well as the
joyful.”?4

Interpreting these passages in his 1964 lecture “The Singular Univer-
sal,” Sartre presents a series of variations on the theme of Kierkegaardian
anxiety. First, he conceives of all anxiety in the mode of Adam’s anxiety,
that is, he makes no mention of the distinction between Adamic anxiety
and anxiety stemming from sin—objective and subjective anxiety. Adam’s
freedom becomes the model for 2// human freedom: “For we are all
Adam,” he declares.?” Then, since God does not exist, Adamic freedom,
which is purely negative in Kierkegaard’s view, is transformed into posi-
tive freedom. It is freedom by which the for-itself chooses itself, that is to
say, “creates” itself.

Sartre freely interprets Kierkegaard’s claim that Adam “has no interior-
ity prior to anxiety.”*® But he makes a very different use of it than does the
Danish thinker. “The real ‘self,;” we read in The Concept of Anguish, “is
posited only by the qualitative leap. In the prior state there can be no
question about it”; “the concepts of sin and guilt posit precisely the single
individual as the single individual.”*” But what does Kierkegaard mean
here? It is by discovering himself to be a sinner before God that man
accedes to a consciousness of himself as unique and acquires a true “self.”
Sartre understands this quite otherwise: “Anxiety,” he says, “is the aban-
donment of being to the forbidden possibility of choosing itself finite by a
sudden retreat of the infinite.”*® Sartre therefore interprets Adam’s free-
dom as if it meant choice of oneself and self-finitization of the ego. “The Self
is chosen finitude, nothingness athrmed and delimited by an act . . . the
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finite is now constituted as loss of the infinite, freedom as the necessary
and irremediable foundation of the formation of the Ego.””

But if freedom means henceforth this choice by which Adam (that is,
any for-itself) constitutes himself egoically and determines his own fini-
tude, are we still talking about Adam, even as an allegorical figure? Are we
still talking about man? Or has not a new figure already begun to replace
the former one? Indeed, only a positively infinite being is capable of some-
thing like a “self-finitization”; only he is capable of lowering himself infi-
nitely to the point of taking upon himself a chosen finitude, and thus
making it his own. It is no longer of Adam that Sartre is speaking to us; it
is of the New Testament God and of the movement of his kenosis. This is
only possible, incidentally, by virtue of another, more subtle shift, that by
which “sin” is emptied of its theological meaning and identified with
choice in general: “Sin . . . is choice.” Not this particular option by which
Adam disobeyed God, but the repeated act of the for-itself of choosing
itself and thereby “finitizing” itself. If we are all Adam, it is in the sense in
which “each of us commits on his own behalf and on behalf of all a singu-
lar sin: in other words finitude, for each person, is necessary and incompa-
rable.”" In short, through this strange “sin,” the for-itself does not become
guilty but discovers himself finite; man, that is, appropriates his essence.
“The essence of the human being is suspended in his freedom” (60). In
order for the for-itself to be able to become man, after the example of the
God of the New Testament, in a choice that is itself unconditioned, it is
necessary for it to be never born and to create literally himself. We will
soon have confirmation of this.

Returning for a moment to the Kierkegaardian point of view, it is as if
Sartre’s freedom were the Adamic freedom as it dreams itself in the state of
pure innocence. From this nothingness, of which Kierkegaard says that it
fascinates the “dreaming spirit,” Sartre makes the very origin of human
freedom, the supreme activity of a for-itself. But then, doesn’t the for-itself
dream itself free as Adam did by projecting his freedom in an imaginary
exteriority, before succumbing to its specular image? Kierkegaard probably
would not have seen anything in that infinite freedom but an illusion of
our narcissism (that is, a consequence of original sin).** This is why,
between him and Sartre, the experience of dizziness takes on an entirely
new meaning. While anxiety as dizziness, far from signifying the victory
of freedom as self-positing, manifested for Kierkegaard its defeat and
literally its fall, Sartre interprets the dizziness of anxiety as the purest
revelation of our human freedom. For vertigo, as Sartre explains, is not
the fear of the void but the fear felt before myself as capable of everything:
as not determined by any raison [morif] that would assure me that I am
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not going, the next moment, to hurl myself into the void, as having to decide
at every moment about my reasons on the basis of a sovereign and unjustifi-
able freedom. What anxiety is anxious about, what dizziness reveals, is the
nothingness of a freedom that, in its absoluteness, gratuity and lack of justi-
fication is always beyond its reasons and motives: “This freedom which
reveals itself to us in anguish can be characterized by the existence of that
nothing which insinuates itself between motives and act” (71). In confor-
mity with this absolute and autarkic freedom, man—or rather the for-
itself—becomes the creator of man, so much so that God is superfluous.
“Everything happens as though God needed sin in order that man might
produce himself in front of him, as if he had solicited it in order to bring
Adam out of his state of ignorance and give meaning to man.” If God,
according to this odd parable, has become superfluous, it is because man
has filled his vacancy. This subversion of theology is no more than its
parodic reversal.

Freedom in the Making

In light of the preceding considerations, we can now approach Sartre’s
doctrine as set forth in Being and Nothingness. Not only will we find con-
firmation in it of the theological origin of the Sartrean concept of “free-
dom,” but we will see the paradoxes that ensue from the attribution of this
limitless power to man.

Sartre’s whole philosophy is contained in the assertion of this discre-
tionary freedom by which human reality chooses itself and fashions its
own /[. “The freedom that manifests itself through anguish is character-
ized by a constantly renewed obligation to remake the Se/fthat designates
the free being” (72 [translation modified—Tr.]). Now the possibility of
“remaking the Sel/f” by choosing it assumes quite obviously that I am not
initially myself. As eatly as in 7he Transcendence of the Ego Sartre broke
with an egological phenomenology, to assert that all egoity is a transcen-
dence constituted out of a neutral transcendental field, that every self is an
object in the world posited by a nonpositing consciousness of self. This
pre-egoic consciousness given to itself in a prereflective cogito is called by
Sartre “for-itself” in Being and Nothingness. The for-itself, structured by
intentionality, is entirely on the outside, alongside the world. It is nothing
but its own exteriorization, the bursting forth toward . . . the world by
which it opens itself to it. Hence it differs zoto caelo from the in-itself or
objective being, which is purely what it is in its ontic massivity. The for-
itself, on the other hand, whose very being consists in transcending itself,
is only graspable for itself as nor being in-isself, as introducing by this very
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fact into the massive in-itself a first negation that will prove decisive. It is
by the for-itself that nothingness surges forth at the heart of plain being,
and if the for-itself possesses the signal privilege of producing nothingness
(of nihilating it), this is because it is for itself a nothingness: it is never
graspable as an in-itself, it is never what it is, but always at a distance from
itself. It is what it is not and is not what it is. Indeed, the characteristic
proper to the for-itself is to never coincide with itself, by contrast with
plain being, but to make itself be what it is, and hence to not yet be it, to
not be what it is, since it has to make it be—in other words, to be pure
freedom, pure, self-producing spontaneity, existence preceding all essence.
Anxiety “as the manifestation of freedom in the face of self means that
man is always separated by a nothingness from his essence” (72). He can
never define himself by what he is, by an essence, since he must recreate
himself at every moment by a free decree of his freedom, so that his essence
to him only refers to what he was, and not what it has yet to be. His essence
is always past, outstripped in the very movement in which he chooses him-
self. In Hegel’s phrase, which Sartre takes up, essence, for human reality, is
what it was: “Wesen ist was gewesen ist.”

Thus, since the for-itself by which nothingness wells up in being as the
origin of all negation is irreducible to any essence, the result is that human
reality, unless it steals away and flees from itself in bad faith, can never
define itself in the mode of the in-itself. It can never take shelter, to escape
the infinite power that characterizes it, behind any given nature, behind
timeless values, behind unchanging causes that would furnish a justifica-
tion for its acts. It is absolutely free, inexcusable, unjustifiable. All essence
is essence only for a freedom that chooses it; all value is value only for a
freedom that posits it. Nothing can solicit freedom that freedom has not
first itself activated; nothing can erode or obstruct it in its exercise: “In
anguish freedom is anguished before itself inasmuch as it is instigated and
bound by nothing” (73).

Sartre supplies a very concrete example in order to show this freedom
in action. I am sitting at my desk with the intention of starting to write a
book when suddenly I am gripped with anxiety. It is the famed “anxiety
before the blank page,” but how can it be accounted for? In this case as in
the others, Sartre points out, what makes me anxious can be nothing
other than my own freedom. Contrary to appearances, my writing is not
inhibited by objective reasons: the issue is not that I am not certain that
the book will be a good one, that its subject matter is interesting, or that
it is not redundant with another. Indeed, all these objective reasons have
no bearing on this book as 2y possible; that is to say, on this book insofar
as its realization is dependent on my freedom. For me to be able to feel
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anxiety about the book I am writing, I must experience the radically
unmotivated nature of my project. I was “wanting-to-write-this-book,”
but what I was, my essence, doesn’t define me, since I must constantly
choose it afresh. I am separated from it by a nothingness; I am 7or he who
was “wanting-to-write-it.” There is nothing, in my past reasons, that can
force me to carry out my project. I am free, at every moment, to reject it
entirely. Moreover, I am separated by a nothingness of he who I will be,
since nothing can guarantee to me that the reasons I presently have for
writing will still be my reasons in the future. I will always be free to give
up my undertaking. It is precisely this double nothingness of freedom,
both with respect to what I was (my “essence”) and to what I will make
myself into (my project), that arouses the anxiety of the blank page. The
for-itself is therefore its own nothingness in two senses: with respect to the
past, in that it is never done, never in-itself, always to be done; with respect
to the future, in that it is separated from itself by the possibilities of itself
that it projects, by the nothingness that it isn’t but that it has yet to be.
Nothing, no in-itself, can relieve me of the infinite responsibility of my
freedom. When my alarm clock rings in the morning and I automatically
respond to its call, it is not the alarm that prescribes my possibilities for
me, but [ who prescribe the possibilities for the alarm: [ am the one who
freely constitutes it as “signal to get up.” It is I, and no one else, who
confers the imperious requirement on the alarm. In other words, it is free-
dom, and freedom alone, that is the “original source of my possibility”
(79-80). The possibilities that offer themselves to me are not quasi objects,
as is believed by common sense: they only acquire their being from my
potentiality-for-being. Consider this boulder that stands blocking my
path, to take another well-known example. It only presents itself as “steep”
in light of a project preceding it. In itself, it harbors no possibility. It is
neither easy nor hard to climb. It is what it is, period. So it is I who “con-
stitute the possibilities that surround me as “having the possibility of becom-
ing my possibilities” (80). This expression may seem redundant, but it is
strictly accurate. What, then, is the possible, asks Sartre, if not that on
which, by my own power, I confer its possibility, literally what I am capable
of (ce qui est pu par moi), or, according to “a paradoxical doubling up”
insisted upon by Jankélévitch, “what I am capable of being capable of (ce
que je peux pouvoir)”?3* In sum, it is my freedom, and it alone, that raises
possibilities as a hunter flushes partridges, and it is only at the cost of a
misconstruction of its essence that the possible can be thought of as “a
transcendent and purely logical being,” according to Leibniz—in short, as

a kind of thing.
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A freedom that can be neither limited nor curtailed by anything, that
is the only source of all the possibilities and standards according to which
it decides, a freedom that does not well up out of an already reified 7 that
would have the mode of being of the In-itself, but that has as its task to
“remake the I” at every moment by its free decrees—such an infinite free-
dom is arguably a source of anxiety. Now anxiety inevitably arouses
behaviors of concealment and flight, the main one being “bad faith.” To
escape the burden of a freedom that is at once unlimited and absolutely
unjustifiable (since all justification rests on reasons, and I am the only one
who chooses these reasons), the for-itself disposes of a parry, consisting in
passing oneself off for someone else, or rather for something else: it thus
mimics a mode of being that is not its own—that of the in-itself. Sartre’s
example is the following: “Let us consider this waiter in the café. His
movement is quick and forward, a little too precise, a little too rapid. He
comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick. He bends forward
a little too eagerly . . . he is playing at being a waiter in a café . . . the waiter
in the café plays with his condition in order to realize it” (101). But how
can the waiter play at being what he is? For we are not talking about a
professional actor: this “human reality” coming toward me in his typical
black and white attire #s in fact a café waiter. But, as we have just seen, the
for-itself can never be what he is without qualification. Between his non-
positing self-consciousness [conscience non-thétique (de) soi] and his I, a
slight discrepancy, an écart, insinuates itself, so that he never adheres to his
being, he is always “at a distance,” he is himself in the mode of not being
it—that is, he makes himself freely be this way or that. The café waiter’s
bad faith therefore consists in sneaking away from his ontological condi-
tion (to be what he is not and not to be what he is) by pretending to be
in-itself, that is, by assuming a mode of being that is incompatible with
that of human reality.

Now, for Sartre, all feelings belong to a fundamental bad faith. “Should
we not say that being sad means first to make oneself sad?” (104). To be
sad, therefore, is to identify oneself with what is only a transcendent cor-
relate of consciousness, my sadness, and act as if I were nothing but sad-
ness in the mode of the in-itself. All feeling is a comedy that we play for
ourselves, a condition we mimic in order to realize it. To be sad is to play
being sad the same way the waiter in the café incarnates his own role. It is
to give to the feeling that haunts the nonpositing consciousness the con-
sistency of plain being: “If I make myself sad, it is because I am not sad—
the being of the sadness escapes me by and in the very act by which I affect
myself with it” (104). The inevitable consequence of this thesis is that it
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becomes impossible to distinguish between the feeling we play and the
one we feel, between sincere and affected love, true anger and histrionic
anger, and so on. Indeed, how could we distinguish between them, if the
nature of all feeling is such that I cannot feel it without playing it, or
rather, if to feel it is nothing other than to play it? But if pretending to be
sad and being sad are phenomenologically identical, there are no more
feelings. Furthermore, how could there be feelings, for Sartre, if all is
dependent on my freedom, which is pure activity, absolute spontaneity
exempt from all passivity, all pathos? To be sad, for Sartre, is nothing,
basically, but to choose oneself sad—zhar is, not to be sad! “Moreover, as
Gide has very well said, a sentiment that is play-acting and one that is vital
are two things that are hardly distinguishable one from another. To decide
that I love my mother by staying beside her, and to put on an act the
upshot of which is that I do so—these are nearly the same thing.”> But
between Gide and Sartre, there is the difference of the “nearly”!

Every felt feeling is a feigned one: this is only the first paradox gener-
ated by the Sartrean thesis of an absolute freedom in which the for-itself
makes itself be what it is: “My own consciousness . . . is because it makes
itself, since its being is consciousness of being. But this means that doing
sustains being; consciousness has yet to be its own being, it is never sus-
tained by being . . . consciousness is not what it is” (105 [translation modi-
fied—Tr.]). Freedom is pure spontaneity without any prior passivity. “For
human reality, to be is to choose oneself; nothing comes to it either from the
outside or from within which it can receive or accepr” (568—69). Freedom
cannot be supported, as we have seen, by any reasons whatsoever that
precede it; its choice can be nothing other than totally unmotivated, irra-
tional, absurd, in a word. “Such a choice made without base of support
and dictating its own cause to itself, can very well appear absurd, and in
fact it is absurd” (616). Such a “freedom”—the source of all meaning, all
values, and at the same time absurd—is it still worthy of the name? Does
it not hang over human reality as the most implacable, the most incom-
prehensible of fates? Indeed, as Luigi Pareyson insists, “freedom is not as
such without being. A freedom that is activity and nothing but activity,
activity that stands balanced on itself, activity abandoned to itself, is not
properly speaking freedom. There is nothing surprising about the fact that
whoever conceives of freedom in this way ends up sooner or later consider-
ing it as a condemnation and a prison, as was the case with Sartre.”*® This
is precisely the turning point in which Sartrean freedom, by dint of being
infinite, absolute, turns into its opposite and becomes a blind fatality. Let
us try to better understand it.
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The Original Choice and Existential Psychoanalysis

The problem for Sartre is the following: If freedom, as power of nihilation,
is beyond all reason and all motive, if it creates its reasons and motives by
its unmotivated upsurge, what distinguishes such a freedom, by which the
for-itself creates and recreates itself ceaselessly, from a pure and simple
whim? A whim, Sartre says in Notebooks for an Ethics, is a way for man to
relate to his being “as if he were a chance [un hasard] for himself.” Now, if
freedom is absolute or else it doesn’t exist at all, if it has no “other” that
would limit its exercise, since being does not determine it, since it is itself
nihilation of all being, since it rests entirely on itself, that is, on its own
nothingness—how can it still escape arbitrariness? How can it avoid
reducing itself to “a series of capricious jerks, comparable to the Epicurean
clinamen” (583)?

Here Sartre must back off, so to speak, before the consequences of his
own doctrine, which would make human reality into a succession of arbi-
trarily chosen /’s and something like a series of continuous creations. He
must, as it were, reinject some being into that originary nothingness by
which the being of consciousness always eludes itself, by which I can never
adhere to what I am but am perpetually “at a distance.” To reinject the
nothingness that I am with being would be to imagine an originary choice
in which the for-itself decides about its being, conferring on the latter a
constancy that its subsequent choices will express. Indeed, how is it possible
that I observe in my choices a certain continuity, and that the “values” I
hold to do not change at every moment—in short, that in the daily life
and routine of my existence it seems to me that I do not have to keep
choosing myself? Sartre’s answer is the following: “All these trivial passive
expectations of the real, all these commonplace, everyday values, derive
their meaning from an original projection of myself which stands as my
choice of myself in the world” (77).

But does Sartre not back off here before the anxiety of freedom that he
himself has described? If what makes my freedom is the fact that for me,
at every moment, everything is possible, what prevents me from doing
anything and everything? The only possible answer is: nothing. It is from
this nothing that anxiety is born. Now, Sartre must not only account for
the anxiety-producing character of my freedom, he must also account for
the circumstance that, in the facts, it is rare that I explore the infinity of
this “all is possible.” What is more, in most cases my choices seem to make
themselves automatically, as a matter of course, so to speak. Where, then,
does this relative constancy of what psychology would call “my character,”
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and sociology “my conditioning,” come from? Neither from my character,
nor from my conditioning, since there are no such things, according to
Sartre. The for-itself is a being such that its being is choice; it has neither
essence nor any given nature. Consequently, the constancy of my choices
itself can come only from a previous choice, but a foundational one. The
nothingness of my freedom ultimately rests on the grounding of a being
that I myself have chosen by an originary decree: for “whatever our being
may be, it is a choice” (607). Thus, concrete freedom, the freedom that
decides in each case in a given situation, is a freedom always already deter-
mined by a first general decree. “I emerge alone and in anguish confront-
ing the unique and original project which constitutes my being” (77).
Therefore, anxiety changes its “object,” so to speak. Since in my daily
actions in reality I do no more than ring the changes on this first, origi-
nary choice, develop the consequences of my being as I originally chose it,
true freedom appears to be led back in its entirety to that original choice,
the ultimate free foundation of all the others. But does not this thesis of a
founding decision contribute to obscuring anxiety rather than to arousing
it? Does it not reintroduce a manner of determinism from which Sartre
was trying to free himself? The characteristic of determinism is “to provide
us with a nature productive of our acts” (78). But is this not also the con-
sequence of this theory? There are at least two differences, Sartre would
probably reply. For one thing, I can modify this originary choice at any
moment; for another, it is no longer an external, stubborn, inert nature
that is the cause of our acts, but an entirely free choice. But does this not
boil down to saying that iz is our freedom itself that is nature, that is, at once
absolutely free and absolutely fatal? To put the freedom of God in the
place of that of man—is this not precisely to expose oneself to the paradox
of a freedom that cannot exercise itself without self-destructing?

How, moreover, is it possible to think an absolute first choice? How
could possibilities give themselves to an originary, free decree, if the pos-
sible only emerges in being by freedom and freedom alone? For I am, qua
free, “the original source of my possibility” (79-80). Hence, this funda-
mental first choice does not get its possibilities from a prior situation and
a deliberation on that situation. “It is the foundation of all deliberation . . .
because as we have seen, a deliberation requires an interpretation in terms
of an original choice” (594). A choice of an originary freedom that secretes
its own possibilities, since no possibility precedes it, no deliberation; a
choice without selection, since the latter supposes prior possibilities. Such
a choice, writes Sartre, is the “ontological foundation” of selection (595),
but can it then itself be a selection, can it be itself a choice?
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Sartre, however, attempts to describe its possibility. Freedom does not
reside in the deliberation and choice between possibilities. It is the very
foundation of the possible. “It is in lighting this cigarette I learn my con-
crete possibility, or if you prefer, my desire to smoke” (73 [translation
modified—Tr.]). Here we have not only, as in Aristotle, primacy of actual-
ity over potentiality, but actuality that precedes potentiality and produces it
as such. It is &y freedom that there are possibilities, reasons, a situation. But
then freedom can no longer be defined as a choice berween possibilities, and
it is hard to see what authorizes Sartre to continue speaking about “choice.”
Must we not make the same objection to this original decree that Sartre
makes to Kant’s doctrine of choice of the intelligible character: “A choice
which would be a choice in terms of nothing, a choice against nothing, would
be a choice of nothing and would be annihilated as choice” (617)?

What differentiates, then, this first decree of my freedom—irrational,
unmotivated, and unbeknownst to myself—from the worst of destinies?
This alleged originary “choice” does not get its possibilities from the world:
it is “beyond the world” (77) in the sense that what is at stake in such a
choice is not this or that possible; it is my being-in-the-world as such, that
is, as a whole. What I choose, in the original choice of my being, is my
very way of being in the world. “I choose myself as a whole in the world
which is a whole,” so that this choice designates precisely “the first phe-
nomenon of being in the world.” For I choose all the possibilities that
articulate the world for me by choosing “my ultimate and total possibility”
(594); “we choose the world—not in its contexture as in-itself but in its
meaning—by choosing ourselves” (596).

This will be shown by the example of fatigue. What happens when,
during a hike in the mountains, I fall exhausted by the side of the trail
while my hiking companions happily continue up the trail? Is it my
strength that is giving out, my determination that is lacking, my morale
that is sagging? No, says Sartre, none of the above. Or rather, if they have
some relevance, these physical or psychological explanations do not get to
the root of the problem. My fatigue involves and reveals “a free and global
project of myself” by which I have decided on how I relate to my body,
physical exercise in general, walking, and hence also to the mountain, its
level of difficulty, to everything that gives me the occasion to exercise my
own strength, and to which I relate either in the mode of cheerful chal-
lenge, or of a reticence and distaste for continuing as soon as I feel the first
signs of tiredness. Thus, he who falls by the side of the trail is only tired
because he has chosen himself “fatigueable,” whereas his traveling com-
panions have chosen themselves “sportsmen,” “spunky,” “in good shape,”
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“courageous.” There is nothing, therefore, in what constitutes my contin-
gency that does not ultimately go back to that first choice of myself. Am I
ugly? Am I lictle? Am I poor, sick, oppressed, the victim of an inferiority
complex? If so, it is because I have chosen myself thus, says Sartre. “In one
sense it is I who choose my body as weak” (628). And it is not different
with my inferiority complex, “this inferiority which I struggle against and
which nevertheless I recognize, this I have chosen from the start” (591).
This is a consequence of the “general assessment of my being” that is the
founding act of my being. Even my ugliness is included in it. My ugliness
is nothing other than what announces itself to me from my original proj-
ect, for example, the project of being successful with women; it is “the
apprehension of the coefficient of adversity which is presented by women
or by society to my enterprises” (592). We must say, therefore, that strictly
speaking I choose myself ugly just as I choose myself inferior. There is no
one, not even the exploited factory worker, who does not choose his way
of being exploited, by deciding to accept it. It is true that Sartre does not
deny that there is such a thing as contingency; but he thinks of that con-
tingency as dependent in its entirety on the decree of a freedom. For the
meaning of my contingency comes from that decree. Thus, nothing pre-
vents me from “deciding to be handsome,” in the sense that I will cease
living my ugliness as a handicap: I will do everything I can to improve my
physique and, in spite of my inherited defects, I will in fact become hand-
some. Here there is something right in Sartre’s description: my ugliness is
also what I make of it. But it is not only that. What is striking in these
descriptions is their constantly hyperbolic character. Sartre does not say
how “to decide to be handsome” would be something different from “to
spruce up (faire le beau),” which is very different from actually being
handsome! For if it is true that my ugliness is also what I make of it, it is
not true that [ am the one who makes my ugliness; if it is true that all
facticity can be recast and taken up in a free project, it is not true that it
comes from a free project. Now, it is indeed in the direction of that conclu-
sion that Sartre would like to draw us. At first, the for-itself s nothing but
the free decree of its freedom by which it chooses itself as a whole at the
same moment it decides on its world. It is nothing but that—freedom; that
is, it is its own nothingness, the nothingness of all being. Its being itself,
its facticity, is “in suspense in its freedom.” This comes down to saying
that none of its determinations determine it; they determine it only to the
extent that it chooses them. I choose myself French, bourgeois, sick, a man
of the twenty-first century, and so on. Actually, strictly speaking, it must
be said rather that 7 do not choose myself thus, since the freedom that
chooses me and makes me into myself is not yet myself; it is not I who
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choose my freedom, it is my freedom that chooses me, and me who am
chosen by it. Am I not therefore a plaything of its power?

This is what emerges in another example Sartre gives of this “contin-
gent and unjustifiable” “initial choice” (611-12), which an “existential
psychoanalysis” will attempt to bring to light: stuttering. Here stuttering
is supposed to illustrate the thesis that “whatever our being may be, it is a
choice; and it depends on us to choose ourselves as ‘great’ or ‘noble, or
‘base’ and ‘humiliated’” (607). Stuttering expresses the originary decision
by which I have chosen myself inferior in the mode of a complex. Hence
correcting my stuttering does not suffice to change my project itself at its

>»

root. As in Freudian psychoanalysis, there can be symptom shifts. Natu-
rally, Sartre adds, even revolt, indignation, and despair, which can be the
result of the humiliation that I have chosen, are co-chosen, so to speak, in
my originary choice. I cannot choose myself inferior without at the same
time choosing myself bitter, rancorous, and so on. Thus, “to choose to be
an inferior artist is of necessity to wish to be a great artist” (608; my empha-
sis on necessity). One must insist on this necessity: not only does the choice
itself appear entirely arbitrary and incomprehensible for the person who
makes it, as irrational to him as the blindest of destinies, but also, in this
choice itself, all the concomitant bad faith behaviors are “necessarily”
implicated. Does this leave room for any freedom whatsoever?

Sartre the Megarian

None, Sartre would reply, if we continue to define freedom as the power
of contradictories. Or more precisely, Sartre will maintain an extremely
paradoxical claim that could be summed up, in scholastic terminology, as
follows: While for Thomas Aquinas the freedom of specification (to choose
this rather than that—the power of contraries) is grounded on freedom of
exercise (to be able to choose or not to choose—the power of contradicto-
ries), Sartre accepts freedom of specification, but rejects all freedom of
exercise: for the for-itself cannor not choose (itself). Freedom is always in
medias res, always in the process of making itself; it is never a pure unde-
termined potentiality preceding its actualization. It does not exist before
its effectuation in a given choice, since not to choose is to have already
chosen. It exists only in actuality, and never in potentiality; therefore, it
cannot define itself as the undetermined potentiality to choose or not to
choose. “The freedom of the for-itself is always engaged; there is no ques-
tion here of a freedom which could be undetermined and which would
preexist its choice. We shall never apprehend ourselves except as a choice
in the making. But freedom is simply the fact that this choice is always
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unconditioned” (616). The choice is unconditioned in the sense of being
pure spontaneity. “In addition it is necessary to point out to ‘common
sense’ that the formula ‘to be free’ does not mean ‘to obtain what one has
wished’ but rather ‘by oneself to determine oneself to wish’ (in the broad
sense of choosing)” (621). Freedom means self-determination (spontane-
ity) or yet again “autonomy of choice” (622). This freedom—and this is
the essential point—cannot go back in time to a moment when it has not
yet chosen, when it would be pure undetermined potentiality preceding
all determination. “Not to choose is, in fact, to choose not to choose”
(619). This is precisely what, in Sartre’s view, constitutes the absurdity of
freedom. “This choice is absurd, not because it is without reason but
because there has never been any possibility of not choosing” (616). What
Sartre wants to reject, in substance, is the distinction between a pure
power of contradictories, an undetermined potentiality for choosing or
not choosing, and its actualization in a concrete choice. “Freedom is not a
simple undetermined power. If it were, it would be either nothingness or
in-itself; and it is only by an absurd synthesis of in-itself and nothingness
that it could have been conceived as a bare power preexisting its choices”
(624 [translation modified—Tr.]). Freedom exists only in actuality: choice
and act, Sartre comments, are inseparable; choice exists only in the act of
choosing (622), “we are wholly choice and act” (618). Freedom is wholly
actual or else it is not at all.

In other words, there is never, in Sartre’s view, a blank moment when
freedom is not already engaged in choices. This is what he expresses in the
formula that freedom is not its own foundation (623); it cannot decide
freely on its being free, it cannot itself choose itself as freedom: “In fact we
are a freedom which chooses, but we do not choose to be free. We are
condemned to freedom” (623). The facticity of freedom consists for it in
not being able to separate itself from its actualization. When I choose not
to choose, I am still performing an act of freedom: thus “we are not free to
cease being free” (567).

I am condemned to freedom: How are we to understand this odd
expression? If it is true that all determination is choice of that determina-
tion, that freedom is the alpha and omega of all existence; if it is true that
my very being in its entirety comes from a completely irrational originary
decree, to the point that it can play the role of the Freudian unconscious
in a “psychoanalysis” of a new kind; then, it becomes obvious that free-
dom, by its very absoluteness, by its infinity, escapes my power. It locks up
the for-itself like a chain.

The paradox of this freedom is that its power escapes it by its very
immensity. On the one hand, Sartre maintains the idea of an absolutely

106 = Beyond Subject and Object?



first choice that is entirely within the power of human reality, and by
which the latter decides about itself in totality: the idea of a demiurgic
power, of a first and founding frar thanks to which nothing of what I am
is left to chance, but all that I am, including my most singular contin-
gency, is submitted to my decision. In other words, according to this view,
the for-itself is endowed with a total, flawless presence to itself, such that
nothing of itself can escape it, because it is up to it, from the beginning,
to decide about it. Against Freud and his idea of the unconscious, Sartre
maintains that the original choice is “a conscious choice” (594), that the
prereflective consciousness is “totally translucent” to itself (688), and
therefore that the for-itself is present to itself and its own master from one
end of its existence to the other. “Thus we are always wholly present to
ourselves” (596). But here is the paradox: precisely because the for-itself is
only the being that it chooses to be, because it is all transparency, inalien-
able presence to itself, it is also by that very fact opaque, otherwise no
“existential psychoanalysis” would be required. Let us read the rest of the
sentence | have just quoted, in which this about-face appears: “Thus we are
totally present to ourselves, but precisely because we are wholly present,
we cannot hope to have an analytical and detailed consciousness of what
we are” (596). It is our omnipotence itself that turns on us: it is precisely
because we dispose, according to Sartre, of this exorbitant power to choose
ourselves in totality by choosing our being-in-the-world, that this titanic
and total choice, precisely because it is total, escapes us entirely. The for-
itself, then, is no longer Adam but Atlas, condemned to “carry eternally on
his back/ the vault of heaven and the crushing weight of the world” (Hes-
iod). Because it is infinite, this freedom that haunts the for-itself has some-
thing of the inexorable.

Such a fatalism must be understood, moreover, in a strict and rigorous
sense. It might not be unwarranted to compare it to the only coherent
fatalist doctrine that philosophy has ever known, that of the Megarians.
Their teaching consisted in accepting the two first premises of the Master
Argument, (1) “all true propositions concerning the past are necessary”
and (2) “the impossible does not logically follow from the possible,” while
rejecting the third, (3) “something is possible which neither is nor will be
true.”?” Thus from the irrevocability of the past (1), the necessary realiza-
tion of all possibilities (3) is deduced, by means of a fundamental rule of
modal logic (2). Now, this is what Sartre does when he accepts, first, that
“in order for the future to be realizable, it is necessary that the past be
irremediable” (638), and when he maintains, second, that there is no pos-
sible that will not be realized: “Why should we attribute to Racine the

capacity to write yet another tragedy, since he did not in fact do so?”®
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Therefore, accepting the above-mentioned fundamental rule of modal
logic (2), we must conclude—as Aristotle refused to do in De Interpre-
tate—in favor of a backward movement [retrogradation] of truth such
that, from the future to the present, the consequence holds: for a painter,
writes Sartre, “the picture that ought to be painted is precisely the one he
will have painted.”” Then, it is true already now that what will be true
tomorrow (“x painted such and such a painting”) will have been true now,
while its opposite will have been false now. For possibility is nowhere pres-
ent except in the act of choice. It only exists as realized, and for human
reality there is no possibility of not choosing. All possibility, qua depen-
dent on an act of freedom, is therefore already necessarily in actuality,
realized through and through, since all refusal to choose remains once
again a way of having chosen.

Faced with these criticisms, Sartre would probably not be completely
unprepared. It is true that freedom is not its own foundation, that I am
condemned to be free, that my freedom announces itself to me in the
guise of destiny; but this “condemnation” is not a deprival of freedom; it
can only be conflated with a destiny at the cost of a simplification. The
absolute choice that founds all the others, the initial “assessment” of my
being, would only weigh on me like a destiny if I were forbidden ever to
modify it. Now, Sartre, on the contrary, supports the “perpetual modifi-
ability of our initial project” (598) by a complete metamorphosis of our
existence. He describes this “radical conversion of my being-in-the-world,”
this “abrupt metamorphosis of my initial project” (598) in pages as beauti-
ful as strange. For we must admit that the idea of a transformation of my
entire being at the moment of an absolute decision seems problematic, to
say the least. This idea is psychologically implausible, but Sartre is not
concerned about that, because freedom is situated on an entirely different
plane than that of psychological determinism. Where the psychologist
sees only continuities, the philosopher should see discontinuities: freedom
is a leap, or else it is not at all. But it is at this point that the problem arises.
Sartre specifically rejects a philosophy of time as made up of instants,
fashioned after Descartes’s continuous creation (599). It is not true that
time is in itself, at every instant, a beginning ex novo; it is, on the contrary,
freedom, he asserts, that in bringing about a metamorphosis of its initial
choice, introduces into time a “nihilating rupture” (602), thus “causing
the instant to spring forth.” Here again, everything rests in the final
analysis on freedom, as the source of the temporalization of time*—
everything, including that freedom itself! Indeed, must the instant not be
there already in order for there to be a free decision such that it liberates
me from all my prior choices and brings about a totally new project of my
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being? No, Sartre answers. It is freedom, on the contrary, that causes the
instant to spring forth in the continuum of temporalization—in other
words, it is choice itself that is the condition for the emergence of the
instant, which, in introducing a rupture with the past, is the condition for
the emergence of choice. Thus, it is choice that is the condition for choice.
There is, doubtless, a vicious circle here. This circle is the very one of a
freedom that rests on itself alone. It confers on freedom something prop-
erly magical. Freedom causes the instant to emerge as the condition of the
metamorphosis of existence, that is, of freedom. What was psychologically
mysterious appears, therefore, ontologically dubious. To account for the
possibility of this metamorphosis in the instant, that is, of freedom in the
absolute sense he gives this term, Sartre resorts to freedom as the only
thing that is able to account for itself.

Infinite Responsibility

A freedom that rests on itself alone cannot have any other limits than
itself. Sartre, however, has reminded us that freedom is not its own foun-
dation. In this lies its facticity. I am not free not to be free. But “facticity”
thus understood, far from restricting freedom, far from setting a factual
limit that would be the mark of its finitude, is but the other side of its
infinity. I am not free not to be free: for Sartre this means that my freedom
alone limits my freedom. To assert that the for-itself cannot return to the
hither side of the fact of its own freedom, from the point of view of this
ontology, is not to limit the range of this power that belongs to its tran-
scendence, but rather to emphasize the unlimited nature it possesses on
principle: whatever it may do, the for-itself is free—free even from its
contingency, since the latter boils down to what the for-itself does with it.
Even the adversity of the world and the situation in which the for-itself is
plunged are products of its freedom: for there would be no adversity with-
out the project of an end to be realized. Along these same lines, the situa-
tion does not constitute an obstacle to its freedom, since there are only
situations for a freedom. “There is freedom only in a situation, and there is
a situation only through freedom. Human-reality everywhere encounters
resistance and obstacles have meaning only in and through the free choice
which human-reality 45" (629).

There occurs an approach to the limit. From the fact of their being situ-
ations only for a freedom, Sartre draws the conclusion that I am entirely
responsible for my situation, since I chose it by choosing myself. Indeed,
the counterpart of this “facticity”—that is, of the fact that I cannot choose
to be free or not free—is an infinite responsibility. This world that I have
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not wished for, into which I was born, I have nonetheless chosen it to the
extent that I have chosen myself, I am completely responsible for it. Since
[ cannot escape my freedom, it follows that I am responsible for every-
thing, for the whole world, and that my responsibility is consequently
limitless. “I am responsible for everything, in fact, except for my very
responsibility, for I am not the foundation of my being” (710). Like Atlas,
man “carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders” (707); “I
carry the weight of the world by myself alone” (710). But let’s leave aside
mythological comparisons. Actually, the for-itself plays less the role of a
Titan than of God, the creator ex nihilo; he “is the one by whom it hap-
pens that there is a world” (707); he is responsible for it to the precise
extent that he is its “author” (707).

Here the Sartrean hyperbole reaches its apex. We must read and give all
their weight to the expressions in which Sartre says, for example, that in a
war, everyone (here we are to understand women, children, babies, old
people) is responsible for that war. “Is it not I who decide the coefhcient of
adversity in things and even their unpredictability [sic] by deciding myself?
Thus there are no accidents in a life. . . . If  am mobilized in a war, this war
is 7my war; it is in my image and I deserve it” (708). This is not only true of
the soldier who can indeed desert, evade mobilization, but of every man,
every woman, every child. “We must, therefore, endorse Jules Romains’s
phrase: ‘In war there are no innocent victims'” (708). If we wish to give
their full meaning to these expressions, we cannot overlook the fact that
Being and Nothingness, published in 1943, was reprinted several times after
the liberation. If Jules Romains wrote the quoted sentence after the First
World War, Sartre is repeating it on his own behalf after the Second. We
must carefully ponder the following unpardonable sentence that could be
addressed to the victims of genocide, to deported innocents, to children:
“One has the war that one deserves.”

With this example, which is not just an example, we touch upon what
this assumption by man of a divine freedom—this inverted theology—
may have of absurdity and monstrosity about it. To assert that human
freedom has no limits, that is, has only the limits it chooses for itself (“my
freedom, in choosing freely, chooses its limits for itself,” 678), is, strictly
speaking, to abolish all freedom at the same time as all responsibility. All
freedom, as we have seen, since this hyperbolic freedom by which I am
God’s equal, in claiming to master all, itself escapes all mastery and turns
into its opposite. All responsibility, since if I carry the entire world on my
shoulders, if I am responsible for everything, I no longer have any per-
sonal, inalienable responsibility toward what I alone could do in a given
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situation; my task, in becoming titanic (or “Christlike”), becomes by that
very fact unassumable and vanishes qua tsk.

Whence a certain number of formulations that betray the absurdity of
such a freedom. How, for example, are we to think that the for-itself,
which creates itself in the very act of choosing itself, can be born, if to be
born is not to be the origin of one’s being? “To be born,” Sartre replies, “is
to take one’s place, or rather . . . to receive it” (630). But how could the for-
itself, a pure spontaneity, receive anything at all? “As we have seen, for
human reality, to be is to choose oneself; nothing comes to it either from the
outside or from within which it can receive or accept” (568—69). No event
can befall the for-itself, and especially not the event of being born. Indeed,
on the one hand, the for-itself is never surprised by anything—not even its
birth. “There is nothing which astonishes in the world, nothing which
surprises us without our determining ourselves to be surprised” (651); but
on the other hand, and above all, no event can befall it, since, as Sartre
writes, “what happens to me happens to me through me” (707 [translation
modified—Trt.]). There is consequently nothing astonishing about my
being the only one responsible for the event of being born. “To be sure, in
being born [ take a place, but I am responsible for the place I take” (636).
If I am responsible, it is because the place I take, or in other words my
situation, is always understood in light of my fundamental project. It is by
choosing myself and by choosing the world that I am responsible for my
own birth. From there, it is but a short step to conclude, “Thus in a certain
sense I choose to be born” (710 [translation modified—Tt.]).

But what does “choosing to be born” mean here? In order to understand
this, we must push Sartre’s logic to its conclusion: To choose to be born is
nothing other than o choose to be a man. Does the for-itself enjoy a privi-
lege like the one that, in Christian theology, is that of Christ alone in the
event of the Incarnation? The response is clearly afhirmative. This is what
Sartre emphasizes when it comes to the analysis of death as a contingent
and absurd fact. By contrast with Heidegger, who sees in mortality, and
therefore in finitude, the very being of man, death for Sartre represents no
more than a “limit of fact” to my freedom, so that even if the for-itself did
not die, it would be no less a man, since in choosing itself, it would decide
itself in favor of finitude. “In other words human reality would remain
finite even if it were immortal, because it makes itself finite by choosing itself
as human” (698). By choosing itself, by delimiting its possibles, the for-
itself “finites” itself [se finitise], that is, creates itself finite: “The very act of
freedom is therefore the assumption and creation of finitude” (698). But
only an infinite being can create itself finite. To make oneself finite is not to
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be it—and there is nothing surprising in that, if we reflect that Sartre’s
starting point for thinking human freedom was none other than the Car-
tesian God.

Hence the for-itself can no more die than it could be born. Death “is
never encountered by the for-itself since it [death] is not of iz [the for-itself]”
(699 [translation modified—Tt.]). And indeed, the for-itself must be im-
mortal in order to be able to choose itself or create itself finite (mortal). To
“experience” death is therefore for the im-mortal for-itself to assume it
freely as a limit of fact to its absolute and limitless freedom, and thus to
choose oneself mortal freely, in an unconditioned choice. “There is basi-
cally no difference between the choice by which freedom assumes its death
as the inapprehensible and inconceivable limit of its subjectivity and that
by which it chooses to be a freedom limited by the fact of the Other’s
freedom” (700). For it is only for the other that I am dead: “death repre-
sents the future meaning of my present for-itself for the other” (699 [trans-
lation modified—Tt.]). Consequently, my death never limits my freedom,
since “freedom never encounters this limit” (700). Whence this expression
of Sartre that, in its very equivocation, sounds like a confession of power-
lessness for thinking any human finitude: “Freedom is total and infinite,
which does not mean that it has no limits [it has those of my fundamental
project: limits that are de facto but not de jure] but that it never encounters
them” (680).

This forgetting of finitude—~Sartre’s philosophy, even in his ethics, will
never be done paying the price for it. Once the for-itself occupies the place
left vacant by God, once it sets itself up as the ultimate basis for all Good
and all values—since it must be considered as “the being through which
the Good comes into the world™'—the other person cannot appear, given
that he or she is “a rea/ limit” (672) to my own freedom, except as the
incarnation of Evil. The look of the other is the look of the Medusa, petri-
tying my freedom; it is already in itself a malediction, the evil eye: “The eye
is always evil because it fixes things.™* The contingent fact of the existence
of the other person is already by izself a principle of oppression, of intoler-
able violence. “Originally, each person is an oppressor inasmuch as he is
Other, oppressed insofar as he is himself,” so that it is necessary to con-
clude that “every individual relation has to be alienating.™ Alienation,
oppression—these do not represent oze of the possible modes of the human
relation, but the essence of all relations in which each is for the other and
for him- or herself alternately oppressor and oppressed in an infernal circle
of violence that can never have beginning or end. “Every form of behavior
of one toward another is alienated behavior, even generosity, even disinter-
est. . . . I am alienated insofar as I am the Other for the Other, I am
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alienating insofar as the Other is Other for me.”* Therefore the simple
fact of the existence of others can be designated, in Notebooks for an Ethics,
in a comparison that is rigorous even in its exaggeration, as “an initial fact
analogous to the original sin,” which is a sin toward the Absolute—in the
present case, myself. This theological vocabulary of sin does not occur
here fortuitously; it is required by the entire economy of a thought whose
blind spot is alterity. Pushing that logic beyond the positions taken in
Being and Nothingness, Sartre afhrms that this “original sin” is not any
particular act of violence that would as such be imputable to the other,
“but rather the fact that man is first of all present to himself as other. The
springing up of man in the world is a sin against freedom, through alien-
ation.” My freedom, powerless because total, takes itself captive by choos-
ing itself, but it only experiences that captivity beneath the look of the
other, and only conceives of it as being taken captive by the other. A reflec-
tion on absolute freedom can be brought to completion only in a reflection
on absolute alienation, in which the fate of freedom, which is to turn into
a fate, is a fate that the other inflicts on me.*® The absolute of freedom is
the summit of alienation and the empire of violence: rigorously, a Hell.
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The Mirror of Narcissus

On the Phenomenology of the Flesh

Contemporary philosophy, particularly in France, has a tendency to con-
sider the phenomenological relevance of the concept “flesh” (Leib) to go
without saying, with a few rare exceptions.! According to this widely held
opinion, the distinction between Leib and Korper offers the only sure
starting point for an analysis of our corporeal condition,? not only because
it gives a satisfactory account of the phenomena themselves, but also
because it is the only distinction capable of setting a limit to the scientific
objectivism (and its technological prolongations) that claim to demote the
human body to the rank of a being among others in nature. The defense
and illustration of subjectivity (raising the question of whether it does not
turn into a rehabilitation of metaphysics) and the anti-naturalist claim
thus constitute the main arguments, in authors whose philosophical ori-
entations are as diverse, incidentally, as Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Michel
Henry, and Jean-Luc Marion, in favor of a return to the theme of flesh,
despite many nuances added to this concept. However, in all the cases
cited, this permanence of the flesh is accompanied by a more or less explicit
critique of Husserlian idealism. Thus, on the one hand, the Husserlian
distinction [between Leib and Korper] is maintained, and on the other, it
is transplanted outside its original domain. But is such a transplantation
possible? Does the flesh-body distinction make sense outside the context
of constitution and intentional analysis? More generally: Is the flesh the
best starting point, is it a starting point at all, in analyzing our corporeal
condition? In order to attempt to do justice to these questions, I will dwell
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on the example of Merleau-Ponty, which is not only that of a precursor for
all subsequent phenomenology of the flesh, but that of a thought that has
placed the latter at the center of his investigation and has attempted to
furnish us with one of the most complete and coherent doctrines concern-
ing it. Through this example, we will be able to examine the modalities of
the shift introduced in this concept, which aspires and conspires to move
toward new ground—the whole problem being whether this shift remains
or not fundamentally tributary to the presuppositions inherent in what it
has shifted or recast.

The Husserlian Conception of the Flesh:
Sensualism, Idealism, Theoreticism

In order to do this, it will be useful to set out from the analyses of Husserl
himself and to assess the innovations of subsequent phenomenology with
respect to them. From these celebrated analyses of the flesh or of the lived
body (Leib, Leibkiper), I will retain only the elements necessary to carry
out my task. In the most important text for this question, Ideen II, the
thematization of the flesh is situated in the more general framework of an
analysis of the constitution of the animal nature (animalischen Natur)
insofar as it contains—in man at least—two layers of being (Seinschich-
ten): that of the flesh, and that of “soul” or the “empirical ego.” These two
layers, Husserl insists, are not just superimposed, they are closely con-
nected: they “interpenetrate each other,” they are “interwoven” (verfloch-

% in such a way that by

tene) with one another in a characteristic manner,
their unity they constitute the complete and concrete man in the fullness
of his phenomenal determinations, “the ego-man (Ich-Mensch).” The goal
of intentional analysis is to uncover, on the basis of their respective modes
of givenness, these different statra of meaning, which are strata of consti-
tution for and by a transcendental ego. Therefore it is under phenomeno-
logical reduction that this analysis unfolds in its entirety.

The intentional elucidation of the constitution of the body of flesh
(Leib) in its difference from the body-object (Kdrper) has its starting point
in the analysis of self-contact. Indeed, what happens when one of my
hands touches the other? Husserl distinguishes, in a famous passage, a
“double sensation . . . and [a] double apprehension.™ When I touch my left
hand “I perceive and have appearances of a soft, smooth hand, with such
and such a form.” Therefore, I perceive objective properties of my hand as
a body among bodies. But at the same instant in which I thus perceive the
physical thing, left hand, “I also find in it a series of touch-sensations,
which are “localized’ in it, though these are not constitutive of properties.”
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These sensations are not merely added to my perception of the hand as a
physical thing. They are different in kind, since they alone make of this
perception a perception of 7y hand. “It is not that the physical thing is
now richer, but instead it becomes flesh (es wird Leib), it senses.”™ In this
experience of double contact, I not only feel my left hand, but in feeling it
as my hand, I localize the tactile sensations stemming from the contact
with my right hand in it; and the same process is repeated in my right
hand. Each of my hands is therefore at once touching and touched, so that
this double modality of feeling is doubled in each of my members. In sum,
“the sensation is doubled in the two parts of the flesh (dergleichen [empfind-
ungen)] doppelt in beiden Leibesteilen), since each is then precisely for the
other an external thing that is touching and acting upon it, and each is at
the same time flesh (Leib).””

What does Husserl mean here by this enigmatic phrase: a “similar sensa-
tion duplicated”? Wouldn’t I also have a similar sensation duplicated in
each of my hands in the case in which I explored tactilely a symmetrical
object, for example that “ball of lead” that Husser] himself mentions in the
course of his description? In this last case, each of my hands would be at
once touching (they would perceive, or rather the ego would perceive
through them, the objective properties of the physical thing—its smooth
surface, its roundness, its coldness) and touched (they would feel “inside
itself” or “on itself” corresponding sensations). Furthermore, these two
series of sensations would respond to each other, so to speak, from one
hand to the other, would follow each other and espouse each other in a
characteristic way, by virtue of the symmetry of the object. So what is the
difference? It lies in the fact that the ball of lead is touched, but not touch-
ing. No sensation is localized in it. It feels nothing. It is not touched by me
at the moment I touch it. Things go differently with my left hand, which
awakens when touched by my right hand and vibrates in unison with it.
Consequently, in the case of the ball of lead, I have analogous sensations
“in” both hands, the regular correspondence of which, term by term, so to
speak, ensures at once the coherence of the object and its empirical reality
based on the continuous concordance of the two perceptual flows. But in
Husserl’s view, the phenomenon of self-contact is very different: in it, we
have a most remarkable and astonishing situation. Indeed, by virtue of the
fact that each hand can be felt alternately as touching and touched, not
only is there a regular correspondence between these two series of phenom-
ena, but a correspondence of a new kind, in which each of these series of
phenomena is in turn duplicated, in that it is open to a double apprehen-
sion: “The same touch-sensation is apprehended as a feature of the ‘external’

Object and is apprehended as a sensation of the flesh-object (Leib-Objects).”
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Let me emphasize the paradoxical nature of this last expression. In a
sense, the flesh is precisely what cannot become an object. And yet on the
occasion of this redoubling of the two tactile flows of adumbrations, each
of which can be apprehended both as exposing the object and as sensa-
tions in the lived body, it does seem that 7 experience my flesh as an “object”
of a new kind. But in order for me to be able, so to speak, to feel my flesh,
or as Husserl says, to “touch myself,” a transitivity and an immediacy of
my relation to myself must be established that raises new problems.
Indeed, as opposed to what happens in the case of vision, in which the eye
is not itself seen, and in which the color sensations are not localized in the
eye, the touch possesses that particularity that it allows me to apprehend
myself directly. In the experience of self-contact, “my flesh as touched
flesh is a touching-touched.” Here we have a phenomenon that is of the
order of a pure self-affection: on the occasion of the phenomenon of doubled
touch, I apprehend myself in the process of feeling, I witness, as it were,
the birth of touching as brought about in my twin hands. I rouch myself
touching, while I do not see myself seeing. And this is true even if I observe
my eye in a mirror, for it is still in that case an Einfiihlung that is occur-
ring: | perceive my eye only as that of another. It is not surprising that in
the first version of Cartesian Meditations Husserl dared to speak, apropos
of that experience, of “a kind of reflection (¢ine Art von Reflexion).”" To the
reflection in the mirror that only gives me an external double, we must
contrast a reflection of touching—not specular, but immanent—by which
the latter relates to itself immediately and without intermediary. If Husserl
eliminated this phrase from the definitive version of the text, it is probably
because it introduced a source of confusion with the strict phenomeno-
logical concept of “reflection,” the concept that characterizes the reflex-
ivity of transcendental consciousness. The reflexivity that is born of the
palpation in which my flesh relates to itself is not reflection in the sense in
which this term is applied to the pure ego: indeed it is in turn something
constituted, while originary reflection is an ultimate determination of the
constituting ego in the originary temporalization of its living present. To
conflate these two sorts of reflection would probably be tantamount, in
Hussetl’s view, to placing the order of the constituting and that of the
constituted on the same level, that is, it would imperil transcendental
idealism itself.

Flesh (Leib) is therefore nothing but the manner in which every sensa-
tion is doubled when my body (Korper) relates to itself in the experience of
self-contact. Running my hand over my skin and thus awakening in its
depths a dormant or potential touch responding to my fingers’ call and
following them in their trajectory, I can say, “from here to here is me!”
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This is an unquestionable fact, a fact the meaning of which no phenome-
nology can abstain from calling into question. This body only seems mine
because it answers to the solicitation of touch by stirring at its contact and
echoing it in response. But it is here, precisely, that the difficulties begin.
The first one is the following: How do we move from the idea of doubled
sensations to that of pure self-affection? Isn’t this transition more like a
leap? Indeed, the idea of a reduplication of sensations in each member
implies the duality of tactile sensations: each hand is felt successively—
never at the same time—as touching and as touched. But if we were to
stick with that duality of tactile flows, the experience of self-contact could
enjoy no primacy for the constitution of the flesh-body. Whenever I touch
any object, 1 can experience the “double apprehension” Husserl speaks of:
I can alternatively feel objective tactile properties and tactile sensations
localized in the flesh itself. We must therefore go a step further to reach
the idea of an immediate experience of self, a self-affection prior to the
constitution of the world, of spatiality, of others, of language. We must
accept, in a way, no longer merely a reciprocity or a reversibility of the
touching and the touched, but a quasi identity between them. We must
presuppose, by a kind of approach to a limit, that there is, actually, only
one single flow in which the touching and the touched do not cease
exchanging their roles, to the point of becoming indiscernible from one
another for each other. This possibility is perhaps never thematized by
Husserl, but it magnetizes all his analyses like a kind of tropism, that of a
coincidence of touching with itself by which flesh would be constituted
precisely as such in its unity." Indeed, without this zelos of one sole undi-
vided experience of the touching-touched, that is, of a coincidence of flesh
with itself by means of a true self-affection, how could the experience of
self-contact have a paradigmatic character? But then we slip surreptitiously
from the idea of double sensations to that of a single flow of sensations that
can be apprehended in two ways. This is the whole equivocation of the
expression used by Husserl: so haben wir dergleichen [Empfindungen] dop-
pelt in beiden Leibesteilen. The mistranslation of the French translator
when she renders dergleichen by “the same” (“the same sensation dupli-
cated in the two parts of the body”) is in a sense required by the context.!?
Indeed, it is as if there were but one and the same sensation duplicated in
both hands and alternately active and passive, a simple self-affection of
self by self, a quasi-coincidence between those phantom-hands of which
Husserl immediately specifies that they are “much more” than material
things.””> Indeed, my hands are no longer experienced as parts of the
physical body, as membra disjecta external to each other of a body that is
itself extended over space; they seem to become neutral and undifferenti-
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ated incarnations of one and the same undivided palpation that comes
back over itself and harmonizes with itself. If there is something like 2
flesh, it is therefore because sensibility turns back onto itself and agrees
with itself immediately, before all constitution of a spatial body; whereas
if there is 2 body, it is only by the intermediary of the flesh, that is, in a
mediate way, by unification and synthesis of heterogeneous parts. But
there is nothing obvious in this, and from a self-evident phenomenon we
have slid imperceptibly into a speculative theory. Where is the border?
Precisely at that point where the reduplication of the touch is impercepti-
bly transformed into a coincidence of the flesh with itself, into the consti-
tution of a preobjective, prespatial nature, entirely penetrated by soul. And
how is this transition carried out? Thanks to the concept of “sensation”
(Empfindung). It is the presupposition of the existence of a hulé, preobjec-
tive and yet localized in the flesh, in a prespatial and yet structured local-
ity, that indeed dominates all Husserl’s descriptions. “Obviously, the flesh
.. . becomes a flesh only by incorporating tactile sensations, pain sensa-
tions, etc.,—in short, by the localization of the sensations as sensations.”'*
The fundamental function of the flesh, for Husserl, is that of furnishing a
localization for the sensations qua sensations, that is, before all objectify-
ing apprehension (and, as a matter of fact, mainly for the tactile sensa-
tions). But do such “sensations as sensations” exist? Do they have the
slightest phenomenological meaning? This is highly doubtful. The whole
enigma of perception is precisely that I never perceive sensations, but
always properties of the world and of my body-in-the-world. If we were to
suppose, in any case, that the answer to these questions is negative, the
problem of primary localization of the sensations of touch would vanish,
along with the very necessity for a phenomenology of the flesh.

So there would be no flesh, as Husserl understands it, without a form
of sensualism. The flesh is the originary, preworld and preobjective place
in which all tactile sensation is located before its intentional apprehension
and objectification—for instance, the pure hyletic data of heat, cold, or
pain.” Husserl clarifies that it is a question of an “immediate localiza-
tion,”!® as opposed to the localization of objects by the intermediary of the
flesh in objective space, which is only a mediate one. Therefore flesh can
be defined as the “hyletic substrate (hyletische Unterlage)” of conscious-
ness."” To the question of where a pain is, for example, I cannot answer by
localizing my pain in the objective space of the already objectified physical
body, because my pain is not there the way damaged tissue is; but neither
is it just in my consciousness. This question must rather be answered by
referring to this “substrate,” by localizing my sensation qua sensation in the
locality or prespatial dimensionality of the flesh. This entails that the flesh
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does not only presuppose the distinction between hulé and morphé (and
the sensualism underlying it) but that to a great extent it founds it. If it
makes sense, from the point of view of intentional analysis, to distinguish
between really immanent (hyletic) contents and objective properties of the
noema, this is mainly because certain hyletic givens, the givens of touch,
are localized in a spatial volume that does not find its place in objective
space, in that exteriority that belongs to me originarily and that remains
the locus of my intimacy, in this carnal fold that is neither a pure worldly
exteriority, nor a simple egoic interiority, but an interface between the
world and me." To say that flesh founds the distinction between hulé and
morphé amounts to saying that it is no longer a constituted instance, but a
constituting one. From the point of view of transcendental phenomenol-
ogy, that amounts to saying that it has a highly paradoxical status.

It is true that Husserl does not go that far. He never makes flesh the
origin of the fundamental phenomenological distinction between Aule
and morphe. Flesh is always constituted and cannot be an origin, properly
speaking. But the analysis of flesh opens a breach in transcendental ideal-
ism, a breach that, however slight, will not close up again. Thus Husserl
must acknowledge that “The flesh has from the first an exceptional consti-
tutive place,”” given that “what, as world, stands over and against the
subject depends on the flesh (Leib).”?° This is why the latter appears fun-
damentally ambiguous from the point of view of the distinctions made in
intentional analysis. Flesh is neither a “component of the I” (Bestandstiick
des Ich) nor an “over-and-against the I” (Gegeniiber des Ich)™': it is neither
transcendent in the sense of a worldly objectivity, given in an inadequate
manner through a flow of adumbrations, nor identical to the pure ego. As
the “hyletic substrate” of consciousness, it has the same structural ambiva-
lence as the hyletic contents, at once really immanent to consciousness qua
pure unapparent sensations, and immediately overstepped, interpreted by
morphological acts in order to be able to appear as exponents of the object,
residue of the centrifugal movement by which consciousness transcends
itself toward the world. This is why flesh stands precisely in the equivocal
“in-between” of world and consciousness and appears thematically only in
the singular experience of the doubled touching. All constitution presup-
poses the flesh qua kinesthetic system inseparable from all givenness in the
flesh (leibhaft) of an object in space; and at the same time, the flesh is
itself constituted, even if that constitution is “imperfect.”?* On the one
hand, the flesh body is presupposed by all constitution, as appears in the
case, for example, of the taking of narcotics—Husserl says, more bash-
fully, of stimulants—substantially alters the way things appear. Here we
have the manifestation of how “the appearing external world shows itself as
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relative . . . to the flesh,”* a relativity on which the difference between the
thing (quid) and its mode of givenness (quomodo) is based, that is, nothing
less than the prime phenomenological distinction for all intentional analy-
sis; from another point of view, the flesh remains foreign to the pure ego
(Ichfremdes); there is a “foreignness-to-me of the flesh (Jehfremden des
Leibes)” that forbids making it the site of constitution itself.?*

It is obviously this structural ambivalence and the aporias it elicits for
Husserl’s transcendental apparatus that give Merleau-Ponty’s analyses
their starting point. How could the flesh be constituted by the pure ego, if
all constitution rests on the distinction between the thing and its modes
of appearing, and if the flesh, in its preobjective locality, qua “hyletic sub-
strate” of every consciousness and all constitution, gives no purchase for
such a distinction? How could constitutive analysis admit of a rertium
quid neither really constituted nor really constituting, between the ego
and the object? It might be countered that the flesh is “constituted” in a
very peculiar sense of the term, since, given as is the Aulé itself in the real
immanence of consciousness, in no case can it pertain to the constitution
of objects. What we are dealing with here is the exceptional case of a “purely
hyletic constitution” lacking “both the hyletic multiplicity of profiles and
animating apprehension.”” However, even if we were to accept the possi-
bility, as problematic as it can be, of a constitutive analysis stripped of any
true “transcendental guide,” that is, without any possibility of a distinc-
tion between a given and its modes of givenness, we would further have to
accept a “constitution” that presupposes necessarily itself, since the flesh
can be apprehended as such only on the basis of tactile hyletic daza that,
in order to appear phenomenally, themselves presuppose the flesh. In any
case, either the flesh is given in its entirety in real immanence, but then it
is hard to distinguish it from consciousness: it is no longer the latter’s
“substrate” (Unterlage) but becomes identical to it; or else it must be an
appearing moment after all, it must pertain to an objectifying apprehen-
sion, be perceived, present itself as a quasi-object, all things required in
order for an analogizing apprehension to take place based on it: but then
it is no longer “immanent” in the same sense as are impressional daza.

There paradoxes, incidentally, arise to a great extent from the fact that
Husserl’s break with Cartesianism is not total: it is not without a deeper
complicity. The flesh is an object invested with spirit, “filled with the soul
through and through,”® but at the same time, it is a “substrate” for con-
sciousness, necessarily distinct from it. Between the soul and the flesh
there is a “fusion” so intimate that “the apprehension of soul must neces-
sarily take into itself the sensation states of the flesh,”®” and at the same
time—since the pure ego is, of course, not identical to its soul, nor a fortiori
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to its flesh—“Certainly a consciousness without flesh (leibloses) and, para-
doxical as it sounds, also without a soul . . . is imaginable.”*® On the one
hand, Husserl’s philosophy takes a step beyond Cartesian dualism by ini-
tiating what Levinas has called an “idealism of the sensible,” which restores
to the lived body its rights and proscribes its being thought of as a pure,
disincarnate subject; but on the other hand, it takes a step backward,
since, as opposed to Descartes’s substantial distinction that ended up with
a substantial union, this flesh, in Husserl’s view, is never truly me. “Soul
and psychic ego ‘have’ a flesh,” but they are not their flesh. The lived
body is only something I “possess,” an adjoining [dépendance] of my pure
¢go; it “does not belong to the realm of what properly pertains to the Ego
(Ichliche),”® or more precisely, it only belongs to the “Ego-like (Ichlich-
keiten) by the grace of what is originally Ego-like”>' My body is only my body,
in other words, an ownness or an adjoining of the pure ego pertaining to
its sphere of ownness, because the ego preexists its body, that is to say, is
distinct from it, and bestows on it its ¢goicity only in a derivative way:
“This flesh (Leib) is my flesh, and indeed mine in the palpable special
sense, because I already am and in a certain sense bestow on it its special
virtues.”>* The flesh is never more than “the ego’s first ‘subjective posses-
sion’”?
originary sense.>® The concept of flesh does not break with idealism, even
if it may at times threaten its internal equilibrium, or with the Cartesian

’—the ego remaining alone subjectivity in the only authentic and

sources of idealism: basically, it derives rather from the presuppositions
governing them.

It is hard to see, under these conditions, how the lived body could
bridge the gap between the ego and other subjectivities or furnish the
necessary tool for a thinking of intersubjectivity. Here again, Husserl’s
description is ambiguous—and structurally so. Indeed, on the one hand,
the flesh must be the very locus of the presentation of others, in the sense
that the flesh of the other is directly perceived, as originarily as mine is;
“indeed, the other’s lived body is perceived in my spatial environment,
and entirely originarily just as my own; not, however, the psychic that is
embodied in the former [the other’s lived body]. It is not really and actu-
ally self-given, only appresentatively co-meant.” If this were not the case,
indeed, if the flesh of the other were not accessible to me directly in a
perceptive manner, all passageway between my own subjectivity and for-
eign subjectivity would be cut, and there would be no means of reestab-
lishing it by any “analogizing transfer” from the eidos ego to that flesh
facing me. It is only on the basis of a carnal similarity, an originary resem-
blance between the sensible aspect of the other (his expressions and con-
ducts) and my own, that I can bring about the coupling (Paarung) by
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resemblance that Husserl describes at length in Cartesian Meditations and
thus confer on him or her the meaning “other.” In short, if the other did
not present himself to me (by means of a Gegenwirtigung) as flesh, I would
not be able to realize the least analogizing transfer of the meaning “ego”
to him, or consequently apprehend him through an act of appresentation
(Vergegenwirtigung) as alter ego. This analysis, however, remains unilat-
eral; for, on the one hand, we must maintain that if a body is only one’s
own body to the extent that it is proper to, or the ownness of, an ego, an
originary giving of the flesh of the other is impossible without the apper-
ceptive transfer itself. The correlate of this is that the sphere of ownness
(Eigenbeitssphire), as Husserl determines it on the basis of a new reduction,
an “epoché of a specific type” in which I exclude “a// constitutional effects of
intentionality relating immediately or mediately to other subjectivity,”*® in
S44 of Cartesian Meditations, is a radically and inexorably solipsistic sphere
in which the other can never present itself to me as one’s own body (Leib),
because everything that is “one’s own” there draws its ownness from me
alone, and no (foreign) flesh can evince the least title to ownness of which
[ am not myself, initially, the owner. If, in this sphere of ownness, all that
is “one’s own” is my ownness, belonging to my transcendental ego, then
naturally there cannot be, within it, presentation of any foreign “one’s own
body” (that expression itself being absurd), and therefore no analogizing
transfer, either. No additional transcendental operation will make me exit
my initial solitude.

Sensualism, idealism, solipsism—and, of course, theoreticism of the
flesh: this last trait is so manifest that it scarcely needs commentary. The
flesh is my body as I apprehend it, that is, as I experience it in a theoretical
act of knowledge. If it exists, the phenomenological legitimacy of the con-
cept of flesh rests therefore entirely on the possibility of a certain cognitive
grasp that comes to light in a privileged (but not exclusive) way in the expe-
rience of self-contact. Of course, one’s own body is also, for Husserl, the
organ of an “I can,” but as for one’s own body in movement little mention is
made, and for good reason: one’s own body as such is not in the world the
way a physical object is, and it is very difficult to understand what “to move”
means for it, since it must be defined as an “ultimate central here,” that is, “a
here which has no other here outside itself, in relation to which it would be
a ‘there. ™’ Such an absolute here cannot move, if all movement in space
presupposes the relativity of a “here” and a “there” at the same time as a
transition from one to the other. “For it [my flesh body], change of place.. . .
has no meaning.”® Only the body (Kdrper) seems to be able to move through
space and not the arch-immobile flesh—by which this flesh receives, once
again, one of the most traditional attributes of the soul.
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A First Reorientation: The Phenomenology of Perception

This fourfold horizon in which the concept of “flesh” is caught up in Hus-
serl—sensualism, idealism, solipsism, and theoreticism—must it lead
phenomenology to abandon the concept altogether, assuming, of course,
that phenomenology is able to free itself from the philosophical options of
its founder? Unless the concept of flesh is recast, and thereby withdrawn
from this fourfold presupposition. But is that really possible? Does such
an operation even make sense? This is, in a way, the whole problem of
Merleau-Ponty’s thought, in which the reworking and deepening of the
notion of flesh are accompanied by an increasingly deep rift with respect
to transcendental idealism.

Rather oddly, the first thematization we find of this phenomenon, in
Phenomenology of Perception,” marks a retreat rather than an advance vis-
a-vis Husserl’s analyses. The fundamental distinction at that time, in
Merleau-Ponty’s view, is not between Leib and Korper, but between “phe-
nomenal body” and “objective body.” Now, the two distinctions are not
homogeneous. For Husserl, the body-object is as “phenomenal” as is my
own body: they simply belong to two distinct layers of phenomenality.
Merleau-Ponty’s translation-treason, in this respect, is already significant:
it tends to present the body-object not so much as a stratum of constitu-
tion, having its own right and validity, but rather as the result of a miscon-
ception—or even of a falsification—of the only truly phenomenal body,
that is, the one that is the subject matter of an authentic phenomenology.
This theme will, moreover, lead Merleau-Ponty, several years later, to
elaborate an autonomous ontology of the flesh that is irreducible to the
objectivistic ontology of the sciences. In reality, if the opposition (rather
than the distinction) between the phenomenal body and the body-object
takes precedence, in Phenomenology of Perception, over the distinction
between Leib and Korper, this is because Merleau-Ponty’s main interlocu-
tor during these years is not so much Husserl as Sartre. Merleau-Ponty is
mainly preoccupied with establishing, against Sartre’s ontology of the in-
itself and the for-itself, that the phenomenal body possesses neither of
those two modes of being; in short, that the distinction between the
phenomenal body and the body-object at no point intersects that of the
body for me versus the body for the other (PP, 106 nl). It is in order to
dissolve the antimonies to which the opposition between the for-itself and
the in-itself leads us that Merleau-Ponty takes the phenomenal body as his
subject matter and that he maintains that others do not appear initially as
body-things amid the in-itself, but manifest themselves from the start “at
the top of [their] phenomenal body” (PP 351). He thus reformulates, in a
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different vocabulary, Husserl’s claim according to which the flesh-body of
the other subjectivity must be able to be given as originarily as mine is, in
order for a transcendental intersubjectivity to be possible. As he will reiter-
ate a bit later, “The whole riddle of Einfiihlung lies in its initial, ‘esthesio-
logical” phase; and it is solved there because it is a perception” (S 170).

But Merleau-Ponty actually does not aim at repeating Husserl. His
purpose is rather to make the flesh itself the key to a critique of transcen-
dentalism. The decisive sentence in this perspective, which may be consid-
ered as encapsulating the whole project of Phenomenology of Perception, is
the following: “The body is a natural self and, as it were, the subject of
perception” (PP 206). The reserve introduced by “as it were” is, moreover,
provisional—and entirely rhetorical. The purpose of Merleau-Ponty is
without restrictions to make “the body [into] the subject of perception”
(PP 225). But how is this transposition of the Husserlian problematic onto
the terrain of a “natural” 7 possible? It would, in any case, be impossible
without an in-depth recasting of the phenomenological conceptuality. But
did Merleau-Ponty give himself the resources necessary to carry out this
task? The whole difficulty with his enterprise, which, on the one hand,
borrows its terminology and concepts from Husserl, and on the other
rejects to a considerable extent the transcendental apparatus, appears in
this type of assertion: “But I am not in front of my body, I am in it, or
rather I am it” (PP 150). Are we talking about the Leib or the Korper?
Husserl would say that I am in front of my Kérper and not in front of my
Leib, because the latter is not, properly speaking, an ob-ject. But he would
not say that I am my body of flesh either, because as a transcendental
subject I am only an ego who /as a flesh, to the precise extent that it con-
stitutes it as such.

But let us look more closely at what (voluntary) distortions Merleau-
Ponty introduces into the conceptualization of his predecessor. The first
one consists in a reinterpretation of Husserl’s claim that the flesh is
“incompletely constituted.” It was very difficult for Husserl to account for
this from the standpoint of his presuppositions. Indeed, this nrecessary
incompleteness is such that it is not the product of a law proper to the
transcendental ego but of a situation that could appear merely contingent
with respect to pure eidetic distinctions, namely the fact that the body
becomes an obstacle to itself in its exploratory function, that it constitutes
an impediment for its own perception: thus, my eye-sockets and my head
limit the field of my vision, the flexibility and length of my arms limit the
domain offered to tactile apprehension, and so on.*’ But since the body is
understood by Merleau-Ponty as “that by which there are objects” (PP 92),

that is, as the true and sole subject of perception, what appears as a de facto
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necessity from the point of view of transcendental analysis, here becomes
a de jure, or a “metaphysical” necessity (PP 91). Since the body-subject is
never, properly speaking, constituted, the incompleteness of its constitu-
tion becomes a constitutive (Merleau-Ponty will later say “ontological”)
feature of this body, and can be described as latency, as a “marginal
presentation” (PP 95), or as an oblique presence. “To say that it is near
me is to say that it is never really in front of me, that I cannot array it
before my eyes, that it remains marginal to all my perceptions, that it is
with me” (PP 90 [translation modified—Tr.]). The oblique presence of my
body is the indication of my inherence in it. It can lead only to an indirect
ontology that will take form in 7he Visible and the Invisible. This latency,
moreover, because it is fundamental, oversteps the distinction between the
senses; it is not valid for touch alone. It is not just my tactile constitution
that is incomplete, as Husserl thought," but “it is no different, in spite of
what may appear to be the case” (PP 92) for my visual body, as it appears
to me in a mirror; for just as my tactile body is doubled with a touching
body that is itself intangible, so my visual body refers back to a latent one
that is invisible on principle.*?

Finally, the double-touching phenomenon itself should be analyzed
differently. “My body,” Merleau-Ponty reminds us, “is recognized by its
power to give me ‘double sensations’” (PP 93). But how should this phe-
nomenon be interpreted? Here Merleau-Ponty completes iz fine Husserl’s
analysis of the touch with a more personal “touch.” “In passing from one
role to the other, I can identify the hand touched as the same one which
will in a moment be touching. In this bundle of bones and muscles which
my right hand is for my left, I guess for an instant . . . that other right
hand, agile and alive, which I thrust towards things to explore them” (PP
93 [translation modified—Tr.]). But how can I “guess” that other right
hand? Is it by this sensation of movement that is the indication of agility
and life? Not at all: it is by the application of a function of knowledge that
goes out from my body and returns to it, that is, by the outline of a reflec-
tion in which my body grasps itself no less immediately than a transcen-
dental consciousness. “The body catches itself from the outside engaged in
a cognitive process; it . . . initiates ‘a kind of reflection’ which is sufficient
to distinguish it from objects” (PP 93). This last distinction, in reality, is
the first, because it is the only one that is entirely sufficient, as Merleau-
Ponty specifies. Only one’s own body is able to grasp itself “in its explor-
atory function,” that is, on the occasion of touching, to apprehend its own
tactile capacity. What is new here is not the theme of reflection, already
largely outlined in Husserl, but rather the status conferred on it: this reflec-
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tion of the body is the primary reflection, which presides over any other,
since the body is the ultimate origin, the true “subject.”

Many aspects of this body-subject are partially left in shadow—par-
ticularly that of its movement. On the one hand, the phenomenal body is
the body in movement—although Merleau-Ponty hardly details how it
can be, qua distinct from the body-object that is moved through space—
but on the other hand, it is primarily, not to say primordially, approached
starting out from a theoretical attitude (the “function of knowledge”
referred to above: PP 93), as an object of experience.** Actually, there is no
“my own body” except in my own experience of the body or in the body
as proper object of my experience. This is why, as Jacques Colette has
insisted, reflection, even transposed to the body itself, anchors the analysis
in an entirely gnoseological context from which Merleau-Ponty detaches
himself only ostensibly. “Thus breaking with the phenomenology of con-
sciousness, he cannot leave the pathways of a phenomenology of percep-
tion and of a gnoseology governed by the reflective model. This is why he
must discover, even in the sensible, an elementary form of mediate con-
sciousness, and this form is, inevitably, specular.”44

The Reflexivity of the Sensible: The Developments in Signs

The article in Signs, “The Philosopher and His Shadow,” represents a deci-
sive step along the path leading Merleau-Ponty toward the progressive
abandonment of transcendental phenomenology and to the elaboration of
an ontology of the flesh. Once more, the phenomenologist reproduces and
comments on Husserl’s characterization of the lived body, but this time it
is the changes he introduces—both in relation to the text of Ideen II and
to his earlier descriptions—that are meaningful. Husserl’s assertion that a
real mind “essentially can be only . . . a real mind of an animate organism”
already indicates clearly that phenomenology is not a philosophy of mind
that contrasts mind with a nature in itself.* On the contrary, the descrip-
tion of the flesh leads toward a “third dimension” that corresponds neither
to mind nor to nature—is situated on the hither side of objectivity and
subjectivity, rendering these distinctions problematic (S 162). Unfortu-
nately, Husserl scarcely tried to elucidate how the entry into this third
domain modified his own instruments of analysis. “Does it make no
changes at all in our conception of noesis, noema, and intentionality—in
our ontology? . . . We know that Husserl never made himself too clear
about these questions” (§ 165). This lack of an onzology of the flesh must
be filled by trying to deepen this domain situated between transcendent
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nature and the immanence of mind. “It is into this interval that we must
try to advance” (§ 166). But how does this ontological approach to the
flesh break with the transcendental approach? While Husserl’s whole
intention was to distinguish the subject from the object, the flesh as the
ego’s primordial possession, and the body as an object for the positive sci-
ences, and by this very fact, to hierarchize the given, to bring out layers
of constitution (material nature, animal nature, the spiritual world),
Merleau-Ponty’s goal consists in seeking in the body as lived body a rer-
tium quid, neither subjective nor objective, that is, a locus for the overcom-
ing of these oppositions. In this sense, his purpose is “ontological™ it is to
elucidate the mode of being of this third dimension, and thus to carry out
a recasting of the whole conceptual apparatus that presides over the analy-
sis of the other two. Nothing shows this apparently very slight and yet
radical shift better than a new point of “translation.” Indeed, in a footnote
Merleau-Ponty slips in a correspondence between two of his expressions
relating to flesh: a “feeling thing” and a “subject-object,” and two “equiv-
alent” expressions in Husserl: empfindendes Ding, das subjective Objekr. Of
course the equivalency of these phrases is anything but obvious: to say
that the flesh is a “subjective object” for Husserl is to maintain that it is
both the closest and the most one’s own object in that it is the transcen-
dental possession of a pure ego; it is perhaps to attribute to it an intermedi-
ary mode of being, between constituted objects and the constituting ego,
but certainly not to attempt to overcome this alternative. It is unlikely, in
this respect, that Husserl, with his concept of flesh, “overturned the rela-
tionships between the constituted and the constituting” (§ 172 [transla-
tion modified—Tr.])—or rather, if he did, it was despite himself.%

It is in light of this change of attitude that we must understand the
renewed description of the experience of the double-touching. “There is a
relation of my body to itself which makes it the vinculum of the self and
things. When my right hand touches my left, I am aware of it as a ‘physi-
cal thing.’ But at the same moment, if I wish, an extraordinary event takes
place; here is my left hand as well starting to perceive my right, es wird
Leib, es empfindet” (166). How does Merleau-Ponty interpret this phe-
nomenon henceforth? From the point of view of an ontology of the flesh,
the decisive question is no longer that of its mode of givenness to a con-
sciousness, but that of its mode of being in and for itself. What determines
this mode of being is reflexivity—and no longer merely the reversibility of
touching and touched. In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty
cautiously affirmed that the body “tries to touch itself touching” (PP 93
[translation modified—Tt.]), but without success; and if he alluded to a
“reflection,” it was only metaphorically. Here, on the contrary, he does not
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hesitate to take the decisive step and conclude from the preceding des-
cription, “Thus I touch myself touching; my body accomplishes ‘a sort of
reflection’” (S 166). How could 1 zouch myself rtouching, palpate my own
palpation, have contact with my own “tact”? What I touch is still my hand,
a given part of my body, and not my own touching! And yet Merleau-
Ponty goes further: “My right hand was present at the advent of my left
hand’s active sense of touch” (§ 168). What does “to be present at” mean
here? And furthermore, who is present at? Can “my right hand” “be pres-
ent at” anything at all? Without overlooking all these difficulties, we must
understand the reasons that suggest these formulations. They were teleo-
logically inscribed in the assertion that the body perceives. If the body
perceives, if it is a subject, it must be an immediate and continuous rela-
tion to itself, and hence it must receive the traditional attributes of con-
sciousness, reflection for a starter. There is no embodiment of the mind
without a corresponding mentalization of the body. But we must go even
further. Since the flesh is ontologically a third dimension, irreducible to
the distinction between subject and object, it is universalized until it
becomes the name of the being itself. This universalization of the flesh can
avail itself of a basis in Husserl. “When we say [Husserl says!] that the
perceived thing is grasped ‘in person’ or ‘in the flesh’” (leibhaf?), this is to
be taken literally: the flesh of what is perceived, this compact particle
which stops exploration, and this optimum which terminates it all reflect
my own incarnation and are its counterpart” (S 169). There is therefore a
flesh that ‘reflects’ my own flesh, and this is why reflection here is no lon-
ger only an immanent reflection (in the sense of the immanence to itself
of a consciousness), but rather transgresses the division between nature
and mind. The relation between flesh and the world itslef takes on a specu-
lar cast, for “from now on we may literally say that space itself knows itself
through my body” (§ 167 [translation modified—Tr.]). Literally? This
sensible that knows itself is the very body qua sensible and sensing; it is the
sensible-sensing qua body. But is this body identical with space in general?
Or is Merleau-Ponty just talking about the spatiality of one’s own body?
Probably so, but not exclusively. “If the distinction between subject and
object is blurred in my body . . . it is also blurred in the thing, which is the
pole of my body’s operations . . . thus woven into the same intentional
fabric as my body” (8 167). One sole intentional fabric interlaces the thing
to my body: the latter “is caught up in the context of my body, which itself
pertains to the order of things only through its fringes or periphery”
(§ 168). But where, then, are the boundaries between the world and me?
Are we not in full hylozoism? Or rather, have we not entered into a new
form of idealism, an idealism of the flesh?
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How is it possible to move from an ontology of the flesh governed by
the reflective model, and freed from any subordination to another consti-
tuting level, to an ontology of the sensible in general that extends the
paradigm of reflection to the world itself as a whole, in which my body
plays no more than the role of a thread in a fabric, to borrow Merleau-
Ponty’s image? The author of Signs, in any case, oversteps the difficulty
and unhesitatingly takes the plunge: we must show that the flesh and the
thing—but not the object—belong to one selfsame sensible weave. This is
what objectivism naturally was incapable of: not only the objectivism of
the sciences, for which an 7 as “pure ‘knower’” is able to “grasp all things
without remainder—to spread all things out before itself—and to ‘ob-
jectify’ and gain intellectual possession of them” (§ 162), but also what
remained of objectivism in Husserlian idealism. This double insertion or
this double inscription that later Merleau-Ponty will call “chiasm” and
“intertwining”—does it not destroy intentionality? “Certainly there is a
problem here. What will intentionality be then if it is no longer the mind’s
grasping of an aspect of sensible matter as the exemplification of an
essence, no longer the recognition in things of what we have put there?”
(8 167). We must, in order to address this issue, give up the very concept
of hulé that conditioned through and through Husserl’s characterization
of the flesh. Flesh is no longer the substrate of sensations, but the locus of
an undivided “sensing,” cutting across the distinction of the senses and
understood as a relation of totality between the subject and its world.
But above all, the extension of reflexivity to the sensible as a whole and the
insertion of the thing and of flesh into one sole reticulation leads to
extreme difficulties when it comes to elucidating the status of others in
perception. Does not carnal idealism lead to a carnal solipsism? The ques-
tion may be raised with good reason in view of the formulations—often
extreme—of Merleau-Ponty. “My body annexes the body of another per-
son in that ‘sort of reflection’ it is paradoxically the seat of” (§ 168). Indeed
there does not seem to be any fundamental difference here, in Merleau-
Ponty’s view, between the act in which my right hand witnesses the birth
of touching in my left hand, and the one in which it touches the flesh of
others. It suffices, for example, that I shake the hand of someone else to
immediately and without remainder perceive it as a prolongation, as it
were, of my flesh. “The other person appears through an extension of that
compresence [of my two hands]; he and I are like organs of one single
intercorporeality” (S 168). These analyses, however, suffer no lack of
coherence; they flow logically from prior decisions. Since the true subject
is corporeal, the other cannot give himself to me as a spiritual source
constituted on the basis of a first esthesiological stratum; in short, it is no
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longer a question of constituting another mind for a mind, but another
man for a man (§ 169). The dynamics of Einfiihlung, with its moment of
perception, and its moments of coupling by resemblance and of analogiz-
ing transfer by appresentation, is powerless to account for it, for all “‘Ein-
fiihlung goes from body to mind” (S 169), and consequently remains
abstract. “If the other person is to exist for me, he must do so to begin with
in an order beneath the order of thought” (170). The intercorporeality
must already take place at the level of sensibility. And it is precisely because
flesh transcends the partitions between the objective and the subjective
that it also transcends those between mine and yours. The “annexation of
the other” to my flesh is inseparable from a depersonalization of the latter.
It is because my own body already harbors within it an anonymous dimen-
sion, which will be stressed even more strongly in 7he Visible and the Invis-
ible, that “the barrier between us and others is impalpable” (S 174). My
flesh is not constituted before that of the others as the condition for a
higher constitution; and conversely “the constitution of the others does
not come after that of the body, others and my body are born together
from the original ecstasy” (§ 174). Husserl did not manage to account for
the fact that the other is presented to me perceprually at the level of the
flesh; Merleau-Ponty attempts to unpack all the consequences of this fact.
And since the flesh no longer refers to private sensations and their imme-
diate localization, but to an originary intersensoriality, the sharp division
between the senses also disappears. “I see that this man over there sees, as
I touch my left hand while it is touching my right” (§ 170). But is it pos-
sible to abandon so easily both the sensualism that dominated Husserl’s
definition of flesh and the idealism that irremediably left the other subjec-
tivity outside the sphere of ownness? If flesh is entirely defined by its
reflexivity and if the latter remains the privilege of subjectivity, it is hard
to see how we can escape a solipsism of a new variety. Unless we can slip
from description into imagery. The transposition of Husserl’s concepts
here has as its limit the generalized transfer of the metaphor. The increas-
ingly marked metaphorical style of Merleau-Ponty is not the result of a
contingent idiosyncrasy: it has a significance primarily philosophical,
indissociable from a thought and method of which it forms the rigorous
correlate.

The Ontology of Flesh in 7he Visible and the Invisible

Is it possible to have a concept elaborated in a transcendental context bear
the full weight of a critique of its original context? Does the adoption of flesh
as a master concept allow us truly to exit the idealism and the objectivism
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that are as the Janus Bifrons of Husserlian phenomenology? In order to
delve into these problems, it is worth examining the most rigorous and
radical attempt Merleau-Ponty made in this direction—his posthumous
and unfinished work, 7he Visible and the Invisible. On the subject of the
concept that is the most central to that entire undertaking, Merleau-Ponty
wrote, “What we are calling flesh, this interiorly worked-over mass, has no
name in any philosophy” (V7 147 and 139). This assertion also obviously
applies—first and foremost—to Husser]’s phenomenology. In order to
grasp the meaning of this caveat, we must try to perceive, behind the
recurrence of the descriptions (sometimes even to the point of being word-
for-word), the new change of perspective that is taking place. It is a ques-
tion this time, beyond doubt, of positively elaborating the ontology of
flesh of which “the philosopher and his shadow” afforded us scarcely more
than a hint of the possibility. What is at issue, to this end, is to take a posi-
tion resolutely beyond the distinctions of consciousness/object, phenome-
nal body/objective body, subject/object, mind/nature, external/internal, and
constituted/constituting. The physicist and the psychologist, in Merleau-
Ponty’s view, make the same error, when they both adopt, as a “pre-
scientific prejudice,” “the ontology of the Koopno8ewpodg and of the Great
Object correlative to it” (VI 32). Against such an ontology, it must be
shown “that the being-object and the being-subject conceived by opposi-
tion to it and relative to it do not form the alternative, and that the per-
ceived world is beneath or beyond this antinomy, that the failure of
‘objective’ psychology is—conjointly with the failure of the ‘objectivist’
physics—to be understood not as a victory of the ‘interior’ and of the
‘mental’ over the ‘material,’ but as a call for the revision of our ontology,
for the re-examination of the notions of ‘subject’ and ‘object’” (V722-23).
How can this renewed ontology be formulated?

In any case, it doesn’t leave behind the descriptions of the flesh of the
earlier works from which Merleau-Ponty takes up and re-orchestrates the
main elements: “veritable touching of the touch” (V7 133-34), “carnal
adherence of the sentient to the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient”
(VI 142), “texture that returns to itself and conforms to itself” (V7 146). If
there is an added nuance here, it is in the expression of a reservation—
albeit a slight one—concerning the literalness of these formulations.
Indeed, “if my left hand is touching my right hand, and if I should sud-
denly wish to apprehend with my right hand the work of my left and as it
touches, this reflection of the body upon itself always miscarries at the last
moment” (V7 9). A reservation about their literalness, probably, but not
about their well-foundedness, because that inability, as is immediately
pointed out, “is not a failure” (V7 148), or at least if there is a failure, “this
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last-minute failure does not drain all truth from that presentiment I had
of being able to touch myself touching” (V7 9). Elsewhere it will no longer
be a question of a “presentiment,” but of an “imminent” experience, yet
never realized in fact: “In fact I do not entirely succeed in touching myself
touching, in seeing myself seeing, the experience I have of myself perceiv-
ing does not go beyond a sort of imminence” (VI 249). I am always at the
point of feeling myself feel without ever succeeding, but that impossibility
does not contradict the truth of that experience that I cannot actualize!
This “justification,” however difficult it may be to accept, is capital,
because it gives us the key, in a sense, to the phenomenological concept of
flesh: “My body does not perceive, but it is as if it were built around the
perception that dawns through it; through its whole internal arrangement,
its sensory-motor circuits, the return paths that control and release move-
ments, it readies itself, as it were, for a self-perception, even though it is never
itself that it perceives or itself that perceives it”(V/ 9 [CR’s emphasis; trans-
lation modified—Tt.]). There is a coincidence of self with self, a pure self-
affection, an immanent reflexivity that is, in all feeling, what makes it
possible, and flesh thus makes a circle with itself, it is built entirely on a
mirroring of itself, there is a “fundamental narcissism” (V7 139) of all
feeling, of which the experience of self-contact is the revealer par excel-
lence. To what extent are we still on phenomenological ground, here, if
“imminent” experience takes precedence over actual experience, if it is not
the fact that has value of law, as in all actual description, but law that
prevails over the fact by virtue of a sui generis necessity?

Whatever the response to that question may be, the experience of self-
contact no longer appears here as one experience among others, essential
for the apprehension of my body as flesh; it becomes the paradigm for all
experience. There is not a sensing turned toward the world by which exter-
nal things are given to me, and a sensing of what is “my own” by which
my flesh is apprehended, but the essence of sensing is the sensing of what
is my own.”® All sensing is constitutionally turned toward the self and
devoted to self. “To touch is to touch oneself” (V7 255), to see is essentially
to see oneself, and so on. “To touch oneself; to see oneself, accordingly, is not
to apprehend oneself as an ob-ject, it is to be open to oneself, destined to
oneself (narcissism)” (V7 249). In short, to feel that one feels, to see that
one sees, to touch oneself touching, is to feel period, to see period, to touch
period. This reflection, naturally, is no longer a property of consciousness,
but of the body as such. “Reflexivity must be understood by the body, by
the relation of the body to itself” (VI, 246 [translation modified—Tr.].)
Here, the de facto impossibility of a perfect coincidence of touch with
itself, this experience on the point of being completed that always fails at
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the last moment, far from contradicting carnal reflexivity, brings it a para-
doxical confirmation: for in order for there to be fundamental adhesion of
flesh to itself, there must first be dehiscence or hiatus; “fission that already
takes place in the touch (duality of the touching and the touched) and
that, with the mirror (Narcissus) is only a more profound adbesion to itself”
(VI 256 [CR’s emphasis; translation modified—Tr.]). It is because flesh
never coincides entirely with itself, but is always basically turned toward
itself, that flesh can be defined as “a mirror phenomenon,” and that the
mirror, as implement, can be considered a simple “prolongation,” in the
world, of my own flesh (V7 255).

Under these conditions, it is not only the implement-mirror that is the
prolongation of my flesh in the world, but #he world itself. An assertion to
be taken rigorously and literally: “To touch is to touch oneself. To be
understood as: the things are the prolongation of my body and my body is
the prolongation of the world, through it the world surrounds me” (V7
255). Since things are but the prolongation of my body, because of that
coiling over itself of the sensible that makes all feeling a feeling of oneself,
since in going toward things flesh, at bottom, does no more than adhere
more profoundly to itself, it is the whole world that becomes flesh at the
very moment the flesh becomes world. Merleau-Ponty never stops scruti-
nizing the possibility of this double movement. “The thickness of the
body, far from rivaling that of the world, is on the contrary the sole means
I have to go to the heart of things, by making myself world and by making
them flesh” (VI 135 [CR’s emphasis; translation modified—Trt.]). This
crisscross movement of the flesh and the world, this “intertwining” in
which the hold of my flesh on the world is a hold of the world on my flesh,
is what is also designated as “chiasm” in 7he Visible and the Invisible (VI
261). There is a twofold captation of the world by my flesh and of the flesh
by the world: the world is modification (or mundification) of my flesh; my
flesh is reflexivity, turning of the world back over on itself, mirror phe-
nomenon. The fundamental “narcissism” of my flesh is extended here to
the entire cosmos, which feels itself, touches itself, sees itself through the
flesh. Merleau-Ponty goes very far in the affirmation of this cosmic narcis-
sism of the flesh, taking up once again the phrase from Signs: “We are the
world that thinks itself” (V7 136, note). It is only if we bear in mind that
the reflexive model governs all these analyses that we can also understand
what appears, at first glance, to be a non sequitur: the transition from the
twofold captation (or chiasm) to the model of the mirror. “The seer being
caught in what he sees, it is again himself he sees” (V7 139 [translation
modified—Tr.]). It is one thing, it seems, to assert that flesh, a precipitate
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of invisible in the visible, is accessible to itself only in the body—izs body;
it is another to assert that bodies iz general are nothing but the specular
reflection of myself and that in surveying them it is still myself that I am
examining. To stop at this incoherence, however, would be to remain on
the surface of the text, to miss the necessities that command its economy
and that derive from both the pregnancy of the reflexive model, the only
one able to make the flesh into the locus of a concrete subjectivity, and from
the internal logic of the Leib concept since its Husserlian institution. Flesh,
because it is without limits, does not, at bottom, admit of any outside-the-
flesh. Its a-cosmism almost inevitably calls for its extension to the entire
cosmos. Merleau-Ponty’s approach, if it advances further in this direction,
is at least consequent with that of his predecessor.

It is because the “reflexivity” of touch extends to the totality of the
sensible, and first of all to vision, which is its synecdoche, that Merleau-
Ponty can assert that what I look at looks back at me, to the point where I
cannot say which of us is seen and which is seeing. “The vision he exercises,
he also undergoes from the things” “as many painters have said, I feel
myself looked at by the things” (V7 139) and, consequently, “it is by the
world first that I am seen or thought” (V7 274 [translation modified—
Tr.]). It is very difficult to say, at this stage, whether this generalized nar-
cissism means the pure and simple dissolution of others in a world that has
become wholly an extension of my flesh, or whether, on the contrary, my
flesh has been so changed that everything that appears to me shows me,
henceforth, a rudimentary face, and /looks ar me in a kind of silent com-
panionship. “There is an Einfiihlung and a lateral relation with the things
no less than with the other. . . . Like madmen or animals they are guasi-
companions” (VI 180). And indeed we can detect two movements here,
which, though opposite, are nevertheless of a piece: one by which the flesh
is mirrored in the world, transforming it into a quasi-mirage, and another
by which the flesh is depersonalized to the point of including in it an
essential alterity, that of the other no less than that of things. “What we
call flesh,” Merleau-Ponty writes, is “this innate anonymity of myself” (V7
147 [translation modified—Tr.], 139). Here it is as if one paradox called
for another, as if it were possible to palliate the aporia of a thoroughgoing
egological cosmology with a depersonalization of the ego itself. But in any
case, the other loses all privileged status; he is no more than a fold in that
fabric by which flesh and world appear as variants of one single sensible
texture. In this narcissism without Narcissus, the world itself appears con-
structed according to a specular model, to the point that I can no longer
say “who sees and who is seen” (V7 139). All the differences are abolished

The Mirror of Narcissus ® 135



in the immediacy of a Nature that calls to mind that of Schelling, in
which the same and the other, touch and vision, my flesh and that of things,
seem indiscernible.

The Flesh as Openness to Vertical Being

But even more than Schelling, it is Heidegger that is of decisive relevance
here. The “middle path” of the new ontology, beyond the opposition
between subjectivism and objectivism, opens a new domain of research in
which the flesh is no longer thought of as one ontic region among others,
and not even, after the example of the transcendental ego, as he region par
excellence, the arch-region (Urregion) of all regions, but—such is the fun-
damental innovation of 7he Visible and the Invisible—as the openness o
the world and of the world according to the diversity-unity of the sensorial
registers, or as the openness of Being itself. “Carnal being” designates “a
prototype of Being” (VI 136), in the sense that “it is the perceptual life of
my body . . . that accomplishes the primary openness to the world” (V7 37).
“This perceptual world,” Merleau-Ponty adds, “is at bottom Being in Hei-
degger’s sense” (VI 170), the Heideggerian Seyn thought as Offenbeit.
Thus, we must think “the Umuwelt of a carnal subject as Offenbeir, as Ver-
borgenbeit of Being” (VI 185) and consequently apprehend flesh as the site
of a difference that we must perforce qualify as “ontological.” This differ-
ence is not thought as the unconcealing overwhelming (entbergende
Uberkommnis) as it tends to hide itself in the arrival that keeps itself con-
cealed (sich bergender Ankunf?) of the entity,* but—since the “visible” here
has a tendency to designate the sensible in general, by virtue of a primary
and basic intersensoriality’®—as the disjunction between the invisible and
the visible that remains a modality of their junction and of their co-
belonging. The invisible in its primordial acceptation, as it is inseparable
from the phenomenon of the flesh, designates neither a contingent priva-
tion of visibility, a de facto invisible as in the case in which one object
blocks our view from another, nor an absolute invisible, inaccessible de
jure to the senses, in the manner of a Platonic ideality; it is rather “the
invisible of this world,” as Being is always the Being of an entity, or yet
again “pure transcendence, without an ontic mask” (V7 299). In this
respect, it is rather what accompanies all visible and makes it possible as
such, “its own and interior possibility, the Being of this being” (V7 151).
The withdrawal of the invisible is the condition for the coming of the
visible to visibility, so that, between them, there is not opposition, but
rather mutual belonging: what Heidegger sometimes calls Zwiefalt, fold.
And indeed Merleau-Ponty also speaks of a “fold” that he compares to a
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“central cavity of the visible” articulating, at the heart of vision, “these two
mirror arrangements of the seeing and the visible, the touching and the
touched” (VI 146), or yet again, in a similar sense, of a “folding back,” of
an “upholstering,” of an “invagination” (V7 152 [translation modified—
Tr.]). The flesh, as at once seeing and seen, invisible and visible, is precisely
the point where this difference is knotted and articulated, where the invis-
ible is manifested as what makes the visible visible, and the visible as that
which recovers the invisible by masking it. “The flesh is, we said, the
dehiscence of the seeing into the visible and of the visible into the seeing”
(VI 153). This fold of the visible and the invisible as it is formed at the level
of the flesh is precisely what has a tendency to be obscured by objectifying
thought, by the idea that the visible is arranged and displayed completely
to a high-altitude overview, and, correlatively, our bodies entirely accessi-
ble for a KoopoBewpdg. By contrast with this ontology (or ontics) of the
ob-ject, the flesh can be given only marginally, in an irreducible latency, as
primordial invisible, the matrix of all visible: it is accessible exclusively to
an indirect ontology (V1 179).

It is precisely because the flesh cannot be thought of as a particular
ontic region, but only as the openness to/of a “vertical” and “wild”
Being—that is of a Being prior to all “representation” and all “objectifica-
tion” (V7 253)—that it makes sense to designate the world itself as “flesh,”
without annexing it, however, to one’s own body. What Merleau-Ponty
calls “flesh of the world” cannot be thought, in this respect, as a mere
extension of my body. Indeed, the openness of the lived body is not in the
first instance a characteristic of man or of his soul; it must be understood
independently from all anthropology, because “it is indeed a paradox of
Being, not a paradox of man, that we are dealing with here” (V7136). And
conversely, “When we speak of the flesh of the visible, we do not mean to
do anthropology, to describe a world covered over with all our own projec-
tions, leaving aside what it can be under the human mask” (V7 136). The
openness of Being no more involves anthropology than the extension of
the flesh to the sensible in general involves anthropomorphism. The Hei-
deggerian concept of “openness” comes to the rescue of what might appear
to be a subjective hyperbole. The “one’s own body”/flesh of the world
distinction must be understood prior to all distinction between subject
and object; it is more originary than that distinction. Not only is the flesh
of the world not identical with the flesh of the body (V7261: “flesh of the
world—distinct from my flesh”), and in particular, it is “sensible and
not sentient” (V7 250), but additionally, it cannot be approached in the
same way. How, then, may we interpret their difference? Precisely as zhe
difference, the one that unites and articulates the visible and the invisible,
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the one that distinguishes them in relating them to each other. Every flesh
is at the same time body, every seer is at the same time visible—the flesh
is the invisible of the visible, the intangible of the tangible, etc. To assert
that the flesh is also body is henceforth no longer to think of it as an object
in the world. The ontology of flesh presupposes the rejection of all objec-
tivistic ontology, since it is born of the latter’s insufficiencies. The determi-
nation of the body (Kdrper) as an object is no longer, as Husserl thought, a
legitimate determination, but a falsification of its mode of being. Under
these conditions, what Merleau-Ponty henceforth calls “flesh of the world”
is nothing other than the body itself thought outside all horizon of objec-
tivity, removed from all high-altitude thinking and from all falsifying
ontology (or ontics). The flesh of the world is the body—both my own and
that of things—qua seen, touched, as long as it is no longer belongs to any
objectifying approach (VI 250-51). The flesh is therefore the place where
this difference is carved out, that “spread” [écarz] or that “shift” (V7 148)
between the seeing-invisible, the touching-intangible, on the one hand,
that is, that effulgence, that marginal presence-absence, and the visible,
the tangible, on the other hand, that is, its own presence to itself as body,
its incorporation in the world, amidst things. Between my flesh and the
flesh of the world, there is henceforth a difference analogous to the one
that is established between the openness of Being and the coming into
presence of beings.

As a result, the problem as it is formulated in Merleau-Ponty is not so
much, as in Husserl, that of the distinction between flesh and body, as two
superimposed layers of being, each one with its irreducible status, but
rather that of their fusion, or their paradoxical unity. In opposition to the
ontic model of superposition by layers, we must set the ontological model
of a lateral relation: “there is no hierarchy of orders or layers or planes. . . .
This in virtue of the ‘ontological difference’” (V7 270). The unity of flesh
and the body, that texture that joins and disjoins them in one and the
same movement, must be able to be exhibited, of course, without recourse
to a transcendental ego. The foundation of this unity must be discovered
at the level of the flesh: “The body is one sole body in its two phases, it
incorporates into itself the whole of the sensible and with the same move-
ment incorporates itself into a ‘Sensible in itself’” (V7 138). This is why
any relation of mere subordination between flesh and body, any relation of
derivation, must also be rejected, along with any relation of inclusion of
the latter in the former. “We have to reject the age-old assumptions that
put the body in the world and the seer in the body, or, conversely, the
world and the body in the seer as in a box” (V7 138). Neither flesh nor

body are parts of the world, layered realities coming from a constitution
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by strata’'; rather it is a matter of two poles at the heart of one single
dynamics; a dynamics in which the flesh becomes world, and the world
flesh. Thus the intentional correlation, which is the nonreal inclusion of
the noema in the noesis, the immanence of the object in consciousness
qua transcendental correlate of the latter, becomes, on the occasion of this
metamorphosis of the concept of flesh, the inextricable intertwining of the
sensible and the sentient. From a correlational structure we must move to
a “circular” one (VI 138), since the flesh refers back to the body and the
body to the flesh in an endless whirlpool: I can only feel myself feeling on
the occasion of a sensible in actuality, and there is no sensible but by the
intermediary of a sentient. But as for this spiral, Merleau-Ponty must
admit that it is distorted or vitiated from the start, deflected in any case in
the direction of the percipi, which enjoys a true primacy over the percipere.
“It is by the flesh of the world that in the last analysis one can understand
the lived body [corps propre]—The flesh of the world is of the Being-seen,
that is, is a Being that is eminently percipi, and it is by it that we can
understand the percipere” (VI 250). But then does not this primacy of the
percipi have ruinous consequences? Does it not indicate that there is no
circularity or narcissism of the flesh, that the flesh is not of a mirror-like
construction, that what I experience on every occasion is always already a
body—Dbe it mine or that of things—and solely a body? That therefore 1
cannot return on the hither side of this evidence, the evidence of the world
on which my perception is built, that there isn’t anything like a precosmic
flesh prior to its apprehension as body, that there is no possible return to
the origin, no coinciding of flesh with itself, no proto-spatiality prior to
that of things, and that the temptation of this return to the origin that
constituted the basis of Husserl’s approach of constitution must be repudi-
ated in its very principle?

How can the relation between flesh and world be circular and at the
same time decentered? How can it be maintained, by virtue of the reflex-
ive paradigm, both that “my body is made of the same flesh as the world”
(VI248) and that these two fleshes are “distinct” (V7 261), by virtue of the
ontological paradigm? How can we envisage both the touching of touch-
ing as the ultimate model of all perception, and the discrepancy [écart]
and noncoincidence with itself as the primary phenomenon? For the flesh,
on the one hand, is defined by its immanent reflexivity, by its immediate
givenness to itself, and on the other hand, qua site of Unverborgenbeit, it is
inseparable from its own concealment; “to touch oneself” is not “to reach
oneself; it is on the contrary to escape oneself, to be ignorant of oneself, the
self in question is by divergence (d ecart), is Unverborgenheit of the Verbor-
gen as such” (VI 249). Is it unconcealment that must be understood here
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on the basis of the reflexivity of flesh (Merleau-Ponty italicizes the reflexive
pronouns) or the other way around? Is there not something basically
incompatible in these two models? How are we to reconcile the mirror of
Narcissus with the openness of vertical Being? How can we accommodate
the one to the other, if sensible reflexivity must always, after all, refer to a
subject (“reflection” is what “qualifies [us] as subjects of vision” [V7202]),
and if, on the other hand, the conceptuality of Being as Offenbeit is elabo-
rated precisely in order to break away from a metaphysics of subjectivity
(and its attributes: egoity, reflexivity, immediate presence to self)? How
can we make a philosophy of carnal generality, in which the latter is under-
stood as primordial unity of different fleshes, cohabit with a thinking of
the oneness (Einzigkeit) of Being that is neither general nor particular,™ is
nowise an ontic generality subsuming a manifold of beings, and cannot be
captured by these distinctions? Is there not, here, a kind of “grand écart”
in the realm of thought, in preparation for a saltus mortale?

Must we not rather conclude from these difficulties that 7he Visible and
the Invisible, despite its terminology of Heideggerian inspiration, remains
faithful, fundamentally, to a perspective of transcendental inspiration,
which it limits itself to inflecting slightly? True enough, Merleau-Ponty
seems to criticize sensualism, and, to a degree, Husserl’s theoreticism. But
does he really break with his idealism? To think of the flesh as the origin
of the world is still to think of it as not being of the world, to confer a
status of origin on it, and thus retain the main features of the transcenden-
tal attitude. This attitude resides in a “well-known” paradox, which Mer-
leau-Ponty already stressed in 7he Structure of Behavior. “Every theory of
perception tries to surmount a well-known contradiction: on the one
hand, consciousness is a function of the body—this is an ‘internal’ event
dependent upon certain external events; on the other hand, these external
events themselves are known only by consciousness. In another language,
consciousness appears on the one hand to be part of the world and on the
other to be co-extensive with the world.”? It suffices to substitute “flesh”
here to “consciousness” to enter into the problematic of 7he Visible and the
Invisible. In transcendental idealism, the ego for which the world appears
is at once the origin of the world, since it constitutes it, and a part of the
world, since it constitutes itself qua empirical ego, by means of a worlding
apperception. And the same is true of flesh, which remains, in this respect,
a quasi-transcendental. It is at once a “part of the world,” as it perceives
itself as a body alongside others, is visible and touched, and “coextensive
with the world,” since the world as such—including the flesh itself as a
body—appears only by its intermediary. Thus, to the a-cosmism of the
pure ego there corresponds a no less radical a-cosmism of flesh. “Where
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are we to put the limit between the body and the world, since the world is
flesh?” (V1 138). The flesh, as origin of the world, can have no contours in
the world; its limits are those of the world itself that, being made up of its
stuff, appears included in it. Being without limits, it has no skin, either®;
its ubiquitous presence is a radiance whose center is everywhere and
circumference nowhere. Nor does it have matter. It is without beginning
or end. It is that “glorified body” (VI 148) that stands opposed to the
“momentary body” and of which we should probably say, as of the pure
Husserlian ego, that it has neither birth nor death. There is an eternity
of flesh extending even to its temporalization (“Posit the existential
eternity—the eternal body” [V7265]) that is the rigorous analogon of the
eternity of the transcendental ego.” To be sure, this flesh is caught up in
the nets of the world, is enveloped in it, this intertwining defines it. But
there are distinctions that do not admit of a middle term: transcendental-
ism cannot be amended by a position that denies it. And when Merleau-
Ponty asserts, “in part I retained the philosophy of consciousness” (V7
183), the reader can arguably ask what this “in part” means. Is it not pre-
cisely this “in part” that continues to be audible in assertions such as “my
consciousness . . . is sustained, subtended, by the prereflective and preob-
jective unity of my body” (V7 141-42)? “Sustained” and “subtended” here
refer back to Husserl’s Unterlage [substrate]. How can one at the same
time affirm and deny such a relation of subordination? How can one aban-
don the sensualism of the Au/é and yet retain the Unterlage, which forms,
literally, its infrastructure?

And if it really became necessary to decide between understanding
flesh as reflexivity and understanding it as the openness of vertical Being
(Verborgen of an Unverborgenbeit) it is always to reflection that primacy
would be granted. Just as all reflection, for Husserl, harbored an unthought
and was consequently inseparable from an Ichspaltung, a splitting of the 7
into thematic (reflected) ego on the one hand, and “anonymous” (reflect-
ing) ego on the other, similarly, the latency of flesh for itself is always of
the order of a truncated reflection, or of the impossibility of an integral
reflection (impossibility itself, attested to by a “hyper reflection” [V7 38,
391f]). Merleau-Ponty himself decides the issue in stressing that the dehis-
cence or “fission” that takes place in the touch confirms the preeminence
of reflexivity and “is only a more profound adhesion to Self” (VI 256). It
is reflexivity that makes flesh thinkable as the very site of Offenkeir and
not vice versa. But probably what most radically prohibits all reconcilia-
tion between the conceptuality of the ontological difference and that of
sensible reflexivity is the fact that for Heidegger the thinking of Being
always means a thinking of its intrinsic finitude. Nothing similar in the
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case of flesh: its innerworldly unlimitedness, its ubiquitous radiating, its
glorious eternity by virtue of which it is, like nature “at the first day” (VI
267) makes it at least difficult to imagine what its finitude could be.

It is therefore because flesh remains, despite all Merleau-Ponty’s deni-
als, a quasi-transcendental, that the attempt to acclimatize the ontologi-
cal difference to a post-Husserlian framework seems destined to fail. That
failure is not initially or mainly bound to the unfinished state of 7he
Visible and the Invisible. But then, the question arises as to what the aban-
donment of transcendentalism, from the point of view of a philosophy of
the body, may mean. Does it not necessarily amount to the abandonment
of “flesh” To abandon flesh—without renouncing philosophy: is this
project consistent? To answer these questions, we must return to our start-
ing point.

Touching and the World

Must we confer primacy to the experience of proprioception for the appre-
hension of the body qua one’s own? This is not at all certain. What I
touch, in self-contact, is always only a skin, having a specific warmth,
flexibility, and texture; it is my hand qua thing in the world. To be sure,
since that hand is mine, I also feel the contact of my other hand at the very
moment when my hand feels it. That is all there is. To speak of “flesh,” of
“reflexivity,” of “coincidence of touching with itself” is to have already
ventured too far. What is going on here is basically no different than what
goes on in any other contact with things. To touch a thing, to engage into
tactile relationships with it, is always necessarily to be touched by it as
well, to initiate a reciprocal contact with it. Tactile perception appears, in
this respect, as an event structured by two poles, that of the world and that
of me, in continuous interaction with one another. In grasping properties
of things, I also apprehend myself as being affected by them, and con-
versely, I only experience myself tactilely—which also means corporally—
on the occasion of my contact with things. Therefore touch is simultaneously
and inseparably proprioceptive and exteroceptive: on the occasion of an
exteroception, I also perceive myself, for without that proprioception, there
would not be any possible exteroception, either. This implies that even
before all experience of a self-contact, touch offers me the perception of
my own body and of my body as my own, of my body as mine, in an origi-
nal and originary way in the experience of my contact with what is foreign
to me. Indeed, as Eugéne Minkowski stresses, “touch contains an element
of reciprocity, and that is what, along with the affirmation of being, distin-
guishes it from all other fundamental qualities. All that touches is touched,
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or at least can be touched. That is essentially what we translate with the
word contact.”® Touching things is always to be touched back by them.
This is why all contact should be understood literally and etymologically
as con-tact, that is, touch-with . . . in which I am inseparably touching
and touched, in which I experience myself by exposing myself to things.
By virtue of this element of reciprocity, perception is always a being-with-
the-world rather than being-in-the world in Heidegger’s sense; it estab-
lishes a communication with the world that is not, however, communion
or fusion with it, and in which, by touching other bodies, I do not find
myself—Ilike Narcissus at his fountain.

This is why touch is immediately “cosmological,” according to another
expression of Minkowski’s: it exposes us to the world in its primary alter-
ity. It is the sense of exteriority par excellence—that is, of foreignness to
me, and it is only by its intermediary that the world appears solid, palpable,
to us. As Condillac already remarked in his Treatise on Sensations, “The
sensation of solidity is unlike the sensations of sound or color or smell,” in
which “the soul naturally perceives its modifications in which it finds itself
and itself only™; it is, on the contrary, the first sensation “by means of
which the soul passes beyond itself,”” jolting against an exteriority that it
cannot assimilate. What Condillac asserts here of the soul is valid first of
all—and probably on/y—for the body: since what I touch is always outside
me, including when I turn my touching toward myself, and since I only
apprehend myself, in touch, as a skin, with its depth of bones and muscles,
the touch is always “eccentric” to itself, as Maurice Pradines writes,”® it
attests to the essential eccentricity of my own body to itself. The skin is, in
a certain sense, the being-outside-itself that defines the body as such, and
it does so because it is not only, with respect to my body, the first tangible
and the tangible par excellence, but also the medium of touch, that which
opens it onto things. It is because the body appears always fundamentally
outside itself in the experience of touching (that eccentricity to itself being
what we call “skin”) that it also has an “inside” that is as the outside of its
outside, “darkness stuffed with organs” that is the intangible of this body,
not the intangible as a modality of active touching, but the inaccessible,
the out-of-reach, the other side of a skin.

Consequently, what applies to the touching of things applies no less to
the touching of my body: the tangible of my body is always my body as
“other,” my body as skin. This is why touch is always an initiation to the
world, and therefore to spatial exteriority. Indeed, if there is no spatiality
without exteriority, and if all exteriority necessarily presupposes an alter-
ity vis-a-vis me—then touch, the sense of alterity, is the sense of exteri-
ority itself, and consequently of space. What an analysis of touch leads to
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putting in doubt is precisely the idea that, just as we have a body that is
our own, we also have a space that is our own, an originary, preobjective
space, that of our flesh as the substrate of localized sensations, preceding
the objective space of things and making possible its constitution. Mau-
rice Pradines has formulated this critique with particular insight in his
Philosophie de la Sensation: “No more than simple contact,” he writes,
“does the double contact reveal to us a space that is ours. We only know
‘our’ corporeal space by the organs that allow us to touch other bodies and
at the moment and to the degree that we touch them. This amounts to
saying that this space has nothing ‘ours” about it, that it is foreign, or that
it only belongs to us to the extent that we feel foreign to ourselves. In
short, there is but one space that is external to us, because it is exteriority
itself, and our body enters it without any privilege.” This amounts to
saying that if my body has a space, that space, given the natural eccentric-
ity of touch, is always necessarily further outside than any alleged “inner
space.” It is this depth carved out in the world itself that I explore with
my fingertips through the elasticity of a skin, through this permeable yet
closed membrane, and I can feel its closure precisely to the extent that I
teel it from the outside. What I feel in this way can no longer be a private
flesh, a primary and primordial locality prior to worldly determinations;
henceforth it can no longer be anything but a body that is itself, in its own
way, in the midst of things, but without being any of them, nor compa-
rable to any of them, since it alone possesses the notable property of being
in turn touched by what it touches, and in initiating with the world a true
con-tact.

If the touch, then, like all the other senses and perhaps even more so, is
a cosmological sense—if what I touch is never a private, a-cosmic flesh,
but a body-in-the-world qua organ of con-tact—it follows that the experi-
ence of self-contact, from which Husserl and Merleau-Ponty set out, can
no longer have any privilege. Since all exteroception already possesses in
itself a proprioceptive dimension, since I can never touch anything with-
out being touched myself by it, the experience of self-contact is not
required for my apprehension of the body as mine. It is derived and subor-
dinate to a more originary experience, namely the one by which, by expos-
ing myself to the world, I apprehend myself in my relation to things. 7z is
not the pure self-affection of a monadic “I” that grounds the possibility of my
contact with things, but only the reciprocity of an originary con-tact that
makes the proprioceptive experience thinkable. “The ‘me and the other in
their ‘reciprocity’ is a much more primitive phenomenon than the T all by
itself, which, at bottom, means nothing atall. . .. This reciprocity included
in the touch also determines the particular way of being of everything that
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is; beyond this, it projects a reflection in the universe and makes it solid
and palpable.™ It is in its relation to palpable bodies that my body
becomes palpable qua body, that it acquires a sensible relief; and this is no
less true of the meeting of my two hands, in which each send back to the
other, alternately, its own tactile consistency. It is always toward the other
that my touch is oriented, and I always touch it as other; but in so doing,
I also experience myself. The “self” given to itself in the touch is none
other than the pole of a relation that, by relating to itself, is reduplicated.
Husserl, incidentally, was very close to recognizing this, but he interpreted
the flesh immediately as an autonomous stratum of phenomenality, and
thus he forged the artificial problem of the constitution of the flesh by the
intermediary of the ego, and of the world by the intermediary of the flesh.
But it is not enough to abandon the primacy of self-contact for the
constitution of the body as mine; or rather, that abandonment inevitably
entails another, that of its incompletely constituted character. Indeed, if
all tactile perception is structured in relation to two poles in such a way
that it is always the experience of oneself as embodied and experience of
the world in its fundamental exteriority and solidity, then we must make
the claim that my body appears to me necessarily iz its entirety by the
intermediary of my contact with what is foreign to me—air, water, solid
matter. When my body is immersed, for example, I feel more vividly what
the French rightly call my “carnal (or corporeal) envelope,” I feel this
membrane that binds me to the world by separating me from it. And,
similarly, athletes today often use suits made of synthetic materials that
allow them to better perceive, to keep a closer “contact” with, their own
movements. In all these cases and in many others, we have no need for
self-contact to feel our body as being “ours™ its “ownness” is given to us
originarily in and by the eccentricity of feeling. If I needed to touch
myself—Ilet alone touch myself touching—to be aware of the unity of my
body, not only would that awareness always have to be begun afresh, like
Penelope’s task, but, always remaining incomplete, it would be strictly
impossible: I would never have more than a phantom-body. I would haunt
the world with a spectral presence incommensurable with that of things.
And furthermore, the consequences of these criticisms must be even
more radically drawn. It is not only necessary, as we have just seen, to
reject the primacy of self-contact and the incompleteness of the carnal
constitution, but first and foremost #he primacy of touch as such for the
apprehension of what it is no longer possible to call my “flesh.” Indeed,
according to Husserl, flesh “can be constituted originarily only in tactual-
ity,”*! and this is the case because touch is considered the only one among
the senses capable of relation to itself, of initiating this sensible reflexivity
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of touching-touched by which the body is defined as my own. Now, not
only does the possibility of that so-called “reflection” appear doubtful, to
say the least, but it must be maintained that it is not just touch but a// the
senses, or better yet, all the perceptual systems,® that possess a double
dimension, proprio-and exteroceptive, that is to say, that constitute the
differentiated yet undivided modalities of the permanent encounter of a
living organism with its environment. Incidentally, it may be a particular-
ity of our languages that led Husserl and his heirs to miss this phenome-
non. In French, but also in German, the dimension of con-tact, hence of
reciprocity, is much more marked in the case of touch than in that of the
other senses. We say that to touch is always to be touched by what one
touches, while we do not say that to see is to be seen, nor to taste, to be
tasted. But this remark is purely linguistic. It means that “to touch,” as
opposed to “to see” or to “to taste,” can have as its grammatical subject the
names of persons as well as the names of things. I touch things, but things
touch me as well—with varying degrees of violence. That does not imply,
however, that things touch me in the same sense in which I touch them.
The rules of usage of the verb “to touch” do not tell us anything about the
phenomenological state of affairs. We must rather maintain that there is
just one touch, the one of which I am the active or passive subject. Through
it, a relation is established from me to things. Now, if we look closely, the
same is true of the other senses. To see is not just to see something, to take
a bird’s-eye view on the world. It is also to see the relation that things have
to my body, to see myself, at the occasion of things, as situated in the world
in which they appear to me, to explore a portion of the world according to
that unique perspective that is born of the singular position of my body
amidst other bodies and by virtue of which it appears itself to be inscribed
in the spectacle of their array.*® Similarly, to hear is not just to register a
noise, but also to localize a sound source, which can only be performed in
reference to my body. I apprehend myself at the occasion of a noise by
perceiving the relation of the sound to my organs. To hear is always to
hear something somewhere, to situate a sound source in relation to myself.
In all cases my body is co-perceived, co-given. It is an integral part of
perception that has a necessarily relational structure. The dimension of
reciprocity and contact, far from constituting a particularity of touch,
applies basically to all the senses. There is no reason, in this respect, to
want to draw from a particularity of the grammatical use of the verb “to
touch” more than it can give us, and especially not a whole implicit phe-
nomenology.

What happens, under these conditions, to the unity of what we must
call—distinguishing it both from the Husserlian “flesh” and its “objective”
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counterpart, the Korper—my “body”? We can answer this question in
omitting the so-called carnal “reflexivity.” In truth, there is no problem
here, as long as proprioception and exteroception are thought of as being
co-originary. I recognize this foreign and exterior-to-the-other hand as
being 7y hand, not because my other hand “coincides,” so to speak, with
it in feeling (according to the reflexivity of the touching-touched), but
because this reciprocity of the con-tact through which I apprehend myself
by apprehending things is doubled in each hand, consequently making
possible their grasp as “mine.” It is therefore the doubling up of a reciprocity
(that of contact) that allows me to apprehend my body as mine in the experi-
ence of auto-con-tact, which actually is always the experience of a hetero-
contact. The doubling in question is therefore always the doubling of a
relation, the relation in which my body and the world constitute comple-
mentary poles. It is in the world and nowhere else that my body relates to
itself according to the reciprocity of the double con-tact and that it expe-
riences itself as exterior to itself, commensurable with things and exposed
to them.

This reciprocal exteriority of my members is what brings about the
singular vulnerability of my body, which is thoroughly open to the world
in an originary dehiscence, and incapable of coinciding with itself in pure
immanence. For where immanence reigns, there is not yet space, since
space, as Pradines remarked, is nothing but exteriority itself. That wound
from which my body cannot recover and that founds all the others, this
bath of exteriority, this primitive exposure, is spatiality itself. This is why
touch is already, in itself, initiation to space. The empiricists, especially
Condillac, did not explain the experience of proprioception otherwise.
Indeed, let the hand place itself on any part of the body, on the chest, for
example; “Then its hand and its chest will be distinguishable by the sensa-
tion of solidity that they send mutually and thar places them necessarily
outside of each other. But in distinguishing its chest from its hand the statue
will find itself in each, because it will feel itself equally in both.”** How
will the soul recognize what is “its own” in members that are yet different
and external? To answer this question, Condillac forms the concept of
“response” as soon as it (the statue) places its hand on parts of its body,
“the same sentient being replies in some way from one to the other: #his is
myself.-”® In order for my body to be able to respond to itself in this way,
it must already differ from itself—it is necessary that it not coincide with
itself in a pure immanence. For there can be no response unless it is
between two, where there is already difference. The body is already the
other of itself, that exteriority to itself is what defines it: it is originary
exteriority to itself insofar as it responds to itself, that is, insofar as the
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“self” of exteriority constitutes itself in and by such a response. Therefore,
between the double touching of my hands and the simple touching of an
external thing, there is only one difference, “that the T" which responded
in the one case ceases to respond in the other,” that therefore there is no
longer a double, but a simple reciprocity, a simple con-tact. In this way,
Condillac concludes, the statue can experience “that it is not all that it
touches” and assign limits to its body, limits that are not drawn in the
prior unboundedness of a flesh, but are born immediately from con-tact,
at the surface of the skin.

But if the body is originarily eccentric to itself, if it is constituted in
itself by an originary being-outside-itself, if its unity, such as it is attested
at the level of touch in the reciprocity of the double con-tact, is always
inseparably of concordance and foreignness, if it can only apprehend itself
through a skin that places it from the outset outside itself, if my hands can
only grasp themselves as twins because they are also experienced, ar the
same time, as membra disjecta—then we must definitively give up the Hus-
serlian concept of “flesh” and replace it with a corporeity as experience of
the world, the self-intimacy of which can no longer mean anything other
than a modality of this primary eccentricity, the eccentricity by which
takes place from one member to another a reciprocity of response. Com-
pletely exposed to the world, my body is the sensible (and sentient) modal-
ity of this primitive being-outside-oneself; if it is experienced in a self-contact,
it is precisely because the latter is self-con-tact, that is, self-experience of
itself always already traversed by the rays of the world, self-estrangement
by which I exist alongside things and with them. What the phenomenon
of self-contact thus reveals is that there is no proprioception without a
corresponding exteroception, that reciprocity of contact is never without
the exteriority of touching and touched, and that in them or with them—
reciprocity and exteriority—my body appears open to the world in an origi-
nary dehiscence without ever being able to retrieve or constitute that
openness. An openness of an originary being-outside-oneself and for itself,
the body can only appear to itself in the midst of things; it is always of the
world and in the world, and it is in this, precisely, that it escapes itself:
constituted by the openness, the fault of its exteriority, it cannot play the role
of constituting instance. What must be called “body” is precisely this dis-
junction, at the level of touch, of the touching and the tangible, this impos-
sibility of all coincidence, and thus, this primary eccentricity to oneself, or
yet again this openness that precedes and prohibits all distinction between
constituting and constituted, between transcendental and empirical.
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The Ecological Phenomenology of J. J. Gibson

And do you think that you can know the nature of the soul intelligently

without knowing the nature of the whole?
—Plato, Phaedrus, 270 c.

Merleau-Ponty, in an article in which he reflects on the philosophical
contributions of Gestaltpsychologie, points out that although “classical
psychology made perception a real deciphering of sense data by the intel-
ligence, a beginning of science, as it were,”" the superiority of the “new
psychology,” that of the Berlin School, consists precisely in the fact that,
for it, “perception is not a sort of beginning science—an elementary exer-
cise of the intelligence.” And he adds, “We must rediscover a commerce
with the world and a presence to the world which is older than intelli-
gence.”? The work of the American psychologist James J. Gibson, himself
a friend of Koffka and an adept of the Gestalt approach during its early
stage, illustrates that fundamental thesis perfectly—even better, probably,
than does Gestaltpsychologie. Perception, in his work, is conceived as a
permanent encounter, as primordial communication of a living organism
with its life environment. It is never considered as a science in its infancy.

In the mid-1940s, Viktor von Weizsicker had preceded Gibson on this
path. “Authentic perception,” he writes in Der Gestaltkreis, “constitutes in
a way a joint meeting between me and the world.™ To understand percep-
tion in this way, as encounter, is to no longer understand it as knowledge,
that is, to oppose a tradition that in the West stretches back to Plato’s
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Theaetetus; it is, more precisely, to replace the paradigm of objective knowl-
edge, which is but one with the advent of modern science and philosophy,
with a very different paradigm, stated by Weizsicker as follows: “In oppo-
sition to the old formulation, ‘knowledge reaches something objective,
stands the new, ‘an / encounters its milieu.”™ What kind of consequences
follows from so radical a reformulation of the problem of perception, on
the condition we take it seriously?

But to begin with, what does it mean to say that perception is of the
order of an encounter, and of one that takes place between a living being—
a human being, eventually—and its surrounding world (Umuwelt)? Every
“encounter,” in the most general sense of the term, is an event. But every
event is also, in its own way, an encounter. At least this is the case as long
as it happens to someone, as long as it lends itself to being experienced.
The “experience” in question is not only the reception of sense daza. It
differs from the concept of “experience” inherited from empiricism. It is
not an experience in the sense of lived experiences belonging to a subject,
but of a life experience we cope with according to who we are. What is at
stake in such an experience is the world in its moment of appearing, as it
arises for me. Very different from this are the concepts of “event” and
“experience” underlying the psychology of empiricist and associationist
origin—which still today furnishes many contemporary endeavors in the
field of the “cognitive sciences” with their conceptual framework in order
to understand and explain perception. These accounts rest on atomic
events of a physical nature, called szimuli, neurological processes of con-
duction thanks to which these stimuli are conveyed to the brain, cognitive
processes enabling us to decode this information and to transform it into
sensation, and, finally, annexed systems thanks to which the sensations are
combined or associated by the brain in such a way as to bring about per-
ception itself. This analysis, constantly repeated since Descartes and
Locke, rests at least as much on assumptions about the body and the
mind, the status of causality, and the relations among the different sci-
ences (physics, physiology, psychology), as on a specific analysis of events.
According to this analysis, every event boils down to an atomic, meaning-
less and structureless occurrence. By interrelating “events” of this sort by
means of a concept of “cause” borrowed from classical physics (the univoc-
ity and universality of which is presupposed, by the way), these undertak-
ings aim at accounting for perception as a psychological or mental
phenomenon. As Whitehead noted at the beginning of the last century,
“Every special science has to assume results from other sciences. For
example, biology presupposes physics. It will usually be the case that these
loans really belong to the state of science thirty or forty years earlier. The
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presuppositions of the physics of my boyhood are to-day powerful influ-
ences in the mentality of physiologists.™

These two concepts of “event” are not only different—they are incom-
patible. The perceptual event in the first acceptation is global, undivided,
harboring a certain vital meaning for the one experiencing it, structured
temporally and spatially, but also structured according to two comple-
mentary poles, that of the living being and that of its environment, in
close connection with each other. The event in the second acceptation is
an elementary, measurable, physical fact, causing the appearance of a cor-
responding mental fact, understood in the same way. The first option sets
out from the relation of the living being with its world as from an origi-
nary given, impossible to reconstruct out of more primitive elements. The
second is installed, with a clear conscience, within the “subject/object”
distinction, and depends inevitably on a theory of mental representation.
The first holds that the finality of perception lies in the vital function it has
for an organized life form; the second assigns to perception a mere func-
tion of knowledge. The first approach may be qualified as “ecological,” the
second as “cognitive.” Let us inquire further into their respective presup-
positions.

The Cognitive Approach to Perception and Its Aporias

In order to understand the problems raised by the cognitive approach, we
must return to the origin of its formulation, that is, to the beginning of
the modern era. Its elaboration is inseparable from the scientific and epis-
temological revolution associated with the names Kepler, Galileo, and
later Newton, and from the philosophical revolution contemporaneous
with them, inaugurated by Descartes and further pursued by Locke. It is
no accident, in this respect, that the birth of modern optics in Kepler’s Ad
Vitellionem paralipomena was approximately contemporaneous with the
formulation of the law of falling bodies and the principle of inertia in
Galileo’s Dialogues Concerning Two New Sciences. Here and there, geom-
etry is applied to problems traditionally belonging to psychology and
physics in Aristotle’s sense. In assimilating the eye to the optical apparatus
of the camera obscura, Kepler thinks he has established that man sees
according to geometrical laws—those laws that enable us to calculate the
convergence of light rays inside the eye, thanks to a series of refractions.
Nature, according to Galileo, is made up of solids endowed with gravity,
in relative movement with respect to each other in the infinite, homoge-
neous, and isotropic space of Euclidean geometry. In both cases, accord-
ing to Galileo’s famous phrase, nature is written in mathematical language.
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To the unification of the field of knowledge under the impetus of a math-
ematized physics there corresponds the elaboration of a monist ontology
of nature as a manifold of objects amenable to calculation and measure-
ment. The only reality is that which yields to the criterion of objectivity
inaugurated by the new physics. This elaboration of a neutral ontology of
the object in general is the true conquest of the modern era. The revolution
it inaugurated, in this respect, was not the advent of a new theory of sub-
jectivity or of innerness, as has sometimes been claimed, since we find
already in the Middle Ages, in Duns Scotus in particular, an extremely
precise and developed theory of mental representation, based on the dis-
tinction between esse objective and esse reale. The originality of the modern
age lies rather in the subordination of the old theory of mental representa-
tion to a unified doctrine of “objective” knowledge (in a sense entirely
unrelated to the scholastic doctrine of the objectum). There is only one
nature, and it can be understood—or decoded—in its entirety by means
of a universal science, a mathesis universalis. The only field eluding such an
objective knowledge, because no longer considered a part of objectified
nature, was that of the interiority of the mind. The Cartesian distinction
between res cogitans and res extensa and the Lockean distinction between
primary and secondary qualities did no more, in a sense, than draw
the ultimate consequences from that new “representation of nature,” as
Heisenberg calls it.® These distinctions ended up in the radical separation
of ego and world, subject and object, and, at the heart of the “subject,” in
the opposition between body and mind. Thereby a new alternative appears,
which today seems insuperable: that between a conception that envisages
the mind as a part of nature, knowable by means of the same principles
as it (materialism, naturalism), and conception supporting the opposite
claim (idealism).

The philosophy of perception, from Kepler to our day, rests entirely, in
its very formulation, on the emergence of the new concept of objectivity
and the monist ontology of nature underlying it. Indeed, the theory of
perception sets out from physical processes to understand the causality
they exercise over the senses, and through them, over the brain. It thereby
establishes a strict correspondence among objective physical phenomena,
sensors, and psychological contents. To the chemical phenomena there
correspond the senses of taste and smell; to the mechanical, optical, and
acoustic phenomena there correspond the senses of touch, vision, and
hearing. At the same time, the idea comes to light that the physical cause
of the stimulation is never known in itself, since what is known is only its
effect, that is, the corresponding neurological influx. If the senses can
teach us something about the outer world, this can only be thanks to what
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Johannes Miiller called “the specific energy of the nerves.”” What we know
through the sensations are never objective stimuli, but only the state of our
own nervous systems. The sensation, as Miiller says, is nothing more than
“the consciousness of the state of a nerve.” It follows that the causes of our
sensations can never be known directly, but only deduced thanks to “uncon-
scious inferences” (Helmholtz), whence the origin of the distinction
between purely inner sensations and the perception of the outer world, with
all the discrepancies and distortions separating the two. According to this
conception, these discrepancies attest to the cognitive processes through
which the brain “interprets” and “decodes” the sensations.

The first difficulty raised by this doctrine is purely internal to it. Nei-
ther the stimulus nor the sensation—that is, none of the so-called “causes”
of perception—can be defined without already involving perception, that
is, without a mention of their so-called “effect.” Here we find ourselves in
the presence of a paradoxical situation, without analogy in classical phys-
ics, in which a cause cannot be defined independently of its effect, which
contradicts the physical concept of “causality” as nomological interdepen-
dence among several phenomena. Now, it is precisely on this concept of
“cause” that the proponents of the cognitive approach want to base their
reasoning, by virtue of their monist ontology of nature and their uncondi-
tional allegiance to the modern concept of “objectivity.”

This paradoxical situation is well illustrated by Newton’s theory of
optics. On the basis of the property of white light’s being decomposable
into a polychromatic spectrum by means of a transparent prism, Newton
wants to advance a purely physical definition of color that makes a differ-
ent index of refraction correspond to each hue of the spectrum (he distin-
guishes six of them, probably by analogy with the seven tones of the
musical scale).® Thus, “to the same degree of refrangibility ever belongs the
same color, and to the same color ever belongs the same degree of refran-
gibility.”® This definition is ambiguous, and Newton is not unaware of it.
[t leaves out perceived color. This is why its author feels the need to correct
it immediately: “For the Rays to speak properly are not coloured. In them
there is nothing else than a certain Power and Disposition to stir up a
Sensation of this or that Colour. . . . So Colours in the Object are nothing
but a Disposition to reflect this or that sort of Rays more copiously than
the rest; in the Rays they are nothing but their Dispositions to propagate
this or that Motion into the Sensorium, and in the Sensorium they are
Sensations of those Motions under the Forms of Colours.”'® But then are
we not going from one extreme to the other? To the purely physical defi-
nition of color by the index of refraction of light—or as we would say
today, by the wavelength of the electromagnetic spectrum—Newton simply
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Juxtaposes a definition of color as sensation. Sometimes it seems that color
can be equated to a property of the physical stimulus, light, or to the
object insofar as it can reflect light selectively by virtue of its own physical
properties, and sometimes color is defined as a sensation aroused by light
stimuli. Newton’s efforts to overcome this tension between the objectivist
and the subjectivist aspect of his definition of color have something des-
perate about them. Recourse to the idea of “disposition,” here, introduces
more confusion than clarity. Indeed, color is purported to be not so much
an objective property of the rays themselves as their ability (or disposition)
to provoke, in the subject or in the sense, such and such a sensation. But
what is a disposition? Something can only have a disposition in reference
to something else (or to itself in another respect) that is able to actualize
this disposition. For example, salt is soluble in water; it possesses this dis-
positional property—letting itself be dissolved—only in relation to this
other element: water. Physics tries to explain this phenomenon by reduc-
ing this dispositional property (“water-soluble”) to simple (nondisposi-
tional) physical properties pertaining to the molecular structure of salt
and to the chemical interactions taking place when it comes into contact
with other substances. But this is precisely what is excluded in the case
under consideration. Colors can only be dispositional properties of light
(or of objects insofar as they reflect light), in reference ro the subject that
perceives them and that alone can actualize such a disposition. This link
cannot be further explained by means of purely physical analyses. To say
that color is a dispositional property is therefore to include in the defini-
tion of the stimulus itself the perception this stimulus is intended to
explain. Now, if color in its physical definition already includes a reference
to color as perceived, the former cannot causally explain the latter. What is
lacking here is the distinction among several phenomena that is the
requirement for any nomological connection between them. Furthermore,
color cannot really be at once objective and dispositional. If it is disposi-
tional, it includes a reference to the perceiving subject—it is not purely
“objective.” It is the very idea of an optical physics, and the distinctions
supporting it—between cause and effect, subject and object—that are
problematic from the start.

This tension between objectivism and subjectivism is the true legacy of
Newton’s optics. It can be found nearly everywhere in the most contem-
porary philosophy of perception. It is present in every theory that attempts
to explain perception on the basis of physical stimuli by virtue of a linear
relation of causality. It was already in Kepler, when, in order to discuss
retinal stimulation, he resorted to the notion of “image” and expressed the
alleged “cause” of vision in terms of vision itself.
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However, to this first difficulty threatening the internal coherence of
his doctrine, others are added of an experimental nature. In order for the
distinction between stimulus, sensation, and perception to make sense, it
must be assumed that each sensorial receptor is able to transmit specific
information. The specificity of the sensation (which must be distinguished
from perception) is strictly a function of the specificity of the stimulus.
Now in spite of in-depth research, nobody has ever been able to discover
specific tactile receptors, for example, for the “sensations” of hot and cold,
smooth and rough, or even for pain. In the case of the senses of smell and
taste, this absence of a simple correlation between the elementary chemi-
cal properties and the sensed odors or tastes is even more striking. As
Gibson writes, “For more than a century, physiologists have been trying to
discover the chemical causes of sweet, sour, salt, and bitter tastes, and of
the bewildering array of smell qualities. . . . Sugars are sweet, more or less,
but so is saccharine. Acids (hydrogen ions) are sour, but so are other
chemicals. Salts are often but not always salty. . . . The chemist cannot
predict what the smell or taste of a chemical will be until he tries it, for no
theory is available. Conversely the psychologist cannot explain a smell or
taste in chemical terms for he does not know what the stimulus is.”!!

The situation might seem different in the case of vision. We know that
the retina has only two kinds of photoreceptive cells, called cones and
rods; as a consequence, it does not have specific receptors for each different
color. Yet the hypothesis has long been made that it is possible to establish
a strict correlation between a wavelength of light and its perceived color.
This hypothesis is doubly contradicted—on the conceptual and the
empirical levels. On the conceptual level, because the wavelengths form a
continuum, while perceived colors form a scale structured around primary
hues (red, yellow, blue, and green) and exclusive hues (red/green, yellow/
blue). Nothing in the electromagnetic spectrum corresponds to these
structures—on the empirical level, because all attempts to establish in the
visual field a univocal relation between wavelengths and colors have failed.
This is what has been shown by the experiments of Edwin Land,'> among
others. Different-colored paper squares are placed on a board in random
order; then one of these squares (called “Mondrians”) is chosen—a yellow
square, for example. The experimenter measures separately the percentage
of short, middle, and long wavelengths reflected by this piece of paper;
then he regulates different light sources in order to project the same wave-
lengths in the same proportions on another “Mondrian,” a white square,
for example. Henceforth this square reflects the same percentage of short,
middle, and long wavelengths as the yellow square originally chosen. Will
this square be perceived as yellow by the observer? The response is an
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unequivocal no: it will continue to appear white. Color possesses a relative
constancy under very variable lighting conditions. The composition of
light in a location within a visual field does not determine the color per-
ceived at that location. The reason for this phenomenon is probably that
we never perceive isolated colors, but only relations between colors in
changing conditions of lighting and in a given visual context. As Gouras
and Zrenner observe, “Color vision is not concerned with analyzing the
wavelength composition of light reflected from an object’s surface but
with exposing an object in its background. . . . The colors we see in objects
are those that best set them off from their backgrounds under the prevail-
ing light conditions.”’? This implies that different optical stimuli can give
rise to the perception of the same color and identical stimuli to the percep-
tion of different colors. Under these conditions, the notion of “stimulus”
is more puzzling than helpful in order to explain these phenomena. It
postulates a series of atomic processes, whereas perception seems rather
characterized by a form of syncretism or fundamental holism.

But then it is not only the notion of “stimulus” that must be critiqued,
but that of “sensation” itself. Indeed, sensation is nothing but the “subjec-
tive” counterpart of stimulation. The cognitive approach of perception
postulates the possession, by the subject or the animal, of elementary
sensations, the combination, association, or computation of which would
give rise to perception itself. But is it possible to describe the situation in
that way? First of all, what are these sensations themselves? Are they of a
neurophysiological kind or of a psychological kind? Are they atomic per-
ceptions or are they situated under the threshold of perception? The objec-
tion has often been raised that these alleged “sensations” could only be
postulated after the fact, through a process of abstraction setting out from
perception itself. They describe no more than an impoverished perception,
in very specific conditions of experimentation, or particular phenomena
such as visual afterimages. What is a pure, visual sensation that is not already
a perception of something? On the snow, in conditions of heavy fog, an
immobile onlooker, compelled to a monocular vision, might well be un-
able to grasp anything, in all directions, but homogeneous white light,
without any form or recognizable object. This would almost be a null
degree of perception, a perception of nothing. Would he have a sensation of
light? This conclusion rests on a sophism. An almost null perception is not
at all a nothing of perception: it is still a perception, but an extremely
impoverished one. Not to be able to see anything is not the same thing as
not seeing; it is still a modality of vision. At no moment is this observer in
the presence of a pure sensation. Hence the idea that perception is based on
sensation has nothing necessary about it in itself. James J. Gibson’s strength
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is to have drawn this consequence with the greatest clarity: “Sensation,” he
writes, “is not a prerequisite of perception.”* Perception is not a matter of
organs undergoing a certain external stimulation and transmitting sensa-
tions to the brain, but rather of “perceptive systems,” most often compris-
ing several hierarchically interconnected organs and integrated with the
organism as a functioning totality. While receptors are stimulated, an
organ is activated and a perceptive system goes into activity: the analysis of
perception can only take place at this last level.” In sum, stimulation by
physical energies is only a necessary, and not a sufficient, condition for
perception. The latter is always performed by an animal endowed with
perceptual systems in a given environment.

Shouldn’t this critique of the sensation of the empiricists lead, then, to
a calling into question of the cognitive model? If there are no atomic sensa-
tions, there is no cognition either, strictly speaking—that is, no calculation
or unconscious computation through which information is processed—
first coded, and then decoded. This is Gibson’s basic idea. Sometimes he
explains it in a questionable form—that of a naive or, as he says, “direct”
realism. To him, the information present in an environment is already
structured in such a way that the role that can be attributed to the nervous
system of the animal is not to confer an order on atomic sensations, nor to
reconstruct an array putatively lost at the moment of stimulation, but only
to control the perceptive systems in such a way that they can function
optimally and thus gather the information already contained in the envi-
ronment as a permanent source of stimulation. Two main types of argu-
ment are furnished to support this thesis. The first is comparative: the bee
has a remarkable perception of certain characteristic properties of its
environment, while possessing no organ of sight that would make possible
the formation of a retinal image (the study of which becomes incidental
for the study of vision). The second consists in showing that in most of the
cases in which something like an “unconscious inference” at the basis of
perception is assumed to exist, the reasons inviting us to do so reside in an
insufficient description of what is in fact given as already available infor-
mation in the phenomenal field. In other words, the study of perception
has as a prerequisite a phenomenology (though Gibson doesn’t use the
term), and it alone is capable of showing that everything necessary for
perception is already available within perception itself.

One of the most striking examples Gibson gives us on this subject is
that of the phenomenon of distance in visual perception. Since Descartes
and Berkeley, it has been admitted that it is impossible to see distance
directly, because the distance of objects to the eye of the observer cannot
be indicated in the retinal image. If we take that so-called “image” as our
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starting point to understand the phenomenon of vision, the problem
becomes that of how a three-dimensional perception can be obtained
from the two-dimensional “image” formed on the back of the eye. Des-
cartes’s solution, in his Dioptrics, consists in making distance perception
dependent on an angular relation between the two visual axes, that is, on
a judgment of the mind grounded on a “natural geometry.”'® This descrip-
tion envelops at least three debatable presuppositions: (1) that perceived
space is three-dimensional Euclidean space; (2) that the eye is in fact
comparable in its functioning to a camera obscura and that the retinal
image is the starting point for any adequate explanation of vision; and (3)
that the problem of distance perception must introduce something more
than what is given in the image, namely “an action of thought,” “a reason-
ing quite similar to that used by surveyors.””” Against these presupposi-
tions, Gibson shows very convincingly that the perception of an object’s
distance has nothing to do with the reconstruction of an abstract three-
dimensional space on the basis of pure data of sensation. Distance is rather
a structural property of the visual field itself; it is seen directly. How does
Gibson establish this point? An experiment he carries out at the end of
World War II consists in posting an observer in the middle of a field that
is ploughed, without furrows and extending almost out of sight, and in
asking him to assess the height of a stake fixed in the ground at distances
ranging over a distance of one kilometer. It is generally assumed that the
phenomenon of the size constancy has a tendency to “break down” beyond
a certain distance: the size of an object would then be regularly underesti-
mated. Gibson’s experiment invalidates this hypothesis. At a great dis-
tance, the estimation of the height of the stake becomes variable. The size
of the object looks less definite, but not inferior. In any case, the estimation
continues to be relatively accurate. This accuracy rests on the grasp, by the
observer, of certain structural invariants. Like all objects, the stake hides
a part of the ground in which it is standing. In the example chosen, the
texture of the ground is more or less uniform. It increases in density in the
same visual angle with increasing distance. But the proportion of ground
of analogous texture that is hidden behind the stake remains constant.
The observer posted at one end of the field does not have to make any
particular calculation; he grasps this invariant directly. “No matter how
far away the object was, it intercepted or occulted the same number of
texture elements of the ground.”™ There is no visual space without a
ground, that is, without a continuous surface whose texture density or
texture “compression” varies as a function of distance, that is, as a func-
tion of the optical angle, and against which all the other surfaces stand
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out. Gibson noticed this principle of ecological optics very early, and
called it rexture-perspective.”® Another structural invariant, in the cited
example, is the point of intersection of the stake with the horizon. This
point corresponds exactly to the point of observation. The height of the eyes
of the observer is in a sense “carried over” or indicated on the stake at the
precise point of its intersection with the horizon, and this is true whatever
the distance may be. In sum, “For any distance the proportion of the stake
extending above the horizon and that extending below the horizon was
invariant.”?° This invariant does not have to be inferred or deduced. It is
given at the perceptual level. This does not mean at the level of the retinal
image. The size of the object in that so-called “image” is not relevant to the
understanding of the phenomenon of visual constancy. The latter is based
on relations that, even though they may pass unnoticed in ordinary percep-
tion, structure it and are given in it alone. Things happen quite differently,
for example, in the evaluation of the size of objects up in the sky, where these
invariants are missing. In this case, the assessment rests on a true judgment
based on acquired knowledge. Certain soldiers must undergo specific train-
ing to be able to estimate the distance of enemy planes: they must learn to
recognize the silhouette of a plane, identify the model, and, thanks to a
knowledge of its size or wingspan, evaluate its altitude. The errors are some-
times considerable. But this form of inferential knowledge—and this is the
point—cannot be taken as a paradigm for ordinary perception.

If the information concerning distance was not given by perception
itself, it is hard to see how it would be possible to acquire it. Indeed, on
what basis, on what knowledge, would the first inference be based? Unless
we assume the existence of an innate knowledge, which most theoreticians
of consciousness reject, it must be obtained from prior inferences. Thus we
are drawn into an infinite regression: cognition presupposes cognition to
account for cognition.?' This in no way excludes that the perception—not
the cognition—of these structural invariants may be more or less fine and
be capable of progress in the course of the development of the individual:
we can learn to see better what is before our eyes. Learning, here, is a
process of differentiation.?* But this precludes that seeing already in itself
puts into play a different type of knowledge, a knowledge of a different
order, unless we take “knowledge” [co-naissance] here in Claudel’s sense of
a reciprocal birth,” by the interplay of a continuous encounter. If percep-
tion is such an encounter, this presupposes a complete change of paradigm
from the point of view of an approach to perception, and in particular the
abandonment of the concept of “knowledge” [connaissance] and of the
cognitive model in general.

The Ecological Phenomenology of J. J. Gibson = 159



The Ecological Approach to Perception: Beyond Psychology?

To conceive of perception as an encounter is to start out from the “mutual-
ity” or reciprocity of the animal with its environment as from an ultimate
given,24 impossible to analyze further into its “elements,” prior to the dis-
tinction between subject and object. It is to start out from a “fundamental
relation,” as von Weizsicker called it, the basis of which is unobjectifi-
able®®—that is, removed from objectivity and objectification on which,
since Galileo and Descartes, the modern ontology of nature rests. That
relation, he adds, “is the ultimate authority.” By it, we are “attached and
glued, so to speak, to our environment” in such a way that our bodies and
their perceptual systems remain constantly in contact with certain parts of
the world, unless an overpowering disturbance comes along to disassociate
them. Weizsicker designates this phenomenon as “coherence.” All per-
ception manifests not only an intrication of movement and perception,
but also a coalescence of the 7/ and the environment in which either the
perceived movement is sacrificed to the benefit of one’s own movement, or
one’s own movement and the perturbation it engenders in the perceived
phenomenon are sacrificed in favor of the perceived phenomenon: thus,
for example, “as long as the butterfly interests me, I neglect, I sacrifice the
other movements engendered by my own movements.”®” Here it is not
at all a question, of course, of a subjective choice, but of a reciprocal and
complementary obfuscation that is a structural given of the relation itself,
and that von Weizsicker compares, for good reason, to Heisenberg’s
uncertainty principle.?® In the perception of movement, “it is either the
identity of place that is sacrificed [that is, of my own movements] or that
of the thing perceived.” There is a basic intrication of the subject and the
object. “Intrication contains within itself this necessary condition that the
activity by which something appears to me does not itself appear, and that
while something appears to me, I am also active.” I can let the above-
mentioned butterfly fly away, but as soon as I try to fix my look on its
fragile, vibrant silhouette, I must sacrifice both the movement of my own
eyeballs and the background movement to its relative stability. This is
what makes the amateur photographer surprised at seeing that the back-
ground of his wildlife snapshot, as frozen by the camera—unless artifi-
cially corrected—is blurred, although he saw it sharp. Why do we not see
the retinal image tremble while our eyes spell out the world? Because this
so-called image is not in fact what we see. The coherence here is the pri-
mary phenomenon on the basis of which the breaks in this coherence may
subsequently be understood.
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These analyses foreshadow in a striking way certain traits of Gibson’s
ecological approach, beginning with his critique of the objectivist ideal of
classical physics and its uncritical application to the problem of percep-
tion. 7o speak of perception only makes sense, in Gibson’s view, at the level of
the dynamic relations that unite the animal with its environment. This is a
question of definition, that is, a fundamental issue. A mind does not per-
ceive, nor does a body, but only a living being immerged in its milieu. It is
necessary, under these conditions, to dismiss as a starting point a physics
of stimuli, and, while not ignoring the givens of physics, to pose the prob-
lem of the refraction of light or of the diffusion of sound at the relevant
level: in short, to elaborate an ecological optics, chemistry, and acoustics.
These latter rest on the abandonment of the notion of “stimulus” in its
classic acceptation, as a punctual, meaningless, momentary phenomenon.
Such stimuli make sense only for a physiology of sense receptors; they are
identifiable only in the very artificial conditions of the laboratory—Dbut
become irrelevant at the level of the perceptual systems themselves. Per-
ception is not involved with a mosaic of such stimuli, the organizational
principles of which would have to be explained in a second stage, but with
a flow of stimulation structured from the start. Perceived light, for exam-
ple, is not a mere electromagnetic radiation such as it is conceived through
abstraction by physics, but a diffuse illumination structured by multiple
and complex phenomena of reverberation, filling the transparent medium
of air and water. It already possesses an order of its own, made up of con-
trasts, transitions, and configurations displaying information about their
source. This is what Gibson calls an optical array. It is because classical
psychology and physiology conceived of stimuli along the lines of too
simple a physical model that they were led to understand perception as a
construction of the mind. Their error lies in a lack, and not in an excess,
of physics. The physics of perception is not that of the manuals; it is far
more complex.

For Gibson also, as for von Weizsicker before him, reciprocity is the
fundamental phenomenon. This implies first of all the proscription from
analysis of all linear causal schemes between more or less elaborated
stimuli and responses. Neither perception nor behavior, as Goldstein has
forcefully established, can be characterized in terms of “responses.” Per-
ception and behavior in their mutual intrication are both finalized
activities that can only be described at the level of the cohesion of an
organism with an Umuwelt: they presuppose a circular causality, or, in von
Weizsicker’s vocabulary, a “cycle of structure [Gestaltkreis).” It is unlikely
that this causality could be described in terms of imput and outpur—the
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terminology of cybernetic theory. As Gibson remarks, this distinction
between nervous influx coming from the periphery, called “sensory,” and
influx coming from the center, designated as “motor,” “is based on the old
doctrine of mental sensations and physical movements.”" It is fundamen-
tally dualist. We must on the contrary maintain that behavior is constantly
guided by perception and perception continually based on a behavior.
Behavior, as opposed to a montage of reflexes, is neither stimulated nor
commanded; it is neither purely voluntary nor involuntary. Indeed, “to say
that some control is voluntary is to say nothing.”* If behavior is, from the
start, controlled perceptually and not commanded by the center, the theory
of behavior based on the comparison between feedback motor commands
and afferent inputs leads us astray. It overlooks a fundamental fact: all per-
ceptual modalities are at once exteroceptive and proprioceptive. They
inform us inseparably about ourselves and the world; or rather, about our-
selves-in-the-world. Even vision, considered in general by psychology as
one of the senses of exteriority par excellence, contains irreducibly proprio-
ceptive and kinesthetic givens. These givens concern three privileged types
of movement: that of the observer in relation to his environment, which
Gibson studies under the rubric of “motion perspective”; that of the limbs
in their relations to the torso and head; and that of the head and the eye-
balls. In each of these cases, Gibson shows that the deformations of the
optic field occasioned by movements are of an exclusively proprioceptive
nature and that they cannot be provoked by any other circumstance in the
world.?* Proprioceptive kinesthesis does not therefore correspond to any
particular “sense,” whose alleged sensory data would come exclusively from
articular innervation and the sensibility of the internal organs. A/ percep-
tion is inseparably proprioceptive and exteroceptive, since it bears on zbe
relation between an organism and its milieu. The definition of propriocep-
tion itself is formulated in relational terms: proprioception is “the con-
sciousness of self that accompanies the perception of the environment.””
This is why coherence is the fundamental phenomenon: it cannot be recon-
structed after the fact by the comparison between efferent and afferent
information. It is given from the start. Therefore it is presupposed by any
other partial process.

Now, to insist on the presence of proprioceptive information in each of
the different sensory systems is the same as showing the fundamental
intrication of perception and behavior. Indeed, the distinction between
“sensory” and “motor” may make sense at the level of the physiognomy of
the sense organs: it becomes meaningless at the level of the animal. Move-
ment has a constitutive role for perception itself, for the latter is essentially
a grasp of invariants across a flow of variations. Here a double critique of
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Gestaltpsycholgie takes place. The first criticism addressed by Gibson to the
Gestalt school is the primacy it gives in the clarification of the principles
of organization and segregation of the perceptual field, to experiences in
which the observer is passive and immobile, more easily reproduced in the
laboratory. Of course, the Berlin School did not fail to recognize the pres-
ence of dynamic forms of organization, as in the perception of a melody or
in the stroboscopic phenomena analyzed by Wertheimer; furthermore, it
thought of dynamism as providing the ground for the organization of any
perceptual field; but it overlooked to a considerable degree the role played
by bodily movement at the level of perception itself.** Koffka, Gibson
notes, “made no reference to head turning,”” which allows structural
modifications (modifications of the visual angles and mutual occlusion of
surfaces) to arise in normal perception, that is, in perception taking place
under natural conditions, in order for significant invariants to emerge. In
the woods, for example, it is very difhcult to distinguish, in the intertwin-
ing of branches, those belonging to a given tree. But as soon as the observer
begins to walk, this intertwining automatically undoes itself, each leafy
branch recovering its unity thanks to the angular hiding of certain sur-
faces.”® Perception as an ecological phenomenon has to do with precisely
this sort of phenomena, and not with the convoluted Gestalt illusions.
These illusions for the most part have the essential flaw of being two-
dimensional images, probably due to the tacit assumption that the two-
dimensional retinal image is an adequate starting point for a study of
vision.?

But Gestaltpsychologie has not only failed to recognize the constitutive
role of bodily movement, replacing it by an abstract “dynamism” stem-
ming from artificial conditions; it has misinterpreted the very idea of
“structure” by virtue both of its physicalism and its intellectualism. In
postulating an isomorphism, that is, a community of structure between
physical, physiological, and psychic forms, it has merely endorsed the
Cartesian dichotomy. Now, there are only perceptions, as Gibson reminds
us, for a living being considered in its environment. As a result of its dual-
istic assumptions, Gestaltpsychologie has embraced the classical idea that
two-dimensional vision is immediate and three-dimensional vision only
mediate or derived, because it is obtained by the application of laws of field
organization to a mosaic of excitations in themselves amorphous. Now,
according to Gibson, vision is rather concerned from the outset with sur-
faces, angles, and solids and their temporal and spatial transformations.
As for the “impression of a visual field, [it] involves a way of seeing of the
most sophisticated sort,™® and cannot, as such, furnish any explanation of
normal perception. What needs to be explained is not the vision of relief
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and depth on the basis of that of images, but, on the contrary, the percep-
tion of pictures—and their artificial depth—on the basis of the normal
vision of an arrayed environment according to structural laws. Gestaltpsy-
chologie is misguided, in this respect, by the equivocity of the notion of
“form” (Gestalt), which can mean many different things: a form drawn on
paper, a sketch, an outline, an abstract geometrical form, and the shape of
objects the visual angle of which may vary, which can hide other objects
and be hidden in turn by them, and so on. Gestalt psychology conceives
of shape itself as a form among others.*! It thus misses the specificity of
vision in its natural conditions. This critique of Gibson’s does not always do
justice to the discoveries of the Berlin School, for which it must at least be
said that it does not confuse the notion of Gestalt with those of “form” in
the ordinary sense, of diagram, of contour, etc. Gestalt, as a dynamic
structure, is rather presupposed by these latter. But the corollary of Gibson’s
critique is the following: perception is not first perception of invariable forms,
bur of informal invariants.

The vision of an environment consists indeed in the grasp or the “pick-
up” of structures that only manifest themselves in or through a change,
that is, rest on the living and dynamic relationship of the animal to its
environment, or rather on the system whose two complementary poles are
the body and the environment. These stable configurations can be evinced
through a description of the optical field in terms of movement perspec-
tive, mutual occlusion of surfaces by modification of the visual angle, etc.
They constitute the very object of vision. They do not correspond, Gibson
maintains, to the Gestalten of the psychologists of form: they are form-
less.®> What vision as apprehended in its ecological context attempts to
grasp through the modifications of the ambient light from sunrise to
sunset is not momentary forms, but invariants that are meaningful for the
animal. For instance, a rodent will identify a potential predator by a certain
number of structural features. To maintain that these structures are form-
less is to give a new solution to a traditional problem of the relation
between the percept and the concept. The identity of a perception must
not be sought in its relation to a concept, but strictly on the plane of per-
ception itself, in the perceprual invariants structuring it; thus, what is seen
is not the frontal or the lateral view of a cat, but the cat as such through its
various presentations. Here the reader may have recognized the Husserlian
problem of Abschattungen: in Gibson’s view, their unity does not depend
on an objectifying apprehensional act coming to inform a formerly given
sensible material, but on laws immanent to the perceptual transformations
themselves.*®> What is seen originally is not sensations, or forms, or
“objects” in the Husserlian sense, but ordered transformations and their
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qualitative invariants.** When I read, for example, what counts is not the
form of the letters or their disposition on the page; generally I do not even
notice them, and I would be quite incapable of saying, for the page I just
read, what typographic typefaces it was composed of or what the spacing
was between the lines. What matters are solely “the distinctive features of
letters and their combinations.™ In this example—which is after all a
reworking, in other terms, of very similar analyses by Kéhler or Koffka—
it becomes clear that the critique of Gestaltpsychologie does not simply
mean its abandonment (the “forms” of the Gestalt psychologists are also,
in many ways, “informal”) but rather its reformulation in a new theoreti-
cal framework. The same is true of another key concept of ecological
psychology: that of “affordance.”

This notion is probably the transposition of Kéhler’s requiredness or
Lewin’s Aufforderungscharakter in a new conceptual framework. Indeed,
if, on the one hand, the animal’s movement, as finalized, takes on a con-
stitutive character for perception itself, and if, on the other, what is per-
ceived is always formless invariants for an animal in a given environment,
these invariants cannot be without vital significance. Their “significance”—
in a preconceptual, precategorical sense of the term—Ilies in the possible
behaviors they afford: whence the neologism affordance. These implicit
meanings are embedded into the perceived world from the start, before
any theoretic act of knowledge. For example, the branch affords the mon-
key the possibility of hanging from it; it is a thing-from-which-to-hang
in order to catch fruit or play. This theory of affordances contains many
implications and epitomizes all by itself the main aspects of the ecological
approach. First, it manifests the priority of action over knowledge and
situates the problem of perception on this plane of action. Second, it tac-
itly implies that any definition of perception that does not take into
account the ecological level of the interaction between a living being and
its milieu is meaningless. Perception is not a neurological function of the
brain, nor is it the passive reception of sensations, nor the active elabora-
tion of perceptions by a “mind” considered in the abstract and indifferent
to its life conditions. It is a faculty of the animal as such, considered not in
isolation, but in its relation to a given milieu. Perception is an aptitude, a
disposition of the animal—that of grasping significant invariants of its
environment—and as such it can be the object of a learning process. As a
faculty of the animal-in-its-environment, its meaning is relational. An
affordance, Gibson insists, is neither subjective nor objective: by this
word “I mean something that refers both to the environment and the
animal in a way that no existing term does.™® Gestaltpsychologie, because
of its dualism, has failed to understand the true status of affordances:
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these suggestions for action “are properties of things taken with reference to
an observer but not properties of the experiences of the observer. They are not
subjective values; they are not feelings of pleasure or pain added to neutral
perceptions.” Finally, the idea of “affordance” confirms the coalescence
or indivision of movement and perception, inscribing the ends of behav-
jor in perception itself. “The perception of a goal, its affordance, controls
locomotion in one way whereas the visual proprioception of the optical
outflow controls locomotion in an entirely different way. The bee who
lands on a flower needs to both perceive the flower and control his flight.
He has to see an invariant environment in order to identify the flower, and
to see himself moving through the environment in order to guide his
locomotion. The perceiving and the behaving go together but they are not
the same process.™®

The richness of these analyses must not hide the theoretical difficulties
they harbor. In rejecting stimuli, but in continuing to speak of an influx
of stimulation, Gibson limits himself to shifting the problem rather than
solving it; furthermore, the notion of “information” he uncritically makes
use of holds him prisoner to a form of objectivism that his analyses were
meant to challenge. Furthermore, Gibson is probably wrong in defining
his own position as a variant of “realism,” a “direct realism.™® While be-
lieving thereby to emphasize the novelty of his theory, he is in fact rein-
scribing it entirely within the traditional alternative of realism versus ide-
alism and overlooks to a certain extent its originality. This originality lies
for the most part in the claim that perception is a process structured by
two complementary poles, that of the self and that of the world, that is to
say, a necessarily two-faced phenomenon, at once and inseparably proprio-
ceptive and exteroceptive and, as a result, impossible to analyze according
to the subject-object dichotomy. The perceptual process takes on a third
status, neither objective nor objective, but relational. Such a “relation”
does not derive from its relata: it precedes them and makes them possible.
The relation is such, here, that its relata themselves are relative to each
other. There is no animal except in relation to an Umwelt and no Umuwelt
except in relation to an animal. The ecological approach does indeed con-
stitute, in this respect, a conjoint critique of idealism and realism. This is
what Gibson’s hesitations show when he comes to state the principles of
his doctrine. On the one hand, he seems to retain the basic distinction of
modern philosophy, when he asserts that perception belongs to the “objec-
tive pole” of experience, while the sensations, as purely occasional phe-
nomena, ‘consciousness of the state of our nerves’ (Johannes Miiller),
such as a ringing in the ears or an afterimage, belong to its subjective
pole’® On the other hand, he insists on the fact that what is perceived,
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namely the environment and its affordances, “is neither ‘subjective’ nor
‘objective. ™" Indeed, the pick-up of information as such always depends on
the animal, both as species and as individual. “In short, whether or not a
potential stimulus becomes effective depends on the individual. It depends
on the species to which he belongs, on the anatomy of the sense organs,
the stage of maturation, the capacities for sense organ adjustment, the
habits of attention, the activity in progress, and the possibilities of educat-
ing the attention of the individual.” This quotation alone suffices to show
how little Gibson’s “realism” has to do with what has been labeled with
this term by the philosophical tradition. More faithful to his thought is
probably the distinction he makes, more rarely, between sensation as the
“private” pole and perception as the “public” one™; for the private makes
sense only in relation to the “public” and vice versa. “Private” and public
are notions relative to each other. We cannot truly understand what
Gibson means unless we completely abandon the idea of a subjective
contribution and an objective one to perception. “For me,” Gibson writes,
“perception is an awareness of the world. An awareness of the self accom-
panies it but does not contribute to it. Proprioception, as [ put it, goes along
with perception but is not the same thing. There is a subjective aspect and
an objective aspect to every phenomenal experience but this does not
mean that there is some degree of subjective determination of objective
perception. The old idea that a perception is determined partly from the
outside and partly from the inside is nothing but a muddle of thought.”*
The pole of the se/f cannot “contribute” to anything at all, since it only
appears as such in and by perception itself! If it were absolutely necessary
to fashion a word to describe Gibson’s thesis, it could only be a word for-
eign to the lexicon of modern philosophy—“mutualism,” for example.
This is why the ecological understanding of perception, just as it leads
beyond the modern metaphysics of the subject and the objectivist ontol-
ogy of nature, surely leads beyond “psychology,” despite Gibson’s repeated
denials.

The Critical Potential of the Ecological Approach

In any case, if there is a generic name that is suitable for Gibson’s approach,
it is “phenomenology.” His is even a phenomenology of the first order. But
its importance should be measured equally in terms of its empirical and
conceptual contribution, on the one hand, and of critical potential with
respect to traditional phenomenological idealism, on the other. It is the
latter aspect that deserves a closer look and presupposes our extending

Gibson’s claims beyond psychology to the philosophical realm.
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The reader familiar with Husserl or Merleau-Ponty who takes up the
study of Gibson will of course be struck by the affinity of some of their
analyses, but even more by a strong sense of estrangement. It is as if phe-
nomenology were suddenly stripped of its entire idealist infrastructure, of
its whole Cartesian and Kantian background, while losing nothing of its
descriptive rigor. Gibson is a “phenomenologist” almost unknowingly. He
never quotes Husserl or Heidegger. If their legacy infiltrates his work, it is
probably via Kéhler or Koffka. But which legacy? Phenomenology, from
Hussetl on, is based on a critique of objectivism and naturalism in the
sciences, psychology in particular. The history of the phenomenological
movement is marked throughout its history by this same leitmotif: Erwin
Straus, Viktor von Weizsicker, Kurt Goldstein, F. J. J. Buytendjik, and a
bit later Maurice Merleau-Ponty take up this anti-naturalism on their own
behalf, opposing the behaviorism of their times and the associationist
empiricism underlying it. This same position is assumed by Gibson. For
him, perception is exactly what it was for his predecessors: a sui generis
phenomenon that must be described on its own basis. This description is
not a mere prelude to experimentation: it has a constitutive role for sci-
ence, which it furnishes with a conceptual framework and the formulation
of its leading problems. Of course, within the framework of an experimen-
tal phenomenology like Gibson’s, there is a continuity between experi-
mentation and description, which complete and correct one another. But
in sharp contrast with his predecessors, Gibson abandons—or simply is
ignorant of—the very principle of Husserl’s opposition to naturalism, that
is to say, his choice in favor of transcendentalism. This choice remains
determining for most of the phenomenologists who have brought their
analyses to bear on perception, including Merleau-Ponty.

Husserl’s critique of the objective sciences did not consist in denying
their validity, but only in restricting the scope of this validity; as a conse-
quence, the transcendental reduction made it possible to accede to a “field”
beyond the reach of their objectifying methods, that of “pure phenomena
in the phenomenological sense.” But in thus withdrawing into the realm
of the pure lived experiences of a transcendental ego, and in detaching
itself, by means of an epoché, from all the objective problems stemming
from neurophysiology, biology, or physics, phenomenology sanctioned the
Cartesian dichotomy between subject and object, lending it an even
greater legitimacy. In doing so, it incurred the risk of facing the objection
that, far from being a neutral method of “bracketing” or “parenthetizing,”
it, too, was based on the implicit and unexamined assumption of a particu-
lar ontology—the one that, since Descartes, sets up a diametrical opposi-
tion between nature and mind. There is one author whom Gibson certainly
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read, who formulated this argument against the Husserlian epoche: Wolf-
gang Kohler. “I do not believe that we are justified in putting certain
phases of experience in brackets. . . . It is otherwise to be expected that
even if the brackets are introduced as mere methodological tools, they will
sooner or later turn out to be weapons of an ontological prejudice. In fact,
I am not sure whether Husserl himself has not used them as such weap-
ons.”” It matters little what the Gestaltists themselves did about this
warning. Gibson, for his part, drew the most radical consequences from it,
though they have remained largely implicit in a work not primarily meant
to be philosophical. He replaced the modern dualist ontology of mind
versus nature with a relational “ontology” (but does the latter term apply?)
quite able to do without those notions.

Husserl believed he could free himself from empiricism by asserting
that the hyletic contents were not to be defined, as were traditional sense
data, by the extrinsic and causal criterion of their origin in the senses, but
rather pertained to lived experiences as intrinsic, purely descriptive char-
acteristics. He thought he could free himself from Kantianism by main-
taining that the constitution of perception had no need for additional
categorial acts. Yet he did think of perception as a relation of knowledge
between a subject and an object. He consequently characterized perception
itself as a subjective phenomenon, in the sense of belonging to a transcen-
dental subjectivity purified by the epoché of all worldly inscription. He
analyzed the perceptual noema as the result of the objectifying apprehen-
sion, by means of morphological acts, of previously given hyletic contents.
He accepted, by this very fact, the dissolution of perception into a multi-
plicity of apparently discrete acts (to which the temporal proto-constitution
alone could confer a deeper continuity) and into a multiplicity of material
contents of consciousness, apprehended by means of those acts: he thus
embraced a certain psychological atomism.’® Last, he understood inten-
tionality itself, not of course as an extrinsic relation establishing itself after
the fact between independent relata, but as a relation whose ultimate
fundamentum was located in subjecto, in the ultimately constituting sub-
jectivity, that is, as a relation inaugurated or instituted by the pure ego
insofar as it enjoys, as transcendental ego, an unconditioned preeminence
and prerogative over all that can present itself to it as an object. The inten-
tional relation is a relation such that it is established by the subject, since
the latter is an absolute (in the sense that nulla re indiget ad existendum),”
in relation to which the world itself possesses a meaning (and an exis-
tence), but that does not draw its meaning (and its existence) from the
world. From this perspective, no meaning can come into the world except
by the transcendental ego and its sense-bestowing (Sinngebung). It is strictly
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excluded to subscribe to the idea of meanings or values immanent in per-
ception itself, to an “order of meaning” prior to all sense-bestowing,
because stemming from the interdependence both vital and “historical” of
a living being and its life environment.

Gibson’s ecological approach, if we are to take its most radical philo-
sophical implications seriously, leads to a very different understanding of
the perceptual phenomenon. The phenomenological reduction puts out of
play and consequently abandons to classical physics the problems con-
cerning the nature of light or sound, that is, concerning the natural ener-
gies as sources of perceptual information. Gibson believes, on the contrary,
that we have first of all to analyze these physical phenomena ar the only
level at which they are relevant for the understanding of the nature of the
information available for the animal’s perceptual systems, namely at the eco-
logical level. We have to analyze, for example, not radiant light (considered
according to its two physical models, wave or particle), but ambient light,
structured according to multiple phenomena of reflection, and thus to
elaborate a phenomenological optics.

Husserl characterizes perception as one among the possible modes of
givenness of objects to consciousness, specifically the one in which they are
given in the flesh (leibhaft) through a flow of sensible Abschattungen or sil-
houettes. For him, the originary phenomenon is the noetic-noematic cor-
relation. For Gibson, it is primordial reciprocity, that is, codetermination
or codependency between the body and its surroundings. Perception is no
longer the objectifying apprehension of a sulé by a constituting subject,
because Ahulé is a hybrid concept that bespeaks, at the very heart of phe-
nomenological idealism, a residue of empiricism. Perception cannot be
understood on the basis of a series of isolated intentional acts and the
multiplicity of their objective correlates, that is to say, on the basis of a
manifold of empty intentions and the corresponding intuition filling them
or failing to do so. Perception is not primarily an acz (or a multiplicity of
acts) but an abiliry, which in its exercise admits of degrees, that is to say,
can be refined and developed, and belongs not to a pure ego, but to an
embodied, living being, endowed with perceptual systems and situated in
a world imbued with vital meanings.

As a consequence, the “horizon” can no longer mean the in-principle
unlimited network of intending acts by which a subject, by his own initia-
tive, is assumed to exceed all given and anticipate all possible manifesta-
tion, but rather the embeddedness in the perceptual field (and to begin
with, in the visual field) of the very conditions of perception (and vision);
and thus of the conditioning of perception itself. Thanks to the mutual
determination of the perceiver and the perceived, there is no perception
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unless it is conditioned by the very conditions of its actualization. To per-
ceive, one must be situated, that is, inscribed within a specific environ-
ment. All environment imposes on perception its own conditioning; for
example, in the case of terrestrial vision, this particular line of horizon in
which the visible collapses and fades away in the distance. The finitude of
vision is not understandable as a characteristic of the subject considered in
itself, but belongs to the living being as located in the world, that is, as
conditioned in turn by its own life conditions. These life conditions can
only be corporeal. At this point, Gibson’s analyses have to be completed.
To the remote horizon, to this indistinct fringe where earth and sky
meet—or vanish—there corresponds a proximal horizon, this aura of
invisibility surrounding my own visual field and corresponding to the way
my body itself obstructs my vision. The latter deserves no less to be called
“horizon” than the former: their complementarity derives from the neces-
sarily dual—both extero-and proprioceptive—nature of all perception.

A philosophy of perception that does not set out from subjective lived
experiences cannot subscribe to the Husserlian notion of reality defined as
a “concordance” of the lived experiences of a subject, according to the
teleological unity of an intuitive fulfillment endless by principle. For this
philosophy, reality designates rather the univocal and orderly nature in
time and space of both perceptual variations and their structural invari-
ants. Thus the opposite of reality, illusion, cannot mean a failed or trun-
cated knowledge, a discordance in the unity of fulfillment, an error, since
perception does not belong primarily to the theoretic realm. Illusion is
rather a characteristic of the ambiguity or ambivalence of certain percep-
tions: it is less the result of an interpretation on the part of the subject than
of impoverished information, or information ill-adapted to our percep-
tual systems. This applies, for example, to the illusions of the Gestalt psy-
chologists: they do not take place under normal conditions, but only in
those—abstract and highly sophisticated—concocted in the laboratory.
For example, when a figure drawn in perspective changes into its opposite,
or when a full solid becomes hollow, “that ‘inversion,’” as von Weizsicker
suggests, “does not, however, demonstrate the addition of subjective fac-
tors to the event produced by the stimulus; it only shows the polyvalence
of the stimulus.”® The perceptual antilogies do not entail that perception
is a construction of the mind, a quasi-fiction. On the contrary, two paths
remain open: either—and this represents at least a certain tendency of
Gestalt psychology—to maintain that illusions are a privileged example of
the laws of organization of the perceptual field, which comes down to
making them into the model of all perception (at least there is a tendency
in this direction); or inversely, according to the path chosen by Gibson, to
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understand illusion as a lacunar side effect of normal perception, an
ambiguous, indeterminate, or underdetermined by-product. In this case,
the illusion can no longer function as the paradigm for understanding
perception. It is nevertheless a boundary case of perception, which implies
that illusion and reality are not opposite concepts, but complementary
ones. Alas, Gibson scarcely thematizes these concepts of reality and illu-
sion—which would have enabled him to inflect his position in the direc-
tion of a less naive adhesion to “realism.”

Nor did Gibson furnish an analysis of the body as relational pole in the
[-world system. But we may suspect that his interpretation of this phe-
nomenon would have been very different than the idealist phenomeno-
logical concept of flesh (Leib). Of course it is possible to interpret this
concept, in Husserl himself, as an attempt to overcome Cartesian dualism
and as the thematization of a reality of a third type, neither subjective—in
the sense of the pure ego—nor objective. As the medium of reduplicated
tactile sensations, flesh, Husserl claims, is neither a “component piece of
the I” (Bestindstiick des Ich) nor an “over and against me” (Gegeniiber des
Ich)*; it is neither transcendent in the sense of a worldly objectivity, given
inadequately through of flow of adumbrations, nor identical to the consti-
tuting ego. And at the same time, as a phenomenon that is constituted—
although imperfectly®®—in the experience of self-contact, the flesh is
merely the “hyletic substrate (hyletische Unterlage)” of consciousness.® It is
never really me: “Soul and psychic Ego ‘have’ a flesh,”®* but they are not
their flesh. The latter is never anything but a dependency of the pure ego,
which remains subjectivity in the only originary sense. Even in the late
philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, who endeavors to make flesh the true sub-
ject of perception, this attempted transplantation of a transcendental
concept turns out to be ambivalent, because it retains the essential part of
the transcendental apparatus. This essential part is what Merleau-Ponty
formulated as a “well-known” paradox as early as in 7he Structure of
Behavior. “Consciousness appears on one hand to be part of the world and
on the other to be co-extensive with the world.”®® The same may be said of
flesh: “The thickness of the body, far from rivaling that of the world, is on
the contrary the sole means I have to go unto the heart of things, by mak-
ing myself a world and by making them flesh.”** But in order for flesh to
be able thus to “become world,” it must 7ot belong ro the world from the
beginning—or it must be the origin of it. Flesh remains, in this regard, a
quasi-transcendental. But is it possible to accede to such an origin? Is it
possible to grasp the flesh before its being made worldly?

Gibson’s response would probably be no. First, because the primary
phenomenon is not flesh as origin of the world, source of all constitution,
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but the originary relation between a body and a world. The body is
uniquely one of the poles of a system, and it makes no sense to try to
understand it outside this system. Second, because the privilege conferred
on touch for the constitution of flesh makes of this “sense” a sense apart
from all others, the very sense of proprioception. Now, a// perception, as
Gibson insists, is both proprioceptive and exteroceptive. In this respect touch
has nothing specific about it. In hearing, for example, I hear not only
sounds, but their localization in relation to my body; through the sounds
I hear, I apprehend myself in space. And when I hear myself speaking, I
“hear” not only the sounds emitted, but also the vibrations of my larynx
and cranium. In vision, I grasp my own movements at the same time as
those of things by means of the “visual kinesthesis” described by Gibson.
As for touch, just like the other “senses,” it is a co-perception of myself
and the world; and this is precisely the reason it is so different from a pure
self-affection. I seize this hand as being my own, because I feel in it the
contact with my other hand, in what Husserl called “double sensations™
but I also apprehend—and simultaneously—my hands as being other
from one another, that is, as “things in the world.” Inseparably other and
my own, things of the world and my own body, and not inseparably flesh
and body; for if flesh and body are co-originary, like the front and back of
one and the same phenomenon, the principle of their distinction (hence
also of their subordination) disappears entirely. Never would I experience
my body as mine if I did not experience it at the same time as other, and
necessarily so. In this exteriority of my body to itself, my body receives its
unity, in its continuous commerce with other bodies or other things,
from different sensorial systems and not from a privileged sense, elevated
to the rank of sense of self-affection or “reflexivity,” that is, sense of self par
excellence.

Conclusions

Has Gibson succeeded where others have failed? Has he been able to draw
philosophical consequences from his own discoveries? This was not, assut-
edly, his purpose, which was initially that of a man of science and an
experimenter. It is permissible, however, to attempt to formulate, after
him, the stakes involved in his approach. His realism, as I have said, has
something “naive” about it in a different sense than the one he would like
to give this term. The ecological approach, precisely because it sets out
from an indissoluble relation—that of the living being with its life
milieu—is necessarily beyond the distinction between realism and ideal-
ism. This is precisely what makes its strength—and its difficulty. But does
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the ecological paradigm suffice to account for the perceptual phenomenon,
and does it not also remain “abstract,” in certain respects, at least? Is per-
ception just the way a living organism adapts continually to its life condi-
tions and grasps the vita/ meanings contained in its Umuwelr? Is there not
a profound difference, in this regard, between animal perception and
human perception? When, for example, Gibson analyzes the affordance of
a letterbox,® can he account for the fact that a letterbox is only what it is
for a living being capable of using it by getting his or her mail from it, and
not for the rodent seeking shelter or the bird building its nest in it?
Wouldn’t he, in order to do so, have to complete the ecological paradigm
with a hermeneutic approach according to which all perceiving is always a
perceiving as . . . , is always, consequently (as long, at least, as it is a ques-
tion of human beings) a way of interpreting what appears to us by means
of symbolic and linguistic referents, in which the phenomenon and its
interpretation appear inseparably linked? The figural sense, prior to all
sense-bestowing (Sinngebung) by a subject, which belongs to perception
itself, would thus arise from an “order of meaning” prior to a great extent
to any subjective performances, and yet would not arise from nature alone
and its ties with the living being. It would also arise from a Aistory. Not a
natural history, to be sure, but a history of meaning, and thereby a Aistory
of perception to which art, among other things, attests. But this would
imply leading perception back not only to the closed economy of a “circle
of structure,” but to the open economy—or the “an-economy”—of an
unforeseeable becoming in which the meaning of what is perceived cannot
be entirely determined in advance. Then perhaps, and on/y then, perception
could well appear—to return to our point of departure—as that “bistorical
encounter” of which von Weizsicker speaks.
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PART |III

The Nothing and the “There Is”
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Is a Phenomenology of Nothingness Possible?

The Carnap-Heidegger Controversy

It is the mark of a cultivated man to require exactness in each class of sub-
q
jects only so far as the nature of the subject admits.
—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics

“Western thought abhors a vacuum. The Open for it is but dizziness. Ban-
ished by Parmenides, the Nothing triumphs in sophistry, and later in the
mystics and the theologies of Kenosis. But this relation to the Nothing
arouses suspicion; and being qualified as sophistic is most often dismis-
sive. It stigmatizes a thinking that is accused of having no other relation
to Nothing than the relation to itself of its own inanity.”! This statement
of Maldiney’s—absolutely accurate—immediately raises a question. Can
thought have a different relation to what is designated here by three synony-
mous names—the Nothing, vacuum, and the Open? Can it avoid perpetu-
ating, be it by omission, Parmenides’s interdiction regarding non-being—
disallowing it as null and void? Indeed, what justifies this interdiction is
mainly logical requirements linked to the principle of noncontradiction.
Of “non-being” it is impossible to say anything without presupposing that
the words designating it name something, that is to say, without asserting
about it that it is—which is to contradict oneself. The question is therefore
decided even before being posed: All that we can say about nothingness is
that it isn’t, which amounts to excluding it from the universe of the logos.
One can say nothing about the nothing, except that it is nothing and that
there is nothing to be said about it. But then, by the same move by which
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nothingness is crossed out, so to speak, from the thinkable, by thought, it
is paradoxically reathrmed. For to maintain that nothingness is nothing
amounts to nothing but to define it in its essence. Heidegger has drawn
our attention to this point. “We know it, the nothing, in that we wish to
know nothing about it.”? Through this paradox, naturally, nothing has yet
been said about the nothing, about its status, or about the necessity of
thinking it. But a domain is at least marked off, as the domain in which
the question itself is posed, and this domain is that of the relationships
between thought and logic. The problem is, as Heidegger emphasizes,
whether “‘logic’ is of supreme importance” to assess thought or whether,
on the contrary, “the idea of ‘logic’ itself disintegrates in the turbulence of
a more original questioning.”

But where does such a turbulence come from? Heidegger would reply:
from the question of Being itself. Being and nothingness, in his view, are
“the same” (dasselbe), and their shared foreclusion seals the unity of West-
ern thought as onto-theology. But doesn’t the sole fact of submitting logic
to a higher authority already plunge us into full-fledged irrationalism?
That is indeed how the lecture “What Is Metaphysics” has often been
understood and judged. Such was the case in the first instance by a whole
philosophical tradition that, in the twentieth century, sees in the analysis
of propositions the only rigorous method, and in logic itself “the essence
of philosophy.™ But must not logic rather play, in philosophy, the modest
role of an organon, an instrument in the search for truth, the very role that
Aristotle attributed to it? Nothing, then, would stand in the way of our
questioning logic in turn, with respect to its presuppositions, its possibili-
ties, and its limits. Such is, if we examine it closely, Heidegger’s claim. But
is that claim worthy of being defended? In order to attempt to answer this
question, we must go back to the historic debate setting at odds, at the
beginning of the 1930s, Carnap and Heidegger. Subsequently, I will try to
broaden the problem, and to formulate on the subject of nothingness the
question of whether (and on what conditions) phenomenology can say
something meaningful about it without relinquishing what grounds it as
such—as phenomeno-logy: the very requirements of logos.

The Starting Point of the Controversy:
Two Figures of “Metaphysis”

Before entering into the Carnap-Heidegger disputation, it will not be
superfluous to recall the main content of the 1929 lecture “What Is
Metaphysics?” to which Carnap’s article, published in Erkenntnis 2, “The
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Elimination of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language,” is a
response.

The whole originality of the Heidegger lecture lies in its phenomeno-
logical style. Indeed, what it involves is a manner, without equivalent in
the philosophical tradition, of presenting metaphysics in its own light, as
it were, or rather of letting it present itself on the basis of the way it pene-
trates and permeates existence, of letting it appear, as it were, at the level
of human existence, since the latter, in its essence, is “metaphysical.”
“Metaphysics,” writes Heidegger, “is inquiry beyond or over beings, which
aims to recover them as such and as a whole for our grasp.” But such a
question could not even cross Dasein’s mind if the latter were not, in its
being, “metaphysical,” that is, if its existence were not constitutively tran-
scendence, the outstripping of beings as a whole toward Being, to the
extent that this passing beyond (meta) is the condition for the comprehen-
sibility and the appearing of any being. Not only does not metaphysics
designate here an academic discipline that we would be encouraged to
approach in a historical perspective, but it is not a science rooted exclu-
sively in a theoretical interest on the part of the subject, either. The under-
standing of Being is itself a modality of existence conditioned by the
behavior (Verbaltungen) of Dasein and by the thoroughly practical—or
“praxical”—manner with which it relates to its Being to dodge it or reso-
lutely assume it. The same goes for metaphysics, to the extent that it is
precisely a modality of existing. “Metaphysics” is existence itself insofar as
its going beyond, its transcendence, by exposing it to Being, relates it and
opens it originarily to itself. “Going beyond beings occurs in the essence
of Dasein. But this going beyond is metaphysics itself. This implies that
metaphysics belongs to the ‘nature of man.” . . . Metaphysics is the basic
occurrence of Dasein. It is Dasein itself.””

It is not surprising that we find, the same year, in Kant and the Problem
of Metaphysics, an assertion that is identical almost word for word.® Like
Kant making metaphysics an ineradicable need of human reason, Hei-
degger makes it the innermost constitution of existence. But, by contrast
with Kant, Heidegger does not want to limit his claims by having it enter
“the sure path of a science.” On the contrary, setting in opposition from
the outset the “rigor” of thought and “exactness” of science, Heidegger
must finally conclude that their paths diverge radically. “For this reason
no amount of scientific rigor attains to the seriousness of metaphysics.
Philosophy can never be measured by the standard of the idea of science.”
Discreet, but persistent, this anti-Kantian claim is first of all an anti-neo-
Kantian claim. It is the “epistemological” interpretation of the Critigue of
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Pure Reason by the Marburg School that is his primary target. The ques-
tion of metaphysics is the question of Being as such in its historicality for
a thought that is historical through and through, that is, intrinsically
finite, and stands as far as possible from the modern requirements of “sci-
ence.” Moreover, borrowing Kant’s phrase, Heidegger asserts in his episto-
lary preface addressing the 1969 translator that there is no “metaphysics of
metaphysics,” that is, no “critique” in the Kantian sense.!® To interrogate
the essence of metaphysics is not to delimit its legitimate powers by the
measure of the modern idea of science, but to seek its root in human
existence as transcendence.

The analysis of boredom, and even more that of anxiety, will serve as
guiding threads to show this. Through these moods (Stimmungen), Dasein
feels itself as situated at the heart of beings as a whole. This expression, “as
awhole,” already implicitly leads us back to the phenomenon of the world.
In every Stimmung, the world itself manifests itself to Dasein in keeping
with a specific tonality or “color”™ —for example as joyful, frightening, or
disturbing. But as Sein und Zeit emphasizes, there is an essential difference
between anxiety and most of the other moods. In the case of anxiety, what
Dasein is anxious about (Wovor) is not an entity in the world, it is “the
world qua world” (Welt als Welr)'' to the extent that this world “exists”
beyond all entities, that is, pertains to existence as transcendence. The
“object” of anxiety is not, therefore, different from the “subject” of anxi-
ety: its Wovor and its Worum, its “in the face of which” and its “for which,”
in Heideggerian terms, coincide. Anxiety is felt in the face of the world as
such in its uncanniness (Unbheimlichkeir) by an entity that is ontologically
Being-in-the-World. Or rather, anxiety is felt by Dasein in the face of itself
to the extent that it is thrown into the world and that this thrownness
(Geworfenbeit) is a feature of its Being. This is why, in this fundamental
mood—“fundamental” since it leads Dasein before itself and removes it
from its own concealment in the They—the object of anxiety is nowhere
(nirgends) and is, propetly speaking, “nothing” (nichzs); or rather, the object
of anxiety is the “nothing and nowhere” (das Nichts and nirgends) that
means, phenomenally, the same thing as “the world as such” (die Welr als
solche).'* Here we have the first occurrence of the expression “the nothing”
to designate the world itself. Heidegger passes from the assertion that the
vis-a-vis of anxiety is completely undetermined and, in truth, is nothing
(nichts) to the assertion that this vis-a-vis is the nothing, the nothingness
(das Nichts), that is, the world in its ontological sense. He replaces an
indefinite pronoun with a noun, which will become the nodal point of
Carnap’s critique. He even expressly equates the nothing with the world—
das Nichts, das heifSt die Welt as solche—and hence, even if this last point is
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not formulated, the nothing with Being, since the phenomenon of the
world is originarily rooted in the Being of Dasein as In-der-Welt-sein.

Reiterating the main points of this analysis, “What Is Metaphysics?”
makes an additional step. This time what is at stake is the further determi-
nation of the meaning of the expression “the nothing,” an expression that
Heidegger seemed in Sein und Zeit to use in a still rather indeterminate
way. Indeed, why speak of the nothing and not “quite simply” of Being?
To understand this, we must return to the phenomenon of anxiety. In
anxiety, Heidegger specifies, beings as a whole withdraw, recede into the
distance, and sink away, as it were, into insignificance. But in this reflux
and this drift, they are not annihilated. They only appear more forcefully
in their radical injustification. The nothing that manifests itself here, on
the occasion of the withdrawal of beings, must not be thought of as the
consequence of an annihilation (Vernichtung), but as being of a piece with
the “nihilation” (NVichtung) that structures the ontological difference.
Being in the face of which anxiety places us is the pure and simple other
of all beings, that which is not itself a being. This “not” belongs to it by
essence. The nothing “is” therefore nothing other than Being itself, or the
“als” [as] in the expression Welr als Welt. Consequently the nothing—in
that it designates the worldliness of the world, the same (dasselbe) as
Being—can no longer be thought of as the application of the logical
operator of negation to beings considered “as a whole” and in their entirety.
It refers to a positive phenomenon, that of the ontological difference. It
signifies “the original opening (Offenbeir) of entities as such.” Or, as
Heidegger writes, “For human existence, the nothing makes possible the
openedness of beings as such. The nothing does not merely serve as the
counterconcept of beings; rather, it originally belongs to their essential
unfolding in presence [Wesen] itself. In the Being of entities the nihilation
of the nothing occurs.”™

Heidegger’s analyses are well-known, and my summary was not in-
tended to provide a commentary on them. It was only meant to introduce
a further question. This question is of the possibility of a thinking of
nothingness with respect and in opposition to the criticism raised against
it. The whole problem is to determine to what extent what Heidegger says
is meaningful, or whether it is just a vain play on words. Carnap, whose
target is more generally metaphysics as a meaningless set of pseudo-prop-
ositions that pretend to the status of knowledge, saw the 1929 lecture as a
perfect sample of that “metaphysics.” In so doing, he obviously started
with a concept of “metaphysics” quite different from Heidegger’s.

To use an analogy, it could be maintained that while Heidegger is
influenced in part by a Kantian definition of metaphysics borrowed from
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the “transcendental dialectic,” Carnap limits the meaning of that term to
what Kant calls “dogmatic metaphysics,” that is, to “a completely isolated
speculative science of reason, which soars far above the teachings of expe-

rience, and . . . rests on concepts alone.”” This is what emerges from a
definition like the one given in a brief, final “supplement” to the Uber-
windung . . . : “This term is used in this paper, as usually in Europe, for

the field of alleged knowledge of the essence of things which transcends
the realm of empirically founded, inductive science.”® According to this
definition, metaphysics is this discipline that pretends to the status of
science, and therefore that believes it can compete with the empirical sci-
ences, because it produces a “new knowledge,”"” which remains nevertheless
inaccessible to all experimental verification. Two years earlier, in the
Aufbau, Carnap already characterized this alleged “science” as “the extra-
scientific domain of theoretical form” (§176). And he found in Bergson
and his metaphysics of intuition the best representative of this tendency.
But he objected that the alleged “non-rational,” “ineffable” knowledge
could not pretend to the status of knowledge, since it could be neither
confirmed nor invalidated experimentally. “There is no road from the con-
tinent of rational knowledge to the island of intuition, while there is a road
from the country of empirical knowledge to the country of formal knowl-
edge, which thus shows that they belong to the same continent” (§181).

But this characterization of “metaphysics” is not yet sufficient. Indeed,
precisely because Carnap defends not only an empiricism in the tradi-
tional sense, but a logical empiricism, his claim is not only that metaphys-
ics is a pseudo-knowledge because it remains outside all verification; his
claim is that metaphysics is meaningless, that is to say, that its statements
cannot even be properly constructed in a logical language. Therefore,
metaphysics does not rest, as Kant believed, on a mere epistemological
illusion, but on a logical “illusion.” Its statements are not only false, empty
of all knowledge content, because without any relation to experience,
nonfactual. They are sinnlos, meaningless. They “say nothing but merely
express a certain mood and spirit.”*® This is why it is no longer possible, as
Kant believed, to continue to promote a critical metaphysics after having
eradicated its dogmatic forerunner. All that remains is a purely immanent
dissolution of the problems left behind by metaphysics, by means of a
logical analysis that exposes them as pseudo-problems: such is the first
task, if not the only task, of philosophy.

But is Heidegger’s goal to promote a “metaphysics” in the sense in
which Carnap understands it here, that is, a knowledge capable of com-
peting with scientific knowledge? In other words, is not Carnap’s critique
of metaphysics only the critique of a specific metaphysics—the one that
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claims for itself the title of “science” Is it not to that extent dependent on
the metaphysics it critiques, and from which it borrows its main concepts?
Is it not a metaphysically conditioned critique of metaphysics? And con-
versely, if “metaphysics” in the sense in which Heidegger attempts to
expose it belongs to the precinct of thought and no longer to that of sci-
ence, if it declines the title of “knowledge,” if it designates the very struc-
turation of human existence and the interpretation it gives of itself in a
relation to itself that is “practical” from the outset, if the problems it raises
do not even constitute the sort of problems that can receive scientific solu-
tions, if they relate to the way each Dasein appropriates its own existence
and tries to make its meaning transparent by maintaining to that existence
a first-personal relation—can Heidegger’s undertaking fall beneath Car-
nap’s critique at all? Does it not pertain, on the contrary, to a kind of
question that belongs to a completely different domain than that of sci-
ence, without being able to enter into competition with the latter, and yet
without being absurd?"”

At about the same time, Wittgenstein christened this kind of question
“ethical.” For him, ethics does not consist in a science of good and evil,
but in an “enquiry into the meaning of life.” Thus understood, it rests on
an experience that Wittgenstein qualifies as “experience par excellence,”
and about which he asserts, “I believe the best way of describing it is to
say that when I have it [ wonder at the existence of the world.”* That
experience, Wittgenstein goes on to say, leads us beyond the domain of
what can be the object of science, at the same time that it brings us to the
limits of meaningful language. The experience of “seeing the world as a
miracle” cannot be said, he continues, in a logically correct language. It
confronts us with the limits of the sayable, it leads us to a “running
against the walls of our cage.” And yet, he concludes, “it is a document of
a tendency in the human mind which I personally cannot help respecting
deeply and I would not for my life ridicule it.”*' What Wittgenstein refers
to here with the word “ethics” is very close to Heidegger’s existential
philosophy—-close to the point of merging with it. This is testified to by
a conversation between Wittgenstein and Waismann, reported by the
latter and constituting at the same time an extremely clear repudiation of
Carnap’s enterprise:

A propos of Heidegger. I can certainly see what Heidegger means by
Being and anxiety. Man has the urge to thrust against the limits of
language. Think for instance about one’s astonishment that any-
thing exists. This astonishment cannot be expressed in the form of
a question and there is no answer to it. Anything we can say must, a
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priori, be only nonsense. Nevertheless we thrust against the limits
of language. Kierkegaard, too, recognized this thrust and even
described it in much the same way (as a thrust against paradox). This
thrust against the limits of language is ethics. I regard it as very
important to put an end to all the chatter about whether there is
knowledge in ethics, whether there are values, whether the Good
can be defined, etc.

In ethics, one constantly tries to say something that does not
concern and can never concern the essence of the matter. . . . But the
tendency, that twinge, means something. Augustine knew this when
he said: “What, scoundrel, you don’t want to speak nonsense? Come
on, say one, at least one, who cares?”*?

Not only does Wittgenstein show himself to be remarkably perceptive
in his reading of Heidegger; not only does he squarely oppose any enter-
prise of pure and simple elimination of what he calls “ethics”—his free
translation of Confessions 1.4: et vae tacentibus de te, quoniam loquaces muti
sunt, sounding in this respect like a veritable affront to Carnap, who thought
at the time he could avail himself of his backing—Dbut especially, Wittgen-
stein emphasizes in this passage the difference of level between Heidegger’s
interrogation and the positivist project, a difference making any parallel
and any dialogue between their respective positions almost impossible.
However, Heidegger is at least in agreement with the Vienna Circle on a
decisive point: ethics, although it corresponds to a tendency deeply ingrained
in man, impossible to “eliminate” and deeply respectable, cannot be formu-
lated without giving rise to “nonsense.” Under these conditions, Heidegger’s
affirmations remain foreign to philosophy. There is no possible phenomenol-
ogy of existence in its “ethical,” which is to say existential, dimension.

Therefore we must fully engage this question of the meaningfulness or
lack of it in Heidegger’s statements, and more specifically in those involv-
ing “nothingness” and in order to do so, we must revisit Carnap’s text.

Carnap’s Uberwindung

The Vienna Circle project announces itself as “science free of metaphys-
ics.”* Philosophy has no other goal than to elucidate and systematize sci-
entific statements by bringing out their implicit logical architecture. It is
nothing but a contentless method that, on its negative side, makes possible
the elimination of logical errors and meaningless words in the language of
science and philosophy, and, on its positive side, “serves to clarify mean-
ingful concepts and propositions, to lay logical foundations for factual
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science and for mathematics.”** The Uberwz'ndung, the “overcoming” or
rather the pure and simple elimination of metaphysics, has, from this point
of view, merely a preliminary function: it paves the way for a situation in
which, philosophy having itself become a “scientific” activity, “there will, I
hope, come a time when one no longer needs to present lectures against
metaphysics.”?

To understand to what extent “metaphysics in its entirety” presents
meaningless statements’*—which are therefore no more than pseudo-
statements—we must understand positively what condition a proposition
must satisfy in order to be meaningful. That condition, in reality, is two-
fold: (1) It must be syntactically well-formed (in the sense of logical, not
grammatical syntax); (2) It must contain a vocabulary that is itself mean-
ingful. This second criterion only applies, as we will see, to synthetic state-
ments, that is, to statements that are true not just by virtue of their form
alone, but also by virtue of their relation to experience.

From this typology, two categories of pseudo-statements ensue: first,
those in which one or more of the words of the vocabulary (variables and
predicates, as distinct from logical connectors and quantifiers) are mean-
ingless; second, those that are incoherent from the point of view of their
syntax, and for which any logical paraphrase is impossible. The former are
examined by Carnap in sections II and III of his article, the latter in sec-
tions IV and V.

Before tackling Carnap’s analysis of these two kinds of nonsense, it is
necessary to expose the doctrine of meaning of logical positivism in its
main lines. According to the Vienna Circle, all propositions are either
analytic or synthetic. An analytic proposition is a tautology, that is to say,
a statement that is necessarily true by virtue of its form. For example, the
statement ‘It is raining or it is not raining” tells us nothing about the
current weather conditions. It has no empirical content, refers to no fact
about the world, but limits itself to illustrating the syntactic rules that
preside over the use of the connector “or”™ the proposition containing this
connector is true when at least one of the two expressions it connects is
true. For Carnap, as for Wittgenstein, the propositions of logic and math-
ematics are all analytic in this sense. They are tautologies or tautological
transformations of tautologies. In the case of these propositions, to under-
stand their meaning and to understand that they are true by virtue of their
form alone, that is, to understand that they are tautological, are identical.
With the second kind of propositions, things are otherwise; their truth
depends on a nonlinguistic criterion: the experience to which they refer.
They are true if the state of affairs to which they refer exists, and false if
that state of affairs does not exist. But in order to be able to be true or false,
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they must first be meaningful. Here, the problem of truth and that of
meaning are distinct, as opposed to the case of analytic statements.”” If the
statement is true, it is thereby meaningful, but its being meaningful does
not imply its being true; it can also be false by virtue of its content. On
what conditions, then, is a synthetic statement meaningful? This is a
fundamental problem in the view of the Vienna Circle, since it leads to
distinguishing scientific statements (or those that can become so) from
nonscientific ones (and that cannot become so): metaphysical statements.

The answer to this problem—for every problem, in the view of logical
empiricism, has only one solution—is the following: A synthetic state-
ment is meaningful if it has a determinate relation to experience, that is, if
that statement can be made to correspond to facts capable of either con-
firming or invalidating it. This empirical criterion is duplicated, in the
framework of logical positivism, by a strictly formal criterion making it
possible to establish inferentially which statements are meaningful and
which are not: a synthetic statement has a meaning if and only if it can be
deduced from a finite class of observational statements. This criterion
assumes, first, that a synthetic statement must be well-formed from the
point of view of its syntax, because failing this it would not be deducible
from any other statement. Second, it implies that it must be possible to
deduce a class of simpler statements from it until we reach immediately
verifiable statements, also called “protocol statements” (Protokollsitze)
because they furnish experience or observation protocols, the verification
of which allows the verification of the statement in question. For example,
the proposition “x is an arthropod” is meaningful if it can be derived from
observational statements of the type: “x is an animal,” “x has jointed legs,”
“x has a segmented body,” “x has a chitinous skin.”?® Then we can con-
struct the following inference: “If x is an animal and if x has jointed legs
and if x has a segmented body and if x has a chitinous skin, then x is an
arthropod,” which supplies the criteria of the meaning of the word
“arthropod.” Here we have a purely formal and consequently objective
criterion for the meaning of a word, quite independently of the psycho-
logical question of what we “mean” through that word—what mental
representation, what emotions we associate with its use. In short, we can,
then, furnish the following general definition of the meaning of a syn-
thetic statement: “The meaning of a statement is its method of verifica-
tion” (Schlick).

This logical procedure of “reduction” (Zuriickfiihrung),”” as Carnap
also calls it, makes it possible henceforth to eliminate metaphysical state-
ments by exposing them as nonsense of the first type—nonsense relative
to vocabulary, not to logical syntax. It is hardly necessary to insist on this
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first aspect of Carnap’s argumentation, for several reasons. First, this part
of his exposition is entirely tributary to the verificational theory of mean-
ing, which, targeted by criticism coming from various sides,*® would later
be abandoned by Carnap in §34 of Logische Syntax der Sprache. For us
today, it is of no more than doxographical interest. Second, even if we
consider only its application to the critique of metaphysical statements,
this doctrine turns out to be astonishingly confused, arbitrary, and marred
by presuppositions. The most naive among them is probably the assertion
that each word having originally been introduced into the language “for
no other purpose than to express something or other,” it must have had a
definite meaning “from the very beginning of its use.” On this view, it is
only later, “in the course of historical development,” that that meaning
would begin to fluctuate. Metaphysics does nothing more than play, as it
were, on this semantic indetermination: in metaphysics “the word has
been deprived of its earlier meaning without being given a new meaning,”
and the former mental images associated with it are now replaced by “new
mental images and feelings™**; metaphysics thus invents “pseudo-concepts.”
According to this Adamic doctrine of language, language at the begin-
ning is made of perfectly univocal meanings, and it is only subsequently
that it is perverted by a kind of philosophical Babel. Not only does Carnap
never justify this assertion (and how could he on the basis of his own
principles?), but this assertion leads to obvious mistakes. The example
chosen to illustrate it, the word “apyn” is a case in point. This word, Car-
nap contends, had an “original meaning,” namely “beginning,” and then
was turned away from its usage and used metaphorically by philosophy. It
suffices to open a dictionary, however, to see that the word “apy1f” has had
several main meanings since the time of Homer.* Furthermore, Carnap’s
claim is not only false; it proves to be, on analysis, utterly unclear. This is
shown by the second example, the word “God.” According to Carnap, this
word has three, and only three, distinct uses: (1) mythological—in this
first case, it concerns “physical beings . . . enthroned on Mount Olympus”
and who, on occasion, can manifest themselves to man, and thus be
“empirically observable”®%; (2) metaphysical—the word “God” in this
case refers to nothing observable; it thus gives rise to a “pseudo-concept™;
(3) theological—this third use, Carnap maintains, ceaselessly “oscillates”
between the two former ones. What are we to make of this typology?
First, it is simply false to assert that, from the point of view of the meta-
physician (and accessorily the theologian), there is no possible experience
of God; without even mentioning the mystic experience, theology accepts
the possibility of a beatific vision, and metaphysics distinguishes many
modalities of experience of the divine: for example, the contemplation of
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the Prime Mover according to Aristotle, or the idea of infinity according
to Descartes. It may be that these “experiences” are not experiences; but
this must be first established. Now, Carnap takes it for granted. What he
denies, therefore, is not that the word “God” has a meaning, but first
and more fundamentally that there is in general a possible experience of
God, that is to say, that any such thing as “God” exists. This assertion is
called “atheism.” But what it involves is a philosophical (or metaphysi-
cal) thesis, not just a logical clarification. If there is no possible experi-
ence of God, there is no doubt that many areas of metaphysics are
entirely meaningless, but that is for an entirely different reason than the
one given by Carnap.

But this is probably not the main point. Indeed, whatever may be the
relevance of this first part of his critique, it remains for us to examine the
second type of metaphysical nonsense that Carnap believes he is able to
expose, and that, in his view, is by far the most serious: the one concerning
logical syntax. The passages from Heidegger devoted to nothingness
belong to this category. But before dwelling on that, we must again con-
sent to a brief digression.

Before getting to the “Heidegger case,” Carnap gives us a sample of
this category of nonsense that he says he owes to Russell’s theory of
types: “Caesar is a prime number.” This proposition, he says, is akin to
metaphysical propositions, because although it respects the grammatical
syntax of English, it is incoherent from the point of view of its logical
syntax. To a number predicate that can only be satisfied by the name of
a number, it applies a person predicate: in short, it mixes up names and
predicates that belong to different logical spheres. Can we resort to the
theory of types to justify this assertion?” No, since the theory of types
is a strictly syntactic theory,* and it is impossible to specify what Car-
nap means by “different logical spheres” without resorting to semantic
considerations. But there is more: Carnap’s assertion according to which
the proposition “Caesar is a prime number” is syntactically incoherent
necessarily leads to a paradox. Indeed, if such is the case, the negation of
that proposition must also be incoherent. Now, if we consider “Caesar”
as a definite description in Russell’s sense, its negation is the following;:
“Either there is an x such that that x is Caesar, and x is not a prime
number, or it is false that there is an x that is Caesar and that it is a prime
number.” Not only does that negation make sense, but it is true. As a result,
it appears at least legitimate to ask whether the proposition “Caesar is a
prime number” is not simply false, and not “meaningless,” as Carnap
would have it.
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Syntactic Nonsense and the Problem of Nothingness

These remarks, however, do not entirely remove the edge from Carnap’s
analysis of metaphysical nonsense and therefore from his critique of
Heidegger. What are we to understand, first of all, by this “metaphysical
nonsense”? As I have insisted, it is no longer a matter of “statements
devoid of meaning because unverifiable and without content,”” but of
statements that constitute a violation of logical syntax as such. Although
grammatically correct, they cannot be expressed in “a logically correct
language.”® In sum, the metaphysician is deluded here by the surface
grammar of the natural languages, and he is mistaken about their deep
grammar. Carnap’s strategy in order to establish this point is to draw a
table allowing the reader to put in relation and compare expressions bor-
rowed from ordinary language (column I), expressions from Heidegger’s
text, most often mutilated and decontextualized—(column II), and last,
“logically correct” expressions written in the formalized language of first-
order predicates logic (column III). What is the purpose of this operation?
To show that Heidegger’s statements, by contrast with those of ordinary
language, are not amenable to any appropriate logical paraphrase. But that
is not all. If the problem were only to know how to paraphrase Heidegger’s
expressions—and in particular those pertaining to nothingness—it would
be superfluous to mention expressions from ordinary usage such as “rain
is outside,” “we know the rain,” and so on. If Carnap mentions them, it is
because his goal is to show not only the logical incoherence of Heidegger’s
expressions but also and chiefly their metaphysical character. Now, to
establish the latter point, it is necessary to show both that Heidegger’s
expressions are drawn from ordinary use and that they are diverted from
their ordinary use.

Thus, from the start, a tension is revealed in Carnap’s argumentation.
At first sight, his thesis is the following: Heidegger believes he is using
language according to its everyday usage but, in doing so, he lets himself
be deluded by its grammatical syntax and is mistaken about its deep syn-
tax. Yet if it were truly a matter of “mistakes,” they should be corrigible.
Nothing, then, would bar our objecting to Carnap that these mistakes are
contingent, that there is nothing particularly significant about them, and
that in any case they have nothing to do with what he calls “metaphysics.”
Carnap is therefore forced by the logic of his argument to go a step fur-
ther. He must establish not only that Heidegger is mistaken in his use of
the word “nothing” (Nichts), but that he deliberately uses this word in a
way that deviates from ordinary usage, and that, since that ordinary usage
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is logically correct, he also, in so doing, deliberately violates the logical
syntax of the word: the “author of the treatise” he writes, “is clearly aware
of the conflict between his questions and statements, and logic.” But here
Carnap exposes himself to the objection that Heidegger deliberately vio-
lates ordinary usage because he does not take the words in their ordinary
usage. But if that were the case, it would no longer make sense to pretend to
correct him, as Carnap is forced to acknowledge: If “the word ‘nothing’
has in Heidegger’s treatise a meaning entirely different from the custom-
ary one . . . then the mentioned logical errors in sentences IIB would not
be committed.”™°

Carnap has therefore no way out: he addresses two critiques to Hei-
degger about which there is strong evidence to suggest that they are not
compatible with each other. On the one hand, he maintains that Hei-
degger is using words in their customary and prephilosophical sense.
Thus, when he uses the word “nothing,” he means nothing other than
what is said in a sentence such as “outside there is nothing,” which can
be paraphrased in first-order predicates calculus by a negative existential
quantification. In this case, Heidegger is simply committing a logical
error, since he does not have the right to replace “nothing” (nichts) with
“the nothing” (das Nichzs). In making this substitution, he lets himself
be deluded by grammar, since he is “employing the word ‘nothing’ as a
noun.™ On the other hand, this error cannot be simply a thoughtless
blunder; it must reveal something about the metaphysical enterprise qua
enterprise of systematic violation of logic. And Heidegger is then accused
of consciously violating the deep syntax of language. Carnap can quote, in
support of this interpretation, the passages from the lecture in which Hei-
degger attacks the sovereignty of logic within philosophy. Heidegger’s
questions and answers, Carnap concludes, “are irreconcilable with logic
and the scientific way of thinking.?

But doesn’t Carnap have to choose? Either Heidegger deliberately vio-
lates syntax or he lets himself be deluded by grammar; either he uses words
in their habitual sense or he gives them new meanings that rule out the
possibility for logical paraphrase to take as its model sentences grammati-
cally analogous in ordinary language. Either logical paraphrase reveals
errors or Heidegger uses language in such a way that he knowingly rejects
any logical paraphrase of what he is saying. And actually Carnap must
choose between these two possibilities, because this last scenario would
make his critique pointless. If it turned out that Heidegger did not in the
least take as model for his statements analogous statements from ordinary
language, if he used words in a sense different and without relation to their
ordinary meaning, if he therefore refused the very principle of a logical
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paraphrase that would bring his propositions in line with those of every-
day language, Carnap’s critique would lose all bearing; it would be without
object, superfluous, and even ridiculous.

Thus, in order to be meaningful, Carnap’s critique must constantly
waver between two incompatible assertions: Heidegger must speak in
ordinary language and not speak in ordinary language; he must speak a
nonmetaphysical language and transgress it constantly and deliberately;
he must be both corrigible and incorrigible, etc. But actually, since the
second hypothesis leads to the collapse of Carnap’s critique—since, if it
were true, “the mentioned logical errors in [Heidegger’s] sentences IIB
would not be committed,™—the only option is to revert to the first. This
is what Carnap does a little bit further on. “But the first sentence of the
quotation at the beginning of this section proves that this interpretation is
not possible. The combination of ‘only” and ‘nothing else’ shows unmis-
takably that the word ‘nothing’ here has the usual meaning of a logical
particle that serves for the formulation of a negative existential statement.
This introduction of the word ‘nothing’ is then immediately followed by
the leading question of the treatise: “What about this Nothing?’ ™4

This argument is extremely weak for at least three reasons: first, it
assumes it is possible to conclude from the fact that a word is used once in
its “habitual” sense that it will always and necessarily be used in the same
sense in all its subsequent occurrences. This assertion, as observed by
James Conant,® violates Frege’s contextual principle as formulated at the
beginning of Foundations of Arithmetic. A word has meaning only within
the context of a proposition, but the examination of this occurrence does
not suffice to fix the rules of its usage for the entirety of the proposition in
which it appears.

Next, and above all, the assertion that Heidegger uses his words in their
habitual sense and that therefore the word “nothing” (nichzs) for him “has
the usual meaning of a logical particle that serves for the formulation of a
negative existential statement” contradicts the evidence of the texts them-
selves. Indeed, Heidegger always distinguishes between the pronominal
and adverbial use of the word “nichts” and its nominalized use. Moreover,
he is not the only one who makes this distinction: first and foremost,
German grammar itself does so. How could it be that Heidegger lets him-
self be deluded by the grammar of his language if the latter marks the
difference between an indefinite pronoun and a noun by capitalizing the
latter? How could Heidegger confuse the logical syntax of the word
“nichts” with its grammatical syntax, given that the difference between
“nichts” and “das Nichts” is already marked in German at the grammatical
level by the very way these words are written?
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Last, Carnap’s argument encounters the objection that the noun “das
Nichts,” the nothing, nothingness, has no usage in ordinary language,
but only a strictly philosophical (or theological) one. It is hard to see, in
these circumstances, how its use could be the result of any “mistake”
whatsoever. To sum up, the “error” Carnap imputes to Heidegger, which
consists in taking the word “nothing” (Nichis) for the name of an object,
because “the word ‘nothing’ [Nichss] here has the usual meaning of a
logical particle that serves for the formulation of a negative existential
relation,”™® is nowise an error, nor can it be, because this expression is not
used at all in everyday language in the noun form (das Nichts) attributed
to it by the metaphysician. As to whether Heidegger in fact uses this
expression as the name of an object, this is a question we must, for the
time being, leave aside.

The fact is that far from furnishing a faithful paraphrase of Heidegger’s
“statements,” Carnap deliberately introduces an “error” into the text of
“What Is Metaphysics?” to suit his purposes. He decides, a priori, as it
were, regardless of the context, that Heidegger can only mean by “the
nothing” (das Nichts) what everyday usage means by “nothing” in a sen-
tence of the type “Outside, there is nothing,” that is, “there is no thing
that is outside.” He thus decides that Heidegger’s statements can be legiti-
mately paraphrased by negative existential quantifications. Thus, not only
does Carnap abolish the distinction that Heidegger repeatedly makes
between das Nichts and nichts, but, by proposing this paraphrase, he con-
tradicts himself. In order to be coherent, Carnap should say, “I don’t under-
stand anything about Heidegger’s use of the word ‘Nichts' because this
word cannot be paraphrased in first-order predicates logic.” But this is
precisely not what he says. He rather says, “I understand perfectly well
what Heidegger means by Vichts, and what he means is exactly the same
thing as what everyday language means by the indefinite pronoun nichss,
but what I understand perfectly well, and what can be so paraphrased, I
don’t understand it, and am incapable of supplying a paraphrase of it.”

Furthermore, contrary to the translation he himself has just given of
Heidegger’s phrases (transformed for the occasion into assertions, since
only an assertion can be true or false, and it alone can have a meaning satis-
fying Carnap’s criterion), phases such as “We seek the Nothing,” “We find
the Nothing,” Carnap is forced to recognize that the word “das Nichts” in
its actual usage by Heidegger is not at all used in the same sense as “noth-
ing” (the negation of an existential quantifier), but quite clearly as a noun.
Carnap thinks he is entitled to conclude from this that this noun is the
name of an object: “For even if it were admissible to introduce ‘nothing’ as
a name or description of an entity, still the existence of this entity would
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be denied in its very definition, whereas sentence (3) [“The Nothing exists
only because . . '] goes on to affirm its existence.”” Here Carnap addresses
to Heidegger the only coherent argument in his whole critique, but one
that is also the most traditional, the most worn-out one in metaphysics
against the possibility of speaking of nothingness, since its first formula-
tion dates back, in a sense, to Parmenides himself. If every noun must
have a referent, and if to have a referent means to refer to an object, then
the word “nothing,” used as a noun, must refer to something, to an object:
nothingness. Now, nothingness is the negation of all objects. Therefore the
word “nothing” can nowise be used as a noun. We will have occasion to
revisit this problem. For the moment, it will suffice to formulate two ques-
tions: Is every noun necessarily the name of an object? And is nothingness
necessarily the negation of any object?

Heidegger saw that there was a problem here, and he expressed it
directly. He also outlined a response—not without a touch of irony—in
the second volume of his Niezzsche. “As the ‘negation’ of everything
‘objective, nothingness ‘is’ for its part, not a possible object. To talk
about the nothing and to pursue it in thought are shown to be projects
‘without Object,” vacuous word games that furthermore do not seem to
notice that they are always flatly contradicting themselves, because no
matter what they stipulate about the nothing they always have to say that
the nothing is such and such.™® It is still too soon to assess the value of
this response, which puts into question the relevance and importance of
the logical—as well as metaphysical—notion of “object™ we shall have to
return to it.

As for the last “nonsense” that Carnap draws our attention to, it needs
no additional commentary. In his view, “das Nichts nichtet” [nothingness
nothings] is, of course, of all nonsense, the most serious, since it adds to a
syntactic nonsense a lexical one. It forges a new verb, “to nothing,” about
which it is easy to see that it does not satisfy Carnap’s criterion. “A new
word is introduced which never had a meaning to begin with.™’ But what
does “to begin with” mean here? Is Carnap suggesting that all new words,
precisely because they are new, are meaningless? Of course not. He means
that the only new meaningful words are those about which it is possible to
indicate a method of verification and that therefore increase the vocabu-
lary of science. But does ordinary language create new words in order that
they may someday be included in the scientific lexicon? It is useless to
insist on this issue. Things are otherwise if Heidegger uses his words “with
an entirely different meaning than elsewhere,” which for Carnap means
two things at once: in a use different from their ordinary use (which is a
triviality) and in a use that excludes in advance any possible paraphrase.
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But in that case, Carnap’s demonstration, by his own admission, would
collapse; for Heidegger’s phrases would no longer contain the errors he
points out.

But is this not in fact the case? Must we not even go so far as to
maintain that Heidegger’s use of the word “nothingness” would have led
him—assuming that the question could have had for him a genuine
interest—to reject any paraphrase at all of it in the language of modern
symbolic logic? The lecture “What Is Metaphysics?” is entirely devoted to
attacking “the reign of ‘logic’ in philosophy” at the same time as all forms
of positivism.”® In this regard, it is not so much Carnap who, in 1931,
initiated hostilities against “that metaphysical school which at present
exerts the strongest influence in Germany™'; rather, it was Heidegger
himself who, two years earlier, had attacked logical positivism in covert
words*>—Carnap’s article being interpretable in turn as a response. Inci-
dentally, Heidegger points out in a marginal note to his lecture, alongside
the passage dealing with the way science excludes the question of noth-
ingness by claiming it has to do with entities “and nothing else” [und
sonst nichrs), that he is borrowing this phrase from Taine, that is, from a
positivist.”® Heidegger subsequently reafirmed with the greatest clarity
his rejection of all logico-mathematical formalization of what he calls
“nothingness™ in what concerns Being (and therefore the nothing), “we
do not wish to capture what opens up here in a formal schema of formal
thinking.”>4

But what is the value of such a line of defense? Does it not rather
weaken the one adopting it? Indeed, what is the value of a thought that
rejects all logical paraphrase of its own assertions? Have we not, after all,
reached something that can hardly be understood otherwise than as an
“irrationalism”? Nothing is less certain. This defense may, on the contrary,
turn out to be a very strong one, provided we understand its meaning—
especially provided the critique of logic is not itself arbitrary, not the
result of a personal preference or opinion of any kind, but rather grounded
in an analysis of the possibilities and impossibilities of that discipline,
whose meaning it probes philosophically. Before running into the breach
opened up by a supposed “irrationalism” on the part of Heidegger, we
must ask a preliminary question—if we are not ourselves to participate in
the very irrationalism we oppose. What does Heidegger’s rejection of
mathematical logic and its primacy in philosophy mean? What is the
meaning of his rejection of any and all enterprise that would claim to
assess the sense and nonsense of his assertions by the standards of the
logical formalism of Frege and Russell?
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Logical Formalism and Its Philosophical Meaning

Let us note, first of all, that Heidegger never said anything—neither in
the 1929 lecture nor elsewhere—against logical formalism per se that
would tend to cast doubt on its validity or fruitfulness. The target of his
attacks is the application of logic to philosophical problems—an appli-
cation that is blind and lacking all critical investigation on its own
conditions of possibility. Furthermore, Heidegger rejected throughout
his work the idea that philosophical reflection on the essence of the
“logical,” whose source lies in a reflection on logos in its original Greek
sense, could be reduced to the formalism of mathematical logic, or of
what he calls—using a term borrowed, incidentally, from the Vienna
Circle—"“logistics.” His claim is the following: Logistics, far from exhaust-
ing the field of logic (or of the logical), is but a deterioration and late
by-product of it. Without entering into the details of this difficult topic,
[ will limit myself here to two texts; separated by an interval of fifty
years, they testify to a rare constancy, regarding this question, in Hei-
degger’s thought.

The first is the conclusion of a text of his youth: Neuere Forschungen
iiber Logik, from 1912. It follows analyses devoted to the logical doctrines
of Meinong, Russell, and Whitehead. “It is in my view especially neces-
sary,” he writes, “to point out that logistics does not come out of mathe-
matics at all [Gberbaupt nicht aus der Mathematik herauskommst] and that
it is incapable of proceeding to genuinely logical problems. I see the limits
in the applications of mathematical symbols and concepts (in particular,
the concept of function), which conceal the meanings of concepts and
their shifts in meaning (Bedeutungsverschiebungen). The deeper sense of
principles is left in the dark. The calculus of judgments (Urteilskalkiil) is,
for example, a calculating with judgments (Rechnen mit Urteilen). Logis-
tics is simply not familiar with the problems of the theory of judgment
(Urteilstheorie). Mathematics and mathematical treatment of logical prob-
lems reach limits at which their concepts and methods fail, more precisely,
there where the conditions of their possibility lie.” This passage asserts—
albeit allusively, and without furnishing any argumentation and rather
peremptorily—that mathematical logic is nothing but an extension of
mathematics into the domain of judgment, and that that extension, not
questioned as such as to its conditions of possibility, leaves the main philo-
sophical problems in suspense.

The second text is excerpted from Die Frage nach dem Ding (1962), and
bears upon “a view and treatment of logic which today and for a number of
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decades has been much talked about.” It characterizes this view as follows:
“With the help of mathematical methods people attempt to calculate the
system of the connectives between assertions. For this reason, we also call
this logic ‘mathematical logic.’ It proposes to take on a possible and justi-
fied task. However, what symbolic logic achieves is anything but a logic,
that is, a reflection upon Adyog. Mathematical logic is not even logic of
mathematics in the sense of defining mathematical truth, nor could it do
so at all. Symbolic logic is itself only a mathematics applied to propositions
and propositional forms.”®

There is certainly reason to question this characterization of mathemat-
ical logic, particularly when it is seen as a calculus of “the system of the
connectives between assertions” (which, strictly speaking, can only apply
to the calculus of propositions, and not to the calculus of predicates, nor
to Russell’s logic of relations) and a fortiori when this calculus is conceived
of, a little further on in the text, as “a mere combination of representa-
tions” despite Frege’s anti-psychologism. In giving special emphasis to the
concepts of “connectives” and “combination,” Heidegger understands
contemporary logic in terms of the synthesis and diaresis of Aristotle’s syl-
logistic; he misses their true novelty. But that is not the essential point,
which lies rather in the assertion that not only mathematical logic is not a
logic of mathematics (Heidegger is probably referring to the failure of the
project of logicism to provide a foundation of mathematics), but it consists
only in a “mathematics applied to propositions and propositional forms.”
Again, Heidegger gives no arguments to support his claim, and if we wish
to assess its importance, we must try to fill in this gap. In what sense is
mathematical logic no more than an “applied mathematics,” a mathemat-
ics applied to the traditional problems of logic? And especially: What does
follow from the application of this logical formalization to the elucidation
of philosophical notions?

The task seems very vast. Where should we begin? In Part 6 of the
“The Elimination of Metaphysics,” Carnap said that all the logical prob-
lems raised by Heidegger’s concept of “nothingness” eventually came
down to “the logical faults infecting the use of the word ‘to be’ in our
language,”” and more particularly to the “confusion” consisting in tak-
ing existence for a predicate of objects, whereas its true logical form is
that of a quantifier applying to the whole proposition. If we want to
elucidate the potential presuppositions of the application of a logico-
mathematical formalism to philosophical notions, we may therefore
start with this concept of “existence,” since it is presupposed by that of
“nothingness.”
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The Logical Problem of Existence

By making manifest the logical relations that remain insufficiently
expressed in the natural languages, the goal of symbolic logic, as devel-
oped by Frege, is not only to avoid the ambiguities and errors associated
with our spontaneous use of language, but also to bring out the deductive
structure of mathematics by means of an adequate formalismus, at the
same time distinct from that of arithmetic (by contrast with Boole’s alge-
bra of logic) and liable to be combined with the latter in order to complete
it. This ideography, “at first just for arithmetic,”® would subsequently
make possible the logicist foundation of arithmetic, that is, the project
aimed at establishing that “arithmetic is a further development of logic;
that a more rigorous establishment of arithmetical laws reduces them to
purely logical laws and to such laws alone.” Now, in order to thus enlarge
the symbolism of mathematics by means of signs originally conceived for
logical relations, Frege borrows from mathematics the notions of “func-
tion” and “argument.” Thus, even if it is not logic that is derived from
mathematics but quite the opposite, the invention of symbolic logic is
linked to the extension of certain mathematical concepts outside their
original domain.

A function is a formula having one or several empty places (for example:
“y = 2x + 47) that can be saturated by one or several arguments (here
symbolized by the variables “x” and “y”). Frege proposes to extend the
concept of “function” beyond mathematical functions with one or several
unknowns and the concept of “argument” beyond the sphere of numbers.
But how is this extension possible? In the first place, what does the equal-
ity in the function “y = 2x + 4” denote? Not a numerical value, but a
truth-value. If I make “5” correspond to “y” and “7” to “x,” this equation
is false; in the case where y = 8 and x = 2, this equation is true. This con-
sideration makes it possible to apply the function versus argument distinc-
tion to propositions in general. Consider the sentence “Caesar conquered
Gaul.” It contains an unsaturated part, a function: “conquered Gaul,” and
a part that saturates this function, an argument: “Caesar.” “Not merely
numbers,” Frege writes, “but objects in general, are now admissible; and
here persons must assuredly be counted as objects.”®® According to the
element that saturates it, this function, has as its value truth or falsity.
“Caesar conquered Gaul” is true, but “Hannibal conquered Gaul” is false.

Frege calls “concept” a function that receives as arguments objects, and
as values, not numbers, but truth-values. “A concept is a function whose
value is always a truth-value.” And he calls “object” “anything that is not
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a function,” that is, anything the expression of which “does not contain
any empty place.” The two truth-values are therefore objects. They con-
stitute what is denoted by a proposition.

What becomes of the traditional problem of existence in this new logi-
cal framework? The problem addressed by Frege is that of the translation,
within a logic based on the notion of function, of the Aristotelian distinc-
tion between the universality and the particularity of propositions having
a subject-predicate form (“All § are P” and “Some S is P”). Frege proposes
to translate these formulas by creating two logical operators, the existen-
tial quantifier and the universal quantifier, which generate the proposi-
tional forms (x) (Fx) and (3x) (Fx) (“for every x, Ex” and “there exists at
least one x such that Fx”).%? These quantifiers do not bear upon objects but
upon the propositional function itself. This amounts to saying that in a
sentence of the type “Whales exist,” that is, “There are whales,” I am not
asserting anything about an object, this whale, I am not attributing any
new property to it, but I am limiting myself to asserting something about
a concept, that of “whale.” T am asserting about this concept that some-
thing comes under it. The statement “there are whales” says something
about the concept whale, but it says nothing about the whale I am looking
at. That particular statement is no more about this observable whale than
is the universal statement “All whales are mammals.”®® Actually, what I say
in both cases is something “general.” The proof of this is that universal
propositions and particular propositions can be expressed by one another.
“All men are mortal” is equivalent to “there is no man who is not mortal.”
This amounts to saying that they are both true even in a world in which
no man exists: they express nothing other than a relation of the inclusion
of properties.

What the existential quantifier says is consequently equivalent to the
form of Aristotle’s particular judgment, expressed in a more powerful
formalism. “But if the content of what is predicated in the judgement
‘Men exist’ does not lie in the ‘exist,”” Frege writes, “where then does it lie?
[ answer: in the form of the particular judgement. Every particular judge-
ment is an existential judgement that can be converted into the ‘there is’
form. E.g., ‘Some bodies are light’ is the same as “There are light bodies.’
... It is more difhcult to do the opposite and convert a judgement with
‘there is’ into a particular judgement.”®* The superiority of the formalism
invented by Frege over that of Aristotle is twofold: (1) it makes possible the
translation of Aristotle’s particular judgments, while the reverse is more
difficult: to translate “there are men,” Aristotle would have to say, “Some
animals are rational”; (2) above all, it permits one to avoid Aristotle’s error
consisting in believing that general propositions are necessarily instanti-
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ated, that is, that they imply existence. For example, the syllogism in
Darapti, “All Greeks are men, all Greeks are white, some men are white,”
is only true if there are Greeks, and if not, it is false. Aristotle proceeds as
if the major of his syllogism in fact included two propositions: a proposi-
tion of existence, “There are Greeks,” and a general proposition, “If some-
thing is a Greek, it is a man.”®

But then, if “existence” means nothing other, or nothing more, than
the form of the particular judgment, if “Some men are Germans” is just
as much a judgment of existence as “Some men exist,”*® why call this
judgment a “judgment of existence” Why call the logical operator
invented by Frege an “existential quantifier,” and not, for example, a
“particular quantifier” and propose to read it not “there is at least one x”
but “for some x . . .”’? This would at least have the merit of drawing
attention to the fact that in the existential quantifier it is emphatically
not a question of the existence of individuals in the ordinary sense. But
Frege not only invents a formalism, he accompanies it with a philosophi-
cal interpretation. His purpose is not only to furnish a logical paraphrase
of Aristotle’s particular judgments, but to show that the philosophers
were entirely mistaken about the concept of existence when they made it
into a property of individuals. When they speak of “being” and even of
“absolute being,” philosophers end up, says Frege, in an “apotheosis of the
copula.”®®

In short, what is existence from a logical point of view? It is a property
of a function (or a concept) and not of an object, or it is a second-level
concept, a concept of concept, expressing a “classification™ “When you say
“There are men’ and “There are no centaurs’ you are also making a classifi-
cation. But you are not classifying things, which in one case are not there
at all, and in the other case are not being assigned to one of two classes,
but you are classifying the concepts ‘man’ and ‘centaur’ by assigning one
to the class of concepts under which something belongs, and excluding
the other from this class. This is why I hold that in these sentences the
concepts are the real subjects.” To take another example, this time bor-
rowed from the domain of mathematics, if I assert that “there is at least
one even number between 2 and 8,” I am not asserting the existence of
this number (what does the “existence” of a number mean?) but only that
the concept “even number between 2 and 8” is not empty, and that it
includes at least one x that comes under it. We can see to what point this
concept of “existence” is adapted when it is a matter of the existence of
numbers, that is, of purely ideal entities having no reality in space and
time. But does it suffice to account for our ordinary concept of existence
such as we use it in our natural languages?
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Its being tailored, so to speak, to the measure of mathematics is further
attested to by the fact that “existence” taken in this sense (as a concept
bearing upon concepts) has exactly the same logical status as number.
Indeed number is not a predicate or a property of things (like color is, for
example). “This is perhaps clearest,” writes Frege, “with the number 0. If I
say ‘Venus has 0 moons, there simply does not exist any moon or agglom-
eration of moons for anything to be asserted of; but what happens is that
a property is assigned to the concept ‘moon of Venus, namely that of
including nothing under it. If I say ‘the King’s carriage is drawn by four
horses,” then I assign the number four to the concept ‘horse that draws the
King’s carriage.”””°

Here we have an analogy with the concept of existence that doesn’t
assert any property of thing, either, but only a property of concept—that
of not being empty. To quantify existentially, consequently, is nothing
other than to number. “In this respect,” Frege specifies, “existence is
analogous to number. Affirmation of existence is in fact nothing but
denial of the number nought.””! Like number, existence is a property of
concepts, a concept of concept. Just as to number is to attribute a property
to a concept and not to the individuals subsumable under this concept, so
to assert existence is to assert of a concept that it subsumes at least one
individual—and this can be true even in a world in which no individual
corresponds to this concept. But the question that cannot fail to arise here
is the following: Does this concept of existence allow us to account for the
way we use existence when we attribute it to objects that can be or not be,
that begin to exist and cease existing, that is, that are subject to time? In
other words, isn’t this formalization inextricably bound to philosophical
presuppositions—bound, for example, to Frege’s Platonism?

In any case, the consideration that ultimately justifies the assertion that
it makes no sense to speak of objective (or individual) existence is the fol-
lowing: As soon as I speak of an individual, I presuppose its existence by
the simple fact of referring to it, and the assertion of its existence adds
nothing further. When I say “4,” or “A exists,” strictly speaking I am say-
ing the same thing. If existence were a predicate, as “wise” is, I should be
able to assert it about something, but also to deny it. For example, I can
say “Socrates is wise” and “Socrates is not wise.” But it makes no sense to
say “Socrates is not existing,” for then I attribute an existence to Socrates,
but, at the same time, I take it back. “If you want to assign a content to the
verb ‘to be,” so that the sentence A is’ is not pleonastic and self-evident,
you will have to allow circumstances under which the negation of 4 is’ is
possible; that is to say, that there are subjects of which being must be
denied. But in that case the concept ‘being’ will no longer be suitable for
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providing a general explanation of ‘there are’ under which ‘there are Bs’
means the same as ‘something that has being comes under the concept B’
for if we apply this explanation to “There are subjects of which being must
be denied, then we get ‘Something that has being comes under the con-
cept of not-being’ or ‘Something that has being is not.””7* We have here
the same argument that Carnap will take up, and that leads both authors
to the same conclusion: the concept of “being” is a pseudo-concept, since
either it says something superfluous or it asserts a predicate that is not a
predicate, since its negation is impossible. “In this way we form a quasi-
concept— being'—without content, since its extension is unlimited.””?
We must emphasize how much this assertion itself is overdetermined from
a metaphysical point of view. The assertion that there is a “common con-
cept of being” and that, since being is a concept, it must be the most
universal in extension, therefore the most empty in understanding, so
empty that it is superfluous and in reality says nothing, is connected to a
metaphysical tradition—that of the univocity of being—dating back to
Duns Scotus and extending its influence to Kant and even Nietzsche, and
the main thesis of which Heidegger includes in the number of “prejudices”
that he enumerates in §1 of Sein und Zeir: “‘Being’ is the ‘most universal’
concept.” But if it is the most universal concept, it should be added, it is
still a concept, that is, it still has a certain right to be considered a predi-
cate. And does it suffice to say, in order to dispose of the problem, that this
predicate cannot be denied? On the contrary, there are contexts in which
the sentence “The table does not exist” has meaning; it is when I mean
that it does not exist here and now (it existed, or it will exist). But Frege’s
logico-mathematical concept of “existence” precludes this sort of consid-
eration, precisely because this existence thus understood is a property of
concept, that is, a property of something that is not subject to time.
Russell, in his Philosophy of Logical Atomism, makes an important clari-
fication on this subject. In general, and with the exception of a few termi-
nological modifications (he replaces “concept” with “class,” because he no
longer adheres to Frege’s Platonism—but is it sufficient, in order to escape
Platonism, to make that replacement>—and he replaces “object” with
“individual”), his analysis of existence coincides with Frege’s. What we
mean when we assert that “there are men” is simply that “that proposi-
tional function is true in at least one instance.”’* This amounts to saying
that this propositional function is at least sometimes true. But what does
“sometimes” mean here? To say that this function is sometimes true
amounts to saying that it is possible that this function is true. But then
“existence” in the logical sense says strictly nothing other than possibility.
In Fregean terms, it is the possibility that a concept is not empty. This
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possibility actually tells us nothing about the eventual existence of indi-
viduals or objects subsumed under this concept.

Russell draws this consequence, which remained implicit in Frege, with
the utmost clarity. From the point of view of existential quantification,
“existence” means nothing other than “possibility.” “It will be out of this
notion of sometimes, which is the same as the notion of possible, that we
get the notion of existence. To say that unicorns exist is simply to say that
‘(x is a unicorn) is possible.””> But then why call this quantifier “existen-
tial ”? Is it not the logician—and not the philosopher—who lets himself be
misled by the use he makes of the word “existence” here, thinking that he
is paraphrasing the sentences of ordinary language that speak of it? To
what extent does the existential quantifier really allow the formalization of
the notion of existence as it is used in our natural languages?

For the reasons we have seen, Frege and Russell reason on the existence
of things exactly as they might reason on that of numbers; for them, there
is a perfect univocity of existence. But then we have to do with a meta-
physical thesis and not with a logical one. When we say, for example,
“This table exists,” do we mean the same thing as when we assert, “There
exists a real number between 2 and 4”? In the first case, “existence” refers
essentially to time and space. “This table exists” means, “There exists a
table here and now.” Before having been produced it did not exist, after
having been destroyed it will no longer exist; if it is moved by someone, it
will exist continually during its successive locations. Such a concept of
“existence” obviously cannot apply to a number. Now Frege and Russell
give no importance to this distinction. And it is by virtue of this univocist
conception of existence that Russell can conclude at the end of his analy-
sis, “The actual things that there are in the world do not exist, or, at least,
that is putting it too strongly, because that is utter nonsense.””® But the
fact that Russell accepts to formulate—and a fortiori to write—such
“nonsense” at least reveals something: that he believes he can draw general
philosophical lessons from what is actually only a logical formalization.
He thereby proceeds as if a logical formalization had in and for itself a
philosophical significance, without having to be interpreted. He thus
changes into a metaphysical thesis what is and remains a formalism.

Now it is not at all obvious that existence, in the statement “this table
exists,” or “this table does not exist,” can be formalized in the language of
Fregean mathematical logic. In the event that it can’t, we would begin to
understand what Heidegger means when he says that mathematical logic
is merely mathematics applied to logic—namely, mathematical logic
implicitly attributes the way of being of mathematical objects to the whole
of what is. Now as Heidegger reminded us in Sein und Zeit, and as he
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repeats in his 1929 lecture, “mathematics is not more rigorous than histo-
riology”’’; it only rests on a different regional ontology. And this is why
there is actually no sense in extending the mode of being of mathematical
objects outside their own domain. Moreover, if that extension takes place,
it can only lead to serious difficulties.

This kind of difficulty appears precisely when we try to reduce the spa-
tiotemporal concept of existence to “existence” in the Fregean sense—
notions that, as we shall see, are not equivalent.”® Can we, by means of the
concept of “existence” underlying existential quantification, paraphrase a
statement from our natural languages as banal and intuitively obvious as
“x is dead,” that is, “x has ceased existing”? The answer, as C. J. F. Wil-
liams has shown, must be no. One might, at first view, try to paraphrase
this statement in the following way (the author takes as his example the
death of a horse named “Black Beauty”): “For some time before time #
there was a horse which was £, G, H, etc., and was called ‘Black Beauty’
but after time ¢ there was no such horse.” Is this translation satisfactory?
No, because it remains ambiguous on an essential point, that of whether
it is the same horse that is called “Black Beauty,” possesses such and such
properties, etc., and of which something is asserted before and after time
t. In order to dispel this ambiguity, it is therefore necessary to add a
specification on the identity of this horse over time. By specifying this last
point, we are led to a second paraphrase: “For some time before time #
there was a horse which was F, G, H, etc., and was called ‘Black Beauty’
but after time # there was no horse which was F, G, H, etc., and was called
‘Black Beauty’ and was identical with the horse which was £, G, H, etc.,
and was called ‘Black Beauty” and existed before time £” Are we now in
possession of a logical translation making it possible to account for tempo-
ral existence and its cessation in terms of existential quantification?
Nowise. Indeed, as Williams shows, the preceding statement is absurd for
at least two reasons: (1) it reintroduces, at the end, a sense of existence
(“and existed before time #”) different from that of existential quantifica-
tion, namely the existence of an individual over time that the paraphrase
was intended to eliminate; and (2) it has a logical defect stemming from
the use of the expression “identical with.” Indeed, to return to the termi-
nology and expressions of Frege, when we say that “the Evening Star is
bright” we are saying something about the reference (Bedeutung) of the
expression “the evening star,” but when we say that “the Evening Star is
the same as the Morning Star,” we are expressing something about its
meaning (Sinn). Thus, every proposition of the type “which is F, G, H,
etc., and is identical with” constitutes a solecism. All in all, the attempted

translation thus turns out to be a “failure,” by Williams’s own admission.”
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What applies here to the cessation of existence also applies, and rigorously
in the same terms, to the appearing, the coming into being, of something.

This failure—if indeed it is such—is obviously crucial for the problem
at hand. It undermines the very foundation of Carnap’s project of “elimi-
nation” of metaphysics. It manifests in an irrefutable manner the philo-
sophical presuppositions inherent in the Fregean conception of existence
and, by this very fact, the structural limits of all atctempts to reformulate
traditional ontological problems in the logico-mathematical formalism.
Can this difficulty be solved? Tugendhat, for example, has tried to do so
by proposing to restrict the scope of the existential quantifier by a spatio-
temporal clause.®?® With Frege and Russell, Tugendhat maintains that
existence is not a predicate of individuals, but against them he defends the
claim that there is a concept of existence that is irreducible to the Fregean
concept and that means the presence of something somewhere for a cer-
tain time. “The traditional notion of being, absolutely speaking,” Tugend-
hatwrites, “reappears within the modern context” of the logic of predicates,®!
far from being purely and simply eliminated by it. Only if we adopt this
“classical” concept of existence does it make sense to speak of the being of
an individual through time, and therefore also of its coming into existence
and of the cessation of its existence. But what are we to make of Tugend-
hat’s logical solution? First, we must note that this author does not propose
a new formalism capable of giving rise to a logical calculus. Nor does he
solve the paradox raised by Williams. His thesis appears stronger in its
critical scope than in its positive contribution. In Self-Consciousness and
Self-Determination, Tugendhat seems more cautious about the importance
of the innovation he proposed in his article and about the possibility of
continuing to formulate the problem of existence in the classical sense, as
existence of individuals in space and time, within the Fregean formalism.
“I can leave the question open here as to whether it is still possible to
reduce existence in this sense to the existential quantifier (as I once main-
tained), or whether a genuine—though unique—two-place predicate is
involved in this sense of existence.” The fact remains—and this is the
essential point—that the concept expressed through the “there are” of
existential quantification and the “singular (predicative) concept of exis-
tence” have “two different grammars.”®

Thus, the logical paraphrase provides no philosophical solution to the
traditional problem of existence, unless we presuppose a univocity of exis-
tence that nothing can legitimate from the strictly logical point of view.
Conversely, it leads logically to difficulties as soon as we have to account
for the use of the notion of “existence” simultaneously in its ordinary and
philosophical senses, since here they are not at odds one with another. In
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this respect, as Heidegger insisted, Frege’s logico-mathematical formalism
goes hand in hand with largely unexamined philosophical presupposi-
tions. It is precisely these presuppositions—Platonism and the thesis of a
univocity of existence from mathematics to metaphysics—that Heidegger
rejects. 'The impossibility of translating statements about the coming
into existence and the cessation thereof into the Fregean formalism
shows obviously the latter’s limitations, and it does so by purely logical
means. [t follows that Heidegger probably had good reasons for dismiss-
ing the paraphrases that logical positivism claimed to make of his asser-
tions regarding the problem of existence. Since existence, in the sense in
which he understands it, is certainly not a property of classes or concepts,
it has a fundamentally temporal meaning,.

What are we to make, then, of his “statements” about nothingness?
This is, obviously, the pivotal question, if it is true that in “What Is Meta-
physics,” the Nothing “is the sole topic of the lecture.”®

Once Again: The Logical Problem of Nothingness

But first, what can bring philosophy to confront the nothing, nothing-
ness? How, in connection with what problem, can the nothing make its
appearance in philosophy? Is this problem, as Carnap would have it, only
a pseudo-problem?

The answer to these questions has already been sketched out in connec-
tion with the logical paraphrase of an expression such as “x died.” The first
context in which we are induced to bring up the nothing is when we say of
something—a thing in our surroundings, for example—that its destruc-
tion has reduced it to nothing, when we speak of its annihilation, or, on the
other hand, when we say of something that it springs forth, appears, is
born, when we refer to its coming into existence. To appear, to disappear
is to spring forth out of nothing and return to nothing, as is already attested
in ordinary language. In the phrase “A is reduced to nothing,” nothing,
nonexistence, refer to the absence of something in time and not to a prop-
erty of its concept. It is in this sense, for example, that Thomas Aquinas
can say that omnis creatura est vertibilis in nihil.** It is so to the extent that
it is subject to becoming, and therefore to change, to destruction, to disap-
pearance. It is therefore in the first place to the experience of temporality
that the consideration of nothingness belongs. Time presupposes that one
can attribute to something (thing, person, event) now being, now non-
being. There are phenomena such as “to spring forth” and “to disappear”
of which we could give no account unless we accepted at least a certain
concept of “nothing.” As Heidegger remarks, “if the nothing is nothing, if
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it is not, then neither can beings ever founder in the nothing nor can all
things dissolve in it. Hence there can be no process of becoming-nothing
(Vichtswerden).”® Now, is not the process of “becoming-nothing” a phe-
nomenon—which immediately entails the corollary that the nothing
must be, at least in some sense, given? “The nothing itself . . . must be
given beforehand.”® Nonexistence, that is to say, nonpresence, absence
(Absenz),”” which constantly gnaws away at presence, here has a phenom-
enological right equal to that of presence, the actually given. If the noth-
ing is “given” in this sense, it is not as a zero-point of givenness, but
precisely as the givenness of an absence, of a nonpresence, as what is at
play in all givenness and without which the givenness of a given would not
even be possible. Therefore, only if the nothing and Being are understood
in light of time is it possible to accede to their phenomenological meaning.
Furthermore, the nothing does not have an exclusively temporal meaning,
but to some extent also a spatial one. In the distance, at the point where
the horizon trembles, the world collapses into itself and loses itself in the
nothing. This nothing is precisely not nothing; it is the condition of the
appearing of the world, or, more precisely, it is the appearing of the world
itself as conditioned, as dependent on our finitude. It belongs to the world
itself in its moment of appearing, suspended between past and future,
insofar as its openness (Oﬁ%nheit) determines the very existence of Dasein,
that is to say, “the Being of those beings who stand open for the openness
of Being in which they stand, by standing it.”®® The nothing is therefore
nothing other than Being; it is Being itself.

Is all this only metaphors, inconsistent statements, nonsense even? Does
not this phenomenological description—insofar as it is phenomenologi-
cal—have its own right? But if so, what supports this right? Heidegger
continually asserts it: the nothing in the sense in which he understands it,
as openness of the appearing, withdrawal, latency articulating all pres-
ence, Un-entborgenbeit belonging to all Unverborgenbeit, is not nothing—
which comes down to saying that it cannot be paraphrased by a negative
existential quantification. Or, to express it differently, the phenomeno-
logical concept of nothing, the nothing as “given,”—albeit obliquely—in
all givenness, is not a nothingness of givenness: it is not a nichtiges Nichts,”
an absolute nothingness, a “null nothing” it is not what we refer to when
we say “it’s nothing,” because it is indeed, as such, something—the “con-
dition” of the appearing for all appearing. Of course, this nothing is of no
concern to science, since the latter, by virtue of its objectivism, completely
and definitely overlooks the appearing of the world.

This comes down to saying that nothingness is not the negation of all
things, that it is not thinkable as the application of the logical operator of
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negation to all that can be thought (to all that falls under a concept). This
is Bergson’s main mistake, to which Heidegger dedicates a few lines with-
out naming him, in his 1929 lecture. The nothing is neither the applica-
tion of the logical negation to the entirety of imagined beings nor its
application to the totality of conceived beings, as apprehended by the
understanding.’® There are two reasons to reject this formulation of the
problem. The first is purely phenomenological. This formulation misses
the very problem it was supposed to solve, namely the problem of the
absence conditioning all presence, of the finitude of all manifestation, in
other words, of the intrinsic temporality of the phenomenal world. Indeed,
if the nothing were “the entire negation of the totality of beings,” that
totality itself would have first to be given. But to whom could it be given?
“The totality of beings must be given in advance so as to be able to fall
prey straightway (schlecthin) to negation—in which the nothing itself
would then be manifest.”" But this is precisely what is impossible. Such a
straightway givenness of beings as a whole to which negation as logical
operator could be applied misconstrues the phenomenological conditions
of all givenness; it presupposes, so to speak, a divine, infinite understand-
ing, which is precisely excluded by our finitude. The second argument,
which runs through the entire lecture, concerns not only Bergson, but
more generally every conception that makes nothingness the result of a
negation. If nothingness were nothing other than the application of nega-
tion to all that falls under a concept, it would assuredly follow that noth-
ingness, like negation itself, would have nothing real about it. This is what
Kant had already said: “Reality is something, negation is nothing; that is,
it is the concept of the absence of an object, as shadow or cold (nibil priva-
tivum).””* But what does it mean, here, that negation is nothing? Can this
“nothing” in turn be thought on the basis of the logical operator of nega-
tion? Is it not necessary to maintain exactly the opposite? Is not nothing-
ness prior to negation, rather than being made possible by it? At about the
same time, Husserl also posed, in a different context, the phenomenologi-
cal problem of “the origin of negation.”” This question seems all the more
absurd in that logic gives us no definition of negation, or rather, in that the
very definition it gives of this “functor” (for example, by its truth table)
necessarily presupposes negation through the opposition between true
and false.

But does what I am saying here still have meaning? A first response to
that question follows from the considerations above. Indeed, if the prob-
lem of nothingness is first of all that of temporality itself—and as a result,
of the world, insofar as its appearing presupposes temporality—then the
critique of the concept of existence underlying existential quantification
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applies here first and foremost. If existence cannot mean everywhere and
uniformly the “denial of the number nought,” but signifies in most cases
the presence of something over time (and eventually space), it follows that
nonexistence, non-being, signifies its absence, its nonpresence. To the
question I raised, there is, therefore, a response both simple and univocal:
the concept of nothingness is legitimate as long as we maintain the irre-
ducibility of the spatiotemporal meaning of existence to the formalism of
existential quantification. Nothing then prevents us from positing, more
generally, the question not of the absence of this or that being (ontic con-
cept of “nothing”) but of the withdrawal or absence constitutive of all
coming into presence as such, and therefore of the nonappearing as it
articulates all appearing, of the Openness of phenomenality or yet again of
the world in its originary phenomenological meaning—and such indeed is
the ontological question of the nothing for Heidegger.

But at this point a supplementary difficulty appears, which resides in the
application of the principle of noncontradiction to statements about noth-
ingness. When we speak of nothingness, do we not transform it surrepti-
tiously into an object, do we not make of the expression “nothingness,”
inevitably, a “name of object,” as Carnap said, so that we affirm of nothing-
ness that it is as long as and to the same extent as we assert that it is noth-
ingness? We thus witness the reformulation of the argument of Parmenides
in the setting of contemporary logic.

Let us recall that Frege’s fundamental argument against the conception
of existence as a predicate of objects was the following: If existence were a
predicate, it should be able to be denied like any other predicate. If, in the
expression “A exists,” existence had a predicative meaning, it would make
sense to assert ‘A does not exist.” But, in the assertion “4 does not exist,” if
that statement is true, A must have a reference. I therefore posit the exis-
tence of A by assuming that this word has a reference, and, at the same
time, I deny its existence through its predicate. I therefore fall into a logi-
cal contradiction. It follows both that existence is not a predicate and that
it does not make sense to speak of the nonexistence of something, of its
non-being. And we can even less speak of non-being in itself, that is, trans-
form it into an object, since in so doing we would assert the existence of
that object.

The first part of this argument rests on a concept of existence whose
philosophical limits we have attempted to show: there is no reason to go
over it again. As for the assertion that nothingness cannot be the name of
an object, it rests on the following prior assumption: All we can speak of
meaningfully are either objects or concepts. Indeed, besides the logical
constants and the operators of quantification, that is to say, the elements
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of its syntax, the language of the logic of predicates only admits of func-
tions (concepts) and objects (arguments, truth-values). Now, nothingness
cannot be a concept, because a concept always has an extension, it always
bears upon objects, even if this extension is null. Nor can it be an object,
the argument of a function. This is why, as Frege would conclude, “noth-
ingness” has no other meaning than that of a previously denied existential
quantification, and is logically the equivalent of the empty set. “Nothing”
therefore cannot be used as a substantive: we cannot pass, as Carnap
claimed, from “nothing” (nichts) to “the nothing” (Nichrs).

But perhaps there is, after all, a way to grant nothingness a place within
logic, and that is precisely to make it into a “concept.” This project is as old
as philosophy itself: When Plato, in the dialectic of the “great kinds” in
the Sophist, decides to transgress Parmenides’s interdiction by speaking of
a being of non-being, he can only do so because he has previously reduced
non-being to an Idea, a genus, that is, discarded absolute non-being as the
opposite (Evavtiov) of being and accepted only a relative non-being, alter-
ity An analogous strategy presides over contemporary logical undertak-
ings. If nothingness has a logical status, it can only be a conceptual status.
In this way it is possible to dissipate the paradox linked to the pseudo-
referential status of the propositions about the nothing. In the proposition
(Ax) (... (x), existence as expressed by the existential quantifier is to be
understood, as we have seen, as a predicate of predicate of individuals, that
is, a second-order predicate. The same is true of “nonexistence” in the
sense of the negative existential quantifier. If I assert, for example, that
“there is no largest prime number,” I am asserting that nothing instanti-
ates the property “largest prime,” that is, that the extension of this concept
is null or that every statement of the form “___is greatest prime” is false.
Now in the third-order predicate calculus, nothing would preclude the
assertion that “there was a second-level property of first-level properties of
individuals (namely, noninstantiation) such that it qualified some first-
level property (for instance, largest prime number).” It follows that the
paraphrase of the concept of nothingness is the following: “concept of a
first-level concept with no extension.” “Its extensional counterpart,” as
Wiggins remarks, “would be the extension of the concept ‘concept with no
extension’ or {{ A }}, the unit-set of the null set.” Thus, if I assert the exis-
tence of such a concept, namely the concept of an empty concept, I do not
contradict myself. The only question remaining is whether it is indeed to
that that a thinking of nothingness refers. Indeed, not only do we have to
do once more with the existence of a concept (and therefore of something
and not of nothing), but with the existence of the concept “concept with
no extension,” and consequently of the existence of a concept having a
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certain extension (since many concepts have a null extension); not only is
this concept something, but a number of objects fall under it.”® By his
refusal to make nothingness the name of an object, the logician has solved
the problem of the pseudo-referential status of this term, but he has done
so by making of nothingness a property of concepts, by assigning it a
reference, and, finally, by idealizing it. The principle of noncontradiction
has been preserved, but the problem of nothingness, which is certainly
not that of the extension of certain concepts—and, more precisely, of
their null extension—has been missed. For nothingness is not the num-
ber nought.

Here we can see to what extent the two problems—that of “existence”
in the logical sense and that of quantification—in reality are one and the
same: to reject the definition of the former (“affirmation of existence is
nothing but denial of the number nought”), or more precisely to restrict
its scope, is thus also and at the same time to question the latter and to
inquire into its limits. The question that arises, indeed, is the following: if
everything that pertains to mathematical logic must be an object (falling
under a concept), if all concepts must be quantifiable, isn’t there anything
that is neither an object nor quantifiable and that thus eludes in principle
all formalization in that logic? Let us give a few examples.

What of perception? Is it quantifiable? Are perceptions different
objects (in the Fregean sense) capable of falling under a concept? But
where does one perception end; where does it begin? What determines its
numerical identity? How can perceptions be added up? What is the unit
here that is to be considered relevant? We might answer that this unit can
be conceived of as a temporal one: for example, one-tenth of a second.
Thus we could measure the perceptual continuum by means of temporal
units of measurement. However, this answer is somewhat irrelevant, for
the experiences of other people are also perceptions, and yet, they belong
to two different categories. My perception and theirs are not placed on
the same level; they cannot be added up together. The same goes for other
phenomena—therefore also for other words, which are not strictly singu-
lar or plural: “consciousness,” “the world,” “the body,” “others,” “the
phenomenal field,” “the visible,” “the appearing.” There is, and there can
only be, one sole world, and at the same time, it is inevitable to assert that
there must be several, that there must exist between them an implicit
“geometry,” a congruence and articulation that do not enter into the
unity-multiplicity distinction. For unity and plurality are not on the
same plane here—are not addable and form no sequence in the arithme-
tic sense.
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It goes without saying that “nothingness,” in the sense Heidegger
understands it, belongs to the same category—and that is how he escapes
mathematical logic. If the only thing that can be considered an object is
what falls under a concept, if the only thing that is quantifiable is a con-
cept, it follows that the nothing is neither an object nor a concept in the
sense Frege and logistics attach to these terms. Thus, when Heidegger
asserts that nothingness is older than negation, and that it does not mean
the negation of all things (in the sense of a negative existential quantifica-
tion), this is not only because he refuses to conform, in order to conceive
of it, to the formal concept of existence underlying existential quantifica-
tion, but also and chiefly because he rejects, in order to give an account of
the world as a phenomenon, the principle of quantification. The world is
neither an object, nor a multiplicity of objects, nor the concept subsuming
that multiplicity: it possesses its own phenomenal structures, irreducible
to any account in the language of mathematics. This is why the nothing,
just like Being, cannot come under the jurisdiction of conceptual thought,
not only in the classical sense of the term, in which the concept is primarily
related to the representation of a subject, but also in the sense in which
logistics understands it. “Being thus denies itself every concept (Be-
griff )”’—which is also true of nothingness. If what I have said above is
true, there can be no question of taxing such an assertion with irrationalism.

Not only does mathematical logic not exhaust the field of the sayable
and the thinkable, but by presupposing the universality of the realm of the
quantifiable, it begs the question: it is indeed this “applied mathematics,”
of which Heidegger speaks, which does not question the limits of its legiti-
mate application and remains, in this respect, infra-philosophical. This
petitio principi is of no consequence if it is a question of seeking, like Frege,
the logical foundation of arithmetic, since one does not see, in that case,
how the nonquantifiable could be of any concern to philosophy. But it
becomes a serious lapse when it is a question of applying mathematical
logic indiscriminately to philosophical problems as a whole, or of claiming
to translate the totality of the sayable into a formal language. To those
who would proceed along these lines it should be reminded of what Plato
said of mathematicians—he who held mathematics in such high esteem:
dvelpdtTovct [pev] tepi 1o v, “they dream about being.”*® It is impos-
sible for them to have a waking vision as long as they proceed as mathema-
ticians, that is, as long as they do not question their own presuppositions
and give no rational justification for them (pr dvvapevar Loyov diddvar
a0T@®V). Their dream is rigorously the same as that of an unrestricted
application of mathematical tools to ontological problems. For, as Plato
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says in Letter VII, the tools of philosophy are not philosophy itself. And to
Carnap, who claimed that “metaphysicians are musicians without musical
ability,”” one is tempted to reply that logicians who think they can solve
philosophical problems through the positivity of a formalism alone are, on
careful consideration, hardly more than mathematicians without mathe-
matical genius.
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“Between Emptiness and the Pure Event™
Phenomenology

“The sun is new every day.” Aristotle comments on this famous fragment
of Heraclitus in the following terms: “we should obviously not only have a
new sun every day, as Heraclitus says, but a new sun every moment.”!
What does “new,” véoc, mean here?

At every moment, before our astonished eyes—and “new,” as it were—
the sun is born. Its flaming insularity stands vertically erect upon itself in
that place of precarious and jeopardized equilibrium of its own upsurge;
“it forms and dissolves, and it approaches and departs,”* that is to say, it
renews itself at the very site of appearing. Ceaselessly it perpetuates the
appearing in its rising. Its presence is that of an event, but a continuous
one. What is true here of the sun is true more generally of the world.
Subjected to the dominance of fire, itself being fire, it flames up and
devours itself thythmically, “an ever-living Fire, with measures of it kin-
dling, and measures going out.”® Of that vanishing appearing, the thun-
derbolt (kepavvoc) “that steers all things” is like a cryptogram.* Bursting
forth, it hides all the more within itself in that it flames without. The
appearing, here, is this contradictory tension, this polemical irresolution
between the pure outpouring of an endless source and its deeper disap-
pearance into itself: for “eclosion remains hidden (pVo1g KpOmTEGHIL
@1rel).”” But then how can we describe it? How to try to approach it
Gy Poteiv)?® How to say what is not, and is never given? How to speak
of this world in the process of becoming of which Roger Munier rightly
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says, “It appears . . . does nothing but continually appear. Pure and con-
stantly reconducted event, in a fulminant forward movement that can
only be approached by freezing it.”’

One can only try to approach it, says Heraclitus, through a contradic-
tory discourse, a constantly polemical logos, discordant and unreconciled.
Thus, in the famous fragment 49a handed down by Plutarch: “We step
and do not step into the same rivers; we are and are not.” The same rivers?
This is indeed what Heraclitus writes: motapoig toig avtoic. At every
moment, the rivers remain identical to themselves through the continual
change of their waters; but this current that carries them away, and carries
itself away with them, also constantly renews them: “On those who enter
the same rivers, other and other waters flow.”® What Heraclitus is asserting
here is not the universality of movement—which Plato was to label with
the name “mobilism”—but the mobile perenniality of appearing, its
incessant renewal in itself. To try to approach it, it is necessary to reunify
by the logos these opposites that common mortals hold to be discon-
nected: the same and the other, to enter and not to enter. The river is only
an image by which we should not be obsessed, like sleepers by the vapors
of their dreams. Through it, Heraclitus “scrutinizes appearing” at its ori-
gin.’ His intent is not to deny the stability of things and to reduce their
constancy to a continual flux; he only tries to recapture, in his antinomic
logos, the rise to the phenomenon, its lacerating, fleeting radiance—this
unapparent event in which the world is in suspense: unfinished and fin-
ished, transitory and immutable. For what he says here about the river—it
should first be said about the world—and the instant: petafdiiov
avamaedetar—-It rests by changing.”'

Here, it is not a particular understanding of the logos that determines,
in the view of Heraclitus, a particular understanding of the phainesthai
but rather the other way around. It is because he attempts to bring the
enigma of the appearing to light, and with it that of time, that he must
think the logos as what relates the opposites the one to the other, and
maintains them—in accord and discord—in a harmonic union, in a ten-
sion comparable to that of the bow or the lyre.!! Parmenides is deaf to this
antinomic logos: “Uncritical tribes, by whom being and not-being have
been thought both the same and not the same.”"* Parmenides, and after
him Plato, and after him philosophy as a whole, are deaf to it as well. “We
must prove to them and convince them, writes Aristotle, that there is a
kind of nature that is not moved.”"? But to whom is this warning addressed?
Not to Heraclitus, in any case. It is Cratylus and he alone who sustains
mobilism’s thesis according to which “one cannot enter the same river
even once.”" The union of opposites that constituted the logos itself is
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thus entirely dissolved, at the same time as any possibility of speaking of a
selfsame river, of being able to name it and to say anything at all about it.
But by interpreting Heraclitus in that way, Aristotle, like Plato,” fails to
even understand his question. Heraclitus, as opposed to Cratylus, asserts
nothing—and certainly not that all things move: névta pel. He simply
asks, How can changing and remaining be fundamentally the same thing?
Or, how can appearing and disappearing be one in all phenomena? Thus,
while conforming themselves to one of the most profound characteristics
of the Greek language—the equivalency of gignesthai and einai'®—he
contents himself with investigating the phainesthai as such. He is, in this
regard, the very first phenomenologist. Indeed, how could phenomenol-
ogy ever do without a meditation on appearing in its innermost mobil-
ity, as a gushing forth, a wellspring, an event? How could it avoid this
question without cutting itself off from what lies at its basis, the atten-
tion to what shows itself when it shows itself, and to the modality in
which it shows itself? But on the other hand, can phenomenology inves-
tigate the very event of appearing without adopting—be it only momen-
tarily—the antinomic logos of Heraclitus? Can it escape, by faithfulness
to the “things (Sachen) themselves,” which are never just things (Dingen),
a paradoxology?

We have every indication to the contrary. When Husserl speaks of
time, that is, of “the definitive and true absolute” of the self-constitution
of the immanent flow of consciousness, he must indeed try to account for
this springing forth of appearance itself—in the form of the Urimpression,
and, later, of the “living present”—and he rediscovers, without realizing
it, the antilogies of Heraclitus. The originary impression is pure springing
forth, genesis spontanea,’” and at the same time, this originary change
(Urwandlung) cannot even be described as a change, for “itis in no time.”*®
This is why “the originary flowing (das urtiimliche Stromen), as pre-being
(Vorsein), is inexperienceable and ineffable” unless it is “ontified.”™ One
can only try to describe it in rigorously antinomic terms, as flowing and
staying, as the unity of these opposites: it is an “original staying . . . present
(urtiimliche stehende . . . Gegenwart)—|a] staying present that, in a certain
sense, is the nunc stans, for which the word ‘present, insofar as it already
refers to a temporal modality, is not truly appropriate.”*® At such a level of
radicality, in which we are dealing, ultimately, with the very appearing of
all that appears even before anything appears, there are no longer any
more “phenomena,” but only a sudden springing forth that is ever missed,
essentially “anonymous,” since it can only become conscious in a second,
retentional consciousness that, illuminating the former one, has already

modified it.
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Husserl’s question here is no longer what a phenomenon is or how it is
to be described in its essential features. Rather it is how phenomena phe-
nomenalize themselves. How does that which comes to appear enter into
appearing? Through what drama? Through what event?

As for Heidegger, when he thinks of Being itself as a phenomenon, and
as the phenomenon par excellence, he essentially thinks of the “is” in a
verbal, “transitive” sense, as the event of the revealing of beings, of their
coming to appear in disclosure (Unverborgenbeir), and at the same time he
also thinks of it as that which, in this revealing, escapes and withdraws—
precisely as what does not appear. What is first and foremost a phenome-
non, the appear of all that appears, the Being of all beings, is also, by the
same token and for that very reason, the unapparent par excellence. The
unconcealing overwhelming (entbergende Uberkommnis)* of Being is thus
what hides itself in the disclosure of beings, the unapparent of all appear-
ing, its invisible Openness. Through distinct conceptualities, it is as if
phenomenology had done nothing but rehearse from one end to the
other the same enigma, giving it different turns: in the event of appearing
itself something withdraws in favor of what appears, and this “some-
thing” is the event itself—its nonappearing advance, its unapparent
occurrence. The nonappearing occurrence of appearing thus reigns over
that which appears like an invisible sun whose zenith is perpetual: “How
can one hide from that which never sets?”??

If we were unable to describe the “movement” of the appearing itself—
which is just as much a “rest”—its auroral rise, its “there is,” its novelty—
if we were unable to take up the challenge of Heraclitus, the notion of
“phenomenon” itself would become a dead letter and lose all meaning. In
this regard, appearing is not only a possible object for phenomenology, but
its object par excellence. But to describe the “movement” of appearing
itself is strictly speaking to describe its eventialness [événementialité]. The
event is the primary “object” of all phenomenology, even when it is only
implicitly so.

The Paradoxes of the Event

Now in wanting to describe the eventialness of the event, its occurrence, it
is quite difficult to escape paradox. Phenomenology—as long as it strives to
remain at this level of a description of appearing in and for itself—almost
inevitably reinforces the retrospective triumph of Heraclitus over Par-
menides and the entire tradition stemming from the latter.

There is no event without change. But does it suffice that there be a
change for there to be an event? Among changes, some take place in such
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a way as to presuppose a permanent substratum: a barge floats on the river,
a bird sits on a branch. Others, on the contrary, “blaze,” so to speak, with-
out it being possible to designate in them, or “under” them, anything that
remains: lightning flashes, a sound reverberates. From a linguistic point
of view, the use of nouns refers in the first case to beings (“the barge,”
“the bird”), and in the second to the event itself. But of these two types
of change, the first is no less an event than the second. For both can
appear. On the other hand, there are transformations that are practically
imperceptible at the human level, such as, for example, gradual chemical
modifications taking place deep down in the earth’s subsurface. These
transformations are not events. In order for there to be an event, a change
has to appear, or rather, the event is the appearing of the change itself. The
answer to the question we were asking—whether it suffices that there be a
change for there to be an event—can now be given. In order for a change
to “rate as an event’ [“fasse événement”], it has to appear to someone as
change, that is, it has to modify something from the point of view of one’s
experience. In order for there to be an event, it does not suffice that some-
thing changes; it is necessary for this change to make a change for some-
one. The event is not the transformation itself, it is the appearing of that
transformation in the world, or yet again: it is the taking place of that
transformation, its occurrence. But how is the latter to be described? Do
not the words “happen,” or “occur” refer to changes? If the event is not a
change, but the occurrence of such a change in the world for the person
who experiences it, does it not logically follow that the event must be
described as a change of a change? But is this consequence not paradoxi-
cal? Doesn't it lead to an infinite regression? Is it not necessary to speak in
this case of this second-level change—this occurrence—as having itself to
occur, and to postulate a third-level change by which this change of
change happens, and so on? Perhaps this consequence is not inevitable.
Indeed, there is no indication that by “occurrence” we must understand a
“modification” of the same structure as the transformation that occurs. To
most of the changes of the world Aristotle’s description applies: “Every-
thing that comes to be comes to be by the agency of something and from
something and comes to be something.”?® All change is an alternation of
predicates or properties within a substrate. But the occurrence of such a
change, the taking place by which it rates as an event for the person wit-
nessing it, is not a change of this type. Here we return to the antinomies
of Heraclitus. This occurrence can be nothing other than “a change with-
out anything that changes,” according to Bergson’s phrase, or a change
from nothing to something, a radical change [changement du tout au tout).
This is the intrinsic character of appearing: It is an immobile transformation
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into itself. What applied only to some changes—like lightning—which
are exactly their appearing and nothing more or less, applies here to the
very appearing of all change. All appearing is a transformation from itself
into itself in which nothing subtends the transformation itself, pure
“mobility” in which nothing moves and that is also, and by this very fact,
pure immobility. A blossoming in which nothing changes and in which
everything changes in relation to this “nothing™ in which mobility and
immobility are but one, and rigorously designate the same. If we couldn’t
describe this phenomenon, we would be equally unable to say anything
about the event according to its mode of appearing—and especially not
that it takes place, happens, or occurs. But how can we express this last
phenomenon?

Perhaps we could formulate that same difficulty otherwise, this time
taking our lead from the idea of “novelty.” No event without “novelty.”
But how can we think the latter? “Novelty” in general is taken in a relative
sense. When [ purchase a new pair of gloves, this pair of gloves is new
compared to other, older ones. It is its brand “novelty” that will tarnish—
this novelty itself is perishable. Nothing indeed ages quicker than the new.
Novelty is perishable because relative: it only exists in comparison. But
does this hold for what is ever new in all appearing? To say of an event that
it is new—is this saying anything about the date it appeared? Is it to relate
it in any way to another event? Is it not rather to assert nothing about it
but itself, to say nothing else about it but what characterizes it as itself—
that it is, precisely, an event? “Novelty” as used here does not describe one
aspect among others of the phenomenon (as it constitutes a property
among others of the pair of gloves) but the very phenomenality of the
phenomenon as a pure appearing in its own light, that is to say, a pure
appearing out of nothing, an advent of itself to itself in the opening of the
instant. This is why we have to do here with a novelty that must not be
understood in a relative sense—with a novelty that neither comes about
nor passes away and that, by the same token, cannot “get old” either, with
a novelty that in its own way—Ilike the present—is “always there.” Like
the present, of which Georges Braque has grasped the living source, “We
will never have rest. The present is perpetual.”?*

Thus, whether it is a question of the concepts of “change” or of “nov-
elty,” as long as we try to recapture the event placing ourselves at the very
site of its appearing, the determinations that applied to things or states of
affairs that have already appeared are no longer suited to its description, or
only on the condition of being modified in their meaning. Change must
be understood as “absolute” change, novelty as imperishable and irrelative
novelty. These “absolutes” may be the despair of the painter or poet when
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he attempts to recapture the world in an initial moment that Claudel calls
co-naissance.” Thus, Holderlin thinks, the word can only reach all things
by going back, as it were, before all institution of a language’*—and, in
reconnecting itself to a universe as new as it is unknown, in being attuned
to its tone, to say what has never been said before, to harken to the never-
heard-before of its own poetic virtualities. Similarly, Cézanne appeals to
this “echo” that the painter must be vis-a-vis the world grasped in its
“virginity.” To return to this instant of the world’s virginity is to recover
the world iz fieri, not as a fact or as already made, but in the renewed
surprise of its arising—and in order to do that, to place oneself at the
beginning, in the nothing: in “this dawn of ourselves above nothing-
ness.”*” Only at the edge of nothingness can beauty thus declare itself at
the highest degree of what Oskar Becker calls its “fragility” “The simply
‘wrought to perfection’ of truly great works of art consists precisely in that
any conceivable further elaboration, which would necessarily involve
changing them in any way, would inevitably destroy them.”?® Beauty, too,
“springing forth” from the apex of the work itself, is also and by this very
fact, that which is the most fragile and exposed. This is why “the phenom-
enon of ‘success’ only appears if the power [of the artist] is uncertain.
Luck, which success bestows by ‘gratuitous favor,” does more than all abil-
ity.” The existence of the artist is essentially adventuresome; “Tyche plays
an essential role” in it.” But is it right to oppose, as does Oscar Becker,
artistic to historical existence?

Among events, some have a bearing on the very meaning of the exis-
tence—or better, of the adventure—of the one they affect or overwhelm.
These events, in which our destiny is at stake and that bring us to encoun-
ter ourselves as ourselves in an adventure in each case unique, presuppose,
in order to be thought, a different concept of “man” than Heidegger’s
Dasein. They are determinations of the advenant.’® By “advenant” I desig-
nate the very humanity of the human being, qua “capacity” to undergo the
unsubstitutable experience of what happens to him or her. Thus under-
stood, the “advenant” does not designate a neuter essence of man, some-
how prior to his factual existence, but the evential constitution of the
adventure itself, indissociable from its historical act of birth and the initial
possibilities that condition that birth. Events befall the advenant insofar
as, open to the world, he is affectively situated within it and projects him-
self into it in order to understand it. More precisely, these events are the
upheavals of the world itself as the advenant understands it—and himself
in it—and as he experiences himself affectively in this world. A mourning,
an encounter, an illness, but also a decision or a promise can be upheavals of
this sort. What is at issue here is a crisis in which the advenant is challenged
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to abandon what hitherto ensured his coherence and to change himself at
the risk of his self: to “annihilate oneself for the purpose of existing.”'!
Every event, from this perspective, addresses Goethe’s imperative to us:
Stirb und werde—"die and become.” Now, not only must events of this
kind be able to be described as (drastic) transformations of the world as
such, not only is the novelty of meaning they introduce into their context
unprecedented for those whom they befall, but on the occasion of their
description new paradoxes, concerning the determinations peculiar to
these events, such as “possibility,” “world,” and “temporality,” arise.

First of all, an event is what transcends all foresight, all expectations,
and all projects, that is, what breaks with all the possibilities that articu-
late, for the advenant, his or her world. With respect to these preliminary
possibilities, it appears strictly im-possible: its possibility as event resides
precisely in that impossibility. This is attested by the expression of surprise:
“But that’s impossible!” The event is the openness—to the impossible—
of its own possibility for us: it is the configurator of possibilities according
to its own forestalling initiative exceeding any possibility of ours, accord-
ing to an initiative of which it is the sole initiator. Nothing preexists
its possibility that it itself institutes by its very occurring: it is pure self-
possibilization. Insofar as it is apprehended on the basis of the event and
in conformity with its phenomenalization, “possibility” no longer desig-
nates the opposite of reality, here, or its complementary concept. The event
is not “possible” before being real, its possibility wells up from its realiza-
tion itself. The possibility of the event is dependent on its reality more real
than any possibility. It is an impossible possibility or a possible impossi-
bility. The event is the transformation to the impossibility of the totality
of possibilities into which the advenant projects herself and that articulate
her world.

This is why the event does not, strictly speaking, occur in a world; it
opens up a world by occurring. To be sure, it is never separable from the
hermeneutic context in which it takes place, but it exceeds this context by
virtue of its very meaning. Incomprehensible in terms of its context, it
illuminates that context with a new meaning. This initial incomprehensi-
bility does not mean a zero degree of understanding, but refers to a proper,
positive mode of intelligibility: the event is the origin of its own meaning;
it is the very opening of a meaning for the one who is to understand it.
Consequently, if the world is defined as the horizon of all possible mean-
ing for the advenant, we must at the same time say that the event occurs
in a world, in that its meaning is inseparable from that of its context, and
that it opens a new world by opening onto a new meaning. Not that the
former world would be eliminated, abolished by the event; on the con-
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trary, it is in and by it that the world is revealed. The event occurs neither
purely in the world, nor outside the world, but at the unlocalizable loca-
tion of its openness.

In other words, the event is not a fact on which the advenant would
confer a meaning after the fact; it is that whose very sense is to make
sense—that is, never to be made™; whence its paradoxical temporality.
On the one hand, certain events can take place in the instant, suddenly;
on the other hand, they can only appear as such retrospectively, according
to the temporal gap of their appropriation by the advenant. Their upset-
ting suddenness is perfectly compatible with their temporalization, that is,
with the ripening (Zeitigung) of an experience, with the intrinsic duration
of a series of alterations—particularly affective ones—nevertheless belong-
ing to its inaugural “sending.” The psychiatrist, for example, can try to
describe the different “phases” a person goes through who, after an illness
or an accident, remains gravely handicapped; the first phase, that of shock,
characterized by withdrawal into oneself and apathy, is soon followed by
that of denial, in which the new situation and the suffering it causes are
hidden as much as possible, then by a phase of effort in which voluntaris-
tic decisions are taken, and finally by a phase of acceptance.’® All of these
phases and their temporal sequence do not ensue from the event as a con-
sequence, but rather belong to it as such and articulate its temporalization:
they correspond to various ways in which the advenant can try to face, in
a necessarily agonistic relationship, the wound (trauma) inflicted on him;
to various postures through which he can attempt to assume and appro-
priate what remains, for him, to a large extent, impossible to assimilate
and to integrate. Here, the magnitude of the event can only appear retro-
spectively to a necessarily belated consciousness; nonetheless, this after-
the-fact character does not suppress the inaugural experience of an
unhinged world. That experience is but one with the critical suddenness of
the event. For this “suddenness” does not indicate an infinitesimal objec-
tive duration. As Erwin Straus remarks, “it is not the suddenness that
conditions the shock, but it is rather the magnitude of the transformation
within the shock that conditions the experience of suddenness.”** The sud-
denness of the event only appears through its temporalization for us—that
is to say, after the fact. Experience, according to its twofold modality
(affective and hermeneutic), is the temporal articulation of this structural
a posteriori: it consists in the multiple behaviors and attitudes through
which the advenant is answerable for what happens to it. The event, here,
is not temporal, but temporalizing. It does not take place in the instant: it
opens itself in the instant as the necessarily retrospective temporal modal-
ity of its appropriation by the advenant, that is to say, of its occurrence in

“Between Emptiness and the Pure Event”: Phenomenology = 221



and for an experience. This instant is at once always already lost and always
still present: it is without possible contemporaneity, and at the same time,
[ am always contemporary with it as long as the event continues to occur
by imposing on me its constraint.

The attempt to describe the event “in itself,” as pure appearing, there-
fore leads to a succession of paradoxes. These paradoxes attempt to articu-
late apparently opposed determinations, nonetheless belonging to the
phenomenon—or rather, they attempt to describe the how of its phenom-
enalization: (1) The event is a change and it is not a change: this change is
“immobile,” without change, since nothing changes here but the change
itself, its occurrence; (2) The event is new and it is not new: its novelty is
without novelty since nothing, here, is new, except the novelty itself; (3)
The event is possible and is not possible: indeed nothing is possible here,
except the very possibility of the event as self-possibilization; (4) The event
happens and does not happen in a world, since nothing happens here in a
world except the very opening of meaning in which the appearing of the
world is at stake; and (5) The event occurs and does not occur in time,
since its taking place in the instant only appears as such retrospectively,
according to the constitutive dephasing of its temporalization in and for
an experience.

Do not these paradoxes introduce into the phenomenological discourse
untenable logical contradictions that suspend all possibility of a phenomeno-
logy and lead it to nonsense? How, for example, can we assert that “the
event is a change and is not a change” without rejecting the principle of
noncontradiction and, along with it, one of the fundamental laws of
thought in general? But this kind of objection only makes sense as long as
we isolate the aforementioned formulations and analyze them as “proposi-
tions” independent from their context. As soon as we pay attention to this
context, it becomes on the contrary evident that the assertion “the event is
a change and is not a change,” for example, does not use the term “change”
in both cases in the same sense. The event is not a change in the sense in
which something (a “substrate”) could be said to “change,” to receive
opposite determinations. Rather it is a change in the sense that we must
say of it that it happens, takes place, or appears. This clarification could,
however, occasion a different critique. Is it not simply for reasons of
“esthetic preference” that I have chosen these paradoxical formulations,
rather than availing myself of formulations not transgressing the principle
of noncontradiction? And does not the same arbitrary choice transpire in
the adoption of negative turns of phrase? Why that double negation:

« . » « . . ”»
nothing changes . . . except . . .,” “nothing is new . . . except . ..,” and
so on? Would it not have been just as expedient to use, instead of these
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negative phrases, corresponding affirmative ones? Of course. And yet, as
arbitrary as this choice may seem, it at least has the superiority of convey-
ing something decisive for the understanding of these phenomena, some-
thing that belongs in each case to their modality of appearing. The event
is nothing other than its pure appearing qua appearing out of the nothing,
in the forefront of the nothing, in suspense in the nothing. The nothing
and the event are inseparable. If the event did not mean “taking place out
of nothing,” “change from nothing to something,” there would no longer
be, strictly speaking, either “event” or “appearing.” Or, to borrow Valéry’s
verse, all that takes place always takes place “between emptiness and the
pure event.”” Emptiness and the event—what does this mean?

A Phenomenology at the Limits: The Problem of the Nothing

In order for the event to be able to manifest itself in the forefront of the
nothing, the advenant must participate in nothingness. How? The advenant
only participates in the event because he participates in the nothing as in
the dawn of its nonobjectifiable “there is.” And, conversely, the advenant
only participates in the nothing because he participates in the event. But
what can be the meaning of that rather vague expression “to have partici-
pated in the nothing”?

In order to answer this question we must set out from specific behavior.
All expectation, at the same time that it gives itself or pre-gives itself its
object, can only expect it against a background of nonexpectable empti-
ness. Emptiness here is not optional, it is not posited by an “empty inten-
tion,” it is that without which no expectation of anything—however
“indeterminate” it may be—could take place. Everything I can expect can
emerge only from the nonexpectable in which all expectation is suspended
and setting out from which the out-of-reach of my expectations [le hors
d attente] declares itself as what, in the hiatus of surprise, abolishes expec-
tation and cancels it out. This nonobjectifiable nothing is not the Hus-
serlian horizon: the latter is but the constantly reconducted deficit of a
structurally incomplete fulfillment that corresponds to the surplus of the
empty intentions of consciousness. On the contrary, the void I speak of is
prior to all intention as it is to all fulfillment. It is not the result of a deficit,
and has no horizon structure, but, uncircumscribed and indivisibly
unique, it is the locus—unlocalizable—of all taking-place: its openness. It
is close to what Heidegger, breaking with the transcendental approach
that is still that of Sein und Zeit, called “Region” (Gegend) or, borrowing
Rilke’s expression, the “Open” (Offene). The advenant can only expect
something if he himself stands in the open, turned toward him, of all
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“there is.” This non-expectable nothing from which the unexpected
springs is the world itself. The advenant relates to the world inasmuch as
he relates to the unexpectable openness from which the unexpected of all
his expectations springs—in keeping with an excess that is the very excess
of the nothing over all grasp, apprehension, or objectification. And, simi-
larly, the advenant can only project herself toward possibilities that she
herself posits and to which she gives form in her project, if the projection
carrying her into them goes to meet the nonprojectable without which
this projection would have purchase neither on beings nor meaning.
Indeed, no project could configure possibilities if it were not imbued with
impossibility, open to the nonanticipatable of what can only come to us
peradventure. The nonanticipatable nothing from which all possible
events emerge—the world—is, as such, outside the range of projects. But
then it follows that neither is there any “project of the world” (Entwurf
von Welt) whereby Dasein could originarily configure the world: “As the
respective wholeness of that for the sake of which (Umwillen) Dasein
exists in each case, world is brought before Dasein through Dasein itself.
This bringing of world before itself is the originary projection of the pos-
sibilities of Dasein, insofar as, in the midst of beings, it is to be able to
comport itself toward such beings. . . . This prior casting-over (Uberwurf)
first makes it possible for beings as such to manifest themselves. This
occurrence of a projective casting-over (entwerfenden Uberwurfs), in
which the Being of Dasein is temporalized, is Being-in-the-world. ‘Das-
ein transcends’ means: in the essence of its Being it is world-forming
(Weltbildend).”*® This project of the world, and this transcendence by
which Dasein lifts itself above beings and relates to Being as such still
belong, to a large extent, to a transcendental style of thought. They
make Dasein into the operator of the Open and the enthroner of beings
within Being. If, on the other hand, the advenant, in order to be able to
project herself, must be exposed more originarily to the unprojectable
nothing of the world, open in a dehiscence to the impossible “there is,” it
follows that the world can no longer be thought of as a transcendental
determination of the ontologically well-understood concept of the sub-
ject, but as the unlocalizable location of all taking-place for this subject:
its only meaning is evential. The open of the world is that which is opened
in all events as the nothing from which they emerge. The openness of the
world and the appearing of the event are but one in the phenomenon. The
world is not a prior transcendental structure in which the event would
take place; it is not thinkable in terms of “horizon.” It is not the horizon
of projectual possibles, but the openness—to the impossible—of all
eventuality.
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If one designates by the term “transcendence” the set of behaviors
through which the advenant configures the possible in conformity with
his projects, it is therefore necessary to maintain that all transcendence
thus understood collides with a dimension it cannot transcend, but that
rather transcends it; not a horizon that would continue to delimit the orbit
of a potentiality-for-Being, but a break, that is, an opening onto the noth-
ing: the nothing of the unprojectable as such, of the impossible in its
eminent sense, which is not the opposite of possibility, but its fullness; the
nothing as what conditions all emergence of an event as emergence out of
itself. We can try to designate the exposure to the nothing of this openness
that results from no project, and by virtue of which all transcendence is
originarily transcended, by the term “excendence.” Excendence is the rela-
tion—prior to all others—that unites the advenant with the open as with the
nothing of all there-is. The openness of the world, inasmuch as it makes
possible all occurrence of events, precedes and exceeds the projects of Dasein:
excendence indicates precisely this precession and this excess insofar as they
originarily belong to the phenomenon of the world and its evential meaning.

What I designate here with a unique term—excendence—is subjacent
to all the modalities of response by which the advenant relates to what
happens. Thus, for example, the advenant is exposed to possibilities of
which he is not the measure. He is passible of events in that he himself is
at stake and in suspense in the nothing of their nonexpectable occurrence.
This passibility is prior to all distinction between an “activity” and a “pas-
sivity,” and is not to be confused with it. The exposure to events presup-
poses no purely passive attitude toward them: courage or despondency,
activism or apathy are different ways of responding to what happens to us,
and they all presuppose this passibility equally. Furthermore, passibility is
subjacent both to affective and to hermeneutic modalities of appropriation
of the event: it is not confined to the sphere of feelings as opposed to that
of understanding. Rather, all understanding is always a way of responding
to meaning such as it has already come to light for us in addition to any
project. And conversely, the “immediate” preconceptual and prelinguistic
response of affectivity is already thoroughly of the order of meaning; of a
meaning that is, to be sure, implicit and opaque, but that understanding
can try, up to a point, to make explicit. Feeling and understanding do not
stand opposed to one another, after the manner of facticity versus project,
but both pertain to passibility: they are modalities of response to events—
eventials.

It is by virtue of his passibility that the advenant is situated in the world
in a way that needs to be described. Passibility appears, in this respect,
indissociable from what I will call “situationality.” To the extent that he is
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passible to the unforeseen, open in his possibilities to the dehiscence of the
future, the advenant is also defined, and by this very fact, by his inherence
in a situation and his belonging to a history. But what is the meaning of
such a belonging? A situation is, by definition, what I am situated in, and
that of which I cannot take an overview, any more than I can take a bird’s-
eye view of the landscape through which I am moving. Less metaphori-
cally, it is the way the world co-appears in all of my behaviors, as an ever
presupposed background that can never become a theme or be made
explicit in its entirety. The situation, because it remains unthematizable, is
never “objective™ its resistance to all objectification is what makes the
situation a situation. It is “what I cannot have an overview of from an
exterior standpoint, what I cannot ‘get out of” in any way” (Jaspers).
Indeed, one cannot get out of a situation, but only move within it, and in
that way modify it. This is what is meant by being “caught up” in it. To
say that I am caught up in a situation is to say, strictly speaking, that it
changes, as does my relation to it, and, as a result, my relation to myself.
This is why the situational, as Tellenbach writes, “is that . . . in which the
individual and that which surrounds him as within the world are still
united.”” It is because I belong to a situation that it escapes me in principle:
its nontotalizable totality and unsignifiable significance are what confers
on it its latency and “dark clarity.” This is why, just as passibility is prior to
all projects and grounds their possibility, belonging is prior to all facticity
that Dasein could “take over” and of which it would have to become mas-
ter.”® Indeed, facticity is but the other side of existentiality: it is only to the
extent that Dasein possibilizes all its possibilities in its resolute projection
toward death that it can be thrown back toward its facticity and exist as
that facticity as the thrownness (Geworfenbeit) of its pro-ject (Entwurf)*—
that is to say, make it possible for itself.*’ This possibility, which is that of
authentic (eigentliche) existence, is but one with “the possibility of acquir-
ing power over Dasein’s existence and of basically dispersing all fugitive
Self-concealments” in the transparency (Durchsichtigkeit) of the instant.”!
But the necessarily latent situationality of the adventure is that which
withdraws in principle from any form of transparency and therefore from
any form of assumption and mastery. The situationality would be rather
precisely what Heidegger asserts it not to be. “Thrownness however, does
not lie behind it [Dasein] as some event which has happened to Dasein.™?
Now it is indeed in such an event that the situational of the adventure is
rooted: I belong to a situation, I am inscribed within it, situated, precisely
because I come to it by the event of a birth. It is birth that situationally
opens the possibility of a world and an adventure—and not the advenant.
This is why the notion of thrownness, Geworfenbeit, with its gnostic con-
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notation,® is of little help for the understanding of these phenomena. In
order to “be thrown” into the world, it would be necessary either for the
world to preexist Dasein, which is impossible, since Being-in-the-world is
the ontological structure of this being, or for Dasein itself to open for itself
the world into which it is thrown, just as the Husserlian transcendental
ego constitutes its own birth—that is, for it not to be thrown into it at all.
In birth, by contrast, the opening of the world is but one with the event of
its appearing. The advenant can only come about [advenir] to himself or
herself from and as this event itself.

The situational of the adventure is therefore defined by the inherence of
the advenant in possibilities that transcend any authentic project and any
possibility of integral appropriation—making null and void any integral
property (Eigentlichkeit) of existence to itself and any gathering of its ek-
stases. While Dasein made itself all by itself, its situation is the lot befall-
ing the advenant from the event of a birth. What at once befalls the
advenant and is incumbent on it, what he shares with others is not first of
all a language, a culture, or a manifold of behaviors and norms, but the
adventure itself and its meaning. What falls to his share is the very sharing
of his adventure. To the situation qua evential there therefore belongs an
interrelatedness that precedes all explicit relation with others and makes it
initially possible. I emerge from an originary bond that I did not myself
posit but that precedes and grounds all relation to myself. And even, para-
doxically, all relation to others! The relation with others, as thematic rela-
tion based on a manifold of social or ethical norms, emerges from an
anonymous and prepersonal interrelatedness. We may say, in this respect,
like Buber, that “in the beginning is the relation,™* with this reservation
that the relation in question cannot still be thought of as the ethical, per-
sonal relation that an I establishes with a Thou. Other cultures and other
traditions have attempted to describe this original bond in which the very
humanity of man is born. In Japanese, in the two characters that make up
the word “man,” ningen, the first (nin), of Chinese origin, means “man,”
while the second (gen) can also be read as zida and means the originary
between-two, relating them to each other. How is it that an expression
that literally means “between human beings” can end up designating man
himself? “The only plausible answer,” Bin Kimura writes, “seems to be
that since time immemorial the Japanese have understood interpersonal
social existence, the being-between, life in the zida between oneself and
the others, as being the essential trait of the human individual. . . . For the
Japanese, the individual cannot first be envisaged as an isolated monad
establishing a relationship with others after the fact. On the contrary,
their view is that the interpersonal aida is primary, and it is only subse-
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quently that it is actualized in the form of the self and others.™ Aida,
which can be translated literally as the “between,” articulates a spatial (or
situational) dimension and a relational one. It designates at once a connec-
tion and a place: the connection insofar as it is a place, that of the very
humanity of man, the place insofar as it is a connection. Now, the emer-
gence of oneself (ji-k0) on the basis of such a connection cannot mean a
pulling away from the interrelation by an extreme existential isolation,
that of the solipsism of anxiety, for example, but on the contrary an entry
into the human relatedness, a being-in-relation as the genuine location of
existence. Thus, it is only in the forms of failed existence, as Binswanger
calls them, and particularly in psychotic existence, that a deep alteration
of aida takes place in the form of both an invasion of self by others and of
an irremediable isolation. “When a4ida, or distance (ma) is not established,
the self no longer constitutes itself, and ‘little by little the others enter me,

46 in such a

T can no longer see the others as persons distinct from me,’”
way that usurpation by the other and isolation appear not as opposite
but as complementary phenomena. Thus, beyond the description of psy-
choses, the self does not have to “win itself” from a loss, judged pernicious,
into the anonymity of the They; it finds its place only in the relatedness,
because it is first and foremost as relatedness that the adventure itself takes
place, ever since the event of being born.”

The excendence of the adventure is therefore articulated in passibility
and belonging. Passibility is prior to all projects and designates the expo-
sure to the event as configurator of meaning and possibilities. Belonging
is prior to all facticity and is characterized by the inherence in possibilities
and in a history of which the advenant is not himself the origin. From the
phenomenological standpoint, there is never any pure project, that is to
say, any capacity of being capable [pouvoir de pouvoir] that is not already
dehiscent to itself and traversed by the rays of history, nor any pure factic-
ity that can be taken over through and through, that is to say, exposed to
the gaze and offered in a moment of vision to a decision. The dichotomy
between facticity and project do not furnish a possible basis for a thinking
of freedom. No more, by the way, than the dichotomy of fact and meaning
furnished a good basis sufficient for a thinking of events. While facticity
and existentiality are structures of Dasein as transcendence, passibility
and situationality are modalities of excendence qua originary determina-
tion of the advenant.

Excendence, the excess of the nothing of the “there is” over all possible
transcendence, the surplus of the possible over all projects and of belong-
ing over all facticity, possesses, by this very fact, a temporal meaning. It is
solely because an immemorial having-taken-place precedes and grounds,
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for the advenant, his or her projects, that the future appears, at the other
“extremity” of its adventure, as radically exceeding his possibilities. Prece-
dence and excess are therefore also structures of excendence envisaged
from the point of view of temporality. From this viewpoint, excendence
signifies the fact for the advenant of being preceded and inscribed in an
unassumable past, and of being open, to that very extent, to a nonantici-
patable future. It is no longer at the extremity of his project or the peak of
his freedom that the advenant temporalizes himself in such a way that its
“‘having been’ arises, in a certain way, from the future,” but conversely
it is his native—and not to be outstripped—inscription in the prepersonal
and immemorial possibilities of his having-taken-place that opens up to
him a future beyond all projects: belonging and passibility appear inextri-
cable in this regard. Because it is open to the unforeseeable there-is of
events and inscribed in the unassumable situationality of a having-taken-
place, the adventure is fundamentally characterized by the eccentricity of
its meaning. The advenant is not herself the origin of the meaning of her
own adventure: this meaning exceeds the advenant and all attempts to
understand it. Hence no adventure can gather itself and close back over
itself in making its meaning entirely transparent. The both immemorial
and ultimately incomprehensible character of the adventure, its nontotaliz-
able finitude, refers back, once more, to excendence as such. The immemo-
rial character of my beginnings is not only the result of a lack of memory
but the excess of nonappropriable events over any memory, as memory of
meaning. Similarly, the ultimately incomprehensible nature of my own
adventure does not mean an incomprehensibility by default, but by excess.
Memory as such opens onto the nothing of the immemorial, which is also
fullness of meaning and richness. Situated understanding opens onto the
nothing of the incomprehensible, that is to say, onto the there-is of an
excessive meaning, in excess of and eccentric to the adventure itself.

But is there still room, in such a framework, for a thinking of freedom?
No, if by “freedom” we are to understand an autonomous and autarkic
potentiality-for-Being, an originary possibilization of the possible, a
capacity of being capable: “Freedom alone can let a world prevail and let it
world for Dasein. . . . Letting world prevail in projectively casting it over
us [beings] (entwerfend-iiberwerfende Waltenlassen von Welt) is freedom.™
In this projection beyond beings that makes Dasein a site (Da) of the very
disclosedness (Erschlossenbeit) of the world, Dasein constrains itself, that
is, it both imposes on itself and undergoes an obligation (Verbindlich-
keit)°: that of letting itself be invested by beings, of existing as the thrown-
ness (jer) of a project. Now, to obligate oneself is to be autonomous. In
that autonomy, Dasein only reigns over itself insofar as it is more deeply

“Between Emptiness and the Pure Event”: Phenomenology = 229



subjected to itself—according to the constitutive ambivalence of the very
concept of “subject.” The subject is only subject of itself insofar as it is
subjected to itself, subjected in a subjection that it alone imposes on itself.
[ts very mastery is a servitude. And thus all freedom is all the more radi-
cally subject to itself, since it claims to free itself from what makes it
possible, to pose itself by itself and for itself outside of all conditionality.
In this respect, radical freedom and radical determinism are inseparable.
Unbridled freedom is the destiny one inflicts on oneself, as Greek tragedy
has repeatedly said and as Hegel condensed it in an admirable phrase:
“consciousness of oneself as of an enemy.” The alleged “tragic element of
freedom” is generally the very forgetting of the tragic truth.

This truth is formulated thus: r0 pathei mathos, wisdom by suffering.”!
Freedom can no longer mean, by this measure, the autonomy of a capacity
of being capable that, in positing itself, constrains itself, the exercise of a
power that draws on its own finitude, thought of as a “self-projection
which closes on itself,”? a surplus of power—the “superior power [Uber-
macht] of finite freedom.” It indicates, for the advenant, the ability to be
herself in the face of what happens to her. But in what way is it a question,
here, of a capacity—itself acquired—that the advenant would have as her
own? Is not every advenant exposed to the event by the passibility of her
own adventure? How could that passibility in turn furnish the key to the
concept of “freedom” itself?

It does not suffice to be passible to be able to relate personally to events,
to be able to relate to them oneself and in the first person. This is indicated
by the counterexample of the trauma. A trauma is an incurable wound, a
crisis without critical—that is, decisional—import, and consequently
impossible to overcome. It is an alteration of the ability of the advenant to
be himself: an event has occurred that he cannot make his own, or inte-
grate into an experience—from which he can neither die nor be reborn.
This event plunges the adventure itself into an interminable agony. On the
contrary, freedom is the capacity to relate personally to what happens to
us, to stand open to the critical import of the event. Thus understood,
freedom resides mainly in a form of “receptivity,” or better yet, of avail-
ability, and not chiefly in the exercise of a decision. Freedom is insistence
itself within the passibility of the adventure, the availability through
which, by standing in the nothing of the world as the openness to the
there-is of all event, in forsaking all specific expectations and all projects,
the advenant can be available for his situation and eventually act in accor-
dance with it. Freedom in this sense has nothing to perform; it is all the
more accomplished as it is without accomplishments. It consists in being,.
Many—and little heeded—are those who have pointed this out. Ignatius
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Loyola, for example: the election that constitutes the peak of the free act
is the twofold movement of a choice (electio) that I make and of a choice
that is made within me (or that God makes: another meaning of electio),
that is to say, an action that is more profoundly a “motion.” To accede to
the disposition in which such an action becomes possible requires one to
place oneself in a state of perfect availability, at once prior to the order of
reasons and to that of affections: “to find myself indifferent, without any
inordinate propensity; so that I be not more inclined or disposed to take
the thing proposed than to leave it, nor more to leave it than to take it, but
find myself as in the middle of a balance.”* This neutrality of availability
has nothing to do with the alleged “indifference of the will [arbitre]” with
which it was to be identified from Molina on. To make oneself free is first
of all to make oneself empty, vacant. The semantic proximity of “free” and
“empty” is present at the level of language itself in current expression: a
free space, to be in freefall. To make oneself free is to hold oneself sus-
pended in the nothingness of the world as openness to every there-is
without configuring it into the prefiguration of a project, freed of all
expectation, all will, all care—including that of freedom itself: “But the
detached heart does not ask for anything at all, nor has it anything that it
would like to be rid of.”>> A lack of concern that is not simply the lack of
all care, but a “suspense” and a “forgetting” that are the preliminaries for
a livelier and fuller “receptivity.” As stance and endurance in the nothing
of an immeasurable availability to the excessiveness of the evential, free-
dom is always freedom for what transcends all possibility of freedom, for
the nothing of all taking-place, and therefore freedom for what is beyond
all freedom, all project—liberation with respect to freedom itself.

To this extent, freedom is indeed a determination of excendence, of the
opening of the adventure to the dehiscence of that which transcends it and
makes it possible—to the impossibility of all its powers. Such a freedom
must necessarily have its source outside itself, in belonging. For the condi-
tioning of the situation is not the correlate of the project: it is more origi-
narily that which grounds it. If we are conditioned by our situation before
any possible project, freedom does not consist in turning away from what
conditions us, or even in “choosing one’s heroes,” but in our appropriating
what constitutes us before any possible autonomy. Indeed conditioning is
not determinism. While facticity presupposes freedom, conditioning is
what frees the advenant—and, more precisely, what frees his freedom
toward itself. It is by imitation that the child learns to speak, continuing a
signifying sequence that it did not inaugurate, and it is only on this condi-
tion—that of a radical heteronomy—that it can learn to say what it alone
can say. The same goes for the artist’s gesture. A great conductor used to
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tell his students, “Imitate as much as you like; if there is still something
that is yours, that’s what you must develop.” This transmission is what
founds us, and what gives us to transmit, what opens all adventure beyond
itself and beyond its own death. For we all have been children; and we still
are whenever, opening our own path, secking the right gesture or word,
we draw on an inexhaustible and immemorial reserve—that is to say,
whenever by beginning we are recommencing. Our freedom, to this
extent, is outside us, in a memory of the immemorial preceding our birth,
and giving a meaning to our adventure beyond our own finitude.

The Nothing and Being

At this point the following objection, among many others, may come up:
This “nothing” that is not the horizon of a transcendental power of Dasein
in its configuration of the world, but rather the very openness of the there-
is in that it co-appears in every event and is but one with its appearing—
this nothing from which, or in the foreground of which, the event
occurs—is it not another name for what Heidegger dubs “Being”? Indeed
as Heidegger emphasizes repeatedly, “nothingness ‘is’ not an other than
Being, but Being itself (das Nichts nichr ein anderes zum Sein ‘ist,” sondern
dieses selbst).” More precisely, the no-thing (ne-ens) is Being itself insofar as
the latter is not beings; that is, insofar as it is conceived, in light of the
ontological difference, as that which, by its withdrawal, lets beings appear:
“The default of Being as such is Being itself. In its default Being veils itself
[verhiillt sich] with itself. This veil [Schleier] that vanishes unto itself, which
is the way Being itself essentially occurs in default, is the nothing as Being
itself.”>® Therefore, how could we escape the conclusion that the nothing-
ness (NVichts) Heidegger is talking about and the “nothing” (/e “rien”) I am
talking about are, after all, one and the same “thing”?

Still, although they correspond to the same problem, that of trying to
grasp appearing in its radiant but elusive beginning—absolutely obvious
and yet already gone by—they do so in two different ways. In the first
place, because the determining experience in the approach to nothingness
(from Sein und Zeit to “Was ist Metaphysik,” at least) resides, for Heidegger,
in the Grundstimmung of anxiety. Anxiety, which in this context plays a
role analogous to that of a transcendental reduction, only reveals nothing-
ness as a feature of Dasein’s transcendence and of the world as for-the-sake-
of-itself. Nothingness is only the fundamental feature of the horizontality
of the existence of Dasein ensuring its closure on itself and on its meaning,
another name for Being as determined by its Jemeinigkeit. We have seen
what resists this horizontality of existence: birth, the analysis of belonging
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as a characteristic of adventure, the precession of others over me setting
out from an interrelation that in turn makes all selfhood possible; in sum,
the eccentricity of meaning itself for the advenant and the impossibility of
all totalizing of his or her adventure. But these arguments are only valid
for a certain interpretation of nothingness by Heidegger. What about the
nothingness understood independently of anxiety as the same as Being?
And to start with, what does “Being” mean for Heidegger?

Being is inseparable from the understanding of Being qua Dasein’s way
of being. Levinas is right, on this score, to maintain that “Being and Time
has argued perhaps but one sole thesis: Being is inseparable from the under-
standing of Being (which unfolds as time).”” If Being is as inseparable from
understanding—and this holds not only for Sein und Zeit but throughout
Heidegger’s work—this is because it “is” itself “the most intelligible™ das
Verstindlichste>® Only if I have an understanding of Being can I have an
understanding of beings. And indeed, the understanding of Being at the
same time makes possible the understanding of the mode of being of all
beings; therefore, it makes possible all ontology, be it categorial or existen-
tial. This is why the meaning of Being can never be entirely detached from
that of an essence (Wesen), even if essence must be reinterpreted here on the
basis of the ontological difference, not as the opposite of the medieval exis-
tentia, but as the “essencifying” of Being itself: the “essance,” to adopt Levi-
nas’s spelling. In sum, Being is never exclusively for Dasein the event of the
appearing of the world itself in its unjustification; it is always also what
conceals within itself the intelligibility of all its structures (or existentialia):
the a priori of all a priori. This is what led Heidegger to assert—at least
provisionally—that it was possible to think Being without beings, that is,
to think it as an “object” of thought, an “object,” all the more intelligible in
that it conceals and recapitulates within itself all intelligibility: “It belongs
to the truth of Being that Being does indeed essencity (dafS das Sein wobl
west) without beings, and that a being never essencifies without Being.”

Here we find, certainly in Heidegger’s thought, a very subtle and singu-
lar form of Platonism that, from the point of view of the problems I have
addressed, has the following consequence®’: Nothingness, if it is another
name for Being itself, must as a consequence be not only intelligible, but
“what is most intelligible.” Incidentally, there is nothing new in this asser-
tion. When Plato approaches the problem of non-being in the Sophist, he
makes it one of the kinds of being, that is, of the intelligible: the kind
Other. To do so, he must exclude the possibility of an absolute non-being
as the opposite (évavtiov) of being and admit only a relative non-being;:
alterity, difference. On this point, Heidegger stands at once very far and
very close to Plato: very close, in that he does not understand nothingness
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as “the counterconcept of beings (Gegenbegriff zum Seiendem),”® that is,
as “a null nothing” (nichtiges Nichts),”®* but only as not-a-being (Vicht-
Seiende) and consequently, as the same as Being: the same as Being,
namely the “altogether other than all beings (schlechthin Andere zu allem
Seienden), the not-a-being”; very far from Plato, in that “Being” is not
understood here as an essence—or as the essential in all essence—but as
temporality. Despite this radical difference, the fact remains that under-
standability, intelligibility, is, according to Heidegger, the fundamental
feature of Being. Prior to the distinction of the Daff and the Was, Being
signifies at once and inextricably the fundamental event of the appearing
of all phenomena (of all beings) and the essencification of their essance:
what makes possible at the same time their Daffand their Was. But what
exactly does this “at the same time” mean? This is probably the most
profound and the most enigmatic aspect of Heidegger’s entire project. It
is perhaps not excluded, by the way, to think that this same fundamental
ambivalence reappears with the adoption, after the Kebre, of the key
word “Ereignis,” which must also be understood in conformity with the
twofold semantic root of “own” or “proper” (Eigen) and event, of essance
and appearing,.

How can Being—that is, the nothing—be at once that on the cusp of
which the appearing of the world takes place, the opening of all manifes-
tation, and the source of intelligibility for all beings? Not only does this
question, even though it remains implicit, never cease to be the key ques-
tion of Heidegger’s whole thought, but without this twofold determina-
tion of Being, nothing like a Seinsgeschichte would make sense. Indeed the
history of Being, in the sense in which Heidegger understands it, is not a
history that starts (beginnt) with one event, the event of an understanding
of Being, at the dawn of philosophy, by the thinkers generally—and
imprecisely—called “pre-Socratic™ it is a history that has its origin
(Anfang) and thereby also its end and its destiny (Geschick) in the original
Sending (Schicken) of Being. Being, as the thought of thoughts (pensée des
pensées) of Western history as a whole—that is, of history without qualifi-
cation, in Heidegger’s view—is not an event in that history; nor is it the
first among them, a beginning among others. Being is the origin of all
meaning and all history, and consequently the event that swallows up all
other events, since it carries within itself the intelligibility of this entire
history and since this history, in turn, is nothing but the drama of the
“epochs” or withdrawals of Being. This motif of a fated necessity of history
leads Heidegger to an ever more marked forgetting of the finitude of
understanding itself, inseparable from its hermeneutic status. The word of
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the thinker (this thinker: Heidegger!) is not only what responds to, but
also what corresponds to the call of Being, and consequently what cannot
be considered otherwise than as the pivotal event of this history.** Thought
frees itself from its finite presuppositions to become the manifestation of
Being itself in history, as far as it is the bringing to light of Being’s essential
forgetfulness.®

Such a closed history of which a single thinker could make, as it were,
the tour of the property, because his thought would respond to and cor-
respond to the original event (the Sending of Being) that bears within
itself all other events, is excluded by principle from a approach of events
highlighting their unrepeatable singularity, their irreducible plurality,
and their unjustifiability. And this is why the nothingness that is but one
with Being, that is to say, with the historical of all history, cannot be the
same as that which articulates the manifestation of the event as a spring-
ing forth out of itself, an opening in itself of its own meaning. That the
event is the origin of its own meaning for a necessarily finite understand-
ing implies, by contrast, that there is no meaning of meaning, no archic
event or arch-event, and therefore no fated history of which a single
thinker could become the respondent or correspondent. The nothing,
insofar as all events are in suspense in it, does not constitute the origin of
their meaning—Ilet alone the origin of all possible meaning, the event of
all events—but rather that which cannot in any way be conceived of as
an origin, and that which signifies, positively, the impossibility of any
thinking of an origin. It is not “the most intelligible,” but that which
imbues all understanding with finitude and exposes it to an incompre-
hensibility both essential and irreducible. Indeed, the real is what pre-
cedes and exceeds all understanding in such a way that this precession
and this excess belong to its essence. A truly historical thought must be
able to account for its own historicality, that is, for the exceeding of the
real over the thinkable, for the exceeding of the to-be-thought over
thought, by calling itself into question. This is why the approach of try-
ing to grasp this incomprehensible and in-significant nothing of the
openness of the world, at the same time as the irreducible eventialness of
all meaning, is an approach that has its source beyond the problematic
inaugurated by Parmenides, that of the identity of Being and thought—
or rather on the hither side of it.

Was it not this possibility that Heraclitus was already exploring when
he conceived of time (0i®v) as a game,® and even more so when he defined
the relation of expectation to what is beyond the scope of expectation, the
relation of hope to what is beyond the reach of hope, that is to say, the
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relation of our faculties to what transcends them, and to what manifests
itself out of the nothing of its unforeseeable there-is, with the sudden effrac-
tion of lightning, in the form of a series of negations?

“If he does not hope, he will not find the unhoped for; for it is outside

of quest and without access.””
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