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ABSTRACT 

The question posed by this dissertation is what role, if any, does religion 

continue to play in understanding the material world? The direction taken by 

human thought in the Western world since the enlightenment has shaped, and 

continues to shape, a multifarious habitat of interconnected materiality. There 

are two intertwined and seemingly competing aspects to this, the secular and the 

religious. As the capacity of religious political power to direct thought declined, 

and the counter-balance of secularism increased, human endeavor directed its 

energy toward the path of "reasoned" thinking. This had, roughly speaking, two 

consequences: an ever intensifying influence of technology in shaping the 

"world", and the envelopment of economies of exchange over the globe. What 

relation is there between, on the one hand, the spread of economic-rationalism 

and technology, and on the other hand, the continued pervasive influence of 

religion in the world? 

I approach these questions through the work of Jean-Luc Nancy in his 
-

project, the deconstruction of Christianity. In so doing, I engage Nancy's project 

through the ontological question of the meaning of being, and draw out the 

intersection that Nancy's ruminations on Christianity h~ve with the broader 

ethical, ontological and political, aspects of his thought. Six themes form the basis 

of the chapters: the secular, globalization, community, abandonment, the body, 

and touch. Nancy's thought reveals a continuous interplay and synergy between 

secularization, the impact of secularization in technology and economic 

rationalization, and the "decline" of Christianity. In following Nancy's thought, I 

consider how his philosophy intersects with a number of key influences, and I 

draw heavily on aspects of the work of Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Derrida. 

I also discuss the interplay between Nancy's thought and interlocutors, obvious 

and otherwise, such as Charles Taylor and Catherine Malabou. What I 

demonstrate in this dissertation is the ever-present role Christianity plays in 

shaping the world; and, by citing the deconstruction of Christianity as an 

intrinsic facet of his broader ontological project, I claim that Nancy provides a 

novel and convincing understanding of existence that draws upon how being 

shares the world with others. 



" 

In some remote comer of the universe, poured out and 
glittering in innumerable solar systems, there once 
was a star on which clever animals invented 
knowledge. That was the haughtiest and most menda
cious minute of "world history," yet only a minute. Af
ter nature had drawn a few breaths the star grew cold, 
and the clever animals had to die .... There is nothing 
in nature so despicable or insignificant that it cannot 
be blown up like a bag by the slightest breath of this 
power of [human] knowledge; and just as every porter 
wants an admirer, the proudest human being, the phi
losopher, thinks that he sees the eyes of the universe 
telescopically focused from all sides on his actions and 
thoughts. 

Friedrich Nietzsche 
On Truth and Lie in an Extra Moral Sense 

1873 

Why does deconstruction have the reputation, justified 
or not, of treating things obliquely, indirectly, in indi
rect style, with so many "quotation marks," and while 
always asking whether things arrive at the indicated 
address? Is this reputation deserved? And, deserved or 
not, how does one explain it? 

Jacques Derrida 
Force of Law: The "Mystical Foundation of Authority" 

1989 

Love in its singularity, when it is grasped absolutely, is 
itself perhaps nothing but the indefinite abundance of 
all possible loves, and an abandonment to their dis
semination, indeed to the diso-rder of these explosions. 
The thinking of love should learn to yield to this aban
don: to receive the prodigality, the 'collisions, and the 
contradictions of love, without submitting them to an 
order that they essentially defy. 

Jean-Luc Nancy 
Shattered Love 

1986 
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INTRODUCTION 

A moment arrives when one can no longer feel anything but anger, an abso

lute ange1~ against so n1any discourses, so many texts that have no other care 

than to make a little more sense, to redo or perfect delicate works of signifi

cation. That is why, if I speak here of birth, I will not try to make it into one 

more accretion of sense. I will rather leave it, if this is possible, as the lack of 

"sense" that it "is." I will leave it exposed, abandoned. 

Jean-Luc Nancy The Birth to Presence 

This thesis is a meditation on what Nancy 1neans when he describes a relation to 

the infinite that dwells in the midst of life; a relation, I claim, that dwells in the 

heart of being. This relation has repeatedly asserted itself in philosophy, the 

most obvious tropes of which have established then1selves in various forms of 

Idealism and metaphysics. It has also explicitly manifested itself through religion, 

and implicitly through various forms of politics and social practice. Less obvious

ly, or perhaps in a more complex manner, it can also be attested to in "science." 

The manifold variations on the relation of the human to what transcends it form 

the guiding threads in the chapters that follow. As Nancy weaves through these 

apparently fixed significations, rupturing and exhausting their various iterations, 

I will attempt to shed light on how Nancy's understands n1eaning itself as an

chored to a transcendent, Ideal, or metaphysical premise. Paradigms may shift 

and academically pigeonholed disciplines may become more or less relevant, 

however, Nancy's thought takes him wherever he deems necessary to reveal how 

what Heidegger called ontotheology still functions today. 

A singular rupture in thought: despite the variously "completed" iterations 

of a transcendent or metaphysical premise, they all nonetheless fail at a critical 
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juncture-they fail to provide "any assurance [assurance] concerning the founda

tion of existence."1 However this failure has been addressed, it is a failure that 

confronted the world of Ancient Greece and Rome, and that has continued to 

confront modernity. Christianity became the guiding premise, the principle par

adigm, in a structural lacuna (that had, for example, expressed itself in ancient 

Greek civilization through the metamorphosis of tragedy into Platonic Idealism); 

a lacuna that Nancy claims had forn1ed within the Greek relationality of "law, city, 

reason (we can also include art)."2 By providing an exemplar, in the figure of 

Christ, capable of translating the relation between the human and their own ex

istence; and a space and a time outside of space and time, a world outside of the 

world; Christianity itself became "life in the world outside the world. 11 3 With the 

event of Christianity, existence itself was split into two parts-as Augustine de

scribed, the city of God and the city of the human-and with this split an ontolog

ical distance opened up between what was now outside the world of human 

earthly existence and what remained inside. 

Christianity, throughout its history, has addressed the hun1an failure to 

provide a foundation for existence within this inside, and our recourse to founda

tion through a now separated outside, by aggravating and intensifying our rela

tion to that failure. Indeed, Christianity provides meaning through that failure 

itself, and opens onto a logos that can no longer have any resonance with our 

immanent existence ( despite the centuries of lamentations over doxa that culmi

nated in the reformation). While the increasing intensity of that "aggravation of 

the incom,nensurable" culminated in what Nietzsche called "the death of God. 11 

Perhaps the echoes of that coming "death" can be heard in Pascal's remonstra

tion of Descartes, Kant's destruction of metaphysics, Jacobi's critique of Fichte, or 

indeed Max Stirner's anarchical affirmation of egoism-certainly Hegel might lay 

claim to first philosophical pronouncement of God's "death." In any case, Nie

tzsche provides the most polemic argument, and it was toward Christianity that 

he turned his scathing criticism. 

1 Jean-Luc Nancy, Adoration: The Deconstruction of Christianity 2, p. 23. What Nietzsche descri b es in The Cay 

Science as the pathological human drive to give life a "p ur pose". 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 
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Nietzsche argues that Christianity provided its own undoing, by bringing 

together the will-to-truth and the pursuit of moral-cleanliness in the form of the 

ascetic ideal. Nancy elaborates on this claim by describing Christianity as that 

which constitutively self-deconstructs. Put simply, Christianity, in claiming the 

meaning of the world through an opening in the world to another world, has 

formed, since the death of God, the experience of a gaping void in the place of 

that opening. Returning to n1y initial ren1ark, the infinite that opens in the 1nidst 

of life with which Nancy is concerned, is an opening that comes as a rejoinder to 

the response of the Enlighten1nent to this gaping void. That is to say, in the En

lightenment, it became necessary for "reason" to efface the rupture formed by 

the "death of God," and, as such, become closed to all forms of an "outside" of the 

world. This "enclosure" is what Nancy turns his attention to in his deconstruc

tion of Christianity, as this enclosure is constitutively part of Christianity, and the 

manner in which it is self-surpassing. Hence this enclosure can only be "dis

enclosed11 through a deconstruction of what encloses - "only an understanding 

and an accentuation of Christianity's becoming-atheist ... can give _us access to a 

thought I am indicating as a dis-enclosure of reason. 114 

It is important to play close attention to why Nancy describes reason as 

enclosed, as it explains the trajectory of Nancy's project. Reason since the En

lightenment, and the atheism that accompanied it to various degrees, is in its re

lation to God-Reason \,vas substituted for God in the movement of atheism and 

secularization of the "West." However, as Nancy argues, "reason ... came to deploy 

itself and encountered its own uncertainty, trembled on its own foundation." 5 

Thus, despite its enclosure, reason remained necessarily a metaphysics; whether 

of presence, the subject, logos, or so111e other iteration. Thus Nancy will continu

ally labor the point at which he can describe an opening of the world, and more 

exactly an opening of reason. He does so, in order to break with the notion that 

found its pinnacle in the philosophy of both Kant and Fichte, in which reason 

(and hence, freedom) is given as the foundational aspect of philosophy. Each 

opening, or "birth'' (recalling the opening epigraph), is a space in which "we" 

4 Ibid p.29. 

5 Ibid p.32. 
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dwell within the opening that opens up in the 111idst of life, abandoned, residing 

in existence as shared, resisting the urge to add another accretion to the endless 

signification of the world. In what follows I will expand on this notion through 

five chapters, in each adding another fragment of this concept, and in each ex

plicitly and implicitly drawing upon the play of this transcendent immanence as 

it unfolds in Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. 

§ 

A testimony to the disseminated and fragmentary but nonetheless important in

fluence of Nancy on contemporary philosophy can be illustrated by the variety of 

ways in which he is singularly encountered by some of the leading figures in phi

losophy. For example, Derrida, Badiou, and Agamben, all attempt to make con

tact or touch Nancy's ceuvre, and by this I mean quite literally they attempt to 

"put one's finger" on Nancy (where this act of fingering Nancy, pointing hin1 out, 

touching hiln in one place at one tilne, is almost as if in that 1110111ent they felt that 

it was too dangerous to embrace with or address Nancy, and they could only risk 

that one finger). However, they all come away with a different "words 11 for de

scribing that sensation. Alain Badiou writes, in The Caesura of Nihilism, that "Of

fering, exposition, these are two fundamental words for Jean-Luc Nancy: expos

ing oneself to something like a response to offering."6 In On Touching: Jean-Luc 

Nancy, Jacques Derrida points out, "one of Nancy's master words, which we'll 

come back to frequently: exactitude is this thinker's thing, his big deal - he thinks 

exactly something other than what one thinks in general or ponders too easily 

under the word "exactitude/' and yet ... "7 Likewise Giorgio Agamben, touches up 

on Nancy in Homo Sacer, where "abandon" becomes a key tenn of both exacti

tude and generality; immanently personal and constitutively general at the same 

time. 

We should read these moments of singular engagements as indicative of 

the affective encounter one has with Nancy. The way in which he "labors the 

6 Alain Badiou, "Ceasura of Nihilism" The Adventure of French Philosophy, p.58. 

7 Jacques Derrida, On Touching :Jean-Luc Nancy, p.15 . 
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concept'1 to paraphrase Christopher Fynsk,8 suggests an ongoing atte111pt to dis

rupt the metaphysical entanglement of language. At the same time, Nancy is ever 

aware of the powerful (metaphysical) modus operandi in philosophical interpre

tation of putting one 1s finger on what someone is trying to say. For Nancy, phi

losophy is only as much as it remains fragmented, and notwithstanding the in

sight of Derrida et al in reading Nancy, it is only through the singular (plural) act 

of reading Nancy hin1self that the sense of words like exposition or touche begin 

to open. 

Indeed, fragn1entation is the basis upon which Ian James begins his own 

engagement with Nancy (working from Nancy's fraternity with Maurice 

Blanchot).9 Benjamin Hutchens also spends some time working through the iln

plications of what James describes as Nancy's I/fragmentary demand."10 Hutchens 

describes the efficacy of this demand in the following terms, I/if all fragments 

have an internal creative volatility expressed through the work of an individual 

self, then fragmented composition can be put to the systematic task of recon

structing the ruination of systen1s without merely offering another forn1 of sys

tematic discourse.1111 These singular frag111entary 1110111ents of encounter \,vith the 

thought of Nancy are precisely indicative of the affect of thinking with him, and 

furthermore, of how Nancy disrupts the I/work" of writing philosophy itself. As 

Nancy argues, 

... la fragn1entation de l'ecriture, depuis qu 'elle a lieu et la ou elle a 

lieu ... repond a une instance repetee des corps dans - contre - l'ecriture. Une 

intersection, une interruption, ce tte effrac tion de tout lang ag e ou le langage 

touche au sens.12 

8 Christopher Fynsk, "Experiences of Finitude" The Inoperative Community, p.ix. 

9 ' ' .. . the fragmen t often seems a means for complacently abandoning oneself to the self rather than an at

tempt to elaborate a more rigorous mode of writing. Then to write fragmentarily is simply to welcome one's 

own disorder, to close up upon one's own self in a contented isolation, and thus to refuse the opening that 

the fragmentary exigency represents; an exigency that does not exclude totality but goes beyond it." Mau

rice Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation , p.3 59. 

10 Ian James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.3. 

11 Benjamin Hutchens,Jean -Luc Nancy and the Future of Philosophy, p.13. 

12 Nancy, Corpus, p.20 . 
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Why do bodies interrupt writing? How do bodies fragment writing and break in

to it? And why is this moment of fragmentation the point at which language 

touches sense? I cannot claim to have precise answers for these general ques

tions, however, what I hope I have done in what follows is address the im

portance of Nancy's repeated and insistent encounters with the moments at 

which language touches upon sense. A further question is raised, why does it be

come necessary to disrupt language, and how is this n1ore than a question of 

epistemology-indeed, how does this become a question of ontology, and, fur

thermore, is this another metaphysics or perhaps worse, another nihilism? Final

ly, how do all these questions find their resonance with Nancy's ongoing pro

ject-the deconstruction of Christianity? To begin, I would say that the decon

struction of Christianity is from the outset indicative of Nancy's far reaching mo

tivation, as Alison Ross provisionally puts it, to articulate "an ontology that is not 

beholden to an originary meaning."13 Hutchens su1n1narizes this position neatly 

when he writes that; "Along with another stellar conten1porary thinker who will 

have no truck with the theological excrescence of "alterities,'1 Alain Badiou, he 

[Nancy] insists that the world attests to itself and requires no external founda

tions."14 

Nancy approaches this task by moving through Heidegger's fundamental 

ontology, and his relentless attempts at the Destruktion of onto-theo-ology. At 

the same time, continuously critiquing what Nancy identifies as a "dualist struc

ture of metaphysics" in Heidegger's referral to "authenticity."15 As such, this dis

sertation approaches n1any of the key topics in Nancy's philosophy through his 

critique and appropriation of Heideggerian themes. Thus, by interpreting and 

questioning what Heidegger writes about Mitsein, Eigentlihkeit, Seinsverlassen

heit, and Gestell, I open a path to Nancy's thoughts on finitude, being-singular

plural, abandonment, and an inauthentic being-with as the immanent-materiality 

of ou r being-in-common. This allows me to engage with what is perhaps Nancy's 

13 Alison Ross, The Aesthetic Paths of Philosophy: Presentation in Kant, Heidegger, Lacoue-Labarthe, and Nan

cy, p.134. 

14 Hutchens ,Jean-Luc Nancy and the Future of Philosophy, p.5 . 

15 Ibid. 
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111ost difficult concept, sense. As Ross describes, "sense emerges fron1 the active 

involvement of the sense in the world. 111 6 Critchley is right to assert that sense is 

Nancy's master word17; it certainly seems to me that by working through the 

way in which sense is formulated by Nancy provides an insight into Nancy's phi

losophy in general, and provides an important facet of Nancy's deconstruction of 

Christianity. 

I have also found it useful to contrast Nancy's position on religion, athe

ism, and community, with Charles Taylor's recent book A Secular Age. Taylor's 

central concerns match well with Nancy, as both are critical of the nihilism im

plicit in the capitalist system upheld by scientific and econon1ic rationalism, and 

suspicious of repeated calls for a return to religion. Where Nancy and Taylor part 

ways provides an understanding of their respective positions that is more in

formative than reading them alone. \!Vhile they both seek to "open sense11 to 

something other than a pure (meta-)physical rationality, or the competing binary 

of negativity that binds to funq.amentalism, mysticism, and negative theology; 

there is, however, a clear point of contrast in Nancy's account of _the secular as 

con1pared to the way Taylor frames his account. 

Taylor relies on a familiar narrative of dis-enchantment and seculariza

tion; however, within this account, he characterizes -both Nietzsche and post

N ietzschean philosophy as evoking a "lack11 which suggests nothing more than a 

stoic commitment to the abyss of nihilism. According to Taylor, a religious rein

vigoration of the dis-enchanted secular world can endure alongside the rational

ized account of the world by providing a release from the existential crisis of 

meaning that would otherw ise become nihilism. I argue that Taylor's account of 

Nietzsche and post-Nietzschean philosophy on1its the potential for re-reading 

this "lack11 of transcendent meaning in ways other than as a nihilis111-in particu

lar, I focus on Nancy's use of the tenn "abandonment,11 to provide an account of 

the relation of this (/lack" to law. 

Throughout this dissertation I examine the nexus between Nancy and 

some of the most formative philosophers in the history of "Western 11 philosophy. 

16 Ross, The Aesthetic Paths of Philosophy, p.135. 

17 Simon Critchley, Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity, p.241. 
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Nancy writes as if in a continual conversation with the tradition of Ancient 

Greece, Medieval Scholasticism, German Idealism, Jena Romantics, Neo-Kantians, 

French Positivists, Anglo-American pragmatists, Phenomenology, Existentialism, 

and Post-Structuralism; up to and including his many contemporaries in French 

philosophy, from the 60s in France to the present day. Nancy is a philosopher, 

who, like Derrida, was ever-aware of the "debt" that can never be repaid, but for 

which thanks 111ust be given, to all those who can1e before, exist alongside, and 

will co1ne in the future. It would be presun1ptuous and fool-hardy to clain1 to 

have even scratched the surface of this "debt" in my treat1nent of Nancy; howev

er, I have attempted to shed some light, in a small way, on the relation he holds 

with Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche and Husserl; as well as 

bringing his somewhat enigmatic philosophical relation with Derrida into the 

picture. There is also what I consider an interesting synergy with the contempo

rary philosophy of Catherine Malabou and Simon Critchley that informs my ac

count of Nancy's relation to Hegel and Heidegger, as well as a necessary but 

so1newhat brief encounter with the analysis of biopolitics in Aga1nben and Es

posito. 

I have, for the most part, read Nancy in translation-while reading him in 

French where possible, and where I thought it would be necessary-however, I 

am confident that my readings are sound as I maintained a close and grateful re

lationship with the ever expanding secondary literature on Nancy. Of these Ma

rie-Eve Morin, Christopher Fynsk, Fran~ois Raffoul and Ian James have played a 

particularly informative role in shaping my opinions, as have conversations with 

1ny supervisor Fiona Jenkins. Other notable influences are referred to throughout 

the text and in my bibliography. 
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The bud disappears in the bursting-forth of the blossom, and one might say 

that the former is refuted by the latter; similarly, when the fruit appears, the 

blossom is shown up in its turn as a false manifestation of the plant, and the 

fruit now emerges as the truth of it instead. These forms are not just distin

guished from one another, they also supplant one another as mutually in-



compatible. Yet at the same time their fluid nature makes them moments of 

an organic unity in which they not only do not conflict, but in which each is 

as necessary as the other; and this mutual necessity alone constitutes the 

life of the whole.18 

When Hegel wrote these words in the introduction to the Phenomenology of 

Spirit, he must have been aware of their profundity. If V\le read this passage care

fully there are clues to interpreting Hegel's dialectic, and at the same tin1e, I \1\Tant 

to use then1 to guide how I approach the "fragmentary den1and))19 1nade by Nan

cy. Each singular n1on1ent in the bud1s development is a \1\Thole, it is absolute, and 

yet there remains an inherent contingency to each singularity, as one moment 

supplants the next. Each singularity must be thought as a self-overcoming, as 

each moment succeeds the following, and the bud negates its ovvn universality 

and passes contingently into the next moment of singularity. The manner in 

which the movement of the bud to fruit is the continuous supplanting of one 

forn1 by another, forn1s a plurality through the necessity that each stage has on 

the next; they are contingent in their singular universality, but nonetheless nec

essary in their plural particularity. This n1arrying of contingency and necessity is 

indicative of how Nancy approaches his reading of Hegel, and it produces a last

ing in1pression on his 0\1\111 approach to philosophy. As Judith Butler points out, 

Nancy "releases Hegel from the trope of totality/' and his notion of the subject 

remains fundamentally dispersed and fragmented, 

.. . the subject is not recoiled into itself, but is defined fundamentally as an act 

by vvhich the self overcomes itself in its passage tovvard and into the \Vorld. 

The subject disperses itself into its vvorld, and this self-surpassing is precise

ly the operation of its negativity.20 

I want to hold onto this notion of the subject, as dispersed and fragmented, as 

plural in its singularity, throughout the rest of this dissertation. It forms the core 

18 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p.2. 

19 Cf. Ian James, Th e Fragmen ta ry Dem and. 

20 Judith Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France, p .xviii. 
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of Nancy1s ontology of being-singular-plural, and leads to the final chapter of this 

dissertation where I discuss the techne of the body. It is also forms the basis for 

Nancy's notion of abandonment, and how he works through the deconstruction 

of Christianity as the experience of abandoned-being. The subject is the subject 

of Nancy's thought, how to think from the subject and think beyond the subject, 

how to overcome the subjection of the subject to thought. As Ross puts it, "In

stead of the subject being the site or source of n1eaning, meaning is exteriorised; 

its 'origin' is being-in-con1n1on, between bodies. 11 The deconstruction of Christi

anity is a treatise on the body of hun1an subjects, hun1an subjection of the body, 

and the subjection of the bodies that make up the world. I hope that in this work, 

I have shed some light on Nancy, and perhaps sparked a new approach to the 

thought of this difficult but necessary philosophy that holds a mirror to our pre

sent age. 

§ 

In chapter one, using the recent work by Charles Taylor in A Secular Age as 111y 

point of departure, I will argue that Jean-Luc Nancy develops an ontology that 

surpasses the competing binary of atheistic and religious experience, and allows 

us to surpass the present narratives of secularism. 21 In A Secular Age, Taylor 

himself seeks a middle ground between atheism and religion, arguing that it is 

possible to open ourselves to the cross-pressures of modern existence that find us 

caught between scientific atheism and a need for spiritual and religious guidance. 

Here, Taylor finds a way of picturing ourselves within a secular age, remaining 

fa ithful to scientific rationalism, but still open to religion and a sense of a higher 

good. I read Taylor1s project along similar lines to those Critchley uses in charac

terizing Pascal 's critique of Descartes, "where nihilism is the accusation leveled 

21 C.f. Alexandrova, et al. "Re-opening the Question of Religion: Dis-Enclosure of Religion and Modernity in 
' 

the Philosophy of Jean-Luc Nancy" Re-treating Religion: Deconstructing Christianity with j ean-Luc Nancy, 

p.22 ; in which they argue that, "Nancy attempts to conceive monotheistic re ligion a nd secularization not as 

opposite worldviews that succeed each other in time but rather views tha t spring from the same origin and 

that are intertwined to the point of synonymy". 
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by a Christian world-view at a secularizing rationalis111.,,22 However, as I shall 

demonstrate, in his thesis Taylor misrepresents the Continental philosophical 

tradition (particularly Nietzsche and post-structuralism) that has itself sought to 

understand these cross-pressures of existence. Taking this misrepresentation

and specifically his reductive and colloquial analysis of Nietzsche, Camus, and 

Derrida, as my point of departure-I provide an alternate manner of thinking 

through the work of these writers, a way of thinking that leads to an introducto

ry analysis of Jean-Luc Nancy and his project the deconstruction of Christianity. In 

this analysis I argue that Nancy provides a manner of thinking that ren1ains open 

and allows an experience of freedom, without seeking to close that sense of 

openness with explanation, nor maintaining that sense of openness with a con

ception of the divine. 

Beginning with an outline of the key arguments in Taylor's conception of 

the secularization of the "western,, world, I examine how our "sense of self' has 

become embedded within an "exclusive humanism,,-exclusive in the sense that 

the i111111anent flourishing of the human subject has becon1e the prj111ary n1otiva

tion for our engagement with the world. I then describe how the world has be

come trapped, according to Taylor, within an "immanent frame,'1 in which the 

world has lost any sense of a divine reference. Taylor seeks t0 invest this "closed 

world system 11 (CWS) with a sense of wonder that would thus allow an opening 

for transcendent reference in the form of a Christian God. What I find most inter

esting about this account is the manner in which Taylor dismisses the 11 continen

tal" tradition of philosophy as inexorably bound to nihilism. Instead, I demon

strate how the nihilism confronted by Nietzsche and Heidegger is one they read 

in the metaphysical closure of the {{western" world, a closure that is in fact 

brought about through Christianity. 

By framing my opening chapter in this way, I set up the question of Chris

tianity as it is posed by Jean-Luc Nancy in his deconstruction; and provide, in th is 

chapter, a brief analysis of some of the key motifs in Nancy's project. Nancy pro

vides a narrative of Christianity that engages with and expands upon the Nie

tzschean gesture 1'God is dead"; and I raise a critical detail that forms a key thes is 

22 Simon Critchley, Very Little ... Almost Nothing, p.4. 

15 



1n Nancy's project-that Christianity is essentially self-deconstructing, and in

deed, that deconstruction itself is Christian. A number of other motifs are also 

advanced at the end of this chapter, explicitly and implicitly, that will form the 

core interpretative gestures of this dissertation: sense and the manner in which 

for Nancy sense is that which is shared, the loss of meaning (abandonment) that 

has accon1panied the withdrawal of transcendent presence from the world, the 

incarnation and crucifixion of Christ and the syncope of the body, the other 

thought of all thought as the opening of a world within the world, and, the neces

sity or otherwise of giving meaning to con1munity. 

In what follows, my thesis will engage with these motifs and the questions 

that they imply. In chapter two and three I provide a deliberate couple through 

which I engage with two crucial aspects of Nancy's philosophy that will allow a 

clearer understanding of his deconstruction of Christianity. The critical part of 

chapter two is an examination of how Nancy deconstructs and questions the me

ta-narrative of globalization. For Nancy, the world conceived in terms of "west

ernized globalization" n1ust be critiqued and opened to the possibility of alterna

tive narratives. This chapter reflects Nancy's concept of a world that constitu

tively lacks sense, and provides a first step into Nancy's radical materialism. A 

concept of materialism that is radical in the sense that Nancy is not held to a 

purely immanent ontology, but finds the possibility of an "opening11 within im

manence that is without "production,, or transcendent reference. Nancy postu

lates the term transimrnanence to describe this gesture, and I return to this term 

many times throughout this dissertation to build a clearer picture of this critical 

part of Nancy's broader philosophical thesis. 

Thus, in chapter two, I begin with an elaboration of Nancy's theory of 

monotheis1n, and the manner in which monotheism has re1nained the guiding 

force of globalization from its inception. By focusing upon globalization and 

Christianity as mutually inclusive motifs, Nancy deconstructs the typical notions 

of value and exchange inherent in an exploration of capitalism, through the no

tion of monotheism and its metamorphosis into the monovalence of all value 

through a general equivalency. In this analysis Nancy draws upon The German 

Ideology in order to elaborate how the power of the 1nonovalence of value is en

forced by the notion of general equivalency. Nancy then removes himself fro1n 
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the Marxist paradigm, critiquing the absolutisn1 within Marx's argument and the 

strong connection Marx holds toward the creation of the human. Nancy instead 

deconstructs the notion of value, and relies upon the sense of an opening and 

distinction that occurs within the world, utilising the motif of transimrnanence to 

describe the possibility of a revaluation of value as it is framed by global capital

ism. The second half of chapter two also provides an initial examination of Nan

cy's then1e of abandonment, as it relates to transin1manence and the notion of 

value in Marx's critique of capitalism from The Gennan Ideology. I argue that in 

"classical n1etaphysics" a picture of the "world" has been constructed which re

mains unequivocally bound to questions of n1eaning and truth. These questions 

are formed on the basis of the world as something that is brought into view by 

the "gaze,, of a "subject.,, This allows for an expansion of this question through 

the deconstruction of metaphysics, as undertaken by Heidegger in his 

destruktion and expanded by Nancy in his project to deconstruct Christianity. I 

expand upon these themes in chapter three, \i\!hen I focus on the question of 

con1n1unity, and I also set up the question of abandonn1ent as a pjvotal tern1 in 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity, thus providing the backdrop to a more 

thorough analysis of abandonment in chapter four. 

Hence, in chapter three, I describe in detail the man Her in which Nancy 

outlines his notion of community, and in particular draw upon his important es

say The Inoperative Comn1unity. By providing an initially exegetical approach, I 

demonstrate the way Nancy understands the term inoperative as it relates to the 

possibility of community. In this chapter I argue that according to Nancy-in con

trast to the notions by which thinkers such as Charles Taylor broadly conceive of 

community in terms of some operative whole-it is precisely in the way the op

erative functions that community is pushed onto the path toward the possibility 

of a being-in-common, and a loss of any value beyond the purely economic. In 

contrast, Nancy argues that community must be conceived as fragmented, and 

inoperative, to prevent what he calls a work or production of community that be

comes a work of its own death-responding to a reading of community in the 

shadow cast by the totalitarian "community,, of Nazi Germany and the Stalinist 

Soviet Union. In order to consider this notion of the inoperative, Nancy draws 

upon both Heidegger and Bataille, den1onstrating in the thought of both the pos-
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sibility for describing a shared finitude, but also the inherent weaknesses in their 

approach to shared finitude. On the one hand, according to Nancy, Heidegger 

presents the possibility of thinking the finitude of being, which is an important 

first step toward understandingfinitude as it relates to being-with. However, as I 

will demonstrate in this chapter, according to Nancy Heidegger was unable to 

make that step. Drawing upon Bataille, Nancy can configure a shared notion of 

finitude, which enables hi1n to pose the ontological notion of being-with precisely 

as shared finitude. In this chapter I also engage with Critchley's critique of Nan

cy's notion of being-with and community in both Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity and 

The Political Subject of Violence, this critique provides an important analysis of 

the political possibilities of justice in Nancy that I expand upon in the conclusion. 

In chapter four, I bring together the notion of shared Jinitude-as the on

tological premise of being-with-and the notion of transirnrnanence, into a deep

er understanding of Nancy's ontology. I bring theses notions together by describ

ing in detail the way Nancy elucidates the notion of abandonment, and how the 

notion of abandonment fonns a critical step in the deconstruction of Christianity. 

In order to explain abandonment in some detail, I work through Nancy's concep

tion of abandoned being and how this ties together with the thought of creation 

ex nihilo, that is, creation without a divine or transcendent author. Through this 

explanation it is possible to note the importance of what Derrida describes as 

l'avenir, which is the future as "to-come,"-a future that remains open to the pos

sibility of what Nancy describes as trans-irnrnanence. In order to describe in 

more detail how this posture toward the future resonates with what Nancy de

scribes as abandonn1ent, I work through how Nancy reads both Nietzsche and 

Heidegger as interlocutors with his sense of abandonment. There is also a sche-

1natic analysis of Aga1nben's brief but important engage1nent with Nancy, and 

how Agamben's use of the term abandonment differs in a nuanced but nonethe

less significant manner from how Nancy refers to abandonment. I then describe 

how Nancy departs from and extends Heidegger's notion of abandonment that 

we find in his later work on philosophy Contributions. To finish the chapter I re-
. 

turn to Nancy, and the manner in which he brings together our shared finitude 

and abandonment, as opening the possibility of an address toward the infinite 

that he calls adoration. This address of adoration, is another way of conceptualiz-
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ing the notion of trans-immanence, and forms part of his later work on the de

construction of Christianity. Before moving to the following chapter, I draw upon 

Malabou's reading Hegel through the notion of plasticity, in a brief interlude that 

opens some scope to Nancy1s reading of Hegel. Paying close attention to the 

manner in which her reading intersects with both Heidegger and Nancy, I argue 

that how Malabou poses the question of future in Hegel as "to see (what is) com

ing11 informs how abandoned-being is linked to Derrida1s I'avenir. 

In the fifth chapter, I explain how the body forms an integral part of the on

tological picture that Nancy allows with his notion of being-with and shared 

finitude-thus, explicitly opening the funda1nental role played by Nancy1s read

ing of the body in his deconstruction of Christianity. By following the narrative of 

The Stranger in Camus 1 novel, I argue that the figure of Meursault can be read as a 

site of abandoned being, and furthermore, suggest that Meursault's performative 

encounter with the law indicates the intersection of this abandonment with the 

sensual/sense-able body. In order to expand on intersection, I then explore how 

Nancy disrupts and deconstructs Descartes1 figure of the subject, ~nd the Carte

sian split between thinking-thing and extended-thing. Nancy argues that it is in 

the enunciation "I am 11 that something like a thinking-material body can come in

to the world. This nontransitive and syncopated notion of the 'T' forms the core 

of Nancy's attempt to rethink the body while complicating the formation of the 

"subject'' as 'T' in this Cartesian split. According to Nancy, in order to understand 

the body and thinking, we must first understand the manner in which the body 

and the soul, in modern Western philosophy, are conceptions added onto the 'T' 

to construct the Ideal of subjectivity-found in the metaphysics of the subject. 

These questions segue into the final section of this chapter, in which I discuss the 

intersection of Nancy's thought with Derrida's work on differance, and introduce 

the manner in which Nancy works through a re-reading of the Christian incarna

tion. Here we find the ontological premise of the body, and by working through 

various texts by Nancy, I build a picture of how this ontology of the body fits with 

Nancy's notion of abandonment in his deconstruction of Christianity. In this sec

tion I reveal the importance of reading the body according to Nancy's sense of 

exposure, the critical concept that n1ust be taken into account in this reading is 

Nancy's sense of the word touch-which th us forms the basis of my final chapter. 
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In chapter six I confront possible challenges that n1ight li111it Nancy's exten

sion of the concept of touch and the body; in particular, the possibility that Nancy 

remains thoroughly Christian in his approach, and that he has not thought 

through the possibilities opened by a reading of the flesh. Drawing upon Esposi

to's reading of Nancy, I work through these challenges and present an alternate 

reading of Nancy that demonstrates how the body brings together Nancy's no

tion of Being-with ( as, shared finitude ), into a re-conception of sense, through the 

notion of touch. A central question that I grapple with in the following two sec

tions is how Nancy can nonetheless posit a sense of "origin," whilst 111aintaining a 

fidelity to his ontology of being-singular-plural. This question centers on how 

one reads Nancy's notion of abandonment in relation to the sense of this "origin." 

I argue that Nancy is driving toward an understanding of existence in terms of a 

techne of bodies, or an ecotechnical sense of the world, in which the "originality" 

of meaning springs-forth in the manner that this technicity manifests itself as a 

world. Hence, I finish the chapter with an exploration of what Nancy means by 

the techne of the body, and how his sense of the body that re111ains exposed and 

without signification can nonetheless be thought in terms of the justice of a 

shared finitude. 

The central question of how it might be possible to consider the creation 

of meaning through the deconstruction of Christianity is resolved, in my conclu

sion, through the pivotal and central issue of love. I argue that the crux of the 

question of the meaning of being is centered upon the decentering role of love in 

the philosophical parlance of Nancy. The weight of existence, and the possibility 

of intelligibility that this weight implies, maintains a sense of justice by remain

ing beyond the calculable of law if the force of this sense of the incalculable is felt 

through our embodied existence. This affect, which remains critical for how it is 

possible to read Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity, is a touching that cuts 

through the very sense of existence-a sense of touch, as empathy, that contra

dicts the critical dichotomies of inside/outside, immanent/transcendent, or ma

terial/immaterial and touches the heart of existence. What Nancy's deconstruc

tion of Christianity opens, are the very possibilities that love reveals, when it is 

considered as the prin1ordial question of the meaning of being. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Secular 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter I seek to problematize the meaning of the sense of the secular. I 

begin by providing an account of Charles Taylor's notion secularization that ap

pears to ground how one might understand the secular in contemporary exist

ence. I then argue that in his explanation Taylor fails to consider the complexity 

and nuance within Nietzsche's account of "the death of God", and the manifold 

manner that Nietzsche's thought has been received in existentialist and post

structuralist considerations of what it n1ight mean to say we now live in a secular 

age. I focus on Taylor's description of Albert Can1us, and open a path toward an 

alternate reading of "the death of God'' in Camus through the work of Jean

Philippe Deranty. I then broaden the scope of this reading by considering in 

more detail what Nietzsche meant by his prophetic statement through an analy

sis of Nietzsche on his own terms, and the way Nietzsche was received by 

Heidegger. By drawing upon Heidegger's rehearsal of "the death of God" I pro

vide a segue into Jean-Luc Nancy's project "the deconstruction of Christianity." 

As will becon1e clear as this dissertation develops, Heidegger is a pivotal influ

ence and touchstone for Nancy, and this early account of Heidegger begins my 

exploration of the harmonic dissonance and critique of Heidegger that is implicit 

in Nancy's project. I end the chapter with a critical theme from Nancy's decon

struction of Christianity "the other thought of all thought," that beats a path into 

the analysis of Nancy in the chapters that follow. By beginning this dissertation 

with an account of the secu lar I demonstrate two important facets of Nancy's . 
thought and the motivation for this analysis herein; firstly, Nancy opens a unique 

and competing sense of the secular that is explicitly critical of the hegemonic ac

counts of secularization for which Taylor forn1s an exemplar; secondly, Nancy's 
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deconstruction of Christianity is placed firmly within the world as an i1nminent 

and critical response to the modern 11western" trajectory of 'globalization' and 

the seemingly endless and intensifying injustice that is left in its wake. 

The secularization of the Western world is understood by way of a rather 

simple historical narrative, through the Middle Ages and into the Enlightenment 

humans became progressively advanced in scientific theory and method, eventu

ally reaching a tin1e when it was no longer possible to naively believe in God, and 

instead belief became a choice. Despite some variation in its account this typical

ly frames how the secular is understood. Whether we consider this deliberately 

oversimplified narrative in political, ethical, econo1nic, or social terms-and, by 

taking into account the increasing intensity with which humans have translated 

and transcribed information and themselves throughout earth-it is no real 

stretch to imagine the efficacy and explanatory power of this narrative in any of 

its myriad of forms. 

What makes Taylor's account both interesting on its O\Vn terms, and a 

useful juxtaposition to Nancy, is hovv he con1plicates this nar!ative by re

instituting the place of the transcendent. Simultaneously, however, he solidifies 

and entrenches facets of this account in ways that enforce the hegemony of An

glophone philosophy that continue to dominate the English -speaking academic 

world. What Taylor does, quite neatly, is wrap an ethical and spiritual account of 

Christianity around the dominant epistemic force of 'common-sense', one that 

typically has no use for pithy pontifications on the aesthetics of \!\Tonder. Taylor's 

account thus functions as an important counter-balance to the economic and sci

entific rationalization of academia today. For Taylor, God becomes a release 

valve for the calculative effects of this rationalization; a n1anifold of effects that 

has eroded the i1nportance of what necessarily eludes it, the incalculable ( or 

what I will call later, the incommensurable). It is at this point that I depart from 

Taylor's account for the reasons below and put in more detail in what follows. 

However, Taylor does provide an important crack in the epistemic hegemony, a 

crack that I argue is best understood through the ontological thought of Jean-Luc 

Nancy. In order to reach the point at vvhich the importance of Nancy becomes 

apparent, it is necessary to \,vork through Taylor's critical and disn1issive account 

of Nietzschean thought. 
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Taylor begins by describing the modern paradign1 as "A Secular Age," in 

which the milieu of our existence is defined in terms of what he calls an imma

nent frame. It is this characterization that allows him to posit a higher authority 

outside this frame, viz. the Christian God. As part of Taylor's narrative, and in or

der to strengthen "our" capacity to stay in touch \iVith what is outside the im,na

nent fran1e (to stay in touch, that is, with what provides spiritual guidance to the 

pervasive force of rationalization), Taylor takes aim squarely at the "continental" 

tradition. Taylor essentially argues that what marks the "continental" tradition is 

an approach to the "death of _God" (inspired by Nietzsche) in which there is a 

propensity to picture the immanent frame as surrounded by an abyss. While he 

does provide brief accounts of how Nietzsche et al. relate to the abyss, it is 

through Camus that he gives the most sustained and detailed account. I thus 

work through Taylor's account of Camus, and demonstrate an alternate reading 

of Camus that does not correlate with Taylor's, and which provides an important 

window to the nuance of post-Nietzschean thought. 

It is the wager of this dissertation that Nancy gives an important, novel, 

and insightful account of post-Nietzschean thought that ren1ains balanced on the 

point between three (broadly speaking) competing narratives - rationalization, 

theology, and nihilism - without itself becoming a narrative. Taylor's account of 

post-Nietzschean thought as essentially nihilistic does no justice to the complexi

ty involved in the work of a myriad of philosophers who have positioned them

selves in relation to Nietzsche (Heidegger, Arendt, Beauvoir, Derrida, and Fou

cault, to name a few). What Nancy adds to these accounts is a novel approach to 

understanding secularization (inspired by Nietzsche), in which the seeds of 

Christianity's undoing were planted at its inception. 

In the fourth section, Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Making Sense of the Death 

of God, I work through the context of what Nancy describes as an aggravation of 

the incommensurable. Understanding what Nancy means by "aggravation" and 

"incommensurable" provides the entry point into understanding the uniqueness 

of Nancy's philosophical approach to Christianity, and more generally what it 

"means" to n1ake sense (sens). What I argue in this section is that with the "death 

of God" the distinction between what was commensurable (worldly, human, in

telligible) and what was incommensurable and beyond the hun1an (heavenly, di-
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vine, unintelligible) beca1ne indistinct. This lack of distinction establishes both 

metaphysics and its closure, and manifests itself through the human as the arbi

ter of knowledge; a process that takes place precisely through Christianity. In 

working through the Nietzschean account of the "death of God," and Heidegger's 

interpretation thereof, I suggest that there are two essential points. Firstly, I seek 

to discredit Taylor's characterization of Nietzsche and post-Nietzschean ac

counts of the "death of God." Secondly, I set up the relationship between Christi

anity and metaphysics in order to show how Christianity and metaphysics are 

inexorably linked such that Christianity itself was the driving force behind the 

blurring of the distinction between the commensurable and incommensurable. 

What this second point reveals is the transference of the power to distinguish 

(that is, the power to make this distinction between commensurability and in

commensurability in their various iterations), to the human. 

The crack that opens within Taylor's immanent frame is not something to 

be directed toward spiritual guidance; nor is it something that reveals flaws in 

the capacity of present forms of episten1ology that might be either continually 

improved (viz. Popper), ignored as irrelevant to philosophy (viz. Rorty), or regis

tered as flaws in human capacity for reason (viz. Dawkins). What I want to sug

gest is that what this crack reveals is a fundamental ontologi£al gesture of noth

ingness that must be taken into any account of the human. Rather than picture 

the world in terms of the immanent fran1e, which allows this "nothingness" to be 

set up as an incommensurable that is dealt with-and aggravated-by compet

ing accounts of intelligibility and/or theology; Nancy proposes that thinking (and 

reason) must begin fron1 this gesture of nothingness as infinite, and as constitu

tive of both reason and finitude. It is this notion of finitude that provides the 

opening, or "dis-enclosure," from which thinking can begin sans metaphysics. 

What makes Nancy's account so compelling, is that it is Christianity itself that 

provides this opening. It is thus through a deconstruction of Christianity that 

Nancy traces the possibility of opening reason, and thinking, to the incommen

surability, re-inscribed as the infinite, that constitutes the truth of its finitude. 

In the final section of this chapter I introduce and set up how Nancy 

thinks through the deconstruction of Christianity. To begin there are three es

sential gestures to Nancy's deconstruction. Firstly, the manner in which Christi-
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anity is in a continuous state of self-surpassing, such that it is relentlessly over

coming itself. Secondly, that Christianity has lost the capacity to give sense to the 

world, despite the performative gestures of "sense-making11 that are part of the 

Christian tradition. And, thirdly, by combining the two points above Nancy ar

gues that Christianity works towards its own end, undercutting its own ground 

whilst simultaneously ceaselessly pushing toward its own re-enactment. 

Thus, through these gestures, Nancy explains that Christianity is the ac

con1pani1nent of the West toward its own dissolution (nihilis1n). It is here that 

the force of Nancy's deconstruction comes into play; only by acco1npanying 

Christianity to its own end and abandon1nent, can the world open to the other of 

thought. Precisely through this opening it becomes possible to dis-enclose reason. 

This sense of opening, and the accompanying abandonment are pivotal gestures 

in Nancy, and gestures explored in more detail in the chapters that follow. To end 

this chapter I make some preliminary remarks on how this opening plays out 

through the other of thought, as described by Nancy in The Experience of Free

dom, and it is this sense of an opening to the other of thought that provides a se

gue into the next two chapters. 

I. THE CROSS-PRESSURES OF EXISTENCE 

According to Taylor, today's secular age is n1arked by a decisive shift, from the 

na"ive condition of belief where a transcendent God was sin1ply assun1ed to play a 

role in our immanent existence; to the reflexive condition of belief we live in to

day, where belief in a transcendent God is now one choice among many others. 23 

Taylor calls into question the historical correlation made between an abandon

ment of faith and the rise of science by examining the close link between scien

t ific epistemology and the ethical premise of humanism. He argues that our mod

ern experience is dominated by a sense of "exclusive 11 humanism, such that there 

23 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, p.21. Subsequent references are made in the text. 
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is no longer any goal or condition beyond an in1manent and purely human flour

ishing. That is to say, nothing is needed outside of a purely human sense of exist

ence to justify human flourishing, nor is anything required that provides any 

sense or meaning beyond this purely human flourishing (18). In Taylor's critique, 

the changed conditions of belief, and the move to exclusive humanism, are 

aligned and reinforced \,vith a shift in human self-understanding or self

reflexivity from the "porous self" to the "buffered individual" (541). Taylor's mo

tif of the buffered individual captures the modern sense of self and identity, in 

which a person's thoughts and feelings, their values and goals, are contained 

within the 1nind and are separated from the outside world ( of course, that is not 

to say that the mind is not affected by the outside world). 24 The buffered sense of 

selfhood correlates with a firmer sense of intimacy and individualism. Taylor 

then aligns this sense of evolving individualism with the prominence in Refor

mation teaching on the believer's personal relationship \Nith God, (which is to 

say, a relationship vt ith God unmediated by the church); and the modern sense of 

privacy and discipline (social, spatio-temporal, and theological) tpat accompa

nied this transformation. The changing nature of the human sense of self-hood, 

one that no longer required any 11outside" to provide it with a sense of self,25 

when aligned with the trajectory of exclusive humanism and the ability pre

scribed by science to explain the world in material terms, allows Taylor to build a 

picture of modern self-reflexive identity caught within vvhat he calls the {(imma

nent frame ": immanent in contrast to transcendent, in other w ords, a natural and 

24 For example, vvhen a person is beset by erratic and abnormal thoughts we understand this in terms of 

mental illness rather than as possession by some evil spirit (540). 

25 One manner of conceiving this changed sense of self-identity is through the changing manner of relating 

to oneself through discursi\ e practice that evolved from an intensification of the confession through Church 

history to the sphere of psychiatric medicine, as described by Foucault in The History of Sexuality: Volume 

One. In this genealogical picture set out by Foucault we can see an increasingly individualizing set of disci 

plines and bio -po er that w orked upon the subject to create a "truth of the subject" p.70 . For example, Fou

cault writes, "For a long time, the individual was vouched for by the reference of others and the demonstra

tion of bis ties to the commonweal (family, allegiance, protection) ; then he vvas authenticated by the dis 

course of truth he ~.,vas able or obliged to pronounce concerning himself. The truthful confession was in

scribed at the heart of the procedures of individualization by power'' p.59. I suggest this manner of picturing 

the change Ta lor outlines in order to place this discourse within an alternative frame of reference, and I am 

not necessaril suggesting a correlation bet\ een the I:\ o notions of individualization. 
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111aterial order in contrast to a supernatural and i111111aterial order (542). 

The immanent frame is Taylor's way of picturing what Max Weber de

scribed as the dis-enchantment of the world, where we no longer rely upon an

other "transcendent11 world to give meaning to this one. Thus, the modern condi

tion of human experience26 is broadly construed in terms of an immanent fram

ing of existence; however, despite the fact that it allows an explanation of the 

world in completely in1n1anent tern1s it does so "without demanding itJJ (544). 

According to Taylor, this lack of demand allows the i1nmanent frame to remain 

open to sense fro1n "outsideJJ, what he calls a "neo-Durkhei111ianJJ understand

ing, 27 in which there is something morally higher than our immanent natural 

world. In these terms, it is possible to maintain a sense of the world beholden to 

a "higher good 11

, a sense that remains distinct from the world encompassed by the 

immanent frame; and as such, a sense of the world "somehow ineradicably linked 

to God 11 (544). It is important to recognise that in Taylor's explanation of remain

ing open to an "outsideJJ, sense arrives in the world through this opening, and it is 

this notion of a passage of sense fron1 the "outside'' that captures the essence of 

the divine. Taylor presents an account of our experience of the Western-world, a 

world caught within the "immanent frame", as one that we may regard as remain

ing open (in contrast to the predominant explanation of this "immanent frame" 

in terms of a "closed-spin", a point to which I will turn shortly). This is an opening 

that permits the passage of sense between the "immanent frame 11 and what re

mains beyond this frame. This account of an opening is best explained, according 

to Taylor, with reference to a transcendent Being viz. God. 

In contrast to the conception of openness, Taylor describes the "subtrac

tion thes isJJ in which the i111manent frame is understood in such a way that it 

see111s obvious that there is no longer any necessity for a God to explain the natu

ral world. This second posture towards the immanent frame, what he describes 

26 In which what we believe is governed by choice, while the pursuit of human flourishing is largely unques

tion ed, and we come to understand ourselves as essentially "buffered" individuals. 

27 While this short 'snap-shot' of Taylor's notion of the "immanent frame" provides a somewhat useful 

touchstone in the context of this thesis, it is by no means provides a complete picture of Taylor's considera

bly well thought through and articulated thesis of the "immanent frame". I have provided it here in the con

text of this thesis in order to introduce one manner in which we might follow Taylor's thought 
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as the "closed-spin11

, is the perspective or notion that we have, through the pro

gression of science and rationalism, subtracted the spiritual and mythical expla

nations for our world, and reached a true and natural understanding of the mate

rial world. Taylor uses the term spin to indicate the manner in which the domi

nance of the epistemological closure of our sense of the world has become the 

"picture11 or "background to our thinking11 (549). 28 The subtraction thesis has an 

explicitly moral inscription, our belief in God is childish fantasy and we n1ust eth

ically grow-up and see the world for what it is-a world that is largely "indiffer

ent to us 11 (561). Rather than cloak ourselves in the reassuring narrative of an 

omnipotent God, we must confront the ethical challenges of our existence alone. 

Thus any sense of openness-remembering that the inanner in which Taylor us

es this term is purely religious-must first reject the epistemologically closed 

background to our thinking; and hence, religious or spiritual experience always 

takes place within, and despite of, the immanent frame. 

In order to critique the scientific epistemology and moral narrative in

volved in the closed iminanent frame Taylor introduces two in1por!ant concepts 

into his argument that allow him to demonstrate an alternative way of under

standing our existence beyond this closure; these he describes as the "death of 

God 11 and "deconstruction11

• Taylor refers to the 11 death .of God 11 motif, to further 

his conception of the "subtraction'' thesis outlined above, in essence describing 

the subtraction of divine openness as premised upon the death of God. By refer

encing his correlation with Nietzsche1s sense of this motif, while completely dis

regarding and disparaging Nietzsche1s vvork as a vvhole, Taylor demonstrates 

what is symptomatic in colloquial and reductive references to Nietzsche.29 

28 Taylor makes reference here and in other places to Wittgenstein's picture theory, for example he writes 

that; "we have here what Wittgenstein calls a "pictu re", a background to our think"ing, vvithin whose terms it 

is carried on, but which is often largely unformulated, and to which we can frequently, just for this reason, 

imagine no alternative. As he famously put it, "a picture held us captive"" (549). 

29 When Taylor first introduces the "death of Go d" into his analysis of the immanent frame, he explicitly 

makes reference to Nietzsche without naming him in the text, but referring to Nietzsche's The Gay Science in 

a footno t e. He writes of his own version, that it will not "be simply followi ng the originator of the phrase 

(though I think my version is not too far from his)" (560). He later argues that Nietzsche's philosophy cul

minates in the doctrine of the will-to -power, in which "The main virtue stressed here is the imaginative 

courage to face tl1e void, and to be energized by it to the creation of meaning ... But how coherent is this view 

of the creation of meaning and value in face of the void" (589) . 
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Taylor uses the notion of "deconstruction" in the sense of a "deconstruction 

of epistemology," the conception of which he describes by summarising 

Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty in a few sentences.30 Once again, Taylo r makes use 

of a philosophical tradition with colloquial and reductive references to terms that 

have a significant and expansive tradition behind them; he uses the term decon

struction without any mention of Derrida, and hence I assume that he is referring 

to what Heidegger called "destruction". Taylor uses this notion to den1onstrate 

how the seen1ing obviousness of the closed world systen1 is premised upon a 

world that is in-itself constructed in support of what it proves. The "death of 

God" or subtraction thesis combines the scientific world-view with an ethical or 

moral attitude; according to Taylor, the proponents of this "package of epistemic 

and moral views", present "the scientific-epistemic part of it [as] completely self

supporting,'1 without recognising the pivotal role played by the moral views sur

rounding this scientific epistemology (562). What the proponents of this package 

of episte1nic and moral vievvs overstate (Taylor here refers to Richard Dawkins 

specifically), is the notion that the scientific-epistemic paradig1n does not rely 

upon "faith" but rather is based upon evidence, overlooking the sense in which 

science itself must contain non-evidence based assumptions (83 S fn2 7). Taylo r 

concludes that the moral outlook, closely aligned with the science driven "closed

spin", is simply one moral outlook that "gave way to another" (563). His argu

ment rests on his alignment with the proponents of the deconstruction of epis

temology-his claim is that "some move is being passed off as a simple discovery, 

3o Taylor engages in a dramatic reduction of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger's philosophy in order to explain 

how one might engage in a "deconstruction of epistemology" (c.f. 558-9). Taylor then argues that, "Once you 

shift to the deconstructing point of view, the CWS [Closed World System, in other words, a closed spin on 

the immanent frame] can no longer operate as such. It seemed to offer a neutral point of view from which 

we could problematize certain values - e.g., "transcendent" ones - more than others. But now it appears that 

it is driven by its own set of values. Its "neutrality" appears bogus" (560). I agree, in a broad sense, with the 

cut and thrust of Taylor's argument. The issue is that Taylor does not refer to the philosophical tradition 

that is part of the methodology he is using here, a methodology that quickly morphs when he begins refer

ring to his task as one of deconstructing the death of God view (c.f. 567). One might refer to this as 

Heidegger's 'destruction ', Merleau-Ponty's ontology of the flesh , and furthermore, Derrida's notion of de

construction - in any case, the reason why Taylor seems compelled to conflate these various philosophical 

traditions deserves further analysis, of which I hope this thesis may form a part. 
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which in fact is much more like a new construction,, (565).31 

What Taylor hopes to add to his conception of the immanent frame by 

showing the problems associated with the "closed-spin" is an experience of the 

"cross-pressure" of existence, where one is caught between two ways of conceiv

ing a lived experience. These cross-pressures provide the experience of flux, in 

which we can interpret our experience in terms of either an open or closed per

spective (555). That is, despite the dominant paradign1 or "intellectual hegen10-

ny11 of secularism creating what Taylor describes as a "closed vvorld system 11

, at 

times we experience the world in tenns of a "stance of openness,, in which we 

feel a sense of wonder at the world and our place in the world. Taylor is thus con

trasting an interpretation that may be explained in rational and scientific terms 

(thus preventing this "stance of openness"), 32 or, alternatively, more clearly 

grounded in faith and a sense of religious experience (551). Moreover, rather 

than dismissing this openness as illusory and necessarily ignored or scientifically 

explained away, Taylor argues that this openness provides an important and al

ternate reading of the modern hu111an condition. What these pressures illustrate 

is the necessity of maintaining faith in a transcendent and religious sense, and 

allowing spiritual hope and belief to continue to play a role in modern exist-

31 As Taylor states, he is here referring to the manner in which the "master narrative" (a "closed-spin" to the 

"immanent frame") provides these "constructions" with the sense of a "coming of age". Which is to say we 

are, in the present milieu of the Western-world, ethically growing up (836 fn32). This relates directly to the 

argument made regarding "exclusive humanism" which forms an important part of how Taylor understands 

the "immanent frame". For Taylor these "new constructions" are not "unarbitrable by reason ... their arbi

tration is much more complicated, like that between Kuhnian paradigms, and also involves issues of herme

neutical adequacy" (565). 

32 Taylor is here arguing that the closed world system creates the conditions for explaining and hence ignor

ing our sense of wonder at the world, and hence disavowing the 'open stance' that Taylor is advocating here. 

As he writes, "one's thinking is clouded or cramped by a powerful picture which prevents one seeing im

portant aspects of rei:llity. I want to argue that those who think the closed reading of immanence is "natural" 

and obvious are suffering from this kind of disability" (551). Importantly, and in a manner that strengthens 

his argument, Taylor also points out that this works in the same way for those who think that the "open 

reading is obvious and inescapable", however, as he puts it, "such people .. . cannot approach the intellectual 

hegemony their opponents enjoy" (551). It should be noted that this 'intellectual hegemony' refers to 'West

ern secularism'. 
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ence.33 By rnaintaining these cross-pressures, Taylor believes he has found an 

alternate narrative to the one dominated by exclusive humanism, opening the 

possibility for a sense of the world that moves beyond purely human flourishing 

through a religious faith that is in harmony with the modern conditions of expe

rience. By maintaining 'an openness' to the cross-pressures of our experience of 

the world, vve can have a rational and scientific understanding to some degree, 

while also allowing a sense of our place in the world to enter through religious 

experience. In this paradign1, we are cognisant of the advances of science, the im

portance of rational decision~making, the medical picture of our psychological 

make-up; however, we still allow ourselves to be open to a sense of our existence 

that transcends these iinmanent explanations, thus allowing us to maintain a 

stance toward morality that encompasses a higher good, and higher purpose, be

yond purely human flourishing. 

II. DECONSTRUCTION AND THE DEATH OF Goo: FACING THE NORMATIVE ABYSS 

Taylor's argument is well-conceived and warrants close attention. Taylor's con

cept of the "immanent-frame" and competing "cross-pressures" provide a con

vincing account of the fundamental issues that confront our existence within the 

present milieu of the Western-world, leaving aside the religious overtones of his 

solution (which fonn the conclusion to his argun1ent), which I do not seek to dis

credit here. Howeve1~ by joining the "death of God" 1notif with the hegemonic "ac

count of the rise of modern secularity", he conflates one philosophical motif with 

the othe r, claiming that "death of God atheism" is dr iven by science.34 What Tay

lor does is put himself on the side of the "deconstructors of epistemology" whilst 

using his particular sense of that mode of thinking to discredit the "proponents 

33 Charles Taylor, "Foreword" in Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Re

ligion, p.4. 

3 4 Taylor, A Secular Age, pp.564-5. Subsequent references are made in the text. 
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of the death of God" (565). Yet Nietzsche was the catalyst for the very decon

struction that Taylor proposes he himself is undertaking. It was surely Nietzsche 

who first revealed the symbiotic and multi-valenced manifold of relationality be

tween "morality11 on the one hand, and "metaphysics 11 on the other. 

In other words, what I propose is that the "death of God" motif that Taylor 

discredits with his "deconstruction of epistemology", already points to the very 

notion he is seeking to undo; that the "n1oral order11 is closely aligned to the heg

e1nonic episteme that has acco1npanied science-based secularisn1. However, this 

may be considered a nominal argument over the use of the phrase "death of God", 

and viewed in this way does not detract from the weight of Taylor's thesis. It is 

necessary to decide the role Taylor assigns to Nietzsche and Derrida in the 

broader picture he has built of the secular age, and to do that we must start with 

his analysis of Camus, as this analysis plays a vital role in his description of these 

thinkers. The crux of my issue with Taylor's analysis is that he does not consider 

that there are other ways of thinking about the openness of the world that do not 

involve the religious call that Taylor assumes.35 Taylor clain1s tha! Camus, and 

others that similarly question the death of God, contribute to a closed sense of 

the immanent frame. Yet, as I will demonstrate when I come to an alternate read

ing of Camus, Taylor confuses and conflates the complexity involved in a tradition 

of thought that questions the sense of the world after the death of_ God, one that 

finds a unique voice in Camus. In this section of the chapter, I will trace the man

ner in which Taylor interprets Camus, and where that interpretation takes him 

with respect to Nietzsche and Derrida. 

§ 

Taylor quite comprehensively surveys Camus' literature, revealing what he 

claims is a sense of stoic courage and moral order in a struggle for meaning that 

has no hope of finding stable ground. In contrast to the scientific-episteme, the 

perspective Taylor is tracing here is one that accepts the lack of transcendent ref

erence and stands "before a normative abyss", coming to the conclusion "that this 

35 CJ. Taylor's discussion of Nussbaum's "warning against attempts to "transcend humanity"" (625-34). 
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blind, deaf, silent universe offers no guidance whatever" (581). What is pivotal 

for Taylor in this narrative is Camus' notion of "the absurd"-premised on the 

sense that despite the "unreasonable silence of the world" (583) we are still 

called to enjoy our life in the world, that we still desire jouissance.36 As Camus 

writes, "what is absurd is the confrontation between this irrational reality and 

the wild longing for clarity whose call resonates in the depths of the human 

heart" (584).37 What we find in Can1us is a struggle, and a call, to find jouissance 

in the world \tVithout thought of a higher authority. Taylor argues that this stoic 

courage, despite facing a con1pletely "ungrounded self-authorization", still dis

plays something of the highest form of "human 1norality" (586); Taylor then goes 

on to describe Derrida as occupying the same ethical position. Yet the ethical po

sition that Taylor attributes to Camus and Derrida remains one-dimensional, a 

sense of loneliness in the figure of a human that has no higher purpose or mean

ing, an "indifferent universe 11 that leaves us without any "transcendent hope" 

(586). This position of the hu1nan, the binary positioning of our hun1an-ness-in 

the way that we seek jouissance despite the see1ning pointlessness-and the in

different universe, is precisely what enables Taylor to create a sense that Ca1nus 

can be slotted into another reading of the closed world system. The "closed" part 

of this "world system", is, in Taylor's assessment of Camus, in the human itself; 

closed off from meaning, buffered from myth and higher purpose, completely in

dividualised and alone. This sense of closure is what leads to Taylor's reading of 

Nietzsche alongside Camus and Derrida, in which they are all protagonists in the 

same story; that the "powerlJ of this "closure" is in the way in which "meaning" 

itself comes under the purview of this individualised human. This is, further

n1ore, why Taylor con1es to categorise Nietzsche, Camus, Derrida, Foucault, (and 

with the1n an entire philosophical tradition) as part of a narrative of self

authorization, where crucially, the self is ungrounded, and hence the authoriza

tion is presented as unbounded. 

Taylor here separates what he calls the "narratives " of ungrounded self

authorisation into two halves, maybe we could think of them .rather simplistically 

3 6 I come back to this sense of jouissance, and Nancy's use of this term, in the chapters that follow. 

37 Taylor's modified translation from Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, p.26. 
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as bad nihilism and good nihilism, both of which contribute to the closed world 

system. On the good side, "Camus, Derrida, and others" represent an ethical call

ing that sounds very much like stoicism, despite the contingency of life and the 

lack of a higher meaning or ground to our existence; it is "an ethic which has 

deep roots in our civilization, a humanism which takes up some variant of the 

modern moral order, that our actions and structures should conduce to the bene

fit of all'' (586). On the bad side, "Nietzsche", of course, "conceived of a kind of 

self-authorization which deliberately rejected universal benefit, egalitarianisn1, 

de1nocracy, as so 1nany obstacles on the road to self-overcoming" (586). 

As with Taylor's assessment of the ethical premise of exclusive humanism 

at work in the science/moral-order package, Taylor argues that Camus, Derrida, 

Nietzsche "and others" are guilty of the same subtraction thesis, that this is simp

ly a "twist to the story of modernity as adulthood11 (588). The 11twist11 is that, in

stead of replacing a childish need for myth with the adulthood of science and 

reason, with Nietzsche et al. the e1nphasis is on "the imaginative courage to face 

the void, and to be energized by it to the creation of meaning,, (5-89). Taylor ar

gues that these "narratives of self-authorization, when examined more closely, 

are far from self-evident; and yet their assuming axiomatic status in the thinking 

of many people, is one facet of a powerful and widespread CWS" (589). The prob

lem here is not simply the manner in which Taylor assesses how these "narrative 

of self-authorization" fit into a more general assessment of how and why we ar

rive at moral principles, but also the manner in which Taylor places Nietzsche 

within this assessment. Taylor concludes that these narratives of self

authorization he has been exan1ining are simply another facet of the closed world 

system, that they simply represent one n1ore "closed spin11 on the "im1nanent 

fran1e". 

This broad categorisation of "closure'', which Taylor applies to a scientific

episteme founded upon scientific empiricism and rational epistemology, pre

cludes an ontological foundation. However, it does not fit with the picture that 

Taylor himself paints of the Nietzschean view of existence in which we are faced 

with a "norn1ative abyss". The crucial question in this picture is the manner that 

existence con1ports itself as it faces this nonnative abyss, and one could hardly 

conclude that such an "abyss" is closed. Indeed, what makes the Nietzschean per-
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spective so definitively different is the n1anner in which it overturns the 111odern 

propensity for scientific epistemology to ground our conception of morality and 

ontology. Indeed, we might conclude that the Nietzschean perspective is the cata

lyst for the deconstruction of epistemology that Taylor himself relies upon in his 

O\A/n account. Thus I would speculate that it is rather difficult to associate the 

N ietzschean perspective, and one of its major protagonists in Derrida, with the 

closure of the in1n1anent frame; and, furthern1ore, it is difficult to in1agine the 

N ietzschean perspective in any sort of bina1y relationship with a transcendental 

religious ontology. 

Taylor categorises the modes of ungrounded self-authorization he associ

ates with Nietzsche, Camus, and Derrida, as another part in the closure of the 

immanent frame. Taylor describes Nietzsche's doctrine of will-to-power, or the 

(/search for the Dionysian", as one in which the modern moral order, constructed 

by and through Western modernity, is to be shed in favour of "a new ethic" (599). 

However, this critique of the Western moral order, by Nietzsche and those who 

have followed Nietzsche's critique, creates another version of the cross-pressures 

of existence. This is ostensibly between those who wish to retain so111e form of 

the natural order and the fundamentals of human morality, and those who seek 

to overturn or criticise the structural inequalities and hidden relations of power. 

In what is perhaps indicative of Taylor's misreading of Nietzsche and his 

misrepresentation of the post-structuralism of Foucault and Derrida, is Taylor's 

assessment of the role of the Dionysian. Taylor describes the manner in which 

the category of the "Dionysian11 forms an apex of recovery, in the sense of a "Ro

mantic11 attempt at the re-appropriation of the connection between desire (and 

the manner in which it inhabits the body) and the natural order; a connection 

reversed in the steady appropriation of the body through the religious conver

sion of the reformation in which the body became inhabited by God. Foucault is 

listed as a protagonist in this recovery, which Taylor describes as "not just a call 

for release of desire, sexual as well as violen t and destructive, but also the at

tempt to recover a profound resonance of these desires, the way they can offer us 

escape from our disciplinary prison in ecstasy11 (613). This is one way of reading 

Foucault's History of Sexuality; another, and one towards which I a111 more sym

pathetic, is to see Foucault as overturning the very notion that repression and 
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desire might be somehow attached to hu111an "agency11 or human "nature11 in the 

first place. Indeed, Foucault might be read as showing how this binary forms an 

instrument of relationality in the manifold of power relations that create the 

world. Taylor plays on the relation of the Reformed church to the repressing 

"bodily desires, of sex and violence" as indicative of the transcendent or "higher" 

form of expression; and charges the "Romantic" expressive tendency as taking an 

opposing view. Rather than placing Foucault with this expressive tendency, it 

see111s to me more faithful to Foucault's work to see Foucault as breaking down 

this binary opposition and revealing the movement of power and resistance 

within the interplay of these two positions. This point illustrates what is symp

tomatic in the way Taylor has misread Nietzsche, Camus, Derrida, and Foucault, 

"among others 11

, in order to create a holistic trajectory of thought that does not 

take into account the nuanced way in which each of these thinkers has engaged 

with the question of a "higher authority", religious, Christian, or otherwise. 

Ill. CAMUS AND A TENDER INDIFFERENCE TO TAYLOR'S SENSE OF THE ABYSS 

What my brief synopsis of A Secular Age I hope makes clear is that Taylor is un

dertaking to define the relationship between spiritual thought ( a sense in which 

a higher moral order or excellence in ethical thought may be attributed to God), 

and the philosophy that has been inspired by Nietzsche and undertaken by many 

in the "continental11 tradition, including Derrida. Specifically, Taylor argues that 

this tradition follows a lineage of thought that was founded by Nietzsche, in 

which this philosophy is ontologically pren1ised upon an attitude of "stoic cour

age" in the face of a world marked by a "normative abyss 11 (703). I take Taylor's 

argument to rest in part upon an assessment in which "deconstruction,, provides 

an empty basis for "value" and "meaning11
, in a world premised, first and fore

most, upon the nothingness found in the ex nihilo devoid of a divine creator; in a 

world premised upon a "view of the creation of meaning and value in face of the 
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void" (589). Hence this manner of philosophical thought leaves little in the way 

of guidance to those confronted by the wonder and contingency of existence oth

er than their own agency. This sense of self-authority in one's own agency, devoid 

of any ground, is what leads Taylor to conclude that the "stoic courage of a Camus 

or a Derrida" is simply another "spin" upon the "immanent frame" in which we 

find ourselves in the modern Western milieu. 

Jean-Phillipe Deranty offers a completely different reading of Can1us than 

the one undertaken by Taylor. I will sketch the picture built by Deranty briefly 

here to illustrate an exa111ple of the nuance involved in a n1ore detailed analysis of 

the "stoic courage" or apparent nihilism shown by Camus. Firstly, Deranty rejects 

the Hellenistic interpretation of Camus' work, arguing that Camus engages in an 

attempt to think through the sensualism at work in our experience of the world, 

rather than any attempt to construct a moral order or ethical understanding of 

our existence. 38 Thus, instead of interpreting Camus on the basis of self

authorization, which ilnplies a presence of being that stands in contrast to the 

world, Camus is engaged in a theory of the flesh that mirrors Merleau-Ponty's on

tological foundation. 39 By this reckoning, when Ca111us writes of the "absurd'', he 

is pointing in fact to a sense of letting oneself touch and be touched by the world, 

a sensual contact with the world that draws us into a relationality with the "indif

ference" of the world. Now, as Taylor has argued, this indifference can be thought 

of in terms of a stoic courage, an indifference to which we must face up to, con

front and struggle for happiness within, despite the contingency and fleeting na

ture of these encounters with the world. But in contrast with Taylor, Deranty 

notes that Camus' sensual encounter with the world allows for a "moment of 

t ruth", which "is linked to an experience of opening or 'openness', an opening to 

3B As Jean-Philippe Deranty writes in his paper, "The Tender Indifference of the World: Camus' Theory of the 

Flesh" Sophia (2011), 50:513 -525; "Camus' position could be mistaken as being akin to the classical ethical 

positions of the Greek philosophers, one he might have learnt to app ·eciate during his work for his disserta

tion on "Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism". In fact, the acceptance and recognition of the world's 

inhuman beauty occur through sensuous experience, not through moral reasoning." p.518. 

39 Deranty presents a succinct and lucid introduction to this difficult and enigmatic notion of the "flesh" in 

Merleau-Ponty in the aforementioned article; he writes that the flesh is indicative of, "Merleau-Ponty's 'chi

asmatic' scheme, that is, the idea that we can see and touch the world only because the world, as it were, 

sees and touches us." p.515. 
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the world"; and, that it is Can1us' notion of the flesh that fonns the site of "n1edia

tion" between the "self and world" and allows this openness.40 Thus, in order to 

reconcile the bleak picture of stoic courage discussed by Taylor with the media

tion illustrated by Deranty, there must be a different picture of the "world 11 in De

ranty's assessment of Camus' work. Indeed, the difference is the way in which the 

indifference of the world may be thought of when the engagement is 'mediat

ed'.41 That is to say, the n1ediation of the flesh, the chiasn1us of subject and object 

in that n1ediation, leaves the world in a con1pletely different posture than the one 

supposed by Taylor through a stoic courage. This second picture of the world, "is 

no longer human", it "is the reciprocal ( chiasn1atic) indifference of the world it

self ... The indifference of the world here is not rebuking, or challenging; it is the 

exact opposite: it is a tender indifference.11 42 This notion of /(tender indifference11 

only becomes possible through the sense of mediation allowed by Camus' ontol

ogy of the flesh, letting oneself become immersed in the world, and hence losing 

that sense of self, losing any sense of a narrative of "self-authorization11 that 

would then have to be "grounded" in so1ne-thing, a "thing" whicJ1 is not there. 

This very different reading of Ca1nus opens out the possibility of re-reading the 

notion of deconstruction and the paradigm of ungrounded self-authorization that 

Taylor sets up in his reading of Derrida. 

This alternate reading of Camus illustrates a way of thinking the openness 

of the world without seeking to understand or make-sense of this opening. In

deed, what is at stake in this openness is the possibility of sense ex nihilo; the 

possibility, that is, of sense that lacks the element of production, and hence lacks 

a producer. What I would like to consider now, in contrast to Taylor, is the man

ner in which this openness can be thought without reference to religious experi

ence, and without God-that is, a thought that makes-sense without the closure 

provided by the element of production, and without reference to a transcendent 

40 Deranty, "The Tender Indifference of the World," p.517. As will be apparent to those familiar with Jean

Luc Nancy, and recent discussion of his work by Robert o Esposito, Nancy resists engaging in discussions of 

the "fl esh", preferring to use the mediati on of a "limit" to reconcile not simply self and world, but self and 

self, or indeed, self and the other. I will co me back to th is point in chapter six. 
41 I return to this notion of mediation in chapter six. 

42 Deranty, "The Tender Indifference of the World," p.51 7. 
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call. In order to do so, as indicated in my introduction, I explore the project un

dertaken by Jean-Luc Nancy in his deconstruction of Christianity. To contextual

ise the thesis within which Nancy is working I begin by tracing the source of this 

thesis in Nietzsche and Heidegger. 

IV. HEIDEGGER, NIETZSCHE, AND MAKING SENSE OF THE DEATH OF GOD 

Nancy begins his investigation of the trajectory of Christianity and Western secu

larism with the premise of a closure, however, in contrast to Taylor, Nancy un

derstands the genealogy of Christianity as sowed with the seeds of atheism from 

its inception. Derrida helpfully describes the manner in which Nancy's thinking 

on Christianity and atheis1n took shape, alongside a detailed phenomenological 

account of Nancy's n1o_tif of toucher (touching).43 

Just as it is neither enough to present oneself as a Christian nor to "believe" 

or "believe oneself to be a Christian" in order to hold forth in a language that 

is "authentically" Christian, likewise it is not enough not to "believe" or be

lieve oneself and declare oneself non-Christian in order to utter a discourse, 

speak a language, and even inhabit one's body while remaining safely shel

tered from all Christianity.44 

This leads Nancy on a radically different path of thinking the relationship be

tween openness and closure to sense in our modern experience of the Western 

world, a closure that differs significantly from the closure interrogated at length 

in A Secular Age. Taylor describes the closure of an in1manent frame that aligns 

neatly w ith the broad thesis of a dis-enchantment of the world; in contrast, Nan

cy, as I will demonstrate in this and the following chapter, understands this clo-

4 3 I will address this book during chapter five, in order to p rovi de some access to Nancy's moti f of touch. 

44 Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Luc Nancy, p.220. 
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sure as an inherent part of Christianity. Perhaps what marks the approach taken 

up by Nancy is the manner in which he understands the transformation of the 

world as an intensification or "aggravation'' of this closure, rather than the more 

simple narrative of a subtraction of the world's transcendent reference. In this 

section I seek to elaborate on this closure. Firstly, I begin by setting out the terms 

engaged by Nancy in which this closure, aggravated by Christianity, is part of a 

broader account of the closure of metaphysics. Secondly, I show how Nietzsche 

provides the basis for Nancy's engage1nent with both the closure of 1netaphysics, 

and how this closure began with Christianity. Thirdly, through Heidegger's read

ing of Nietzsche, which puts "aggravation" into its metaphysical context, I 

demonstrate how both metaphysics and Christianity provide the seeds of their 

own closure. Thus, in this section, I describe how Nietzsche and Heidegger in

form what Nancy describes as the "aggravation of the incommensurable", a con

cept I cover in more detail in the following chapter. 

For Nancy, n1etaphysics is in itself already closed, and rather than exiting 

from Plato's cave, we have silnply functioned as if we had alway_s already left, 

while carrying around the secret of our enclosure. In fact, logos is defined by the 

relationship it holds with the unknown and the incommensurable. Closure must 

thus be thought of as essential for metaphysics to function. By giving reason its 

limits I define reason, and give reason the power to explain; and ye_t, through that 

same closure, reason pushes against what eludes its grasp. By continually at

tempting to convert the incalculable into the calculable, logos is also increasing 

the marginalization of what remain incommensurable. According to Nancy, the 

West has taken shape through its ability to increasingly marginalize what re

n1ained incommensurable, and in the process provide more emphasis on what 

could be claimed by knowledge. As I will describe in the next chapter on globali

zation, Nancy calls this process of producing knowledge an "agglomeration". For 

the moment, however, I want to focus upon how and why the unknown is "ag

gravated". The answer is in how Western metaphysical thought has been neces

sarily haunted by what continues to elude it. 

The West was born not from the liquidation of a dark world of beliefs, dis

solved by the light of a new sun ... lt took shape in a metamorphosis of the 
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overall relation to the world, such that the "inaccessible)/ in effect took shape 

and functioned, as it were, precisely as such in thought, in knowledge, and in 

behavior. There was no reduction of the unknown, but rather an aggravation 

of the incommensurable ... 45 

According to Nancy, philosophy has interrogated the incommensurable since its 

inception. Indeed, what marks philosophy is the need to posit reason without 

any condition or "prior given\ but instead to begin fron1 the "unconditional".46 

Thus, reason cannot function without what necessarily exceeds it, the logos de

pends upon the a-logon.47 By disrupting the metaphor of light, Nancy is arguing 

that reason is necessarily linked to the incalculable and incommensurable other 

of "reason)J. That the West took shape through this metaphysics precisely in the 

sense that it came to understand itself as overcoming and mastering the incom

mensurable. Significantly, Nancy is also claiming that this first began with Chris

tianity; Christianity shaped the West by turning away from the necessity of the 

incommensurable, while instituting its perpetual aggravation. Nietzsche, an im

portant touchstone for Nancy, continually engaged with and elaborated the 

stakes of this "meta111orphosis,,, and he thus provides a useful point at which to 

begin an account of this "aggravation,,. As Nietzsche describes, the moment the 

human became the author of its "world)J it became the arbiter of meaning, and 

lost touch with the incommensurable. 

The total character of the world, however, is in all eternity chaos-in the 

45 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.8. 

46 Nancy writes in the Philosophical Chronicles; that "philosophy, in whatever manner we envisage it, aspires 

to be removed from specialization as well as from subjectivity. From the beginning and in principle, it de

mands the universal and the objective. That is to say, it asks how the universal can be an object of thought 

and how any object, whatever it may be, can be thought according to the universal. Thus, even if thought 

adopts the principle of multiplicity, heterogeneity, and the incommensurability of being, it still thus posits a 

form of universal object Kant had a word for this: "the unconditional". Reason demands the unconditional. 

That is its passion. It demands that which does not depend on anything prior, on any condition already pos

ited. If I admit a condition, a prior given, I cannot begin to philosophize." pp.1-2. 

47 This leads Alexandrova et al. Re-treating Religion to conclude that; "By means of his deconstructive anal

yses, Nancy insists that reason is not only the key notion to go against the grain of the religious, as secular

ism generally has it, but that reason keeps at it heart, and even depends upon, an element that exceeds it -

the a-logon, the alias." p.25. 
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sense not of a lack of necessity but of a lack of order, arrangement, form, 

beauty, wisdom, and whatever other nan1es there are for our aesthetic an

thropomorphisms ... Let us beware of attributing to it heartlessness and un

reason or their opposites: it is neither perfect nor noble, nor does it wish to 

becon1e any of these things; it does not by any n1eans strive to in1itate inan.48 

The ilnportance of Nietzsche's reading of this intrusion of anthropomorphis1ns 

for Nancy's account of the deconstruction of Christianity is pivotal. By reading 

Nietzsche closely one is struck by how the human attribution of "unreason or 

their opposites" took place precisely through the event of Christianity, and how 

the investment of the human with the power to "attribute", separated reason 

from the incommensurable and necessitated its aggravation. I want to unpack in 

some detail how this process of "attribution" functions in Nietzsche, and 

Heidegger's reading of Nietzsche, in what follows below. 

Nietzsche wrote in the last line of the Genealogy of Morals that "n1an would 

rather will nothingness than not will."49 Many have taken up the propensity of 
-'man' to will, or the 'will to will' as the defining moment in Nietzsche's confronta-

tion with the nihilism of the modern age.50 This emphasis misses the disease by 

focusing on the symptom, it is the pathology of our relation to 'nothingness' that 

defines the modern age; and this is not a nothingness that Nietzsche imposes up

on the world, as many, including Taylor, insist. This nothingness is vvhat drives 

us to will, indeed, nothingness is what enables us to will. Nothingness ( or not

being) is constitutive of our 'presence'. Nothingness is operative throughout Nie

tzsche's work, for instance in The Gay Science, where it is the powerful inclina

tion that drives us to a "will-to-truth"; and it is this nothingness that allows the 

formation of consciousness, the "need to "know" himself what distressed 

him ... how he felt ... what he thought."51 A number of fundamental questions be

come apparent at this point. Is it not possible that this need to know comes from 

48 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, s.109. 

49 Nietzsche, "Genealogy of Morals", in The Basic Writings of Nietzsche, p.599. 
50 As Aristotle wrote in the Metaphy sics, anticipating the desire to sense that would become indicative of th e 

notion of the will to will; "All men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is the delight we take in our 

senses; for even apart from tl1eir usefulness they are loved for themselves." 980a22. 

51 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, s354. 
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the fact that we are for the most part thinking without knowing, and what we be

come conscious of, what we "know", is only a fraction of what we are, a fraction 

which allows us to communicate and survive? Furthermore, that constitutively 

what we are and how we appear to ourselves, and, indeed, how our world ap

pears, is nonetheless a thin veneer of corrupt, superficial, and generalized repre

sentation? Such that knowledge becomes, as Nietzsche claims, si1nply the reduc

tion of the unfan1iliar to the fan1iliar, and "what we are used to ... our everyday."52 

The will-to-truth is thus a drive to reduce everything into knowledge, where this 

"everything" is that which one is dealing with everyday. The inco1nmensurable 

itself changes, as the unknown and incalculable begins to shift according to how 

our knowledge takes shape in its focus upon calculability. 

By engaging with 'nothingness' and its constitutive role in metaphysics, 

Heidegger credits Nietzsche with overturning (Umkehrung) metaphysics. 53 Nie

tzsche overturns the philosophical assumption of beginning an epistemological 

investigation with what we assu1ne is most fa1niliar to us, our "inner world" or 

"facts of consciousness", in order to bring us to a greater understanding of the 

world as a whole. He argues that what is most familiar to us, what we are closest 

to, is in fact the most difficult to understand, because it is the most difficult "to 

see as a problem. 11 54 

In this dynamic of Western metaphysics-where the visible is contrasted 

with the invisible, where presence is founded upon and held above absence,55 

and where we are constantly exploring the deep recesses of knowledge to bring 

52 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, s355. 

53 C.f. Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and other essays, p.53 . "Through the overturn

ing of metaphysics accomplished by Nietzsche, there remains for metaphysics nothing but a turning aside 

into its own inessentiality and disarray." Heidegger argues that Nietzsche is caught within the paradigm he 

sought to overturn, naming Nietzsche as the "last metaphysician," and opening the path for Heidegger to 

promote his own fundamental ontology. In this chapter I put to one side this important departure Heidegger 

makes from Nietzsche. 

54 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, s355. We are here reminded of the antic-ontological divide first portrayed by 

Heidegger in Being and Time , and discussed in detail by Derrida in the 'The Ends of Man ' Margins of Philoso

phy. I elaborate on this further in chapter three. 

55 Cf. The preference of speech over writing, and the logocentrism outlined by Derrida in Of Crammato logy. 
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the truth to light56-these hidden foundations of knowledge are all based upon a 

principle paradigm or premise,57 the suprasensory, whether in the form of Pla

tonic Idealism or the monotheistic God. Nietzsche's work engages with this prin

ciple, and overturns its assumptions; revealing, in Heidegger's words, that the, 

... suprasensory is transformed into an unstable product of the sensory ... the 

sensory denies its own essence. The deposing of the suprasensory does 

away with the merely sensory and thus with the difference between the two 

[aggravation of the incommensurable]. The deposing of the suprasensory 

culminates in a "neither-nor" in relation to the distinction between the sen

sory (aestheton) and the non-sensory (noeton). It culminates in meaning

lessness. It remains, nevertheless, the unthought and invincible presupposi

tion of its own blind attempts to extricate itself from the meaninglessness 

through a mere assigning of sense and meaning.58 

In essence, Heidegger argues, like Nietzsche, that the human lays claim to the ar

bitration of the suprasensory, and in the same act the human is separated from 

the constitutive force of the suprasensory. The paradox that both Nietzsche and 

Heidegger play upon is the manner in which the sensory, our sensation of the 

world, is reliant upon the suprasensory for its own essence. One cannot ren1ove 

the suprasensory and leave the sensory unscathed, metaphysics is the very struc

ture of suprasensory and sensory, removal ( or subtraction, as Taylor describes) 

of one implies an upheaval of what one might 1nean by the sensory itself. The 

sensory is only what it is in relation to, in distinction to, what it is not. This rela

tionship between sense and a suprasensory is necessary to release sense from a 

chiasmus within which sense is caught constitutively, the fact that sense senses 

56 Cf. The "secret" at work in "the incitement to discourse" described by Foucault in The History of Sexuality 

Vol 1 pp.22-35. 

57 Nancy discusses the manner in which the paradigme principiel replaced the myth of polytheism in the 

simultaneous creation of atheism with monotheism, cf. 'Atheism and Monotheism' in Dis-Enclosure, pp.14-

28. I return to this principle paradigm of the "mono-" in the following chapter. 
58 Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, p.54. Emphasis added. 
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itself sensing.59 This is why Heidegger argues that ren1oving the suprasensory 

removes the "difference" or distinction between the sensory and the non-sensory 

(I refer back to this important concept of distinction in this and the next chapter). 

There is no longer a distinction between the sensory and what cannot provide 

sense, and thus there is no longer a distinction between sense and meaningless

ness. In order to make sense, the human produces the distinctions necessary fo r 

knowledge by building upon what is familiar ("agglon1eration11 60) and disn1issing 

\!\That does not fit into the principle paradigm ("aggravate the incommensurable"). 

This is nihilism. It is not a 'n1aking sense' in the face of meaninglessness. It is the 

lack of distinction, and that lack of distinction makes us blind to the manner in 

which the will continues to distribute sense and meaning.61 

Without distinction we are left with the 'will to will'; in other words, to read 

Nietzsche through Heidegger, the human would rather will a meaning that lacks 

any distinction Jron1 rneaninglessness, rather than not will at all. What are the 

ran1ifications of the will to nothingness? In the words, "God is dead\ as uttered 

by Nietzsche, there is not 1nerely a "forn1ula of unbelief' as interpreted by Tay

lor-rather, as Heidegger argues, Nietzsche is concerned with the relationship 

between "the truth of the suprasensory world" and "man's essence."62 According 

to Heidegger, what concerns Nietzsche is the creeping shadow of nihilism and 

our "inextricable entanglement in metaphysics ... cut off from its own essence. 11 63 

Heidegger argues that a fundamental shift has taken place in the manner in 

which we conceive of creation and the relationship of that creation to human es

sence. 

Creativity, previously the unique property of the biblical God, becomes the 

59 Cf. Jean-Luc Nancy A Finite Thinking, p.6. Here Nancy describes this chiasmus in the following terms, 

"what senses in sense is the fact that it includes what it senses, and what produces sense in sense is the fact 

that it senses itself producing sense." I return to this remark in a later chapter. 

60 I come back to this term in chapter two, I flag it here in anticipation of that later discussion. 

61 Cf. Nancy's engagemen t with Nietzsche in "An Experience at Heart" in Dis-Enclosure, where Nancy consid

ers this lack of distinction as precisely what overturns the tradition of a metaphysics of presence such that 

presence itself becomes the opening. I return to this in a later chapter. 

62 Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, p.63. 

63 Ibid p.61. 
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distinctive mark of human activity. Human creativity finally passes over into 

business enterprise.64 

The will to will nothingness rather than not will, is precisely what leads to the 

transformation of creativity into what Heidegger calls a business enterprise. The 

lack of distinction between aestheton and noeton that occurs in the process of 

removing the suprasensory, results in the complete and utter loss of any "crea

tive11 will, which remains distinct from the "business,, of "human activity'' as a 

concern with the average everyday. Hence any sense of the world, beyond what 

is purely given by the hun1an, beco1nes unthinkable. To inscribe creativity with 

the distinctively 'human' average-everyday creative activity, and the purely hu-

1nan sense of the world, is precisely what n1arks our present age with nihilism. 

Nihilis1n is the outcome of 1netaphysics. The overturning of 1netaphysics is not 

the end of metaphysics; it remains hidden within metaphysics as its ownmost 

possibility, such that metaphysics is in a continuous process of overcoming itself. 

Metaphysics constituted the conditions for the degradation of the suprasensory, 

and, indeed, it is "Christendom"-in Heidegger's terms "the historical, world

political pheno1nenon of the Church and its claim to povver within the shaping of 

Western hu1nanity and its n1odern culture"65-that stands beJ1ind the trajectory 

of metaphysics. It is Christendom that seals the closure of hu1nan creativity. 

The prophecy uttered by Nietzsche's madman-"God is dead"-should 

not be read as the end of God. The death of God is implied in the rise of meta

physics and Latin Christendom itself, these create the very conditions for the end 

to which they now appear to have reached. The symbiotic relationship between 

the death of God, and 'His' replacement with the scientific, rational mind of hu

man production is far from a simple subtraction of myth. Moreover, the nihilism 

explicitly formulated in Nietzsche's narrative can hardly be represented as a 

con1portn1ent of existence, a stance of stoic courage in the face of the re1noval of 

any transcendent reference to our existence. As Heidegger describes, "nihilism, 

64 Ibid p.64. 

65 Ibid p .63. 
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thought in its essence, is, rather, the funda1nental move1nent of the history of the 

West", it is the "inner logic of Western history."66 

How does this "inner logic 11 relate to Christianity, and the manner in 

which Christianity surpasses itself through its own logic? If the advantage of pol

ytheism is in its "plurality of norms,'167 then what Platonic idealism and Christian

ity ( or, monotheism more broadly) provided was the will-to-truth. With his ac

count of the death of God and the will-to-truth, Nietzsche uncovered the hidden 

face of n1etaphysics, its inherent nihilism. As Nietzsche puts it, "you see what it 

was that really triun1phed over the Christian God: Christian morality itself, the 

concept of truthfulness that was understood ever more rigorously. 11 68 Christiani

ty is from its inception its own self-surpassing. In other words, the scientific

moral package described in detail by Taylor cannot be simply wrenched apart in 

the sense that one has not simply accornpanied the other; instead one should 

think of them as two sides of the same coin. We have, on the one hand, the senso

ry: contingent, chaotic, and grounded in the truth of the suprasensory as faith in 

God. And, on the other hand, we have the suprasensory: our faith in the meta

physical ground of truth founded in the premise of God, which becomes our will

to-truth and enables the human to overcome God. Rather than a plurality of 

norms, we were left with one norm, the truth, which was itself grounded in Chris

tianity and more precisely "Christian morality" (which was to become, according 

to Nietzsche, "scientific conscience").69 Hence the trajectory of metaphysics, and 

the most successful of all metaphysical paradigms, Christianity, is its own undo

ing, its own overturning. The point, or rather the question, is how can one think 

the 'to come' and the 'self-undoing, that is the trajectory of Christianity. Accord

ing to Nancy it is through 'deconstruction, that we can most adequately describe 

these philosophical issues. 

Like Taylor, Nancy claims that the world is 'closed1
; however, in seeking to 

open "mere reason up to the limitlessness that constitutes its truth1170
, Nancy 

66 Ibid pp.62, 67. 

67 Nietzsche, The Cay Science, s143. 

68 Ibid s357. 

69 Ibid s 3 5 7. 

0 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.l. 
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seeks an opening to this limitlessness from 'within' the world. Nancy is not at

tempting to 'make sense' of 'an opening'; instead, he brings into focus a tension 

at the heart of the relation of reason to what is outside and what is inside. Typi

cally the logos of "material reality/} is either purely immanent and without an 

outside (immanent frame), or, "material reality/} is constituted by its relation to a 

transcendent meaning (religion) or lack thereof (nihilism). Put another \!\Tay, if 

there is more to reason than "material reality/}-the opening leads to an out

side-then we negate material reality by arguing that there is simply 111ore than 

material reality, that is, there is an unfathomable nothingness or transcendence 

that is constitutive of our existence. By introducing an an1biguity in this compet

ing binary, it is "reality", or as Zizek describes in The Monstrosity of Christ the 

"ontological fuzziness of reality/}, that creates this tension. As Zizek puts it, //the 

form of //material reality is non-alt' ... this merely asserts the non-all of reality 

without irnplying any exception\ and it is this fuzziness or "ontological incom

pleteness" of reason itself that must be revealed.71 Nancy \i\Tants to reveal this on

tological incon1pleteness, and re-inscribe the necessity of the inco11]1nensurable, 

through a deconstruction of Christianity that does not collapse into a pure im

manence nor re-iterate a pure transcendence. As he puts it, 

It is not a question of overcon1ing some deficiency in reason, but of liberat

ing reason w·ithout reserve: once everything is accounted fo r, it is up to us to 

show what remains beyond these accounts .72 

Liberating reason means allowing for the ontological incompleteness of reason, 

and in contrast to Taylor's approach, assuming a posture of passivity to reason 

and its inherent incompleteness. As Nancy writes, it is a matter of letting "the ob

scure to emit its own clarity" (6). In the following section I begin the task of out-

71 Slavoj Zizek & John Milbank, The Monstrosity of Christ, p.95. Emphasis Added. While sympathetic to 

Zizek's reading of Hegel through Lacan and more broadly his ontological thesis as described here, and a 

number of other places in what follows, his proximity to Lacan makes it tricky to use his philosophy in any 

great detail in this dissertation. It would require a separate reading of Lacan viz. Nancy, for which I lack the 

space, an d which would distract from the overall thesis of this dissertation. It remains thus a momentarily 

suspended project 

72 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.1. Subsequent references are made in the teA't. 
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lining how Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity brings the a111biguity of the dis

tinction between transcendence and immanence into focus, which opens my for

ay into the question of globalization and community in the chapters that follow. 

IV. JEAN-LUC NANCY AND THE POSSIBILITIES OF SENSE 

The deconstruction of Christianity is acco111panied by a central line of question

ing, "How and to what degree do we hold to Christianity? How, exactly, are we, in 

our whole tradition, held by it?" (139). The self-reflexivity in Nancy's question 

specifies his project as essentially an act of opening oneself to a kind of self

reflexive assessment or introspection. In essence Nancy is addressing himself, in 

the sense of being not sin1ply a philosopher, but a philosopher from the west, and 

part of the philosophical tradition that comes from the west. Nancy is addressing 

his world as it is ceaselessly unfolding around him, a world punctuated for Nancy 

by the fact that "Christianity is inseparable from the West" (142). This question 

is driven by Christianity itself, by what Marcel Gauchet, a pivotal influence on 

Jean-Luc Nancy, describes as the "unusual dynamic potentialities of the sp irit of 

Christianity\ potentialities that from its inception ( or incarnation) made Christi

anity, "a religion for departing Jrorn religion."73 Upon loosening this central tenet, 

we can chart three essential ways in which Christianity can be thought of in this 

manner. Firstly, as Nancy writes, 

Christianity as such, is surpassed, because it is itself, and by itself, in a state 

of being surpassed. That state of self-surpassing may be very profoundly 

proper to it; it is perhaps its deepest tradition .. .! t is this transcendence, this 

going-beyond-itself that must therefore be examined .74 

73 Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World, p.4. 

74 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.141. 

50 



This is the sense of Christianity that has acco111panied the west through to the 

enlighten111ent, and it encompasses the overcoming of Christianity and the rein

statement of Christian belief that has been occurring ever since: indeed, this 

state of self-surpassing has accompanied Christianity since its inception. For 

Nancy the west is bound to Christianity in such a way that "to deconstruct Chris

tianity is to accompany the West to that limit, to that pass at which the West can

not do otherwise than let go of itself in order to continue being the West, or still 

be something of itself beyond itself.)/75 Bringing us to the second point, Nancy 

fonns a link between this bind, and the notion that Christianity, despite being 

alive as such, has stopped giving life in any collective or con1n1on way76 ; in other 

words Christianity "has ceased giving life in the order of sense."77 According to 

Nancy this is symptomatic of a more general pathos, that indeed "Christianity's 

fate is perhaps the fate of sense in gene rat (142). The notion of sense being at an 

end, or in a state of decomposition, is a theme that \!\Till reappear over and again 

throughout his project, and it forms the core of the lacuna Nancy traces vvithin 

the trajectory of the \!\Test. If the west is bound to Christianity, such tJ-iat, as Nancy 

states "the West is the nervation of Christianity itself' (142), then in the way 

Christianity is overcorne by "the secular" it n1ust be considered the religion for 

the departure from religion. Hence, Christianity has ahvays be.en in a state of be

ing overcome, and what marks the "West)/ or "the secular/} is this continual flux of 

Christian overcoming or self-surpassing. 

Nancy traces the manner in which "the unfolding of Christianity/} through 

the incarnation of Christ, has been accompanied by an "internal denial of its 

Christian reference)/ (144). This denial places a conflict at the core of Christianity 

in \i\Thich its repression and re-enactlnent work to push Christianity to its end, 

without ever reaching an end as such. The simultaneously operating modes of 

repression and re-enactment ( as a conflict that is internal to Christianity, in con

trast with a conflict bet\i\feen Christianity and Islam for instance )i is a conflict 

Nancy argues that is at the core of Christianity as a "conflict ben,veen an integral-

75 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.143. 

76 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.xxxviii. At this point in his essay Nancy argues that the only worth to 

be found in logos is in and through a shared exposure. 

77 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.142. Subsequent references are made in the te:>,_'t. 
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ity and its disintegration 11 (144). This is the argun1ent that Christianity is, within 

itself, a movement of expansion and tension toward an ending and dissolution of 

its own possibility. However, at the same time, this movement has no end, it is 

caught within itself in much the same way that Heidegger argued that the over

turning of metaphysics is still caught within metaphysics. This process of open

ing towards an end without reaching an end, is a chiasmus of possibility and im

possibility. It is a distention of the enclosure of Christianity. As Nancy puts it: "My 

inquiry is guided by this motif of the essence of Christianity as opening: an open

ing of self, and of self as opening1' (145). 

The three points I have covered above are essential to Nancy1s project; they 

are what make it possible and necessary for deconstruction to take place, and 

what reveal the inherent nihilism within which the "world 11 appears caught. 

Hence, there is an underlying notion at work: Christianity and the modern world 

have accompanied humanity to a new formulation of self-hood in terms of the 

individual-all vve have left of sense is a "fragn1ented individual experience" 

(142). We 111ust keep this in 111ind as we follow Nancy through the central motif 

of Christianity as opening in the sense of "opening as Christian ipseity" (145). 

This movement of expansion and tension, of ending without an end, draws Nancy 

toward what he calls the real question. 

What of - and this is at bottom the real question - an absolute transcenden

tal of opening such that it does not cease pushing back or dissolving hori

zons? ... From all directions horizons are asserted in the modern world, but 

how ... can we grasp the character of horizon while we are on a ground that is 

not a ground of horizon(s), a ground without ground of indefinite opening? 

That is the question to which Christianity at bottom, seems to me to lead. 

(145) 

There is a two-fold picture of Christianity at work in the idea of an absolute tran

scendental of opening. Firstly, there is what Nancy describes as the "Christmas 

projection" or the "absolute happening" of Christianity where the world .reflec

tively conceives of itself as suddenly born into Christianity, and at the same time, 

a "dialectical Aufhebung" or "integration 1

' of the preceding heritage into itself 
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(145). Nancy describes this as a self-transcendence, which is a useful way of con

ceiving the notion of Christianity as self-surpassing, or as the religion that pro

vides the departure from religion. This self-transcendence begins with the incar

nation of Christ, and continues through the Pauline Epistles, and Augustine1s City 

of God ... "Christian identity is therefore from the start a constitution by self

transcendence: the Old Law in the Ne\v Lavv, the logos in the Word, the civitas in 

the civitas Def, and so on/) (146). Nancy claims there is something unique in this 

self-transcendence, something peculiar to Christianity and the West as the vvest

ernization of the globe. This is the relationship at vvork in the dialectical Auf

hebung, between a singularly human faith and human history. This is not the re

newal of religion through the disassociation and rejection of what it is not, 

whether that stands before it or not, although this certainly occurs in Christianity. 

It involves a new conception of time, time as an experience of the world as trans

formative, and transformative without end, simply as a progression and fashion

ing of the world as such. Time changed in Christianity from a circulation of sea

sons, rituals, events governed by an eternal la\v, to time in the sen~e of a linear 

progression, an absolute passage toward ... revelation, 11the absolute of parou

sia11-a 1'passage to presence/) (147). According to Nancy, it is this passage to 

presence, that manifests itself as nihilism at work as and within Christianity as a 

completeness and thus an end of sense . 

... the question is less that of the sense of Christianity than that of Christiani

ty as a dimension of sense, a dimension of sense that-and this is the point 

to be analysed-is at once the opening of sense and sense as open

ing ... Christianity is accomplished in nihilisrn and as nihilism, which means 

that nihilism is none other than the final incandescence of sense, that it is 

sense taken to its point of excess ... It is sense that no longer orders or acti

vates anything, or nothing but itself; it is sense absolutely in its own right, 

pure sense/ that is the end revealed for itself1 indefinitely and definitively. 

(147) 

Christianity is the trajectory or movement of an opening of sense. This is not in 

terms of the sense of something1 that is, the end tovvard vvhich this opening is 

moving; rather, it is simply sense for itself. (I explore this trajectory in the follow-
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ing chapter, in the tenns laid out by Nancy, as an "agglo111eration".) It is sense as 

what is revealed, the sense of which is simply that it can be revealed. This discus

sion revolves around Nancy's particular notion of sense (sens), which we might 

contrast with the notion of sense as signification. Most notably, this distinction is 

thought through by Jean-Luc Nancy in his work The Sense of the World, or indeed 

in 'Responding to Existence' from A Finite Thinking, in which Nancy discusses the 

chiasmus of responsibility and sense in remaining open to futurity as the "to 

con1e" or I'avenir. "Sense is only guaranteed by its own 111oven1ent of expansion 

or flight - or, if you prefer, its own imminent contagion or its own transcendent 

excess"78 In order to bring this critical trajectory of Christianity back into play, 

that is, to open up the modern world to the unfolding of the infinite as moderni

ty's ownmost possibility, it is necessary to open modernity from within through 

a deconstruction of Christianity. The end of ideologies is the exhaustion of the 

infinite, in the inexhaustible distraction of its multiplicity, what Derrida de

scribed as a "globalization that is running out of breath."79 The ceaselessly mov

ing nature of the infinite is co1npletely e1npty of sense in terms of any content; it 

is simply sense as a 'going toward', without resolution-passage toward "sense 

as pure, absolute, and infinite."80 Our history as structuring, as unfolded, as as

sembled, is what hides the legacy of Christianity, and what hides the trajectory of 

modernity as an end of sense, or nihilism. In the following chapter I cover in 

more detail this trajectory of modernity. 

CONCLUSION 

Taylor frames both Nietzsche and post-Nietzschean philosophy as essentially ni

hilism, and in the process relegates a unique line of philosophical critique and 

ques ti oning that has contributed to so much of what has come to be des cribed as 

78 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.295 . 

79 Jacques Derrida, "Fai th and Knowledge" Acts of Religion , p.67. 

80 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.148. 

54 



"continental" philosophy to a particular process of engaging with the "abyss 11

• In 

contrast, Nancy claims that Christianity itself, its unfolding, has led us to this 

"crisis of meaning11 that is framed by the narrative of the secular. According to 

Nancy, what must guide the task of thinking today, is a thinking that is and re

mains open; in a sense we might say open to the cross-pressures of existence. 

However, where Nancy departs from Taylor is precisely at this point. For Nancy 

the demand is to a thinking of existence that is open, without guidance, without 

re-inscription, and without re-presentation; that is to say, an openness that does 

not, in turn, "sink into its own openness 11
, and that "would not be a figurative cap

turing of sense (that would not be God).1181 Instead, it is the suspension that 

maintains an openness to vvhat cannot be thought as a necessary acco1npaniment 

for what can be thought. 

The Deconstruction of Christianity should be understood as a posture of 

thought in which there is an openness to what is beyond thought, a recognition 

of the limit to every enclosure, and, a recognition that an inside can only be in 

relation to an outside. The "demand11 that Nancy places upon thinking can be 

posed in the following manner. On the one hand, the demand to recognize v\.rith 

Anselm the "Majus quam cogitari posit (Greater than what can be thoughtY'; 

without, on the other hand, acquiescing to "ideals 11
, myth, or nihilism.82 \Nithout, 

that is, submitting to this demand as indicative of a higher sense or logos, and 

without an aggravation of the incommensurable. Nancy's philosophy is a posture 

toward the opening of the infinite that resists or suspends the desire to prescribe 

an explanation, and that dwells instead in the opening as the freedom that it is. 

This is the recognition that "in every thought there is an other thought,1183 vvhere 

thinking itself in this context becon1es the experience of freedom. 

For that, there remains for us neither cult nor prayer, but the exercise - strict 

and severe, sober and yet joyous - of what is called thought.84 

81 Ibid p.157. 

82 Ibid p.12. 

83 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.59. 

84 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, 157. 
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It is precisely this other of thought (in contrast to Taylor's n1anner of thinking 

through the "cross-pressure" of existence, negotiated through a transcendent 

reference), without attribution to an Other of thought ( divine reference), without 

submission to an other of thought (obligation of reason), that allows what Nancy 

calls the surprise or "bursf' of freedom itself, within and as a being in the world. 

For Nancy, the point is to remain within this sense of thought, without acquiesc

ing to the inhabitation of the divine. 

The other thought of all thought - which is not the Other of thought, nor the 

thought of the Othe1~ but that by which thought thinks - is the burst of free

dom.85 

In the Experience of Freedom, Nancy writes of the opening to the other of thought 

that was not the divine, but simply that which allows thought to think. This is the 

thought of sense that surpasses the stifling enclosure of all binaries, secular and 

religious, theism and atheism, and seeks thought purely for-itself. In the next 

chapter I explore the possibilities for an opening of the world that takes place 

within the world itself. Opening as a suspension of the narratives of value and 

creation, a dissenting point of view, and "the other thought of all thought11 capa

ble of disrupting the standard narratives of globalization. The following chapter 

thus follows Nancy's characterization of globalization, the alignment between 

that globalization and monotheism, and the possibilities for opening through 

their disruption and suspension. 

ss Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.59 . 
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CHAPTER 2 

Globalization 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Nancy, Christianity can be understood as an event through which 

the world became invested with a primary (principia/1) paradigm or premise: 

We must therefore suppose that the invention of "atheism" is contempora

neous and correlative with the invention of "theisn1." Both tenns, in effect, 

have their unity in the principial paradigm or premise.Z [Nous devons done 

considerer que l'invention de l' « atheisme » est contemporaine et correla

tive de !'invention du « theisme ». Les deus terrnes, en effet, ont leur unite 

dans le paradigme principiel.] 3 

God denotes the premise or principle of a presupposed totality, founded in 

unity and in necessity.4 [Dieu nornrne le principe d'une totalite presupposee 

fondee en unite et en necessite.]5 

This "paradigme principiel'1 or "principle of a presupposed totality11 or even 

"p remise ... of the One 11 6
, is the capacity to give a totalized account of the world 

1 Primary, Initial. 

2 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.15. 

3 Nancy, La Declosion, p.29. 

4 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.21 . 

5 Nancy. La Declosion, p.35. 

6 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.23. 
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through a primary principle. This orientation could be explained by Taylor's nar

rative of the immanent frame, and yet the style in which Nancy reads this princi

ple reveals a key difference. According to Nancy, the paradigme principiel un

folded through the event of Christianity itself, eventually transforming the world 

into a state dominated by the global economic exchange of capital. I work 

through this "principle}/ in order to bring N ancy1s deconstruction of Christianity 

into the context of n1odern discussions of globalization. 

To explain this transformation of the global dimensions of human exist

ence, I begin by setting out the stakes involved in the paradign1e principiel, and 

how it shapes our sense of the world. In order to explain the crucial di111ensions 

of this powerful paradigm, I provide a schematic outline of the figure of Christ 

and Christianity, which introduces a number of key thematic gestures (loss, 

abandonment, l'avenir, touch) that take shape throughout this dissertation. The

se gestures are pivotal for understanding how Christianity continues to play a 

decisive role in onto-theology, and why the deconstruction of Christianity is crit

ical for making-sense of the vvorld, precisely in how Nancy articul~tes that mo

dality of sense through these gestures. Building on this initial picture I refer 

again to Gauchef s thesis on Christianity, introduced briefly in section IV of the 

previous chapter, in which he describes Christianity as the r@ligion that allows 

the departure from religion. 

In the second section, I begin by outlining the formative role played by the 

paradigrne principiel of Christianity in what the Western milieu today calls glob

alization, and how Nancy links the transformation of Christianity to the phenom

enon of globalization. For Nancy, globalization symbolizes the situation in which 

"value)I has beco111e flattened by the effects of calculation and circulation within 

an economy of general equivalency, what he calls a "monovalence de la valeur11 7 

(monovalence of value). Accordingly, for Nancy the stakes are high, globalization 

is pushing the world into the state of becoming an immonde (un-world), in which 

there is a lack of sense, and an increasing pervasiveness of nihilism. 

In the third section of this chapter I build upon N ancy1s critique of global

ization and hovv it both aligns and diverges from Marx's critique of capital. Spe-

7 Nancy, La Declosion, p.29. 
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cifically, I build upon the notion of value, and show how value itself calls into 

question the totalizing effect of metaphysics ( as Absolute) intrinsic to the para

digme principiel. The 11monovalence de la valeur11 belies a tear in the fabric of the 

absolute, a tear Nancy finds centered upon the sense of human jouissance. How 

we read the human, and a "secret desire118 within the way the human relates to 

the Absolute, reveals an excess of value in the play of jouissance; an excess that I 

read as the exposure of value to what Derrida calls I'avenir. Nancy's account of 

the deconstruction of Christianity inforn1s how we read this excess of value, and 

reveals the potential for "world-forn1ing11 (mondialisation) through a shift from 

the temporal structure of the absolute in the paradigme principiel, to the tem

poral openness of l'avenir. Through this shift, Nancy wants to reinvest value with 

significance beyond the totalized paradigme principiel, and open sens (sense) to 

the play of the infinite in what I referred to in chapter one as the incommensura

ble. This shift, as an "overturning11 of "value11

, ruptures the empirical subject as it 

becomes self-reflexively unknowable, and suspends the self-in1manence of the 

hu1nan.9 This overturning is pre1nised on both Marx's dialectic and Nietzsche's 

Umwertung, and by coming together in Nancy's re-reading of Heideggerian 

Seinsverlassenheit, 10 allows an opening of the world within the world. 

In the fourth and final section of this chapter, I build upon this concept of 

a shift toward the possibilities of mondia!isation, by introducing Nancy's ontolog

ical notion of abandoned-being. The notion of abandoned-being comes from 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity, and allows Nancy to describe an ontology 

that remains immanent and held to a material sense of "world,11 while also allow

ing an opening within the world to the infinite "passage1111 (passag e) of sense. 

The terms of abandon1nent open an alternate reading of the "death of God 11

, 

which allow Nancy to think through the potential for creating the wo rld, while 

8 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, p.46. 

9 I will explain in greater detail the notion of self-immanence in chapter two by referring to Nancy's concept 

of the "immanence of man to man". I also expand on this sense of rupture in chapter five when I refer to 

Nancy's critique of Descartes. 

10 Abandonment 

. 

11 "Meaning is the passage back and forth [passage] and sharing of the origin at the origin, singular plural." 

Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.86. 
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also avoiding any recourse to an overlying "reason,, or archetype in the forn1 of a 

principiel paradigme. 

In his deconstruction of Christianity Nancy brings a new reading to these 

narratives by appropriating the Christian motif of creation ex nihilo. By opening 

the world to the infinite of making-sense ex nihilo, an opening that is devoid of 

any "producer,,, Nancy posits an opening that touches the infinite of transcend

ence while ren1aining wholly in1manent and within the world. An opening to the 

infinite of 111eaning, which is "without reason,,, gives a sense of "vvorld11 that is 

without a subject of the world. In order to expand upon this point, in section IV I 

explain what Nancy calls a transirnmanence, 12 which is the nothing growing as 

something, and the dis-enclosure of the world such that a world opens up within 

the world. There is a necessary ambiguity to the sense of within in this thought, 

which emphasizes why Nancy insists that sense is always a passage "between}},13 

where the sense of being is in this passage of sense. It is the importance of this 

sense of the "between,,, and ho\i\T this directly plays into a re-reading of 

Heidegger1s description of Dasein, that segues into the the111es of chapter three. 

I. THE PARADIGM£ PRINCIPIEL IN THE FIGURE OF CHRIST 

In the previous chapter, I set out ho\i\T Nancy frames Christianity in terms of both 

an aggravation of the inco1n1nensurable, and the transfer of the pov.;er to distin

guish between comn1ensurability and incon1mensurability to the hurnan. I want 

to flag here the sense in which Christianity, as the religion that allows the surpas

sing of religion, implies what Nancy describes as the paradigme principiel or 

premise of '1the One11
• 

If, as Nancy claims, Christianity remains the driving paradigrne principiel 

behind the transformation of the world, then the catastrophe of this transfor-

12 Nancy, Lu Sens du Monde, p.91 

13 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.27. 
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rnation manifests itself in the de-valuation of value, which allows value to circu

late within an economy of general equivalency. This sense of equivalency plays a 

vital role in fostering and intensifying the influence of economic modes of ex

change. The effect of this calculative rationale on the notion of value has spread 

itself into every aspect of existence, and, for Nancy, is intrinsically linked to the 

guiding premise of "the One11 that provides its structural tension.14 The continu

ously intensifying cannibalis1n of the econon1y of equivalency that drives capital

is1n feeds on "value)), transforn1ing the world into a waste land of "un-world)) that 

lacks the sense inherent to a ('value'' that resists equivalency.15 The spreading 

monovalence, a short hand for signalling the conflation of the premise of "the 

One" with the notion of value, is accompanied by the dilution and dissolution of 

sense, which in turn drives the increasingly obdurate prevalence of calculative 

rationalization. The resulting outcome of the ongoing circularity in the event of 

One-ness, is nothing less than the exhaustion of signification-there is no longer 

any sense of the world.16 

The paradigme principiel co1nes from the notion of a singular God, and is 

shaped by the way in which the human relates to that God. Where does this pro

pensity for singular divinity come from, and why does it become the pervasive 

norm or background to thinking in the Western world? If not the motivation, 

then, at the very least, the principle that stood behind monotheism, perhaps the 

organising principle, was the need and propensity to create a unifying and foun

dational instantiation of law. In the event of Christianity, the paradigme principiel 

continually manifests itself through the figure and life of Christ. 

As a point of entry, there are two aspects in the event of Christ and Chris

tianity I want to set up here: Firstly, in Christianity power is no longer derived 

from a 1nythic past, but instead becomes an invest1nent in the 1nythic future of a 

second coming of Christ (parousia). 17 Secondly, in th e figu re of Christ, there is the 

14 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, pp.31 -32. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Cf. Nancy, The Sense of the World, p.B. Here he argues that, "the world no longer has a sense, but it is sense." . 
As such, to make sense we must transform the world. This takes place through transimmanence, which I 

come to at the end of this chapter. 

17 There are obvious parallels with the sense of the Jewish Messianic that orientate the temporal structure 

of this futurity. 
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subjection of the world to a transcendent principle that is not of this world, and 

therefore not a principle (archetype) founded in the ( enchanted) world. Rather, 

the crucifixion of Christ on the cross marks the "death of God", and the point at 

which the human is left to rule in His absence. 

The first aspect provides a clear spatial separation and temporal division of 

the kingdom of heaven from the kingdom of earth. In general terms, the fallibility 

of the hun1an is fran1ed in terms of something the hun1an lacks, but which is 

nonetheless attainable by projecting the human into the future. In the previous 

chapter I discussed Nietzsche's interrogation of nothingness, and how this invig

orates the will-to-truth. In the following chapter I will explain how this lack 1nan

ifests itself in a loss of meaning or nostalgia that plays a role in forming the condi

tions for totalitarianism, and which Nancy expands upon in his reading of Ba

taille. This constitutive lacuna also opens the possibility for re-thinking tempo

rality without the mythic element of this as a loss. Framed in Derridean terms as 

I'avenir, I claim that re-thinking temporality forms a crucial aspect of Nancy's de

construction, and I will set out this clai1n in n1ore detail throughout ~his disserta

tion. 

In the second aspect, which is linked to the first, there is an enigmatic tran

scription of the law (logos) into the human body (as flesh). 18 -Christ walked the 

earth as the Son of God, not as God's representation on earth, but rather, and this 

is the crucial point, as God's figuration of 'Man' on earth. It is through the play of 

these gestures that humankind became the guiding authority for an earth that 

was now separated from the divinity of heaven. However, the enigmatic relation 

humankind has with Christ (His abandonment to the world and resurrection), 

has put in place an untouchable lin1it between hun1ankind and the apparent in

vestment of the law (logos) in the human. In this gesture, humankind is aban

doned to a law that remains constitutively projected into the future and out of 

touch. The way Nancy frames these themes of loss, l'avenir, abandonment and 

touch, form a key part in how I approach his deconstruction of Christianity in this 

dissertation. 

At this point I would like to dravv again upon Marcel Gauchef s reading of 

18 I return to this notion of flesh in chapter five. 
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Christianity. Gauchet describes the 1nove I have just described (fro1n a pri1neval 

religious principle affirmed through the foundation of an archetypal past, to the 

transcended and incarnated principle of Christianity), in the following way, 

In a universe presented as united, thought corresponds to a logic of the 

many; in a universe divided between presence and absence, there suddenly 

appears a way of thinking the "One" ... Even if the foundation and what it 

founds end up being ultimately reunited, the difference between them al

lowed the possibility of thinking totality as such, of generally attributing 

what was either an intrinsic or extrinsic single principle.19 

In order to unpack the manner in which Gauchet frames "thinking the one", we 

should focus for a moment on how the division between presence and absence 

functioned to allow this way of thinking. In a pre-monotheistic context, human 

culture had come to rely upon a foundational presence in the form of an arche

typal mythic past. We can understand this in terms of places and events that in

volved a synergistic relationship with a world that still included the transcend

ent, such that the transference of transcendent power involved reinvigorating the 

1nythic past of the Gods by their presence in the world in the form of iconography 

and ritual. Christianity changed that 1nodality by providing a foundational incar

nated and resurrected absent-future, a singular God that had abandoned His own 

Son to the world, a disenfranchisement of the transcendent itself through ab

sence. The sy1nbols of polytheistic or mythological foundational order (whether 

through pagan rites, rituals, symbols, or iconography) constitute a present mo

ment of the past. With the increasing power of the event of Christianity, these 

gestures of transcendence in the enchanted world became denuded of their pow

er through the division of absence and presence, in the sense that God had be

come absent from the world-the absent-future of Christianity. 

As I noted in chapter one, the symbolic gestures of sense-1naking in Christi

anity beca111e increasingly emptied of their capacity to give meaning to the world. 

19 Gauche t, The Disenchantmen t of the World, p.48. Pausi ng fo r a mo men t, it is wo r th consid eri ng how Chr is 

tianity provides a "solution" to the enigma tic dia lectic in Plato's Parmenides. I set asi de th e qu estions raised 

in Plato's Parmenides for another time. 
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As Gauchet puts it, 

The will to establish the City of God, and to place the secular arm in the ser

vice of the world community of believers and its spiritual head, was des

tined to stumble over the competing claims of a human City and to allege the 

respectable sacredness of its own natural orde1~ which brings with it the ab

sorption of the Church as a social entity ... Both claims were anchored in the 

basic articulation of the new faith, the one announced by the Redeemer's 

humanity, \!\Those contradictory and interdependent potentialities it ex

presses.20 

Gauchet describes this as the "contradictory potential of Christ's revelation" 21, in 

which the presence of worldly transcendence collides with the absence of human

kind's foundational power. Put another way, the foundational power of the trans

cendent ca111e fron1 the inability of the hun1an to question and distinguish its in

commensurability or intelligibility, relying upon the unquestionable presence of 

myth to give meaning to the world. Christianity transferred the power to make 

"sense of the world" to the human by removing transcendence from the world, 

and in this gesture placed the heavy burden of distinguishing precisely what was 

meaningful upon humankind. Indeed, removing transcendence from the world 

and setting up a demarcation between immanence and transcendence is only 

possible through the paradign1e principiel. Without thinking the "One", as Gau

chet argues, we cannot think totality, and only through thinking totality can we 

think of an in1manent world devoid of the infiniteness of transcendence. This ca

pacity to think "totality" brings the problem of hu111an finitude and the limit of 

intelligibility into the scope of human knowledge. It is up to the human to distin

guish this limit, and decide on what falls outside the limit, that is to say, to distin

guish the commensurable from the incommensurable and declare the "sacred

ness of its own natural order 11

• As I claimed in the previous chapter, when the 

hun1an distinguishes \,vhat is commensurable it also must distance itself from 

what ren1ains inco111mensurable, aggravating this distinction, and hence, in the 

20 Ibid p.15 4. 

21 Ibid p.153. 
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tern1s set out above, declare it absent. According to Nancy, the paradigm prin

cipiel morphed into the present state of the world, which became denuded of 

sense by the hegemony of global capitalism according to modality of this absence. 

It is this transformation that I now explore in the following section. 

II. THE MONO-VALENCE OF VALUE 

In The Creation of the World, Nancy traces the dissolution of the Christian church 

as an organising principle of the West, and the establishment of an economy of 

general equivalency (mono-valence) premised upon the continuity of the para

digme principiel that spans this metamorphosis. Having sketched the stakes of 

this transformation, the question I first engage with is Nancy's claim that there is 

no sense of the world: Nancy frames this claim in the following terms: 

The civilization that has represented the universal and reason-also known 

as the West-cannot even encounter and recognize any longer the relativity 

of its norms and the doubt on its own certainty ... the domination of an em

pire made up of technological power and pure economic reason.22 

The West, by way of its incapacity to "encounter11 or self-reflexively engage with 

its own "certainty", i111parts a hegemonic epistemological framework that lacks 

sense. This capacity to "encounter'' is crucial to understanding what Nancy refers 

to as "sense 11

• Critical to Nancy's claim is the 111anner in which reason itself has 

becon1e an exchangeable commodity, necessarily caught up in the economy of 

equivalency. The structural concerns of the economic system have themselves 

become the hegemonic paradigm. Technological power, enslaved by its own in

creasing capacity to calculate and repeat, feeds back into this structure an obUga-. 
tion; that reason must remain an exchangeable commodity. Logos has, as such, 

22 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, p.34. [Em phasis ad ded.] 
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reached a point at which it lacks reference to anything other than its own reflec

tion. ·The capacity to recognise a "doubt on its own certainty", as what enables 

thinking, has become lost to this play of self-reflection within the hegemony of 

the paradigme principiel. Put another way, thinking is what takes place within the 

limit of thought itself, a limit that opens onto an other of thought that suspends 

the very notion of certainty. "Thinking11

, resolutely proscribed by the limits of an 

imn1anent and totalized hun1an existence, remains incapable of moving beyond 

what can be calculated according to the premise of this totality. Thus, \,vhat can

not be "thought", either remains to be n1easured, or, if beyond the capacity for 

measurement, must be ignored. 

The hegemonic paradigm of an economy exchange as the true source of 

power, and hence injustice in the world, was empowered by the foundation of 

Christianity. The transcendent sense of meaning that once stood within the 

world, with the resurrection of Christ became separated from the human world. 

In this new paradigm, thinking can no longer touch upon "the other of thoughf1 

within the world. Thinking became configured according to its relati9n to the ab

sence of the transcendent, such that meaning could no longer rely explicitly upon 

divine authority. We should resist the obvious counter-claim, that Nancy is seek

ing some pre-monotheistic return. This misses the point of Nancy's critique; the 

loss of meaning and nostalgic desire it inspires, is precisely what drives the ne

cessity of exchangeability. The Nietzschean will-to-truth I discussed in chapter 

one, functions according to the absence of transcendent meaning necessitated by 

the totalized world-picture empowered by Chrisf s departure. 

There is of course a parallel with Taylor1s thought at this point; Taylor 

specifically wants to reinvigorate our relation to the absence of transcendence. In 

Taylor1s tern1s, this absence is structurally constitutive of the hu1nan, and neces

sary for fostering an ethics beyond exclusive humanism. Mutatis mutandis, Taylor 

continues to work within a framework in which transcendence gives meaning to 

the world only through its own absence, and as such, simply perpetuates what 

Nancy terms the mono-valence of value. This framework, in which Taylor is 

wedged, is a framework in which knowledge, as a confrontation with its o\,vn lim

it, continually collapses into the world of the human. 

Nancy terms what I have been describing above as an "agglomeration" of 
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the globe; the accu111ulation of wealth and power alongside the accun1ulation of 

poverty and misery. The framework of circularity and equivalency, necessary for 

the exchange of ( de )value,23 produce increasingly larger quantities of exchangea

ble (de)value-what Nancy calls "the exponential growth of the globality of the 

market"24-forming an "un-world". As Nancy puts it, the "world has lost its ca

pacity to "forn1 a world 11 [faire monde]: it seems only to have gained that capacity 

of proliferating, to the extent of its means, the "un-world" [immonde ]."25 In1-

portantly, the deconstruction of Christianity reveals how this "agglomeration11 

that has accompanied globalization into an immonde, and that sets it apart from 

mondialisation as world-forming (more on this distinction below), has its roots 

in, or rather, is constituted by, the historical trajectory of Christianity. 

How does Nancy configure the mono-valence of value as a way of explain

ing this transformation? What the contradictory potentiality of Christianity ( city 

of God and city of "man") unleashed, according to Nancy, are the very conditions 

for globalization. Globalization is precisely a globalization of monotheism, or, in 

other words, a globalization of the paradigme principiel. Nancy argues that 

"n1onotheism .. .is the provenance of the West qua globalization over which some

thing entirely different than a divine providence seems to hover, namely, the 

somber wing of nihilism." 26 Nancy's account of this nihilism suggests that Chris

tianity, as the religion that allowed for the departure for religion, is bound to a 

,neta-logical premise of indeterminate growth and accumulation without reason. 

The withdrawal of God from the world transformed the topology of human exist

ence. What this indicates, Nancy writes, is that "the "worldly" world of Christiani

ty, the world as created and fallen, removed from salvation and called to self

transfiguration, had to become the site of being and/or beings as a whole, reduc

ing the other world therein." 27 This experience of n1onotheisn1 in the world to

day, is exemplified by global finance: the increasing deregulation of a globally ex

panding free-market capitalism, that appears at the same time to be based in 

23 The term (de)value implies an inherent lack of value beyond a capacity for excha nge, viz. exchange-va lue. 

24 Ibid p.37. 

25 Ibid p.34. 

26 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.32 . 

27 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, p.44. 
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some notion of a principle or principles that exist outside of the world of eco

nomic exchange. It is in this "capitalist and technological economy" that Nancy 

pictures a "structure of monovalence"; such that, from whatever view-point one 

may hold on the market economy that currently grips the world, the "general 

form of value or sense today11 28 is based upon an infinite29 and open ability30 to 

trade, an ability that is rooted in a general order of "equivalency11

, and through 

the law of this "equivalency11

, is n1arked by a strict closure-the world is enclosed 

through the totalizing power of the premise of "the One 11

, and hence not essential

ly a "world11
, but rather a globe. 

To this one might add another account of how the historical unfolding of 

Christianity began a transformation in our mode of existence, in which the hu

man found itself overwhelmingly compelled to be concerned with the admin

istration and governance of the self. Hannah Arendt, in her book The Human 

Condition, describes the manner in which Descartes traced this shift in human 

concern. A concern once solely focused upon the human soul, shifted, ultimately, 

into a gaze of concern resting upon the individual self. This shift w9-s an attempt, 

as Arendt writes, to "reduce all experiences, with the world as well as with other 

human beings, to experiences between man and himself."31 As Arendt argues, 

this inward gaze of context and perspective, enabled human existence to not only 

put up with, but also to thrive upon, the mundane activities that are constitutive 

of the industrial expansion required for the law of capital. Following the discov

ery of the roots of capitalism in the Protestant ,Nork-ethic by Weber, Arendt trac

es the manner in which human labour remained detached from any experience of 

joy or care in an everyday worldly existence. In these mundane activities of la-

zs Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.31. 

29 We can think here of this notion of infi ni te in terms of what Clive Hamilton describes as a "growth fetish". 
30 In the example we are discussing, the infi nite and open abili ty fo r growth is driven by the fear that trade is 

a potentiality and no t an actuali ty, in this case trade as something that has the potentiality to not-be must be 

continuously driven to be, an d hence continually expan ded, accelerated, an d accumulated. Hannah Arendt 

writes about this principle in her work The Human Condition, "Un der modern conditions, not destruction 

but conservation spells ru in because the very durability of conserved objects is the gr eatest impediment to 

the turnover process, whose constant gain in speed is the only constancy left wherever it has taken hold" 

p.253. 

31 Arendt, Th e Hu man Con di tion, p.254. 
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bour that constitute the every day, Arendt outlines her notion of "world aliena

tion"-instead of a concern for the world, the activity of labour was motivated by 

"worry and care about the self."32 

Bringing these two thoughts together-the framework of general equiva

lency and care of the self-we can see a union between Christianity and capital

ism in guiding the trajectory of modernity toward what could literally be de

scribed as an explosion of economy as the ad111inistration of equivalence. Christi

anity enabled the paradig1ne principiel to inhabit our daily existence, while, si111-

ultaneously, creating a lacuna within our experience of that "One" that allowed 

hun1an existence to withdraw into the self. Nancy describes this experience of 

the economic expansion of mono (theism or value) in the following terms, 

Ultin1ately, if the capitalist and technological economy constitutes the gen

eral form of value or sense today, that is by way of the worldwide reign of a 

monetary law of exchange (or general equivalency) or the indefinite produc

tion of surplus value within the order of this equivalency-a value whose 

evaluation remains impossible except in terms of equivalency and indeter-

1ninate growth. Yet this monovalence of value, or this one-way [sens unique] 

circulation of sense hardly behaves otherwise than as the apparently nonre

ligious transcription of the monoculture whose monotheistic conception it 

carried ... The n1ystery of this history is tied to nothing other than the charac

ter-simultaneously absolute and invisible, incalculable, indeterminable, 

and universal - of the value or unidirectionality [sens unique] that is placed 

now in "God", now in "1nan", and now in the tautology of "value" itself. 33 

The true crisis of modernity according to Nancy rests upon the interpretation 

and subjugation of value; value has become something other than value as trans

formative, "world-forming", or sense-making. Value in its most simple termino

logical usage is usually denoted in terms of the worth ( wealth) of the thing; the 

value of a co111n1odity, or value as comn1odity; as Marx wrote, the "commodity is 

prin1arily an external object, a thing ... ".34 Denoting a place, a product, a person, an 

32 Ibid. 

33 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.31. 

3 4 Karl Marx, "Capital" The Marx-Engels Reader, p.303 . 
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act-and with the necessity inherent in the potentiality of trading-value is that 

which allows a general equivalency between things, all things, every-thing.35 A 

general economy of things, each with a determinable-value ( de )value, and each 

( de )value in a relation to every other ( de )value in a state of general equivalen

cy-this is the present day 'sense' of the world, a sense dulled by the ever pre

sent force of determinable-value, and hence a world overcome by the mono

valence of value. 

The affective topology and displacement of the n1ono-valence, the n1anner 

in which all value is invested with the necessarily detern1inable effects of the law 

of general equivalency, is best understood alongside what we may understand by 

the word "community". The community of our contemporary Western milieu is 

marked by, "the socially imploded characteristic of capitalist community [where] 

capital negates community because it places above it the identity and the gener

ality of production and products: the operative communion and general commu

nication of works ... it is a work of death." 36 With the lack of any notable form of 

value beyond that 1narked by general equivalency, we 1nay speculate that the 

"West" is the domination of production at the expense of community.37 

This is what it means to say that the world is abandoned, abandoned by 

the divine incitement of value that once created a wealth wLthout value in ex

change, but was simply valued for the sake of value; instead we live and die on a 
- ' 

globe that is "dark, hard, and lost in space."38 Our world is marked by its trans

formation into an agglomeration, a hyperbolic accumulation of value piled upon 

value through the one-way circulation of sense. For example, Nancy describes the 

current network of the city in terms of a "hyperbolic accu1nulation of construc

tion projects (with their concomitant) spread, and the inequality and apartheid 

concerning the access to the urban milieu (assuming that it is a dwelling, com

fort, and culture), or these exclusions from the city that for a long time has pro-

35 We can try to imagine what cannot become part of the circulatio n, love perhaps? And thus perhaps love is 

the only thing that do es not have a determinate value, and hence is not a th ing - fur thermore, perhaps it is 

our potentia lity fo r love that makes us resist being a thing. 

36 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.75. 

37 I return to this thought of an "operative communion" in the foll owing chap ter. 

38 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.1. 
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duced its own rejections and outcasts, accun1ulate proportionally. The result can 

only be understood in terms of what is called agglomeration, with its senses of 

conglomeration ... "39 Hence, in an age of mono-valence we have ceased forming a 

world, and instead reside within the "un-world", bound to a "work11 that does 

nothing but destroy the world. 

The event of Christianity, and the pervasive effects of 1nono-valence it 

e1npowered, is linked to an absence. According to Nancy, this absence takes the 

form of an "unna1nable beyond"40 that explains why value 1nust include its own 

capacity to be calculated and exchanged. The "unna1nable beyond11 is what defies 

the human capacity for calculation, and is the opening of the human to the possi

bility of its own end. The will-to-truth is the continual drive to keep the "unnam

able beyond 11 separate from human existence, as such, value that cannot be sub

sumed into the economy of equivalency must remain absent. What Nancy distin

guishes as the "monotheistic disposition,11 is "the fact that divine unicity is the 

correlate of a presence that can no longer be given in this world, but rather n1ust 

be sought beyond it.1141 This absence of "presence11
, is the absence of creation 

within the world, crudely put, it is the dis-enchantment of the world-it is how

ever, far more than a lack of enchantment, it is the incapacity to tolerate "sense 11 

unless it carries with it some presupposed assumption. Unicity-the oneness or 

uniqueness-of the divine, is the fact that the divine can no longer be re

presented; the "unicity displaces or converts divinity .. .it changes divinity into a 

principle, a basis, and/or a law, always by definition absent or withdrawn in the 

depths of being. Deus absconditum. 1142 The unity of God becomes "absorbed11 into 

the unity of the premise, in the unfolding of theism into atheism, and indeed, into 

"absentheisn111 (in 1nedieval religion one did not ask "what do you believe? 11 the 

true notion of their existence was found in the question, "what do you prac

tice?'] , such that "Christianity became, by its.elf, a humanism, an atheism, and a 

39 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, p.33. 

40 Ibid. 

4 1 Ibid p.32 . 

42 Ibid p.22. 
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nihilis111. 1143 Our world is indelibly marked by this divine unicity, and hence a lack 

of creation. The capacity to form a world has been replaced with the endless "ag

glomeration11, and the relentless drive toward self-destruction. 

Today our understanding is shaped, Nancy writes, by the fact that we 

begin our thinking of the world from the knovvledge that ((the world is destroying 

itselC'44 A knowledge marked by the fact that this destruction is actually ((taking 

place 11, that it is {/really happening11; and furthern1ore, it is as if this knowledge, 

more than an ((event11 or a 11history11, has met us vvith surprise. Put another way, 

we are in truth "surprised11 by the fact of the world that we now face, and know 

we face, such that what surprises us is the ((ambivalence of the unna111able1145 -

the ambivalence of the future as an immonde. Nancy is making an appeal for us to 

((own up to the present", and indeed, own up to the fact that this present with

holds this ((event" of the world destroying itself.46 Here Nancy is rehearsing the 

guiding gesture for his deconstruction of Christianity, highlighting his concern 

that the sense of the vvorld has reached the point vvhere there is a genuine lack of 

sense in any state111ent concerning the 11sense of the world11. The notion that ... ../ve 

are destroying the world is n1arked by a lack of sense on what exactly we are de

stroying, that we in effect do not really know what the world is that we are de

stroying.47 The /{ambivalence of the unamable", is the ambivalence felt by a world 

without creation, thus simply a world that is caught in an accelerating 11agglom

eration11 of equivalency. 

What Nancy signals here is a way of thinking that begins from this end of 

sense. That it is, (( in the very opening of the abandonment of sense 11, that we find 

{/the opening of the world."48 As Christopher Watkin argues , Nancy is marking a 

paradign1atic shift in the cosrnic articulation of 11world11, such that (( the West, as it 

con1es to an end, requires neither that vve resuscitate significations, nor that vve 

43 Ibid p.23. Religious fundamentalism is nihilism, in the sense that in lacking the transcendent guarantee 

the fundamentalist over-compensates for his or her own insecurity. It is less a belief that a drive to prove 

that they do indeed believe through radical (violent) practice. 
44 Ibid p.3 5. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ib id. 

4 I will expand on this point in chapter four when I explore Heidegger's notion of Seinsverlassenheit. 
48 Nancy, The Sense of the World, p.3. 
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resign ourselves to their annulment, but that we understand that the den1and of 

sense now comes via the exhaustion of significations."49 Thus, precisely where 

Taylor is blind to the potentiality of the other of thought that Nietzsche and post

Nietzschean philosophy invigorates, is the point at which Nancy's deconstruction 

of Christianity finds its point of departure from traditional narratives of seculari

zation, and disrupts the normative frame of the secular. 

Ill. A "SECRET-DESIRE" L'AVENJR: THE]OUJSSANCEOFVALUE IN POVERTY 

I argued in the previous section that "globalization," as Nancy understands it, is 

the transformation of the world through the paradign1e principiel in the form of 

both 1nonotheisn1 and mono-valence; and, that "globalization" is at its very core 

built upon the event of Christianity. Hence, I am also describing the mode in 

which this transforn1ation of the present age is not a reduction in the influence of 

Christianity, but rather a 1netan1orphosis and transfiguration of Christianity. In 

the deconstruction of Christianity, Nancy lays bare the "here and now" (hie et 

nunc) of globalization; thus opening the possibility of rethinking ontology by 

dwelling within the "here and now", and hence thinking within the pervasive ef

fect of a monotheism that has transformed itself into the mono-valence of all val

ue. As \Nill become clear, it is the transcendent itself that Nancy seeks to rethink, 

in order to dis-enclose the potential to think the world anew. In this section I 

want to unpack how Nancy's critique of capitalism focuses upon the re

establishn1ent of an ontology of "value" that disrupts the economy of equivalency. 

It is by thinking an inherent excess of "value" in ontological terms, which take in

to account the incalculable affect of jouissance, that Nancy can critique the flat-

49 Christopher Watkin, Phenomenology or Deconstruction? The Question of Ontology in Maurice Merleau

Ponty, Paul Ricceur and Jean-Luc Nancy, p.139. In order to think through the present condition of the world, 

as one that has inherited a genuine lack of sense, so that what typifies our experience of the world is this 

lack of sense, we must not search for a new sense of the world in either our pas t or future . Ins tea d, we must 

inhabit the "here and now" of a lack of sense, as the point at which thinking must begin anew. 

74 



tening effect of capitalist economies of equivalency. As part of Nancy's critique he 

provides a reading of Marx, and demonstrates how a deconstruction of Christian

ity can build upon Marx's conception of the human. 

In order to critique the nihilistic effect of equivalency, inherent to globali

zation, Nancy takes as his point of departure a lengthy remark from Marx's The 

German Ideology, in which Marx discusses the enslavement of individuals to "a 

power alien to them ... the world market." 50 According to Marx, this stage of de

velop1nent, in which the activity of the individual has become "world-historical 

activity", forms the necessary pre-cursor for the "communist revolution" and the 

abolition of "private property"-such that, "the liberation of each single individ

ual will be accomplished in the measure in which history becomes transformed 

into world history."51 This liberation is to be accompanied by a transformation of 

the relation between the individual and their connection to the world: where the 

wealth of the individual will be measured by their connection to the intellectual 

and material wealth of the world. Nancy describes this transforn1ation as "the 

passage to consciousness and enjoy1nent of hu1nan creation in its entirety by all 

human beings."52 This is a fundamental shift from the enjoyment of wealth in 

terms of individual production, to the enjoyment of wealth-as, "the material and 

intellectual production of the whole world'' 53-in its entirety, by and for each in

dividual. 

Crucially, as Nancy notes, the liberation of an individual's relation to the 

world, as described by Marx, is essentially a reversal of globalization in its cur

rent trajectory. Here the difference between "globalization" as an "inunonde", and 

the creation of the world as "world-forn1ing" [signified by Nancy as mondialisa

tion] is 1nade distinct through this reversal. The twin pillars of "globalization and 

the domination of capital," indicate the point of convergence of two necessary 

ingredients that for Marx make possible, "a revolution that inverts the direction 

[sens] of domination."54 That is, this convergence creates the very condition for 

50 Marx, "The German Ideology" The Marx and Engels Reader, pp.163 -164. 
51 Ibid. 

52 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalizatio n, p.36. 

53 Marx, "The German Ideology" The Marx and Engels Reader, pp.163-1 64. 
54 Nancy, Th e Creation of the World or Globa lization, p.3 6. Subsequent references made in the text. 

" 
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the liberation of individual inter-connectedness. In Marx's tenns the con11nunist 

revolution; 01~ in Nancy's terms, "the creation of the world" through mondialisa

tion. For Nancy these conditions of convergence are premised upon the very con

ditions of the "in1monde}) as laid out at the end of the last section. It is through the 

interconnectedness required for the global exchange of value, in terms of a gen

eral equivalency, that "the interconnection of everyone in the production of hu-

1nanity as such con1es into view// (3 7). The san1e "work// of globalization provides 

the n1eans for a global consciousness required for mondialisation. 

Here Nancy draws our attention to the explicit circularity of this intercon

nection, and where he begins to depart from Marx: "World-forming// is for Marx 

essentially "the creation of humanity/' completely enclosed "in "this" world, or as 

"this 11 world 11 (37). That is, the human implicitly remains for Marx "a teleological 

or eschatological term 11 (37) in which, through a world-history, the human pro

duces itself. Nancy is quick to point out that in Marx's "teleo-eschatological logic," 

it is not clear that there is any strict "detennination" of a "final value" attributa

ble to hun1an being. The problen1, according to Nancy, lies in the a1nbiguity im

plicit in any argument that seeks an "absolute value"; whether through the hu-

1nan, as has been attributed to Marx, where "the human being, as source and ac

complishment of value in itself, comes at the end of history when it produces it

self" (38); or indeed in the current global climate, in which the clash of absolute 

value is played out between the United States "and Islamic fanaticism ... two fig

ures of monotheism" (39). The ambiguity of "absolute value,/) is marked by Nancy 

in the question of what exactly we mean by the term "humanity/), and where we 

might distinguish the human, and human value, in relation to the production or 

establish1nent of an absolute value-where "absolute value" is what an1eliorates 

the overall totalizing effect of the paradigme principiel. In other words, "absolute 

value" establishes what counts as one. In essence, as I described above, through 

the demarcation of transcendence and immanence in the premise of "the One" 

that provides the force of monotheism, the human has become the final arbiter of 

knowledge. The question of the relation of the human to value then pivots on the 

insight provided by Marx, in which the world is the production, or product, "of 

h un1an beings" (3 9). There is a synergy between the increasing interconnection 

created by globalization and its accompanying economic forces, and the explicit 
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formative role of human relation in the production of the human itself. This se

cond point is well illustrated by Marx when he argues that, 

All-round dependence, this natural fonn of the world-historical co-operation 

of individuals, will be transformed by this communist revolution into the 

control and conscious mastery of these powers, which, born of the action of 

men on one another, have till now overawed and governed men as powers 

completely alien to them. Now this view can be expressed again in specula

tive-idealistic, i.e. fantastic, terms as "self-generation of the species" ("socie

ty as the subject"), and thereby the consecutive series of interrelated indi

viduals connected with each other can be conceived as a single individual, 

which accon1plishes the mystery of generating itself. It is clear here that in

dividuals certainly make one another, physically and mentally, but do not 

make themselves. ss 

The individual, alienated from production, is a formative and constitutive aliena

tion of the self. The communist revolution brings about a connectio!1 of the indi

vidual and the relation of the individual with the "world", such that it is a world 

constituted by the human. Marx is arguing for an interconnection between the 

individual as productive force, and the consequence of that p-roductive force as 

world-forming. As Nancy writes, while on the one hand, "co111meq:e engenders 

communication, which requires community, communism", on the other hand, 

"human beings create the world, which produces the human, which creates itself 

as absolute value and enjoyment Uouissance] of that value" (37). If the human 

creates itself as "absolute value," while encased in a globe of infinite reciprocity, 

the very notion of hu1nan value is 111arked by an absolute. The absolute, it would 

seem, is unavoidable-n1onotheisn1, and its trajectory or meta1norphosis into 

atheisn1, are both 1narked by "the sa111e One taken as God" (39). How is it possible 

for Marx to break from this bind of the absolute? 

According to Nancy, emancipation from the absolute resides in an inter

pretation, and an invigorated displacement, of the meaning behind the word val-

55 Marx, "The German Ideology" The Marx and Engels Reader, p.164. 
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ue. 'J\.bsolute value," in any guise, is reliant upon power. Under the sway of the 

absolute, value is "instrumentalized," 

... it serves the reproduction of its o\,vn po\,ver, indefinitely, through spiritual 

or monetary capitalization. Value has value through this endless autistic 

process, and this infinite has no other act than the reproduction of its poten

tiality (thus in both senses of the word, power and potentiality). (39) 

For Marx, value is intrinsically linked to enjoy111ent; without actuality (that is, if 

value remains an infinite potentiality), there is no "enjoyment" of value-there is 

a jouissance, but an inauthentic jouissance, one without value. This begs the ques

tion of what is meant by the term actuality? According to Nancy it is nothing less 

than the "finite inscription of its infinity" (39). 

We should recognise this as the finitude ( or limit) of a "here and now" that 

opens onto the infinite that is sense, a gesture of I'avenir that will become clearer 

as I explain and expand Nancy's concept of transimmanence. The concept of tran

simmanence is used by Nancy to discuss the notion of an opening of sense that 

occurs wholly within an i111manent sense of the world. In order to flesh out the 

in1plications of an infinite potentiality that lacks an actualised enjoyment, so that 

we may reveal the finite inscription of this infinite potentiality-or, in other 

words, what Nancy elaborates elsewhere as a "finite thinking"-Nancy once 

again turns to Marx, to find the "revolution" that Marx calls for in the reversal of 

"the infinite into another, and potentiality into act" ( 40). According to Nancy, 

Marx 111arks the point at which the world seemed suspended, "between a new 

and a forn1er world," and has "fall en short of what it should be" ( 40). Why? Per

haps, according to Nancy, the problem is a focus, not on the "world", but rather, 

on a world "view", a picture of the world. That is to say, the question of the 

"world" remains caught in the circular bind of the relation of the human to the 

"world "; a question that interrogates the capacity of the human to understand 

the world, and hinges on the way the human gives meaning to the world. 

Nancy is interested specifically in the way Kant appears to hinge his philo

sophical systen1 on the ostenstion of freedom, and the manner in which freedom 

"in itself'' steps outside the internal logic of Kant's own system of knowledge in 
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order to become its grounding principle. As Nancy points out, in Kant's Critique 

of Judgment he remarks that freedom "is the only one of all the Ideas of pure Rea

son, whose object is a thing of fact.'' 56 The problem then comes from the very ap

odictic sense of freedom itself, the fact of freedom is linked to the fact of exist

ence, placing incommensurability at the core of the subject. As Nancy puts it, 

"One could say that with Kant begins the self-legitimation of existence, and exist

ence as the abyss of this self-legitimation."57 The an1biguity of self-legitilnation 

arises because of the necessity of freedom in Kant's concept of the subject-the 

''fact of freedom 11 cannot be established through causal logic as a fact. Its self

determination is its own ground, and hence its own lack of ground. Freedo1n, as 

concept, appears to cross the demarcation of sensibility and intelligibility.58 As 

Nancy points out, Heidegger picks up on this ambiguity in Kantian freedom, and 

elevates freedom to a problem of ontology rather than discursive logic in Kant's 

system.59 I return to this problem in my treatment of Heidegger in chapters three 

and four. However, anticipating the importance of Kant and Heidegger for Nan

cy's philosophical project in the deconstruction of Christianity, tl1e abyss that 

Nancy refers to above becomes an opening to what I described in the previous 

chapter as the other of thought. 

Returning to the problem of this abyss of self-legitimation; that in order to 

bring the world into focus through the "thought" or "gaze" of a subject (that is, as 

something to be "viewed1

'), the world must be viewed by a "subject11

• The world, 

captured in its essence, becomes "dependent11 upon the gaze and is totalized by 

this gaze; furthermore, because the world itself as totalized is dependent upon 

this gaze, the gaze n1ust stand outside of this world. However, and it is here that 

we reach the true aporia of the gaze, for a world to be "my11 world 'T1 1nust in 

some way inhabit that world, "I" must, in essence, "share" that world and be a 

part of the world. It is this aporia of the gaze that leads to what Nancy, following 

Derrida, describes as the self-deconstructive gesture of the world (for Nancy, an 

aporia of the incarnation and resurrection of Christ), in which the world becomes 

56 Immanuel Kant, Critiq ue of Judgm ent, §91. 
57 Nancy, Th e Experience of Freedom , p.22. 

58 Ibid p.25. 

59 Ibid p. 26. 
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its very own self-standing subject as a globe. The world "view" was the world it

self-and indeed, "the stance of the world is the experience it makes of itself 11 

( 43). Nancy elaborates in more detail the self-deconstructive gesture of Christi

anity, and demonstrates the cogency of this deconstruction to the current prob

lem of globalization, and how deconstruction builds upon Marx's critique. 

The God of onto-theology has produced itself (or deconstructed itself) as 

subject of the world, that is, as world-subject. In so doing, it suppressed it

self as God-Supre111e-Being and transformed itself, losing itself herein, in the 

experience for-itself of the world without an outside ... The speculative Welt

geist mocked by Marx becomes-and becomes with Marx himself-Welt

Geist or Geist-Welt: no longer "spirit of world" but rather world-spirit or 

spirit-world. ( 44) 

The removal of God from the world, such that the world was no longer repre

sented to or from itself, changed completely the manner in which we can con

ceive of the "world" in tenns such as necessity and contingency, or con1plete and 

incon1plete. These terms lose meaning in that they are no longer meaningful in 

any related way to the world; there is no outside of the world, and hence there is 

nothing that provides any 1neans of correlating these terms to anything other 

than the within of the world. The "world", as such, is a "fact without reason or 

end, and it is our facf' ( 45). For Marx, the world may be viewed as an end in itself, 

the production of humanity and human-value alongside the displacement and 

reversal of "onto-theology". This occurs in such a way, that taking up again the 

notion of Marx's "communist revolution" cited earlier, the "immanent cause" of 

this world as our fact, is "the production of hu1nanity itself represented as the 

final and total acco1nplishn1ent of self-production" ( 45). However, if, as according 

to Marx, this self-production is to be the production of freedom (viz. the "enjoy

ment'' to be found in the shared intellectual and material wealth of the world), 

then there can be no "end" attached to this production. Thus the 11world 11 itself 

cannot be thought of in terms of the "self-production" of the human, or ~uman

ism; instead it is intrinsically marked "by a beyond of production itself, here 

named "enjoyment" CJouissance)" ( 45). For Nancy, the excess of value in produc-
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tion cannot be totalized, not because it is outside the structural framework of 

capital, but rather because it is part of a future "to-come 11 (/'avenir). The excess of 

production in jouissance challenges the totalizing effect of the paradigme prin

cipiel ( and importantly, the capacity to count as one) because it cannot be sub

sumed into the temporal frame of the paradigme principiel, rather it is necessar i

ly outside and excessive. 

It is clear that the creation of the world, the overcon1ing of the agglon1era

tion inherent in today's global-capitalism, is premised for Nancy on how we un

derstand and relate to the notion of jouissance. Hence, the 1nanner in which Nan

cy unpacks this notion of jouissance is of course crucial for understanding the 

emancipatory role jouissance plays in avoiding the trajectory of a one-sided glob

alization and the coming immonde. As Nancy argues,jouissance 

... maintains itself beyond either having or being in the sa1ne \,vay that it un

folds beyond or before activity and passivity. By identifying this enjoyment 

of the global production of humanity, Marx indicates an excess with respects 

to production as well as with respect of possession (and this is perhaps that 

very thing which he tried to call later "individual property," once again nei

ther private nor collective60). ( 45) 

Here we have the absolutely decisive point of engagen1ent between Nancy and 

Marx, the point of intersection between mondialisation and immonde, and a point 

of intersection between two somewhat co1npeting n1ethods for the conception of 

jouissance. On the one hand, the "law of capital," through interspersed-and yet 

connected-deeply furrovved lines of power relations, extorts profit from the ex

cess of enjoyment, converting the surplus-value of the necessary (( excess of en

joyment" into profit. This profit is added to the "agglomeration" of general equiv

alency. Temporality itself is caught in this totalized frame\,vork, time is itself part 

of the count-the future is contingent while the ten1poral structure of that future 

60 Note here the distinction made by Nancy regarding individual property - this to my mind indicates a syn

ergy between Nancy's ontology of being-singular-plural and Marx's notion of the emancipated individual's 

relation to a property that is neither private nor collective. 
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ren1ains secure.61 On the other hand, for Nancy, jouissance is always and neces

sarily excessive, beyond having or being, and beyond activity and passivity ( 46). 

This is why he argues that there is the ever-present "secret desire" to allow en

joyment to provide meaning for-itself, without ground and without reason, to ac

cede to the infinite value that is enjoyment without equivalency 

This "secret desire,, is premised upon how we provide an account of truth 

and existence, which registers the openness involved in the te1nporality revealed 

by deconstruction as to-con1e. In essence, giving an account in any totalized way 

is rendered i1npossible through the necessary inclusion of the always to-con1e 

[l'avenir]. The i1npossibility of reconciling what is to-come within the n1oment of 

truth is registered thus as the hu1nan capacity for jouissance in spite of the total

izing capacity of the paradigme principiel. Nietzsche plays upon this allusive 

character of truth, and Nancy draws upon this Nietzschean gesture in describing 

this sense of a "secret desire,,. The paradoxical nature of truth in Nietzsche's 

thought is transcribed by Nancy into power of the "secret desire" to avoid the as

inine envelopn1ent of this desire within the hegemonic force of global capitalism. 

Truth is understood i11 these tern1s as ren1aining allusive, never fully revealing 

itself and always holding something over in the temporal axis of what is to-come. 

By remaining held by the temporal sense of to-come, the "secret desire" not only 

avoids becoming subsumed within the economy of general equivalency, it also 

remains hidden from the being within which it would otherwise seem to reside. 

Thus the "secret desire" also stands for the impossibility of aseity, and hence of a 

singular sense of being. It is in this way that the "secret desire" betrays a rest

lessness in human existence, a restlessness that underpins the "without-reason" 

or "absence of ground'1 of the world. Nancy elaborates the without-reason that 

n1otivates the "restlessness of existence" in 1nany places throughout his work,62 

in Creation he finds the question linked to Angelus Silesius - that "the rose grows 

without reason 11

• 

If the vvorld, essent ia lly, is not the rep resentat ion of a un iverse (cosmos) no r 

tha t of a here below (a hum il ia ted world, if not condemned by Christianity) , 

&1 One could argue that Enron collapsed because it was able to exploit this paradigm so completely. 

62 I return to this through Nancy's reading of Hegel in my interlu de. 
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but the excess-beyond any representation of an ethos or of a habitus-of a 

stance which the world stands by itself, configures itself, and exposes itself 

in itself, relates to itself without referring to any given principle or to any de

termined end, then one must address the principle of such an absence of 

principle directly ... "the rose grows without reason". ( 4 7) 

This marks a key point of divergence fro1n the sense of secularization detailed by 

Taylor in A Secular Age, and reveals the unique picture of the world portrayed by 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. In contrast to an elaboration of secular

ism, in which the world is freed from the shackles of a constitutive God, Nancy 

argues that what we understand by secularism and atheism, is an intensification 

of our relation to an already abandoned world. The sense of a world abandoned 

by God, that finds itself searching for an end-through theism in the "sacred," and 

through atheism in the "cumulative"-must be embraced in a wholly new and 

"absentheistic" way. This is what it n1ight n1ean to accede to the infinite value that 

is enjoy1nent without equivalency. The "without reason" is not a problem to be 

solved or rejected, it is the tear in the fabric of metaphysics that gives the open

ing for mondialisation. If we read the quote above carefully, we recognise that 

Nancy finds that the "principle of the absence of principle" is always and already 

part of the world. Where might it be possible then to find this "principle", and 

what is the link between this principle and enjoyment? As enjoyment is always in 

excess, and hence, there is always a value that exceeds the capacity of capital to 

accun1ulate value. It is thus possible to seek the "principle of the absence of prin

ciple" in the Marxist commodity itself, or rather, the excessive dimension of the 

commodity. 

What does it mean to think about a value in the "world" beyond equiva

lency? In other words, to consider a thinking that exceeds the ability of the law of 

capital to transform value and leaves behind a trace of value. A "surplus-value" 

that is no longer part of the la\,v of accumulation, and also exceeds the capacity of 

the religious to subsume it under the simplistic moniker of the sacred. Nancy ex

plains this notion by considering the pre-capitalistic fonn of wealth; 63 as he puts 

63 If there are, as Nancy claims, three modes of wealth that coincide with three modes of the body - "glitter, 

capital, dissemination" (50) - then at work in Nancy is more than simply a deconstruction of Christianity, 
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it, what preceded capital \,vas "wealth as glitter ... which produces its own splen

dor and its own opulence as the glow of a meaning in which the world is 

wrapped" ( 48). This is a picture of wealth that does not empower the accumula

tion of more wealth, but instead, a thought of wealth that creates sense from it

self alone. Wealth, in the terms Nancy elaborates, loses meaning as it is trans

formed through the la\,v of capital into an accumulation-and hence, we must 

hold onto a sense of wealth that continues to be attributed to the "so-called gran

deur of the soul. .. its glory and exaltation11 ( 48). 

It is no accident, Nancy clain1s, that the n1eaning and designation of spir

itual wealth shifted as the West was transformed by capitalism. This shift in the 

sense of wealth-from giving meaning to the world, to giving wealth to the hu

man-reveals the stimulus behind a resistance to this shift in "Christian or philo

sophical poverty,, ( 48). Precisely what this shift reveals is that there remains in 

wealth a value that cannot be appropriated by accumulation, but which is trans

ferred into the domain of "spiritual poverty,,. Put another way, there is an inces

sant excess, which continues to haunt the appropriation of value by the "machi

nations1164 of general -equivalency; this indeterminate but unequivocal excess is 

that part of value which cannot be exchanged. This is the "valorous" sense of val

ue spoken by the language of "dignity. 11 65 In this "valorous 11 sense of the word val

ue, Nancy traces a '1remainder and excess of capital,,, a dignity and human value 

for its own sake which inhabits a secret core within the exchange of value for 

profit. This secret inhabitant in the "machinations" of general equivalency is 

here is a line of thought that is disrupting and displacing any sense of the body. The three ways in which 

Nancy distributes the body, match with three traces of value that may inhabit the world. The first "glitter" is 

a sense of meaning that comes from the glory of God(s); the second, capital, is the sense of meaning in the 

endless exchange of value, through work, through history, through a world-spirit; the third, dissemination, 

is our contiguity and touch, the way we rub up against others, our unavoidable contact with the world. 

Abandonment must be thought through all three modes of wealth, all three distributions of the body, if we 

are to truly understand the sense of abandonment Nancy calls for here. 

64 An allusion to the term "machinations" in Heidegger's Contributions, to which I turn in chapter four. 

65 It may be worthwhile at this point to examine the necessity Kant felt in providing a link between the hu 

man "world-forming" subject, irreducible to an "empirical subject", and the notion of human dignity. More 

importantly, the fact that this link came to be associated with the notion of the "sublime" in Kant, where "the 

sublime is that, the mere ability to think which, shows a faculty of mind surpassing every standard of Sense." 

Critique ofjudgment, p.110. 
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strictly what Nancy understands as erupting "anew in Marx's work" ( 48). This 

fecundity of the "law of capital", cannot escape the inclusion of human dignity, 

which, as Nancy argues, is the "production of humanity itself' ( 48). Hence, a 

trace of value that will not succumb to the law of capital; and, for Nancy, a "sense 

of the world that would become rich from itself, without any reason either sacred 

or cumulative,, ( 49). It is, in essence, a call to find a richness and dignity of exist

ence in the world, without any precursor of significance beyond the fact of exist

ence itself. 

It is in the atte111pt to invert the significance of value, such that the "pro

duction of value becomes the creation of meaning"-an attempt to invert the 

meaning of value itself-that Nancy finds an unlikely synergy between Nietzsche 

and Marx in the re-evaluation of all value: "Umwertung" ( 49). However, the Um

wertung must remain out of reach; in a sense, it must always be held within Der

rida's paradigm of /'avenir-a future "to-come,,-with the incessant aim of mak

ing this incalculable future an actuality. Indeed, it would seen1 that what Nancy is 

working toward, is an actuality that ren1ains aware of its own incalcl_:llable futuri

ty; that is, the future of an understanding of value that remains aware of the fact 

that it is outside the cumulative effect of capital, and must maintain in its essence 

that fact of being outside. The necessity of the incalculable ( contingent) within 

value /'avenir must remain its "transcendental'1 condition.66 Perhaps one might 

think the Kantian ideal is being pushed too far; however, as Nancy argues, it is 

precisely this ideal that enables the possibility of the impossible trace of value 

beyond equivalency to become an actuality ( 49). 

By suspending the equivalency of value, Nancy is also abandoning the 

sense of a "world" that is totalized by the paradign1e principiel, and through this 

abandonment the significance of value becomes its own sense. In the process of 

this suspension Nancy brings the incommensurable and incalculable back into 

the play of sense, as what allows value to become more than its equivalence. In a 

gesture that resonates with my discussion of St Anselm in chapter one, it is this 

incommensurable that becomes the other of thought, as something always great

er than what can be thought. An intrinsic and unavoidable contingency, which is 

66 Thus for Nancy, as I argue in chapter four, this becomes the sole remaining transcendental. 
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what renders the en1pirical subject impossible, while in the san1e gesture 111aking 

the impossible of value, as the creation of a world, possible. We must hold this 

gesture in mind whenever we encounter Nancy's notion of abandonment. Aban

donment, which remains configured by Nancy according to the abandonment of 

Christ, is an openness toward the infinite of transcendence that remains a com

pletely immanent and material actuality. For Nancy, the thought of the "other of 

thought" is only possible by re-casting the Christian paradigm of abandonment; 

thus accompanying Christianity to its own self-surpassing deconstruction, but 

nevertheless seeking the transcendent wholly within the immanence of the 

world. A sense of transcendence that is nothing less than the opening of the pos

sibility of sense, a transimmanence-the details of which I turn to below. 

IV. (A FORAY INTO) THE POVERTY OF ABANDONMENT: CREATION Ex NIH/LO 

... the transcendental is also, always, that which constitutes conditions of 

possibility of experience, vvhile at the same time rendering impossible the 

subject as itself an empirical subject. Willing the world but not willing a sub 

ject of the world (neither substance nor author nor master), is the only way 

to escape the un-world. ( 49) 

We have reached the impasse of understanding, and the reason why Nancy is so 

stringent in his loyalty to the method of deconstruction. What is this "wHling the 

world" if not the "secret desire" that displaces and suspends the very "subject" 

that should hold the key to questions of truth and existence? Is the question 

transferred to one in which we provide some meaningful account of this "willing 

the world", in the sense that it could be explained in tenns of a some-where, in 

son1e-time, and from some-thing? The first question moves too quickly and risks 

giving sense to a law of the subject, and the second question belies the manner in 

which Nancy frames the terms of "creation" in willing the world. That is, within 

this "will" there is no "subject of the world", there is only a will that wills the 
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world for otherwise this "wilt becomes subsun1ed by the totalized paradigme 

principiel. The link with "world11 is maintained as the condition for the very pos

sibility of experiencing "a world11 rather than the il11monde. To reveal "a world 11 is 

to open sense to the possibility of "world 11 without subject, which is made possi

ble by tracing how wealth has been transformed from meaning to equivalence, 

and finding within that transformation a trace of the "poverty11 of meaning ( what 

was referred to earlier as "spiritual poverty,,). This "poverty,, of meaning, as the 

cinders of value that remain without equivalence, are what n1ake possible "a 

world 11 as experienced whilst suspending the inclusion of "subject.11 

For Nancy this sense of poverty designates an "ethos ... the value of which 

does not derive from ownership ( of something or of oneself) but in abandon

ment11 (SO). That is, the value of poverty is in the abandonment of subjectivity, 

and in the abandonment of value that is attached to some-thing or some-one, or 

indeed, the abandonment of any sense of belonging some-where. It is instead a 

being-here and being-there, in the Heideggerian sense of Dasein, where the 

"here" and the "there11 are abandoned-a sense of abandon111ent that Nancy cap

tures in his re-iteration of Heidegger's term Ereignis. 67 Neither ownership of an 

other, nor an ownership of the self; and certainly an abstraction from any sense 

of ownership of, or subservience to, a sovereign. We might further consider this 

sense of poverty and abandonment, with reference to "Being", in terms of Hegel's 

notion of "simple immediacy11. As Hegel argues, "pure knowing11 begins without 

any "reference'' or "mediation11

; and hence we must register pure knowing as 

"distinctionless 11, in which this "simple immediacy, therefore, in its true expres

sion is pure being. 11 68 We n1ust read carefully the ontological premise at work in 

this sense of abandon1nent, as it n1aintains an ontological link to both being and 

world as a giving without pre1nise and without precedence. 

Poverty, or the being-abandoned-in all the complex ambivalence of these 

two senses: abandoned by and abandoned to. (50) 

67 I return to Heidegger in some detail in the following chapter and in chapter four, where I also include a 

reading of Hegel. 

68 G.W.F. Hegel, Science of logic, p.69. 
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For Nancy, "poverty,, is the point at which thought must depart from globaliza

tion and the manner in which globalization has suppressed "all world-forming of 

the world 11 (50). This sense of "poverty11 is not simply an exercise in thought; it is 

an attempt to think through a fundamental incapacity to form a world in lieu of 

the intensifying injustice of violence. This is violence that comes in many forms 

both hidden and unhidden, whether it is registered as domestic, institutional, 

corporate, inter-State, contra-State, and intra-State; as war, disease, poverty, ad

diction, or disaster ( whether "natural11 or "hu1nan11

, it is increasingly difficult to 

know whether there is a difference). Thus "poverty11 is that which attempts to re

think and re-vive what threatens the hegemony of capitalism, and defies at

tempts to subsume thinking into the circulation of equivalency. In this way, "pov

erty11 is the "other of thought11 which allows Nancy to even pose the question of 

thinking a "world/); such that, "Poverty, or the being-abandoned 11 is to gesture to

ward the lacuna of "without-reason11 that remains at the core of all violence. 

It is not, however, a 1natter of re-"calculating11 reason, which would be to 

slip back toward the prevailing paradig1n. The re-evaluation of all value is for 

Nancy an ontological project that begins ex nihilo, where this "from nothing11 will 

have to encompass the full weight of being-abandoned: "abandoned by and 

abandoned to.I) The "without reason 11 is what provides the ontological open-ness 

and tear in the fabric of metaphysics, and allows ontological incompleteness to 

overcome the calculative effects of the paradigme principiel, in order to become 

the potential for mondialisation. Furthermore, an ontological project that encom

passes abandonment, begins from a "world11 fully exposed by the deconstruction 

of its onto-theological foundations in the self-deconstruction of Christianity

abandon1nent exposes us to a decision; either the continuation of an "un-world,11 

or the point of departure for thinking the world from the "motif of creation.I) 

This point of departure from the hithertofore globalized-world is the out

come of the deconstruction of Christianity, which Nancy sums up through the dual 

displacement of value; the Christian displacemen t as world-becoming, and, the 

Capitalist displacement as world-forming. Firstly, value was displaced by "world

becoming11; value was made "in1manent11 and 1naterial, and it became embodied 

and of this world through the incarnation of Christ. Secondly, the "production of 

value 11 was displaced by a notion of "world-forming11

; shaped by the power of the 
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law of capital, the necessity of a general equivalency, and the ability of value to be 

exchanged or traded (51). This dual displacement of value yields the conditions 

for an "un-world" or immonde, and yet, according to Nancy, this is also the point 

from which we may depart these conditions through the (Nietzschean) Umwer

tung. 

And this displacement is not a transposition, a "secularization" of the onto

theological or metaphysical-Christian scheme: it is, rather, its deconstruction 

and emptying out, and it opens onto another space-of place and of risk

which we have just begun to enter. (51) 

This "space 11 that "we have just begun to enter'', is a "space" revealed by the ( self-) 

deconstruction of Christianity in which the "without-reason" of being-abandoned 

becomes the potential for "world-forming" and the condition for experiencing "a 

world". What this deconstruction indicates is the necessity of thinking without 

"recourse to representations"-and here Nancy turns to the Derridean notion of 

the future as l'avenir, as the precise notion of that which "exceeds- representa

tion" (50). Essentially, Nancy is atten1pting to understand the world, or under

stand the meaning ( or sens) of the world, without recourse to representations. 

Purely because representation requires a subject as author of the world, and it is 

the necessity of this subjectivity that created the conditions of the "un-world". In 

order to think a sense of the world without recourse to representation, Nancy 

intends to appropriate the "motif of creation'' from its theological roots, and in

stead think creation fron1 the standpoint of an ex nihilo that eschews divinity. 

This is, howeve1~ a very particular thought of the "fron1 nothing", and indeed, a 

thought of ex nihilo that one might interpret as unique to the ontological para

digm that Nancy has worked to elaborate in his writing. Nancy begins his clarifi

cation of creation in terms of ex nihilo in a familiar fashion; 

If "creation" means anything, it is the exact opposite of any form of produc

tion in the sense of fabrication that supposes a given, a project, and a pro

ducer. (51) 
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This unorthodox reading of creation-from-nothing contradicts not only the three 

monotheisms of the "Book" of Abraham; it also contradicts Marx for whom "value 

is precisely created" (51). Through this reading we move to what one may th ink 

of as Nancy1s "cosmography11

, the elliptical notion of creation from nothing-that 

is, "nothing growing as something11

, where the "world11

, in terms of a creation of 

the world, is "the world" as "the growth of /from nothing" (51). It would seem 

that the pivotal gesture that Nancy n1akes is through the tern1 "growth,11 which is 

for Nancy put in terms of "the sense of cresco-to be born, to grow" (51). And 

this explains the engagement Nancy has with the notion of a "birth to presence11

, 

and why Nancy insists on thinking this birth to presence in terms of the aban

donment of being. Being, can only be born "from nothing1

1, if it is understood first 

and foremost as abandoned by and abandoned to the world. What sense of aban

donment do we then reach from this notion of "Being born from nothing11

, and 

11nothing growing as something11? It would seem to me that the sense of aban

donment Nancy is asking us to read, is a sense of abandonment that is of that 

which is abandoned; and as I argue above, this is the potential for mondialisation, 

that Nancy finds in the "without reason11

• Consider the implications for this read

ing of creation in the follo\,ving example. 

If we think of an abandoned child, then the spectacle that ensues remains 

focused on that which abandoned the child, the cruelty involved, the story, the 

narrative-many times it would seem that the voyeurism involved betrays a cer

tain sense of self-righteousness on the part of those who judge, by way of the 

spectacle, those guilty of abandoning. This focus, and indeed, the notion of 

11judgmenf' itself associated with abandonment, clouds the issue. The sense of 

abandonment Nancy traces here, is the sense of abandonment felt by the child, 

helpless, alone, thrown into the world, without a sense of past, or indeed a sense 

of future-and yet, full of the hope and possibility that their very existence 

'
1gives 11

• A moment of pure nothingness that is sti11, it must be understood, a noth

ing grow ing as something. This sense of abandonment is, I would argue, the 

sense of abandonment Nancy seeks to explore as he unpacks the point from 

which we traverse the im111onde of our present world. 

A world thought in terms of abandoned-being must, through mondialisa

tion (the "nothing growing as something11) , come to have sense. Where then does 
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this sense come fro1n? It comes fro1n the world, but fro1n the world in a very spe

cial way. It comes from the world in the sense of a transcendent-immanence, or 

an immanent-transcendence, or indeed, as a transimmanence. I quote here in 

both the English translation and the original French, 

As soon as the appearance of a beyond of the world has been dissipated, the 

out-of-place instance of sense opens itself up within the world (to the extent 

that it would still make sense to speak of a "within"). Sense belongs to the 

structure of the world, hollows out therein what it would be necessary to 

name better than by calling it the "transcendence" of its "immanence" - its 

transimmanence, or 1nore simply and strongly its existence and exposition. 69 

[Des que l'apparence d'un dehors du monde est dissipee, le hors-lieu du 

sens s'ouvre dans le monde -pour autant qu'il y ait encore du sens a parler 

d'un « dedans »-, il appartient a sa structure, il y creuse ce qu'il faudra sa

voir nommer mieux que la « transcendance » de son « immanence » - sa 

transimmanence, ou plus simple1nent et plus fortement, son existence et son 

exposition.] 70 

In order to expand upon this notion, Nancy turns to the Tractatus Logico

Philosophicus. Through his reading of Wittgenstein, Nancy brings our attention to 

how the logic of totality and immanence not only become discordant according 

to, but also configured by, the possibility of creation ex nihilo. As Nancy argues, in 

his remark that "the sense of the world must lie outside the world/' 71 

... Wittgenstein simultaneously stated two things: that the world itself does 

not constitute an immanence of n1eaning, but that since there is no other 

world, the "outside" of the world must be open "within it"-but open in a 

way that no other world could be posited there. This is also why Wittgen

stein writes further: "It is not how things are in the world that is n1ystical, 

but that it exists" (TLP 6.44, 88). (52) 

69 Nancy, The Sense of the World, p.55. See also Jean-Luc Nancy, The Muses, p.35. 

70 Nancy, Lu Sens du Monde, p.91. 

71 Ludwig Wittgenstein Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.48, p.86. 

.. 
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By drawing our attention to the concept of "the outside of a world opening within 

the world," 72 Nancy signals the importance of language; as it is precisely the no

tion of language-in the terms that Derrida elaborated-that provide an opening 

and place, unique and fleeting, for the transmission of sense. This opening is also 

a consequence of the self-deconstruction of Christianity, as the exposure of the 

"without-reason" of the "world", and the opening of sense itself as declosion ( dis

enclosure ). Indeed, it 1night be possible to say that what Nancy means when he 

vvrites the neologism declosion is precisely this somewhat enigmatic concept of 

opening-there is no other sense of the world, other than that sense which opens 

within the world, as an outside that is inside. However, what is most remarkable 

about this opening is the manner in which Nancy insists that sense makes itself 

distinct only as the "possibility of transmission from one place to another'' (52). 

The outside of a world opening within the world, an opening that allows for the 

sense of the world, is in the very "possibility of transmission". This is the same 

ontological premise that Nancy pictures in Being Singular Plural, that "Being is 

put into play a111ong us; it does not have any other n1eaning except the dis

position of this "between"."73 

In this gesture Nancy 1s creating what Henk Oosterling calls a "shift," 

where the ontological emphasis moves "from being-in-common (etre-en

commun) via being-with (etre-avec) to the between (entre)." 74 Sense qua sense, is 

in the passage; the transmission of sense from one to another, through the pas

sage as the opening within the world as outside the world, is the creation "with

out-reason11 of sense-its "content11 and "direction11. Passage is the vital compo

nent of sense in much the same way that "space" is the vital component of things. 

72 This is also, importan tly, a way of t hin ki ng t hrough t he predicamen t of existence since t he 'death of God .' 

As Eric Santner puts it, in terms t hat in a way mirror Nancy's own concerns, "What both Freud and 

Rosenzweig help us to grasp is tha t w ith the "death of God" the entire problematic of transcendence actually 

exerts its force in a far more powerful way in the very fabric of everyday life. What is more than life turns 

out to be, from the post-Nietzschean perspective, immanent to and constitutive of life itself. Freud and 

Rosenzweig are, as I hope to show, among our most important thinkers of this immanent transcendence." 

On th e Psychotheology of Everyday Life: Reflections on Freud and Rosenweig, p.10. 

73 Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.27. 

74 Henk Oosterling "From Interests to "Inter-esse: " Jean -Luc Nancy on Deglobalization an d Sovereignty" 

SubStance, 34(1) (2005) , p.82. 
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As a point of comparison, consider the way Nancy expresses space, as 

"that outside of things thanks to which their distinctness is granted them."75 For 

Nancy, declosion operates through "distinction11

, so if we think that "space11 oper

ates to make things distinct from one-another, passage functions to make sense 

distinct from the "agglomeration11 of the global-distinction is hence the opening 

within that is outside, it is what gives a world. Anticipating my elaboration of this 

concept in what follows, the ontology of being-singular-plural also functions 

through the "distinction11 provided by the outside of things, even to the point at 

which the sense of touch beco1nes the hinge between Nancy's reading of the body 

and his broader critique of political onto-theology. In being-singular-plural, the 

with in mitsein, ("co-appearing", or "co-existence") is that outside of being thanks 

to which their distinctness is granted them. I return to the passage of sense, in 

the following chapters. 

There is, of course, the appropriation of this "distinction11 in the present 

day 1nachinations of globalization and the law of capital. This "capitalist version 

of the without-reason,11 as Nancy describes, is the notion that "anything 1nakes 

sense in just any way" (52). The power of pure economic reason is its capacity to 

disrupt and remove "distinction," to vitiate "value" in order to establish the "gen

eral equivalence of all forms of meaning in an infinite uniformity" (52). In con

trast consider Nancy's account of the without-reason, where the jouissance that 

facilitates the creation of meaning must also create the forn1 that this jouissance 

of sense takes place. I read this paradigm as indicative of how Nancy's concept of 

a sense of the world given without-reason, carries with it the context of that 

sense. Put so1newhat enign1atically, sense creates the world in which that sense is 

taking place. I will flesh this staten1ent out as this dissertation unfolds. 

Certainly these aspects of sense indicate the role "distinction" plays in the 

creation of the world-hood of the world. Returning then to Nancy's critique of 

Marx, we might read Nancy as expanding on a point made by Althusser, in which 

he cites the unique notion of "knowledge as a production. 11 76 As Althusser's com-

75 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.158. 

76 Louis Althusser & Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, p.25. 
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111ents n1ake clear1 in Marx1s formulation of political economy in Capital1 produc

tion creates an excess of sense. 

What political economy does not see is not a pre-existing object which it 

could have seen but did not see-but an object which it produced itself in its 

operation of knowledge and which did not pre-exist it: precisely the produc

tion itself, which is identical with the object. What political econon1y does 

not see is what it does: its production of a new answer without a question, 

and simultaneously the production of a new latent question contained by 

default in this new answer.77 

This excess of sense-an answer forms which retrospectively poses the fonnative 

question-is characteristic of Derrida's l'avenir. In this reading1 "production" is 

always-already ahead of itsel( and cannot maintain the structural necessity of its 

paradigrne principiel without subsuming this excess into itself. The excessive di

mension of production remains within the remnants of this subsumption; as 

production takes place through the metaphysics of the subject1 these remnants 

form the excessive jouissance that rupture a subject opened by its "secret de

sire"-hence/ Nancy's ontological e1nphasis on the poverty and abandonment of 

the subject suggests that only through "poverty" do we encounter these rem

nants. Thus, while maintaining Marx's insight into "production'\ Nancy is at

tempting to move beyond the notion of "political economy"-or what Nancy 

terms the "capitalist version of the without-reason11-and discover the power of 

"creation" in transforming and configuring the "world11

• Abandonment1 as the 

poverty to let being be and become a world1 is a possibility enign1atically encoun

tered in the i1npossibility of being a subject. 

This sense of letting the conditions for the possibility of experiencing a 

world be is a fragile thought, but a nonetheless powerful ontological account that 

allows Nancy to suspend the operation of communion in our social-being and 

give an ontology of being-with. To maintain a sense of "distinction11
, and thus not 

allow the appropriation and degradation of "distinction" under the law of capital, 

is more than simply a reversal; it is the moment at which we "come to expose 

77 Ibid p.25. 
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capital to 4 he absence of reason, for which capital provides the fullest develop

ment" (53). Thu , by maintaining "distinction" one opens the place and space of 

conduct, that is, at the level of being, "the letting-be through vhich son1ething 

is1178- main aining "distinction11 is "a matter of exposing ourselves to the absence 

of concept and affect ... as making-sense."79 Put another way, this manner of con

ceiving "distinction" carries with it the sense of ethos that the conduct of being 

implies, a conduct that creates a "circulation of 1neaning," and hence creates the 

"world". According to ancy, at stake in preventing this appropriation of "distinc

tion" in globalization, are the n1eans of providing an originary ethicaJ80 stance to 

the world- and a 11practical struggle" toward an "actual justice" (53). 

Co CLUS10 

In this chapter I have followed _ ancy's account of_ 1arx, Yet _ ancy also departs 

from Marx in ways that inforn1 1ny reading of his gesture of deconstruction. _ 1arx 

is far fron1 "obsolete," as he is often characterized in 1nodei~n liberal discourse, 

however, ancy also argues that the ex-plicit r e""~ersal of the relation of humanity 

o the modes of production, necessary for vlarx's communist revolution, do not 

go far enough. According to ancy, "what we have begun to learn is that i is also 

a ma er of crea ing the meaning or he value of the reversal itself" (54). This is a 

revision of the para1neters of larx's communist revolution to include the notion 

of abandonment. This abandon1nent 1nust take place at the inter~ection of the 

production of value, where he relation of the human to production creates a 

possibility for the human to be abandoned as wor1d-historical. The notion of hu

manity} as becoming part of the "enjoymen ·" of the vvorld, must maintain he 

78 ancy,A Finite Thinking, p.185. 

79 Ibid p.191. 

80 1 return to this originary ethics in chapter four, where it describes the unique ethical-ontology that ancy 

takes from Heidegger. 
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sense of distinction pre111ised upon abandon111ent that allows hun1anity as "en

joyment" without representation; and hence, without the appropriation of the 

work of human production into the equivalence. The humanism of the human 

must resist the signification in becoming a given sense. Enjoyment as the trans

mission of meaning and the sharing of sense is what marks the point beyond any 

notion of a production of representation, and thus marks the point at which value 

moves beyond any atten1pt at equivalence and becomes co111pletely for-itself. It is 

this sense of creation, a creation that creates the reversal of production ex nihilo 

(111aintaining the sense of ex nihilo outlined above), that Nancy provides through 

the resistance of abandon111ent. 

To create the world means: immediately, without delay, reopening each pos

sible struggle for a world, that is, for what must form the contrary of a global 

injustice against the background of equivalence. But this means to conduct 

this struggle precisely in the nan1e of the fact that this world is corning out of 

nothing, that there is nothing before it and that it is without models, without 

principle and without given end, and that it is precisely what forms the jus

tice and the 1neaning of the world. (54-5) 

The struggle of this revolution 111ust be one that seeks powe1~ but "does not seek 

the exercise of power" (55). The sense of creation that Nancy wants to give is one 

that lacks a fundamental structural premise-production without author, sub

stance or master-and this lack provides the segue into the next chapter. Essen

tially, Nancy is thinking creation through a sense of plurality that ruptures the 

paradig,ne principiel, and at the same time, he is committed to thinking being in 

terms of "letting being be", which is a singularity of value that lacks equivalency. 

There is a tension in Nancy's ontological com111itn1ent to both plurality and sin

gularity. In the following chapter I follo\,v this tension through what I see as two 

pivotal and related notions in Nancy's ontological project to deconstruct Christi

anity-the inoperative in community, and being-singular-plural. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Community 

INTRODUCTION 

Nancy's critical engagement with community as characterized by The Inoperative 

Community, and his encounter with Heideggerian ontology in Being Singular Plu

ral, both demonstrate why the deconstruction of Christianity must be considered 

within the context of his critique of the n1etaphysics of subjectivity. The decon

struction of Christianity enables Nancy to describe the poverty of existence, as 

covered in the previous chapter, and lead Nancy to invoke a sense of abandoned

being that enables a thinking of the human that remains without ground whilst 

also defying aseity. By bringing Nancy's ontological commitment to being

singular-plural into focus alongside his deconstruction of Christianity, the inter

play and mutual reinforcement of Christian subjectivity with the economy of 

equivalency becon1es evident. Furthermore, through Nancy's early critical analy

sis of themes of co111111unity, the religious artifacts of totalitarianism and subjec

tion tacitly resonate with the powerful paradigm of "the One", in which commu

nity is bent to a singular will and becomes a work of death. 

As I described in the previous chapter, the deconstruction of Christianity 

reveals ways of resisting the hegemonic influence of capital; by building upon 

those themes of resistance, in this chapter I explore how the affect of the "inop

erative" and the ontological oscillation in being-singular-plural likewise provide 

openings of thought within the imn1anence of a world that defies subjection to a 

transcendence. In other words, I build upon and extend the motif with which I 
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ended the first chapter, "the other thought of all thoughf' that eschews a 1neta

physical premise and enables "the burst of freedom 11 . 

Nancy's analysis of community reveals the politico-theological stakes of 

metaphysics that are continually engaged within an operative conception of 

community. Operative here refers to a sense of community framed in terms of a 

loss, which implies the drive toward some reconstitution of this lost essence. For 

Nancy, this drive n1anifests itself as a work, in which the lost essence becomes a 

point of communion between the human and a "common-being11

• This operative 

version of co1111nunity perpetually works to restore the essence of a "co111111on

being11 and in the process creates the logic of exclusion and inclusion, which finds 

its fulfillment in the "work of death 11 . For Nancy "the political" stakes of commu

nity are no longer engaged with this operative version of community, and any 

sense of "the politicaI1' has retreated into the calculative framework of "politics. 11 

In contrast, by suspending the operative function of community, Nancy argues 

that "the politicar can re-engage with community in creation of "being-in

con1n1on/1 where this space of the comn1on is a "between'' of being, and re111ains 

a passage of sense, rather than a site of signification. 

A tension emerges within this space of the in common. It is a spacing of 

being without signification or identity and hence singular. Alongside this onto

logical claim, this disposition of the "between,, is a passage of sense as shared, 

and hence becomes an ontological gesture of plurality. Nancy mediates this ten

sion through the finitude of philosophical practice, and the failure of language to 

ever fully reveal truth. The finitude of existence is an exposure to the limit of 

sense, where this limit is precisely the conduit of passage. This finitude also 

n1odulates the operative effect of a politics that seeks a comn1on essence for 

community. Through finitude, community itself becon1es suspended as inopera

tive and incapable of being presupposed in some fashion, it is instead a continu

ous exposure to its own finitude, as the failure to become its own signification 

and meaning. The inoperative community provides the space for being-in

common, as a finite existence. 

In the second section, I introduce a reading of Heidegger's account of 

Dasein and being-toward-death. This will allow me to elaborate how Nancy re

lies upon Heidegger's account of finitude in order to establish his own sense of 
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finitude, and also where Nancy departs fro111 the way Heidegger fra111es the onto

logical parameters of death and Heidegger's sense of com111unity. By exploring 

Lacoue-Labarthe's reading of Heidegger's anathematic ethical lapse in his sym

pathetic view of the Nazi Party, and how Heidegger's sense of community relies 

upon a characterization of the German volk that appears predicated on an es

sence of co111munity, I den1onstrate why Nancy's reading of Bataille's notion of 

"nostalgia" and "being-in-ecstasis" are essential for understanding this departure 

fro111 Heidegger. 

In the third and fourth sections, I clai111 that the stakes of Nancy's en

gagement with community open the possibility of thinking without producing an 

end to thinking itself. By working through Nancy's reading the absolute in The 

Inoperative Co,nmunity I reveal a possibility for thought that remains within the 

world, without being premised on some lost or transcendent meaning, while 

nonetheless being outside the immanent structure of the absolute. I then de

scribe Nancy's ontology of being singular plural, referring again to the declosion 

of the totalizing absolute I discussed in chapter two, in order to illustrate how 

Nancy seeks to bring -justice to thinking the being-with (Mitsein) of being. I 

strengthen these claims by reviewing Critchley's critique of Nancy, and Critch

ley's style of reading Heideggerian authenticity as it relates to community and 

death. In particular, I suggest that Critchley's characterization of the 'riddle of 

existence' clarifies how Nancy re-thinks Heidegger's ontology to include the "in

authentic" sense of Mitsein. 

This chapter establishes that only according to an ontological commit-

111ent of shared existence-neither singular nor plural, but one along with the 

other-can Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity be shown to overco111e Chris

tianity itself. It does this precisely insofar as the ontological flux of singular

plural is what opens the transcendent possibility of sense wholly within the 

world. 
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I. A QUESTION OF COMMUNITY 

For Nancy, when we speak of "community,, we typically describe what we mean 

by referring to a loss, where this loss refers to an ideal that gives "community,, its 

meaning, and which our contemporary situation lacks. At the same time, "com

munity,, derives its truth precisely frorn that loss of meaning, in the sense that 

community "works" toward fulfilling an essence of "the comn1on", or "con1mon 

being," through the driving power of that loss. In order to overco1ne this propen

sity Nancy frames the question of community in terms of "the political,"1 rather 

than in political terms, while at the same time recognizing that his thought origi

nates ''fro,n the left.,,2 Nancy, from the outset, appears to give his reading of 

community the mark of an ontological rather than a purely political project. By 

marking his thought as ''from the left,'1 Nancy suggests a reading of "the political" 

that responds to the question of community, in other \!\lords, com1nunity is at is

sue for a left leaning reinvigoration of "the political." Nancy contrasts his thought 

with a "politics" that come fron1 the "right,,, that frames community in terms of 

"legal,, and "ad1ninistrative11 tasks to be fulfilled through political ends, and in 

which "the political" itself is devoid of sense. By distinguishing his project from 

the myriad of partisan political positions that seek to control the question of 

community, while remaining sensitive to the fact that simply to approach the 

question of community is to have already taken up a political position3; Nancy is, 

from the outset, indicating the contradictory bind that frames the very question 

of "community)I. Modeling the question of comn1unity in this way, Nancy can se

quester the possibility of invigorating "the politicat according to the question of 

con1munity; if "the political is the place where community as such is brought into 

1 "The political" in Nancy's terms has its roots in an earlier work, Retreating the Political with Lacoue

Labarthe; I come back t o this briefly in what follows. Suffice to say that for Nancy, "the political" is marked 

by a withdrawal that resonates with the loss of the question of community. 

2 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.xxxvi. 

3 Nancy makes th is apparent from the beginn ing, by framing his project to address the question of commu

nity as necessarily marked by an association with "communism" despite the obscurity of this term, he clear

ly understands the stakes involved in his project. 
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play,"4 it is also possible to bring "the politicar' into play according to the ques

tion of community. 

Nancy contrasts his thought with what has been described variously as 

the "end of history,, or the "end of ideology/ which-by denuding the political of 

meaning-form the "conditions,, for a politics known as totalitarianism.5 On this 

point Critchley delivers the following scholium; the "truth of the present is that 

'everything is politicaI1, that is, the political condition of conten1porary societies 

is one where all areas of social life are politicized ... the political forn1 of contem

porary societies is totalitarian.,,6 Indeed, as I sketched in the previous chapter, 

Nancy discloses this catastrophe in terms of an "equivalency,'1 which cuts across 

this vitiation of community and politics within the commanding parameters of 

"globalization.,, Accordingly, Nancy is wary of the growing political submission to 

the ideal of liberalism that is cloaked in the guise of "democracy," where the in

stitution of "democracy,, has begun to serve nothing more than "a play of eco

non1ic and technical forces that no politics today subjects to any end other than 

that of its own expansion.,,7 Nancy is thus atte111pting to revive so111ething of 

community from the suffocating effects of technocratic economics. 

By establishing "the political11 as the opening through which community 

is questioned, it becomes apparent that the question of "being,, is also at stake in 

this opening. "The political," as the opening of community itself, is where the ex

istence of a "being in common,, becomes possible. This forms the core of what 

one could describe as Nancy's ontology, and it is only through community as 

such, that something like this ontology might be thought. As Nancy argues, "we 

are brought into the world, each and every one of us, according to a di111ension of 

the "in-con1111on,, that is in no way "added onto" the dimension of "being-self', 

but that is rather co-originary and coextensive with it. 118 I will return to a sus

tained account of Nancy's ontology of being-singular-plural below, however, be-

4 Ibid p.xxxvii. 

5 Cf. Lacoue-Labarthe & Nancy, "The Nazi Myth" Critical Inquiry (1990) , 16(2), p. 293. 

6 Simon Critchl ey, "Re-tracing the political: politics and community in the work of Phili pp e Lacoue-La barthe 

and Jean-Lu c Nancy" The Political Subject of Violence , p.75. 

7 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, µ. xx.xvii. 

8 Ibid. 
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fore doing so I want to give an account of the role of finitude, and how Nancy un

derstands the role of the "inoperative'' in community. 

According to Nancy, following the manner in which the communist ideal 

became an all-encompassing totalitarian regime, and with the onset of an "end11 

to political ideology that had become the mark of a program of what might be 

described as the democratic ideal in the western social milieu, community has 

reached an impasse. What this "end'' signals is the very real possibility of an end 

to any possibility of thinking beyond what has become a new background to our 

thought, "the consensus of a single program that we call "de111ocracy'"'9 that li111-

its the possibilities that continue to exist within such a "program. 11 To succumb to 

an end of thinking the possibilities of "the political 11 there is the very real possi

bility that we may no longer think the community as such, as it is precisely with

in "the political 11 that the exposition of community as being-in-common tran

spires. Furthermore, Nancy argues that our political tradition has already "folded 

and closed the thinking of being-in-com111on within the thinking of an essence of 

co111111unity."10 Nancy examines the 111anner in which this folding and closure re

veals the finitude inherent within being itself, and the possibility of thinking this 

finitude as a demand for thinking beyond the closure thus described. 

I start from the idea that such a thinking-the thinking of community as es

sence-is in effect the closure of the political. Such a thinking constitutes 

closure because it assigns to community a common being, whereas commu

nity is a n1atter of son1ething quite different, nan1ely, of existence inasmuch 

as it is in common, but without letting itself be absorbed into a common 

substance. Being in common has nothing to do with communion, with fusion 

into a body, into a unique and ultilnate identity that would no longer be ex

posed. Being in common means, to the contrary, no longer having, in any 

form, in any empirical or ideal place, such a substantial identity, and sharing 

this (narcissistic) ''lack of identity." This is what philosophy calls "finitude."11 

9 Ibid p.xxxviii. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid. 

. ~ 
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There are two i111portant then1es in this ren1ark that illustrate why The Inopera

tive Community must be thought alongside Nancy's project in The Deconstruction 

of Ch ristianity. Firstly, "being in common" mirrors the "poverty" involved in re

trieving the remnants of value from the calculative effects of general equivalen

cy-such that, if "poverty," as a lack of identity, is to be abandoned, it becomes 

necessary to suspend subjectivity and rupture the very notion of the subject 

through abandonn1ent. Secondly, "being in common" is always-already an expo

sure of "being" as being-abandoned to the necessarily inoperative co111ponent of 

con1munity-and, as such, the "co111111on" is nothing more than the share of the 

"in" as a "between" and passage of sense. 

Accordingly, a tension exists between, on the one hand, "finitude" as finite 

existence, which is the facticity of existence as the conditions of experience; and, 

on the other hand, the manner in which this facticity functions within what may 

be called the socio-political bond of a particular milieu as a social ontology. This 

tension, in finitude, bet\i\Teen the singular and the plural, reveals the ontological 

stakes in Nancy's study of com111unity. The "sense" of co111111unity that Nancy 

seeks to explicate is precisely one that must continue to lack a completed sense 

of the singular, and also lack a completed account of the collective. For Nancy a 

community is defined as that which is continually faced with the withdrawal or 

lack of any "infinite identity."12 Nancy draws our attention to the process of "poli

tics," and its engagement with this infinite identity, as "either as the product of 

the working community, or the community itself as work."13 The forme r is a 

"community" that becomes a programmatic and bureaucratic instrumental artic

ulation of political power. The latter involves succun1bing completely to some 

transcendent authority. In both cases we reach a state of totalitarianism. 

In cont rast, Nancy clai111s community must re111ain, both necessarily and 

constitutively, "inoperative." That is, what defines community is not the comple

tion of some substantive work towards an overarching essence, but rather the 

denial of a "work" driven toward a singula r essence.14 The fragmentation that is 

12 Ibid p.xxxix. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Todd May, "The Community's Absence in Lyotard, Nancy, and Lacoue-Labarthe" Philosophy Today (1993), 

37(3), p.278. 
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"finite existence" within co1nmunity, and the retreat from any sort of "agglon1er

ation11 of this existence, is what "continues to keep open, this strange being-the

one-with-the-other to which we are exposed."15 Thus, for Nancy, community 

must remain without presuppositions, and open to the continuous exposure of 

beings in their shared finitude. Any sense of a higher authority that transcends 

community must remain completely immanent to the community, such that jus

tice and equality are a continuous happening within the fragn1ented and incom

plete articulation of co1n1nunity. The lack of any founding logic or transcendent 

governance, and the incon1plete lacuna of the work of con1111unity, co1nes back to 

the sense of a finite existence and the necessity of exposure that Nancy holds as 

the mainstay of what must be called an inoperative community-"community 

cannot be presupposed. It is only exposed. 1116 

In contrast to a narrative of self-interpretation through social bonds, 

which would allow the formative structure of selfhood alongside this narrative, 

for Nancy it is essential that these bonds re1nain fragmented and inco1nplete. 

Co1nn1unity, for Nancy, is what brings us together "through the infinite exposure 

of an irreducible finitude. 1117 In this paradigm, communication must not become 

engaged in a competition for some consensus; it must instead remain a continu

ous "exposition" 18 where our finitude is brought to the limit C?f sense, rather than 

made sense of in some determined way. The constitutive force of finitude in the 

ontological picture Nancy is wrestling with has its basis in Heidegger's funda

mental ontology. Indeed, the catalyst of Nancy's work on "the political" comes 

from a colloquium organized in Paris in 1980 as a response to Derrida's The Ends 

of Man, 19 and we can clearly read the influence of Heidegger on the publication 

Retreating the Political that was produced after this colloquiun1. As Christopher 

Fynsk argues, within the intersection of this thought, 

15 Ib id. 

16 Ib id. 

.. . philosophical practice w ould be this work of reading or of \,vr iting which 

17 Ibid p.xl. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Cr itchley, Re-tracing the political, pp.7 3-78; Cf. Der r ida, The Margins of Philosophy . 

.. 
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brings to light that point where every representing production-and that is 

to say, every practice which i111plies language-fails. Every practice, then, in

cluding its own. Philosophical practice would work to define ... the 'practical 

finitude' of all human production.20 

"Philosophical practice" can maintain a sense of finitude in the activity of reveal

ing, by way of the failure of language to ever complete that revealing. This im

plies that there is no definitive point at which meaning is "revealed," rather sense 

itself is a revealing. The insistence Nancy places on n1aintaining "comn1unity" as 

the exposure to a shared finite existence is premised upon the inability of the 

human to make sense of the world in some determinate way. Certainly, the pro

pensity to call forth a transcendent force in articulating a completed sense of 

community, and inspire the work of community in such a direction, is to ignore 

this exposure. The outcome of this, he argues, is the abandonment of community 

"to political and technological economies ... [which] will be the end of our com

munities ... deprived of our finite existence." 21 Hence, to ignore the inability of the 

human to ground com_munity with a stable meaning is precisely what founds the 

path toward so1ne overridir1g metaphysical premise. 

One could charge the deconstructive program as thus having nothing to 

say about the political forces at work within community. And yet, as Ian James 

argues, this would be to miss the important emancipatory point at which decon

struction presents a challenge to metaphysics. As James puts it, 

In this sense philosophy's affirmation of failure, the affirmation of the im

possibility of mastering a ground or foundation, is less a nihilistic sta ring in

to an abyss and more an encounter with an instance of free dom and decision 

(that is, the recognition that our being is not predetermined by an essence 

or ground), a decision in which the existence of others and a shared relation 

to being is at stake.22 

2° Christopher Fynsk, Retreating the Political, p.91. 

21 Nancy, The Inope ra tive Community, p.xli. 

22 James, The Fragmentary Demand, pp.156-7. 
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We should be attentive here to the possibilities that Nancy's affinnation of 

finitude provides, and in particular recall the manner in which his theory of tran

simmanence I discussed in chapter two, provides for an opening within the world 

without recourse to a metaphysical premise. This provides a clearly contrasting 

locus within Nancy's ontology to Taylor's reduction of this affirmation of failure I 

discussed in chapter one, in which the lack of foundation is framed as, at best, a 

stoic con1portn1ent in the face of the abyss. Thus I approach Nancy's articulation 

of the Inoperative Communi-ty in vvhat follovvs with precisely this gesture in mind. 

II. HEIDEGGERIAN FINITUDE AND BATAILLE
1

S REJECTION OF NOSTALGIA 

In this section I focus upon Nancy's reading of Heidegger and Georges Bataille, 

bringing together the thought of these two figures on both the notion of co1nmu

nity, and on the subject. Nancy's analysis reveals the strengths and weaknesses 

in their respective accounts. By bringing these accounts together, Nancy de1non

strates how their ( at times conflicting and at times synergistic) reading of com

m unity might provide an insight into how it is possible to rethink community 

through the notion of finite existence, precisely in the sense that finitude is what 

resists slipping back into a metaphysical account of the subject. While Nancy 

recognizes the possibilities of this reading in both Bataille and Heidegger, he also 

reveals the blind spots of their accounts. 

This section is in three parts: I begin by explaining the role "being

toward-death" plays in Heidegger's philosophy, and why the ontological conclu

sions reached by Heidegger remain a problem for Nancy while also becoming 

Nancy's point of departure in suspending a metaphysics of the subject. I then 

elaborate on how Heidegger's thoughts on community, particularly in the con

text of his encounter with the Nazi party, lead to a problematic essence of com

munity. In the final part of this section, I follow Nancy's reading of Bataille, and 
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how Bataille's concepts of "ecstasy" and "suffering fron1 a lack" infonn Nancy's 

engagement with Heidegger. 

Heidegger on death 

In Being and Time, Heidegger's account of Dasein's being-toward-death provides 

the existential basis of Dasein's finitude. According to Heidegger, death remains 

Dasein's ovvnn1ost possibility, and Dasein re1nains alone in its projection toward 

death. In the sa1ne projection, Dasein is thrown into existence, always-already 

caught in its singular projection as being-toward-death. As thrown, death re

mains an ungraspable horizon for Dasein; it is inconceivable for Dasein to make 

sense of death despite the impossibility of eschewing the claim that death has 

upon Dasein. As such the modality in which Dasein is exposed towards its singu

lar projection of being-toward-death precludes Dasein from giving a metaphysi

cal account of its subjectivity. Nancy claims that for Heidegger, "Death irremedi

ably exceeds the resources of a n1etaphysics of the subject." 23 Accordingly, 

Heidegger's Being and Time marks the point at which "a 1netaphysics of the sub

ject" could no longer be thought. This failure to fully account for the subject, the 

finitude of being and the abandonment of "identity", is a crucial part of the man

ner in which Nancy seeks to re-think community through the gestures of the de

construction of Christianity. 

In Being and Tirne, Heidegger responds to the demand to "raise anew" the 

fundamental ontological question, "the question of the meaning of Being." 24 

Primarily this is a question of what it n1eans for something to exist, rather than 

not exist. In order to respond to this demand Heidegger n1ust first of all ground 

his inquiry in some way; he does this by defining the human as the entity for 

which its very own being-the question-is an issue for it, and he names this 

being Dasein (Being here/there). It is impossible to give a comprehensive 

account of the existential analytic in the space afforded here, however, we can 

begin with the fact that "to be," as such, is to have an unavoidable and meaningful 

23 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.14. 

24 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.l. 
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relationship with the "world." This is the "horizon" of Being. When Heidegger 

describes Dasein as Being-in-the-world, this points to the fact that it is 

impossible to relate to the world in a non-contextual way. Even in the act of self

relating, the world and Dasein's place in the world always already is in a certain 

way. 25 Heidegger claims that the most important aspect of our horizon is time, 

and the aim of his ontological inquiry is to interpret tin1e as the horizon for 

understanding what we n1ean by being.26 

It is in1portant to say so1nething about "throwness" and "falling/' so I can 

elaborate on how Dasein can be both "authentic" and "inauthentic" in how it 

relates to its "horizon."27 These are primary concerns for Heidegger, as it is only 

by way of authenticity that Dasein can take hold of its Being. To begin, Dasein 

"always-already" finds itself in the world in some way, Heidegger describes this 

way of being as its Stirnmung ("mood"). This mood represents the way Dasein is 

always conducting ( comporting) itself in some way, for which Heidegger uses the 

term Befindlichkeit which roughly translates as "attunement.11 Accordingly, 

"throwness" is how our Befindlichkeit reveals Dasein's way of being always

already thinking, acting, and encountering the world in some way (the list is not 

meant to be exhaustive, just indicative). To put it simply, Dasein cannot step out 

of its current context or horizon and examine itself, it is always-already in the 

world; and, at the same time, it is that being for which Being is an issue or a 

question. Hence, in order to question being as Being, it is necessary to ask 

questions of being as an existent being (Dasein) that is always-already thrown. It 

is this hermeneutic circularity that Heidegger transposes into the question of the 

meaning of being, as it is precisely by ignoring the throwness of Dase in that leads 

philosophy toward a false ontological picture of existence-the metaphysics of 

presence or ontotheology. Heidegger claims that traditional ontology 

( ontotheology) focuses on what it means "to be" by framing this ontological 

25 Heidegger naturally engages with Descartes on this point which I will not elaborate on here, however, I 

will give an account of Nancy's engagement with Descartes in the fifth chapter. 

26 Cf. Heidegger, Being and Time , p.19. 

27 In this and the following paragraph I draw upon the following sources: Marie-Eve Morin, Jean-Luc Nancy; 

Richard Port, Heidegger: An Introduction; Stephen Mulhalt Hediegger and Being and Time; Magda King, A 

Guide to Heidegger's Being and Time. 
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question in tern1s of that which is present in the world; whether as substantial 

and measurable things, as the subject of self-conscious thought, and even eternal 

substance like God. 28 To question the meaning of these beings is necessarily 

posed by that under interrogation, humans, or more precisely Dasein, the being 

for which these questions are an issue. Accordingly, this approach misses the 

manner in which "to be11 as Being is to be "always-already)) in the world; and in 

particular, that our own Being, as Dasein, cannot be abstracted fron1 the 

"attunen1enf1 of its "throwness,11 as such, in order to question ( or be questioned). 

Thus, the hermeneutical circle, within which one finds oneself when one poses 

the question of what it means "to be, 11 is, Heidegger claims, ignored by traditional 

approaches to ontology. 

Heidegger makes an important distinction in Being and Time between our 

"inauthentic11 average everyday attunment to our being thrown, and the 

possibility of an "authentic11 experience of the question of Being. In order to exist 

in the world in a general fashion, Dasein is inauthentic, characterised by a state 

of throwness Heidegger calls Ver/alien ("fallen11

). Despite the perjorative tone it is 

necessary for Dasein to exist as fallen to get about its everyday tasks involved in 

living. As fallen, Dasein relates to the world as existing with das Man ("the they"), 

literally Dasein 'does what one does' in being-with "them))-being-with the 

world of others as zuhanden ("at hand 11 or "ready-to-hand 11

) and vorhanden 

("objectively present11 or "present-at-hand"). In order to relate to one's existence 

in an eigenlicht ("authentic11

) manner, Dasein must make its own the facts of 

existence. This happens when Dasein experiences the Angst ("dread" or 

"anxiety") of Verfa/len; where Angst is not of zuhanden and vorhanden (which 

would be "fear"), but rather, as Heidegger puts it, "That in the face of which one 

has anxiety [das Wovor der Angst] is Being-in-the-world as such." 29 Angst, 

transcribed in the terms set out above as "the affirmation of failure 11

, is to face the 

fa ct of our existence; not that we are in such and such a place and time in a 

particul ar way, but rather that we are at all. Thus 1 Angst is that which 

"individualizes Dasein for its ownmost Being-in-the-world."30 

2s Port, Heidegger, pp.4-5. 

29 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.230 . 

3o Ibid p .232. 
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Anxiety brings Dasein face to face with its being-free for (propensio in ... ) the 

authenticity of its Being, and for this authenticity as a possibility which it 

always is. [Die Angst bringt Dasein vor sein Friesen fur ... (propensio in ... ) die 

Eigentlichkeit seines Seins als Moglichkeit, die es immer schon ist.]31 

It is in Angst that Dasein comes upon the fact that it is not the ground of its own 

existence, that it does not ground the contextual conditions of experiencing the 

world, that it cannot overcome its own death. Nevertheless, while Angst 1night be 

the way in which Dasein's relation to the fact that she is something and 

somewhere rather than nothing, it is Sorge ("care") that brings together this 

Angst into an ontological picture of Dasein. Care32 is the ontological fact of 

Dasein's being-in-the-world, the hermeneutic circle at the heart of the question 

of Being; that Dasein is always already ahead of itself as thrown into the world, 

and cannot step back behind this "always already ahead" to son1e sort of original 

concept of Being.33 Nancy describes the "to be" of existence as "the letting-be 

through which something is,"34 which is to be "exposed to lilnits that are not at 

my disposal: birth, death, world."35 Exposure to these limits is the essence of 

Heidegger's notion of finitude, and points to the lack of ontological totality that 

Being is as such.36 

Nancy's engagement with Heidegger begins at the level of Dasein's 

engagement with the world, as a world of Others; and the manner in which, 

according to Heidegger, this engagement is premised upon its authenticity 

( ownness) or inauthenticity. Importantly, Heidegger argues that the "world of 

Dasein is a with-world [Mitwelt]. Being-in is Being-with Others."37 Heidegger is 

31 Ibid p.232. 

32 Sorgen is perhaps the most elusive Heideggerian term in Being and Time, what I propose here is schemat

ic at best. 

33 King, A Guide to Heidegger's Being and Time, p.99. 

34 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.185. I elaborate on this gesture in the following chapter. As Heidegger puts it, 

letting a being be the being that it is could perhaps be "the most difficult of tasks." "The Origin of the Work of 

Art" Poetry Language Thought, p.31. 

3S Morin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.25. 

36 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.280. 

37 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.155. 
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very clear on this point, there is no Being prior to Being-with, Being requires 

Dasein to be as such, and therefore is premised by being-with. The vicissitudes of 

the predicament of Being, as explained by Heidegger in relation to the 

encountering of Others, make clear the manner in which Heidegger himself 

attempts to rupture any notion of the absolute in his description of fundamental 

ontology . 

... in characterizing the encountering of Others, one is again still oriented by 

that Dasein which is in each case one's own. But even in this characteriza

tion does one not start by marking out and isolating the T so that one must 

then seek some way of getting over to the Others from this isolated subject? 

To avoid misunderstanding we n1ust notice in what sense we are talking 

about 'the Others'. By 'Others' we do not mean everyone else but me-those 

over against whom the 'T' stands out. They are rather those from whom, for 

the n1ost part, one does not distinguish oneself-those an1ong whom one is 

too .. . This 'with' is something of the character of Dasein; the 'too' means a 

sameness of Being as circumspectively concernful Being-in-the-world ... the 

world is always on·e that I share with Others.38 

So, far fron1 articulating an isolated singular being, an individual that would 

constitute itself as a "subject11 or as "human11
, or even as a differentiated discrete 

notion of "One11-Dasein is always with, alongside, amongst, the world of others 

as an other. That is to say, for Heidegger, Dasein as being-in-the-world, as 

thrown, is fundamentally co-originary. 

One might thus understand Nancy as si1nply invigorating this inauthentic 

notion of being-with. This is, however, not only an over-simplification of Nancy's 

ontology, it is to misunderstand the role of authenticity and inauthenticity in 

Heidegger's existential analytic. As Marie-Eve Morin points out, "in the way the 

argun1ent of Being and Tin1e unfolds, the essential being-with is subordinated to 

an analysis of its improper face (inauthentic they) [ or das Man] and its proper 

one (authentic people). 11 39 Thus for Nancy, in order to think Being as more than 

38 Hei degger, Being and Time, pp.15 4-5. 

39 Morin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p. 26. 
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"being-there" as existing in an authentic or inauthentic 1node of relating to 

Others, but as fundamentally, from the very premise of thinking existence, as 

being-singular-plural, requires more than "a simple 'readjustment' of the 

Heideggerian discourse."4° For Nancy, being-with must be that with which we 

begin to even speak of existence. 

For Heidegger, in our average everyday existence, our being-with is 

caught or fallen into an in1personal with one another. The "we" of this 

inauthentic being-with is on the one hand outside the possibility of authentic 

Dasein, that is to say, this "we'' is separated fron1 our authentic ontological n1ode 

of existence. On the other hand, this "we" has no relationality as such, it is simply 

a collection or multitude of entities. Through the mood of Angst, which comes 

about by resolutely facing the ownmost possibility of being-toward-death, 

Dasein is temporarily removed from this average everyday relating to the world. 

In this mode of "anticipatory resoluteness" Dasein comes into the authentic 

mode of Being, however, the anxiety of being-toward-death cannot be shared. As 

Heidegger ren1arks, "The dying of Others is not something which we experience 

in a genuine sense; at most we are always just 'there alongside'."41 Further along, 

Heidegger continues his analysis arguing that; 

Death is Dasein's ownn1ost possibility. Being toward this possibility disclos

es to Dasein its ovvnmost potentiality-for-Being, in which its very Being is 

the issue. Here it can become manifest to Dasein that in this distinctive pos

sibility of its own self, it has been wrenched away fron1 the "they" ... The own 

most possibility is non-relational. Anticipation allows Dasein to understand 

that the potentiality-for-being in which its ownmost Being is an issue, must 

be taken over by Dasein alone. Death does not just 'belong' to one's ovvn 

Dasein in an undifferentiated way; death lays claim to it as an individual 

Dasein. The non-relational character of death, as understood in anticipation, 

individualizes.42 

40 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.27. 

41 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.282. 

42 Ibid p.308. 
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Heidegger n1akes a concession to the importance of being-with in the 

constitution of Dasein, however, this being-with is always a relationality that 

stands against the individual Dasein of authentic "anticipatory resoluteness. " For 

Heidegger, the resoluteness of authentic Dasein, does not "detach" Dasein from 

the w orld, nor does it pose Dasein as "a free-floating 'I'/43 nonetheless as we 

have noted from the passages above, Dasein is an individual in the world. Even if 

follow ing his engagen1ent with Schelling in 1936, and his lectures on Ereignis in 

1937, Heidegger "shifts the focus fro1n the freedom that engages the human 

Dasein in the "accon1plishment of Being" to the freedom (the Open, the "free" 

region) to which the human Dasein acedes in answering to the event of Being's 

advent"44 ; nonetheless, the being-with that Heidegger is concerned about, is one 

in which the individual Dasein, sacrifices itself to the common cause of the 

community.45 For Nancy, this mode of relating is one that "comes to a dead end" 

precisely because, as laid out by Heidegger, it is a pure instrumentalization of 

being-together that relates not to itself, but to "something other than itself."46 

Heidegger on Community 

Nancy's engagement with Heidegger extends to a concern with the manner in 

w hich Heidegger succumbs to a parochial vision of the German people. Thus, de

sp ite the fact that, as Nancy writes, "[a]ll of Heidegger's research into "being-for 

(or toward)-death /J was nothing other than an attempt to state this: I is not - am 

not - a subject. ''47 It is nonetheless at the point where Heidegger comes upon the 

question of the co1nmunity that he is unable to remain faithful to his own project. 

As Nancy argues ; 

when it came to the question of community as such, the same Heidegger 

wen t astray \,vith his vision of a people and a destiny conceived at least in 

43 Ibid p.344. 

44 Fynsk, The Inoperative Community, p.xii. 

45 Morin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.27. 

4 6 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.5 9. 

47 Ibid. 
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part as a subject, which proves no doubt that Dasein's "being-toward-death" 

was never radically i1nplicated in its being-with-in Mitsein-and that it is 

this implication that remains to be thought.48 

In order to elaborate on why Nancy argues that Heidegger "went astray," it is 

useful to review one of Nancy's contemporary influences Lacoue-Labarthe, and 

how he approaches Heidegger in Typography, where he poses the question of 

"what was it that authorized, what did not forbid, in Heidegger's thought, the po

litical commitment of 1933?"49 That is to say, what was it in Heidegger's philoso

phy that allowed for the Rectoral address given by Heidegger in 1933, in which 

he pledged his allegiance to the Nazi regin1e? Lacoue-Labarthe begins by tracing 

the way Heidegger poses Dasein as caught within an inauthentic every-day rela

tion to others as das Man (the they).50 How might Dasein take hold of authentic 

existence and its own most possibility in light of this inauthentic community of 

others? As Lacoue-Labarthe puts it, according to Heidegger it remains possible 

for Dasein "to come as oneself into one's power-to-be", which "is each time to 
-

open up the possibility of a community, of a being-together. .. a con1munity of lan-

guage."51 However, Lacoue-Labarthe argues that the language of this "authentic" 

Dasein is perpetually laced with a sense of 'destiny' that will come to have paro

chial and racial overtones by his address in 193 3, despite its pivotal importance 
' 

as a concept for describing the temporal horizon of being, both in 1927 and in 

Heidegger's later work As Heidegger declares in Being and Time, 

48 Ibid. 

But if fateful Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, exists essentially in Being-with

others, its historizing is a co-historizing [ein Mitgeschehenl and is determi

native for it as destiny {Geschick]. This is how we designate the historizing of 

the community, of a people ... Our fates have already been guided in advance, 

in our Being with one another in the same world and in our resoluteness for 

definite possibilities. Only in comn1unicating and in struggling does the 

49 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Typography: Mimesis, Philosophy, Politics, p.271. 

so The Macquarie & Robinson translation of Being and Time, which I have relied upon here, provides us with 

"the they" as the translation of the German das Man while warning not to take this "too literally" (Cf. p.149). 

s1 Ibid pp.284-5. 
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power of destiny become free. 52 

The sticking point for Lacoue-Labarthe, as it is for Nancy, is the manner in which 

this destiny becomes attached to a people, and an ontology of the world, that is 

pren1ised on the racial privilege of the German people. If, as Lacoue-Labarthe 

neatly sumn1arizes, "The world .. .is the condition of the possibility of politics; and 

the essence of the political, that is to say, the fundan1ental political agency, is the 

community as people1153
; then, according to Heidegger, philosophy remains the 

organizing principle for how one might make sense of the political.54 The ques

tion that consequently haunts this Heideggerian formula is why 11should this 

privilege be accorded to the German people? ... Why is the access of science 

[knowledge] to "po\iVer1
' made to depend on the access of the German people it

self to "power/ and inversely?1'55 It is precisely this privilege, given in his ac

count of the German Volk, which relegates Heidegger's ontological commitment 

of com1nunity to the 1netaphysical paradign1. Heidegger's attempt to describe a 

fundamental ontology and closure of metaphysics fails at this crucial juncture 

where politics becomes the decisive intrusion into his own thinking on commu

nity, and, accordingly, 11 Heidegger's political commitment is undeniably "meta

physical," in the strictest and most powerful sense of the term. 1

'
56 

In what follows I elaborate on how Nancy moves beyond Heidegger's 

metaphysical account of politics. In his essay The Inoperative Co1T1111unity, Nancy 

gives an account of what ren1ains to be thought in Heidegger by engaging with 

Bataille's reading of con1111unity and death. I question the implications of this 

reading, and discuss how Nancy re-thinks the Heideggerian existential analytic 

as a co-existential analytic. Nancy begins this process by arguing that humankind 

experiences finitude through the opening of a being-in-common, which provides 

the experience of being through a fundamental sharing of existence. Nancy ex

pands on this thought in his essay Being Singular Plural, where he seeks to re-

52 Heidegger, Being and Time, s7 4. Ci t ed in Lacoue-Labarthe, Typography, p.2 85. 

53 Lacoue-Labarthe, Typography, p.28 5. 

54 Ibid . 

55 Ibid. 

56 Ibid p.296. 
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orientate the ontological significance of Heidegger's Mitsein (being-with). Thus, 

for the remainder of this section I outline how Bataille informs the ontology of 

being-singular-plural, and in the following two sections I explain how Nancy sets 

up this ontological shift in the significance of being-with. 

Bataille on community and death 

The possibility of rethinking comn1unity through the finitude of being-toward

death must be reworked in such a way as to bring together the radical finitude 

provided by Heidegger into an experience of this finitude as community. Indeed, it 

is only through such a conception of community that Nancy might give an ac

count of community as inoperative. According to Nancy, it was ultimately Bataille 

who went furthest "into the crucial experience of the modern destiny of commu

nity.,,57 We should bear in mind that Bataille (1897-1962) was writing through 

what was a transformative phase in how philosophy contemplated both politics 

and co1n1nunity, particularly in relation to how an experience of death was trans

formed in this period of history. Wherea?, for Heidegger, the experience of the 

death of another can never be understood as an authentic existential experience 

of death, but is rather caught in our inauthentic relation to others as das Man 

(the they), Bataille conceived our experience in witnessing death in an inverse 

fashion. Indeed, it was in our experience of the death of another that was for Ba

taille a window into our own sense of mortality. 58 Thus, in a complete about-face 

of Heidegger's existential analytic, for Bataille, it is only through our access to the 

1nortality of others that community itself comes into existence.59 Describing Ba

taille's thought, Nancy remarks that death "is indissociable fron1 con1munity, for 

it is through death that the community reveals itself-and reciprocally.,,60 How

ever, while this access is a necessary premise for community as such, it is not to 

say that the death of another brings some ground or horizon to our own exist

ence within community. Instead, it is the sense in which, "Death irremediably ex-

57 Nancy, Inoperative Community, p.16. Cited in James, The Fragmentmy Demand, p.178. 

58 James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.180. 

59 Ibid. 

60 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.14. 
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ceeds the resources of philosophy."61 Thus by thinking the existence of co111mu

nity through the irremediable excess of death, Nancy makes his case for the in

operative or ungrounded community. 

Nancy thus turns to Bataille in order to evoke why the mortality of others 

provides an affirmation of community, one that must remain a shared space of 

exposure to our finite existence. While maintaining the Heideggerian formula of 

finitude, Nancy argues, Bataille provides an account of community as the 

"presentation to its members of their mortal truth."62 Furthermore, Bataille's use 

of the term "ecstasy" to express how subjectivity itself is called into question by 

the experience of "mortal truth," allo\,vs Nancy to provide an account of the re

fusal of "totality" I discussed in chapter two; in the sense of both "individuality" 

and //pure collective totality."63 //Ecstasy" is what is always outside or in excess of 

itself, the question for Nancy becomes how to give justice to the "being-ecstatic of 

Being itselj?"64 As Nancy puts it, 

... one could not properly say that the singular being is the subject of ecstasy, 

for ecstasy has no "subject"-but one must say that ecstasy (community) 

happens to the singular being.6s 

This is a crucial point for Nancy, as it allows him to posit an ontological account 

of being-with, while at the same time maintaining a critical break from the meta

physics implied in an essence of community. Nancy begins his account of Bataille 

by quoting the gesture of being-outside-itself, where community is put in terms 

of an exposure to finitude. In Bataille1s account, witnessing the death of its "fel

low-being" brings being to the point of being "outside itself," and it is community 

that allows being-ecstatic to exist in this way; furthermore, the "intensity of 

death" is what gives co111111unity, without giving community an essence.66 Com

munity is the disposition of being, exis ting outside itself, as a "between" that is 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid p.15. 

63 Ibid p.6. 

64 Ibid. 

65 Ibid p. 7. 

66 Georges Bataille, Oeuvres Completes, vol.7 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970) pp.245-46. Cited in Ibid pp.15-6. 
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shared; a sharing that relates directly to finitude of being. 

Nancy also calls upon Bataille in order to remain vigilant against the con

tinual call for the restoration of the "loss of meaning," which he expresses as 

"nostalgia" that would turn the inoperative sense of being-toward-death into a 

work of death. Bataille recognized this notion of "nostalgia" as a restoration that 

created the conditions of totalitarianism in Nazi Germany, conditions that would 

lead to the two-fold "work of death 11 in the atrocities of the Shoah and the sacri

fice of Gern1any to the cause of the Third Reich. It was because of these condi

tions that Bataille rejected his once held obsession with sacrifice (con1munion), 

which he sought for its exemplary purity as a form of con1munal 1nortality. In his 

reaction to the barbarisms of Nazi Germany, Bataille rejected the sense of loss of 

community, and "came to understand the ridiculous nature of all nostalgia for 

communion."67 As I indicated above, this "sense of loss" is a powerful force in the 

institution of metaphysics, the call for restoration or the lamentation of 'what 

once was' or 'could come again' are motifs that continually seek to repair or pro

duce the work of co1nn1unity, and take the (no) place of the inoperative. 

It is in Bataille's rejection of nostalgia that we come again to the crucial 

motif of abandonment that Nancy will turn to throughout his deconstruction of 

Christianity, and to which I will return in the following chapter. There is likewise 

a connection between the being-ecstatic and suffering of a lack, in that lack dis

rupts totality. Furthermore, the rejection of nostalgia should be read as a rejec

tion of Heidegger's call to the German Volk. 68 Bataille describes the "inner expe

rience" that the "sense of loss 11 might inspire, if we abandon the nostalgia of a re

turn, in the following tern1s. 

The truth is that we can suffer from something we lack. .. if it is true that 

s0111ething essential is n1issing from the \,vorld in which it collapsed, then we 

can only go further ahead, without imagining even for a moment the possi-

67 Ibid p.17. 

68 We should not be afraid to draw the obvious conclusion here, Bataille is rejecting Heideggerian authentic

ity, particularly the authentic being-toward-death. To show this in any detail is far beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. 
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bility of turning back.69 

This "lack from which we suffer11 is the reversal, or inversion, of the "nostalgia for 

lost community11 into the experience of a lack or lacuna around which this "suf

fering11 revolves. Nancy translates this "inner experience11 of Bataille into the par

adoxical formulation of what n1ight otherwise be signified by the death of God

that "Sovereignty is NOTHING 11 70-in which being, suffering from a constitutive 

lack of ground, becomes the experience of a powerful affirmation of abandon

ment. As Nancy has commented, the notion of abandon is "more than a topic: it is 

the way and the task of thinking.1171 Nancy responds to Bataille's "suffering11 with 

the task of thinking abandonment (more properly it would be to "think with 

abandon}/), to experience being as the lacuna of absence in the place of sover

eignty, as an excess to be embraced with abandon. 

Which is to say that sovereignty is the sovereign exposure to an excess (to a 

transcendence) that does not present itself and does not let itself be appro 

priated (or simulated), that does not even give itself - but rather to which 

being is abandoned .72 

This is an opening of a world within the world, a being-in-common, being ex

posed to the excessive dimension of finitude as the unfolding experience of 

community. The exposure, in co1nmunity, to one's mortality; is the exposure of 

being to a finitude that cannot be reconciled with being. Con1munity remains ir

revocably beyond being, v1hile remaining the necessary exposure to being of its 

finitude, as the un-workable (infinite) limit of being-in-common in which we ex

perience the passage of sense. This un-workable limit is what provides the "be

tween 11, or partes extra partes, which is what precisely enables a passage of 

sense; a concept I w ill cover in more detail in chapter fi ve on the body. We expe

rience our existence as being-ecstatic (being outside itself) , existing at the in-

6? Bataille O.C. 8:275; Cited in Ibid p.18. 

70 Ibid p.18. 

1 Nancy, Correspondence via email, 23 November 2012. 

72 ancy, The Inoperative Community, p.18. 
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commensurable and excessive limit that is an exposure to finitude. It is the fact of 

being-ecstatic that describes the inoperative dimension of our Being-in-common, 

both of which are governed by the incommensurable excess that is our death. 

Being outside one-self is a spacing and a disposition of being, an opening of a 

world within the world, a transim1nanence of sense. 

The impossibility of an "essence,, or "communion,, of community is, for 

Bataille, what reveals the role of con1n1unity in the finitude of being. This will 

guide Nancy's rethinking of Heidegger's fundamental ontology in terms of an 

opening and spacing or disposition of being. As Nancy argues, for Bataille, com

munity is "neither a work to be produced, nor a lost communion, but rather as 

space itself, and the spacing of the experience of the outside, of the outside-of

self.,,73 For Nancy, "to be,, is to neither be an individual in the atomistic sense of 

selfhood relating to the world that remains outside-the-self, nor is being a being

common, shaped and articulated through a synergistic or communal relation to 

the world. 

However, according to Nancy a proble111 exists in the ~ay Bataille has 

framed the excess of the subject through terms of co111munication that "leads Ba

taille back to the core of a constant thematic in speculative idealism."74 As James 

explains, Nancy remains concerned with "Bataille's thinking of a residual and un

thought legacy of the subject.,, 75 On the one hand, Nancy agre,es with Bataille's 

call to reject a community of being in which death remains an ontological dimen

sion of solitary being. Thought in this way, being does not allow the thought of 

openness provided by excessive dimension of a shared relation to finitude, and it 

is this excessive dimension of being as outside itself that opens the space for 

community. 76 On the other hand, Bataille remains caught by the "(Hegeli

an/Kojevian) language of subject-object relation," such that in thinking past the 

"logic of subjectivity" he remains within the language and thought of the sub

ject.77 According to Nancy, the way Bataille thinks of alterity and the other, is al-

73 Ibid p.19. 

74 Ibid p.23. I rely heavily on Ian James' account in this paragraph. 

7 5 James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.183. 

76 Ibid p.184. 

77 Ibid. 
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,,vays vvithin the con1111unicative fran1ework of subject-object language, and 

hence at an ontological levet the other remains a representation of the subject.78 

As Nancy puts it, "a thinking of the subject thwarts a thinking of community."79 

As such, Heidegger remains the pivotal point of reference for Nancy's on

tological project, a project that seeks to extend Heidegger's fundamental ontolo 

gy beyond the antic relation Dasein maintains \Nith das Man. Bataille provides a 

useful supplen1ent to Heidegger by indicating the excessive dimension of shared 

finitude and the possibility of re-thinking being from the ontological premise of 

being-\,vith. NobNithstanding Bataille's shortcon1ings, Nancy \Nill seek to extend 

the Heideggerian n1otif of Jv!itsein beyond its antic roots by revvorking 

Heidegger's fundan1ental ontology through a difficult and co1nplex ontology of 

being-singular-plural. In \A/hat follows I vvill focus on one manner in hich e 

might read hovv Nancy undertakes this project through an engagement wi th 

Heidegger on the theme of J\1itsein. 

There are a thou and path that ha -e never ~ et been \\ alked; a thousand 

healths and hidden islands of life. Human being and human earth are still 

unexhausted and undisco\-ered. 0 

In light of this ietzschean epigraph1 consider Heidegger's assertion: "E\ ef) 

hun1anism is either grounded in a n1etaph} sics or is itself made to be the ground 

of one. E\·en detern1ination of the essence of man that alread presupposes an 

interpretation of being \\ ithout askincr about the truth of Bein a , \ hether 

kno,,-incrly or not, i~ n1etaph\ sical. " - Heideo-aer rejec humani m because it is a 

-., !bi .,..., 



thinking of the human in which the "-ism" provides the explicit thought of 

relating being to some higher presupposition that governs how we might 

understand the "human.'' Humanism relates to something beyond the material 

and unique sense of a human, where this something beyond captures the essence 

of humanism. 

In this section I want to show how Nancy understands the stakes in 

Heidegger's critical stance on humanism through this Nietzschean gesture. By 

extending the ontological language of Dasein's exposure to the world to include 

the inauthentic mode of Mitsein-with the caveat that this be read according to 

Nancy's sense of the Being-in-common-the "truth of Being" can only be asked 

within the opening of a community without essence. In light of this gesture, I 

propose to read Nancy as rewording Heidegger in the following way: Every 

determination of the essence of community that already presupposes an 

interpretation of common-being without asking about the truth of Mitsein, 

whether knowingly or not, is a metaphysics of the hun1an. More than a question 

of the truth of Mitsein, this is also a suspension of that detenn_ination in which 

the truth of Mitsein remains always l'avenir. Without this suspension Mitsein 

becomes part of a totality of immanence, caught by the conflation of individuality 

and the pure collective, which is a key gesture in the transition to totalitarianism. 

If this formula is to have any meaning, however, this cannot be a purely temporal 

gesture. As I will show below, the purely linear temporal suspension of meaning 

is precisely how totality functions. Instead, I focus on how totality itself provides 

its own incompleteness, its own undoing, in the sense that the structure of the 

absolute is self-deconstructing. The space that opens within the absolute is what 

allows for an outside, and provides the other of thought which makes sense 

possible. This opening mirrors the "thousand paths" through which the human 

remains to be discovered. 

The stakes for Nancy are clear, where the fundamental indictment with 

which he charges the modern age is, "the dissolution, the dislocation, or the 

conflagration of community."82 The catastrophe implicit in the metaphysics of 

the subject, implied as Heidegger claims in any sense of humanism, must be 

82 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.l. 
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rejected for the sake of community. 

As I set out in chapter two, it is impossible to consider the increasing 

intensity of violence (both implicit and explicit) within our global existence 

without surmising that this (/earth is anything but a sharing of humanity. 11 83 

According to Nancy, globalization- as the "agglomeration,, of meaning and 

equivalency of value-has produced conditions in which the sense of the human 

has no sense beyond a totality of equivalency. It is in this concept of complete 

equivalency across all aspects of ''sense/ in other words the capacity to translate 

(/value" in every sense and hence a "mono-valence of value/ that for Nancy is 

indicative of the complete lack of "sense" in the particular way that he conceives 

it. The "totality of equivalency" indicates a closure or limit boundary around 

value that allows it to function within an economy of equivalency. Furthermore, 

this closure is symptomatic of a more general epistemological closure 

concerning the human; the sense of the human as something to be "signified" has 

become a "saturation" 84 of · that signification. This saturation points to the 

necessity of enclosing value in order for it to function within the econo111y of 

equivalency, which is evidence of an enclosure of human significance beyond the 

systemic facets of this "economy". 

If the human remains to be discovered beyond the limits of this enclosure, 

then the very project of humanism itself is called into question by the stakes of 

Nancy's reading of the three orientating themes within this dissertation-the 

secular, globalization, and comm~nity. A11 of which forms a touchstone for the 

key gestures in Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity that have guided my 

dissertation to this point-loss, abandonment, I'avenir. As Nancy argues in Dis

Enclosure, "the so-called civilization of humanis111 .. .is bankrupt or in its death

throes.1185 In Adoration he again argues that we must return all that we have 

thought of l'homme to the workshop for re-questioning. 86 The basis of my 

argument for approaching these questions is the assessment that what has been 

covered thus far, and in particular the motif of abandonment, forms a continous 

83 Ibid p.xi. 

84 Ibid p.xiii . Thes e two lietmotifs- "agglomeration" and "saturation" function together in Nancy's trop e. 

ss Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.2. 

86 Nancy, L'Adoration, p.14. 
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intersection that cuts across the thought of Nancy-extended and reworked 

extensively to be sure throughout his ceuvre but without any significant break or 

turn. The ontology of being-singular-plural is not a separate concern for Nancy 

from these questions, more importantly, however, this ontology is a key gesture 

in Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity as a way of re-thinking the human. 

Furthermore, the manner in which Nancy invokes creation ex nihilo in terms of a 

passage of sense forms a critical part of Nancy's deconstruction. The ontology of 

being-singular-plural brings the concept of the "between" that opens for this 

passage of sense into clearer focus. As I will elaborate in the final chapter, the 

notion of touch will bring this ontology into an engagen1ent with the figure of 

Christ and Christianity, and adds a further dimension to how Nancy expresses 

the concept of "between." Put another way, the deconstruction of Christianity is 

the exposure of thinking to this ontology, as precisely that which allows thinking 

in its shared finitude. 

By considering the closure that marks the project of metaphysics through 

the lens of deconstruction, the circularity that enables this closure to function is 

brought into focus. Certainly this closur:e is precisely what makes "possible" the 

production of an end in how one approaches the meaning of the human. At the 

same time, it is "thought" itself that drives this production. through its relentless 

search for the truth of the human-the production of though~, and thought as 

production. Derrida calls this the "thinking of the end of man,'1 which, as he 

writes, "is always already prescribed in metaphysics, in the thinking of the truth 

of man."87 Nancy describes this closure as the "immanence of man to man,'188 an 

in1manence of the human in which the meaning and signification of the hu1nan 

has collapsed into its own signification. A state (State) or situation in which the 

community of the human becomes its own work and fashioning, and community 

as such becomes the product or work of this "immanence of man to man." As 

Critchley argues, by "immanentism" Nancy is describing a totalitarianism in 

which "power has no outside, it is the total immanence of the social in the 

political."89 A key claim of this dissertation unfolds here, primarily that this 

87 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p.121. 

88 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.3. 

89 Critchley, Re-tracing the political, p.78. 
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"i1nn1anentism"-in the retreat of "the political" and drive toward an essence of 

community-forms an integral part of the deconstruction of Christianity. 

Furthermore, there is a link between "immanentism11 and the gesture of self

deconstruction in Christianity that I elaborated in the first chapter. 

The "immanence of man to man" is not the "exclusive" humanism 

described by Taylor, in which our understanding of the human is wholly framed 

within the in1n1anent sphere of scientific epistemology. Rather, through the body 

of the arisen Christ, hun1anity is orientated toward its closure by that separation 

of Christ fro1n the world.90 Bataille describes this n1odality of the human as the 

lack from which we suffer, and Nancy, tracing Bataille1s thought describes this as 

the "humanist Christian consciousness of the loss of community. 11 91 This absent

presence, for which Christ provides the strongest symbolic event in the Western 

milieu, is the guiding gesture at the heart of "the end of man."92 The "absence- 11 

of an organising transcendent force in "the world" provides its closure and 

transfers the power to signify to the human; the "-presence11 is the ongoing "lack 

from which we suffer" which feeds the restlessness at the heart of the human, and 

drives the will to make truth. Indeed, the very separation of this gesture imparts 

to it a certain stability, which belies its restlessness (the inherent instability and 

perpetual play at its heart). How Christianity continues to function in this way 

does not form a continuous narrative, instead we might consider it a gesture that 

continues to echo within the closure of metaphysics as an orientating paradigm. 

Furthermore, "Christ11 has continued to function throughout modernity and into 

the present, because the role "He" plays is one in which "He" remains absent, and 

in this absence "pern1its" a metaphysics of subjectivity. 

I want to take another approach to how this absent-presence functions: As 

I covered in chapter one, according to Nietzsche the will-to-truth drives the 

human to seek truth at the expense of Christianity itself. In The Genealogy of 

Morals, Nietzsche gives a detailed account of how Ch ristianity formed the 

conditions in which truth became a moral necessity through the ascetic ideal. 93 

90 I explore this in more detail in chapter five. 

9 1 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.11. 

92 Recalling my discussion of Gauchet in chapter two. 

93 Cf. Alenka Zupancic, The Shortest Shadow. 
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In Book V of The Gay Science, written in the same period, Nietzsche describes this 

necessity as the "unconditional will to truth", which is the "conviction" that 

"truth is more important than anything else."94 Nietzsche goes on to describe a 

hidden "will to death'' that functions within the will to truth, because the will to 

truth affirms a language of meaning at the expense of the inherent deception and 

meaninglessness of life. The will to truth affirms another world while denying 

the restlessness of the world in which the hun1an dwells.95 This "will to death" 

cannot be understood in terms of a binary of two worlds, which would be to miss 

the nuance of Nietzsche's thought. Rather there are two con1peting paradigms 

which work together to create the totalizing paradigm of the absolute, and the 

space opened up by their contradiction is the opening within which sense dwells. 

The loss of meaning perpetually represented by Christianity, forces the human to 

search for this loss in what appears before it; however, appearance only 

functions to reflect this loss back upon the human as its own inherent flaw. 

The hun1an is then presented with a decision in confronting this flaw. The 

human 1nay consider appearance, and hence "the world", as inherently flawed; in 

which case, "the world" is a fallen space, cut off from the transcendent purity of 

meaning. Or, alternatively, the flaw resides in human understanding, which lacks 

some aspect of truth which would give us a complete picture; in which case, "the 

world" must have some organising totality or completeness (understood in the 

ethico-political sphere as law, or in the scientific-rational sphere as rule) that 

remains to be discovered, but which the human must nonetheless continue to 

strive toward. In both cases, we have a totality within which our will-to-truth is 

orientated by a loss, and to which it is driven to cornplete without ever achieving 

satisfaction. 

In everyday existence one becomes caught in some aspect of this totality, 

such that the decision I describe above deceives one into attributing freedom 

where there is none. While the human functions within this totality it remains an 

"immanentism", unable to think 'the other of thought', and hence cut off from the 

experience of freedom. Furthermore, lacking an outside, the sense of the 

94 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, s344. 

95 Ibid. 

. .. 
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individual and the collective loses its distinction, as the n1eaning of the hu1nan 

conflates around the drive to produce what Derrida calls the "ends of the man. 11 

At issue here is not if the subject is orientated around the paradigm of totality, 

the point is whether one is capable of thinking within this metaphysics of the 

subject in such a way that its self-deconstructive gestures provide an opening of 

a world within which "we" can dwell. Where are the potential sites of 

emancipation from the ongoing threat of "imn1anentism"? How can we overcon1e 

the way a metaphysics of subjectivity continues to orientate a political-onto

theology, which provides co111111unity with an essence and co111111on-being? And, 

indeed, how can it be possible to rethink the human in such a way that it remains 

to be discovered? 

I begin to answer these questions through Nancy's engagement with 

Heideggerian fundamental ontology in which he calls for an ontology of being

singular-plural, an ontology in which 11every presupposition of Being must 

consist in its nonpresupposition."96 This ontology begins with a thinking that is 

no longer orientated by what it lacks, but instead occurs within the opening 

provided by the deconstruction of metaphysics of the subject, what Nancy terms 

a "finite thinking." Thinking itself that remains in touch with the limit of its own 

singular-plural or shared finitude, and the possibility put into play by thinking at 

the "limif' this finitude implies. 97 In A Finite Thinking, Nancy provides the 

coordinates for this thinking by engaging with sense as a concept. His argument 

hinges on the way sense is always an affection, a relating that is 11 to itself as to 

another or to some other,"98 such that this relating is a "between." Collapsing this 

between is precisely what happens with "immanentis111," which Nancy is 

contrasting here to the openness of sense that is not an openness to some 

opening outside the world, but rather an openness within the world that is the 

difference of its relating. 

Sense is the openness of a relation to itself: w hat initiates it, what engages it , 

what maintains it to itself, in and by the difference of its relation ... The to of 

96 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.56. 

97 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.5. 

98 Ibid p.6. 
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the to itself, along with all the values that we can give it .. .is first and fore

most the fissure, the gap, the spacing of an opening.99 

This gap is the restlessness of thought itself, sense suspended by the limits of the 

decision, in which the competing perspectives of totality become the conditions 

of this lilnit. Sense is never a totality, it is the crack that opens within the 

difference of its relation to the limits of totality. This opening only occurs when 

sense is abandoned to the act of relating, rather than drawn back into itself. A 

sense of sense that occurs through being only \!\Then being is abandoned, "only 

once this being-to itself no longer belongs to itself, no longer comes back to 

itself.''100 This guiding gesture, that I wager began with his concerns in Le Retrait 

Du Politique fron1 1983, becomes Nancy's atten1pt to rethink Heideggerian 

fundan1ental ontology through Being Singular Plural, in which this "between)) as 

opening becon1es the n1inin1al ontological pre1nise of the "with.)) 

Being is put into play as the "with11 that is absolutely indisputable. From now 

on, this is the minimal ontological pren1ise. Being is put into play among us; 

it does not have any other meaning except the dis-position of this "be-

t\,veen.11 101 

Being, understood as the between, l'entre-etant (the "an1ong-being1'102 ) and l'un

avec-l'autre ("the one, each one, with another)/103), is the ontological premise of 

being in the n1iddle-voice. The sense of being in the passage "between" that is 

the "with)) of existence. Here, Nancy abjures the paradigm of totality in both '1in

dividuality)) and the "pure collective,)) both of which are premised upon an ab

sent-presence that enables this totality. This is precisely why Nancy begins his 

ontological treatise of being-singular-plural with a critique of false memory, a 

critique of that which laments the loss of meaning that n1ight be rekindled 

through son1e reinscribed anamnesis, which would allo\,v one to access a past 

99 Ibid pp.6-7. 

100 Ibid p.8. 

101 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.27. 

102 Ibid p.16. 

103 Ibid p.26. 
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position of knowing. I have already covered this loss of 111eaning in 111y discussion 

above, however, I want to pause for a moment to consider what Derrida is 

picturing in The Ends of Man when he argues: 

What is difficult to think today is an end of 1nan which would not be orga

nized by a dialectics of truth and negativity, an end of man which would not 

be a teleology in the first person plural. The we, which articulates natural 

and philosophical consciousness with each other in the Phenomenology of 

Spirit, assures the proximity to itself of the fixed and central being for which 

this circular reappropriation is produced. The we is the unity of absolute 

knowledge and anthropology, of God and man, of onto-theo-teleology and 

humanism. "Being" and language-the group of languages-that the we 

governs or opens: such is the name of that which assures the transition be

tween metaphysics and humanism via the we.1°4 

The ability to say "we" characterises a certain position of plurality, a discursive 

mark that implies authority and a \i\Teight of numbers, which allows one to speak 

from a place within "community." At the same time, to say "we 11 is to claim a 

space of signification within the world, it is to open up the world and be open to 

the world as an origin of sense. Here the 'T1 is presented with the force of a 

desire to be ( or, becon1e) an origin of sense. The "I,11 if it is to step into the world 

in order to becon1e part of the "we,11 is presented with the challenge of becoming 

intelligible in some fashion to the "we. 11 This notion of intelligibility is thus caught 

within the circular logic of a 11saturation 11 of signification described above. This is 

the anxiety of becoming intelligible, of making sense of one 1s self as part of the 

"we" where there is no clear origin or Law upon which one might attach oneself. 

To simply be an origin, that is allowed to present itself within the world, comes 

from the necessity of saying "we 11

; a "we11 that functions even in the absence of 

any meaning to this "we,11 where the absence of any meaning to the "we11 might 

signal so111ething more significant, an absence that functions specifically as 

den ial. 

In Being Singular Plural Nancy engages with this denial of absence by 

104 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p.121. 
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considering the i1nplications for dwelling within this absence. To clai1n that "we 

have lost meaning" is to frame meaning, however, as I have already noted, this is 

to frame meaning in such a way that it functions through both its absence and 

the promise· of a return. The very notion that we have lost meaning gives 

meaning a sense of truth, and indeed privileges precisely those who make this 

claim. It places them in a position of "mastery11 as the one who can recognise 

n1eaning in its absence; one who could recognise n1eaning if it were there, and 

can speak in its absence. The absent-presence of meaning, and the enunciation of 

this absence, gives this absent n1eaning both its power and structural stability. 

What the paradigm of "loss" reveals is the relation of the absent-presence 

of meaning with a place of meaning that also lacks presence. By beginning his 

ontological exploration in this way, Nancy immediately juxtaposes the absence of 

meaning to the gap that forms a lacuna in the split subject between the 

enunciated and enunciation of signification itself. Nancy describes this split in 

two texts : Firstly, in Ego Sum,105 Nancy interrogates what Derrida in his essay 

Cogito and the History of Madness106 reveals as the space that opens up between 

the "foundational event or instant of the Cogito and its representation in 

language or discourse. 1110 7 This expresses how the Cogito is separated from the 

very logos in which the Cogito must be inscribed if it is to rnake sense. Secondly, 

in Logodaedalus, 108 Nancy argues that Kant grounds the philosophy of his 

Critique in a "philosophical discourse 11 vvhich can only be as such in contrast to 

what it is not, literature. 109 According to Nancy, vvithin Kanf s Critique the 

foundation of philosophical discourse is premised upon a split that it itself is 

founding; the text must already be speaking from a position of authority in order 

to ground its authority to do so. If, "vve ourselves are n1eaning," then we must 

recall the dyna1nic Nancy posits between the call for 1neaning, and, the position 

of the subject of meaning-in other words, "the imn1anence of man to man," 

where "man" is the enunciator of the meaning of /(man.}/ This split at the heart of 

105 C.f. Nancy, Ego Sum. I come back to this point in chapter five. 

106 Derrida, Writing and Difference, pp.36-76. 

107 James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.55. 

108 Nancy, The Discourse of the Syncope: Logodaedalus. 

109 l rely here on the account of James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.42. 
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the subject, what one might call the ungraspable nature of subjectivity, is the 

opening between the enunciation of a ground and the enunciator which must 

already stand upon that ground in order to make such an enunciation. Thus, 

Nancy will posit meaning as that which always and only is negotiated "between 

us 11-in other words, meaning is not what takes place through signification or 

representation. As Nancy puts it, "this 'between us 1 would not be exhausted by 

the codes of 'significance1
•

11
110 

What Nancy signals in this gesture is not the notion of the split subject in 

Lacanian tern1s, in fact he accords Lacan with "an effectuation of a metaphysics 

of the Subjecf1 which at the same time forgets the "1netaphysics ( or onto

theology) which it perpetuates.11111 Meaning is not something that exceeds 

signification in the sense that meaning cannot be wholly contained within 

signification, nor can we describe some minimal order of signification which 

defies our modality of thinking, or some archaic chain of signification that we 

cannot decode. Rather meaning is that which is in play between us (The sense of 

play is ilnportant here, and we n1ight speculate relates directly to Derrida1s 

notion of "The Hinge 11 or La Brisure,112 where Derrida puts into play the motif of 

"the trace,11 as that which "does not let itself be summed up in the simplicity of a 

present.11113), a between us that is our being in common, or being-together, in 

meaning. The "we11 of being-in-common is that which opens the space for 

meaning, and at the same time the common itself only occurs "in the element of 

meaning.11114 Meaning is that which comes prior to signification and any sense of 

signification we might imagine, such that meaning is to be understood wholly as 

"presentation/ "coming to presence/ or "birth to presence/ without any 

11o Nancy, The Gravity of Thought, p.57. 

111 Translation of Nancy, Ego Sum, p.13. in James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.50 . James argues that 

according to Nancy, "Lacan is engaged in a discourse of theoretical mastery: the splitting of the subject 

comes to it from the big Other, from the law of the symbolic which constitutes it, by dividing it and thus 

reinscribing it within an economy of lack In this way the true subject of subjectivity is identified as Other 

and at the same time the discourse of psychoanalysis which masters and theorizes this negative identity is 

authenticated and given its authority. Thus, according to Le Titre de la lettre, the alterity which constih1tes 

and alienates subjectivity is subordinated to and mastered by the discourse of psychoanalytic theory." p.49. 

112 Cf. Derrida, OfGrammatology, pp.65-73. 

113 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p.66. 

114 Nancy, The Gravity of Thought, p.61. 
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rejoinder. 

The closure of metaphysics, the "absolute immanence of man to man" 

leaves us with nothing but the individual, the metaphysics of the subject

"metaphysics of the absolute for-itself." 115 The absolute closed off from all 

relation, standing resolutely alone, is the premise of all atomism and any notion 

of the individual which continues to function within the premise of metaphysics. 

What the n1etaphysics of the Subject (absolute for-itself) reveals in the closure of 

1netaphysics brought about by the dissolution of con1munity, is the self-undoing 

structure of the absolute. The absolute qua absolute produces an i111possible 

logic which demonstrates an incompleteness that is constitutive of being and 

makes it possible to consider an ontology of being-singular-plural. It is worth 

quoting Nancy's thought in The Inoperative Cornmunity in full here, as this 

reveals a fundamental premise of the ontological position upon which he will 

expand his notion of being-singular-plural. 

A simple and redoubtable logic will always imply that within its very separa

tion the absolutely separate encloses, if we can say this, 111ore than what is 

simply separated. Which is to say that the separation itself must be enclosed, 

that the closure must not only close around a territory (while still remaining 

exposed, at its outer edge, to another territory, with which it thereby com

municates), but also, in order to complete the absoluteness of its separation, 

around the enclosure itself. The absolute must be the absolute of its own ab

soluteness, or not be at all. In other words: to be absolutely alone, it is not 

enough that I be so; I must also be alone being alone-and this of course is 

contradictory. The logic of the absolute violates the absolute. It implicates it 

in a relation that it refuses and precludes by its essence. This relation tears 

and forces open, from within and from without at the same time, and from 

an outside that is nothing other than the rejection of an impossible interiori

ty, the 'without relation' from which the absolute would constitute itself.116 

Nancy's conclusion that the logic of the absolute violates the absolute, brings a 

measure of contingency into the "oneness" of being; in the sense that the 

115 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.4. 

116 Ibid. 
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absolute relies upon transcendent forms that provide an Ideal fro1n which we 

might understand the world and the place of the human form within the world 

(whilst ever standing apart and unable to be part of that world), at the same time 

it disrupts the possibility of positing a one-ness to the particular place of the 

human, as a being in the world that stands apart in its particularity within the 

\i\Torld. The notion of an absolute, as a guiding authority for human ontology, or a 

guiding authority for the world as such, disrupts itself in its own gesture. What 

Nancy thus puts into play is the authority of Heidegger's fundamental ontology, 

and the in1portant figure of Dasein in its finitude, while at the same time, 

reiterating the importance of thinking finitude through a notion of shared 

existence. 

The Absolute, in any formulation, thus provides the point of departure for 

Nancy's notion of transirnmanence, that is, the exposure to transcendence, as a 

fundamental point of natality, is completely immanent and opens within the 

imn1anent fra1ne of the world itself. Again, it is useful to recall the manner in 

which this departs fro1n Taylor's formulation of the ilnmanent frame. For Nancy, 

while it is 1nanifestly the case that we are caught within an im1nanent frame, to 

provide an opening of this frame it is not necessary to recall some ( even weak) 

transcendent opening. Instead what Nancy provides is an ontology that allows 

the "birth to presence" of an opening that comes from within the immanence of 

the world itself. In his gesture of transi111manence Nancy provides a manner of 

thinking contingency as that fundamental opening within the world to the to

come (l'avenir). There is a contingency to the world, but one that remains 

con1pletely necessary and immanent to the world itself through the shared space 

of finitude. 

The full implication of this reading of the absolute becomes clear when we 

consider the relationship between the rupture of the absolute and the 

Heideggerian notion of Eigentlichkeit (authenticity, propriety, or ownness). As 

we know, eigen in German means "own 11 or "separate" or even "distincf'-thus 

one translation of Heideggerian authenticity might be "what is one's own." The 

question that Nancy confronts is precisely "What can we say about the 'ownness' 

of Dasein in light of the rupture of the absolute?" Hence, how n1ight we think 

through the implications raised by Nancy in what I have covered thus far in 
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relation to the Eigentlichkeit of Dasein, and in particular, how it relates to 

Heidegger's authentic reading of being-toward-death? 

By reinscribing the event of being (Ereignis) into the existential analytic of 

Being and Tirne, Nancy wants to emphasise "the singular nature of the event 

wherein Dasein opens to Being,1'117 in order show how this singularity is possible 

at all only through an exposure to its plurality. Through this emphasis, being

singular-plural is what provides the possibility of a transimmanence of existence 

by rethinking the notion of te1nporality in le futur as l'avenir, which is the 

possibility of thinking both the historical and the future alongside one-another 

and always "to-come." Nancy's thought breaks down the inauthentic and 

authentic modes of Dasein's relating to being-in-the-world according to his 

reading of Bataille's notion of ecstasy, imposing the self-rupturing logic of the 

absolute on Dasein's singularity and opening that singularity to its own 

impossibility. On the one hand, as an all-encompassing totality that governs 

Heidegger's being-in-the-\,vorld; and, on the other hand, as the totality, in which 

Dasein itself is governed in absolute tern1s. While I a1n not clailning that this 

would satisfy Heidegger's funda1nental ontology, it nonetheless presents a logic 

into which he may be caught if the full possibility of Ereignis is not thought in 

terms of a shared finitude rather than the finitude of Daseit}. 

The logic of the absolute is self-rupturing, and we should precisely read 

this rupture as a rupture of the authentic mode of Dasein formulated in the 

Heideggerian individual. By reading Nancy's "logic of the absolute" against the 

notion of an individual that precedes the "with," I want to pose the following 

scenario. The individual, if it is to be an individual, 1nust identify itself absolutely 

as separated and self-reflexively discrete in some way from its surroundings, 

which is to say, the individual 1nust have a limit. However, if the individual is to 

be absolute, if it is to be thought of as an individual, and, even only in a minimal 

way, as a sovereign autonomous subject, then the enclosure of the individual 

must include more than what is simply separated-the enclosure of the 

individual rriust thus include an excessive dimension. This excess opens the very 

notion of the subject, such that the excessive dimension of the individual is the 

117 Fynsk, The Inoperative Community, p.xiii. 
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exposure to its li1nit as finite existence. An exposure that is like-wise the point of 

co-appearance and communication with others. As such, this exposure must be 

included and closed within individual in order for the individual to be considered 

as singular. However, this enclosed outer limit must also be exposed in order for 

the individual to have a boundary and be capable of communication and co

appearance. The individual thereby contains both more than what it is and less 

than what it should be, the singularity of the individual is always touching and 

touched by the plurality of its being-in-the-world. It is the being-with that is its 

exposure to the world, which i1nplicates its being as not a closed autonomous 

individual, but as co-originarily radically exposed-as being-ecstasic, or being 

beside itself. 

This is why Nancy will argue that "The logic of the absolute violates the 

absolute. 11 118 The logic of the individual, which is the principle logic of 

subjectivity at work in the metaphysics of the subject, is split by the fundamental 

and originary relation of being to the world. Even if the emerging subject is to be 

thought silnply as a body in its singularity and distinctness, this presence in the 

world is, and must be, as Nancy puts it, "impossible except as copresence.11119 "1 11 

am always already posed and exposed to-touching-the world. 

IV. ...AND JUSTICE FOR MITSEIN 

This reading of being-ecstatic explains why Nancy is critical of Heidegger's 

iteration of Mitsein in the existential analytic of Being and Time, arguing that 

despite the fact that Heidegger moves past this analytic, and that the analytic is 

far from complete, it nonetheless continues to be the touch-stone for all of 

Heidegger's and Heideggerian thinking. 120 In the analytic of Mitsein, Heidegger 

118 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.4. 

119 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.62. 

120 Ibid p.93. 
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describes two scenarios; in the first we have the undifferentiated being-alonside

others as das Man ("the They") in which Dasein becomes lost in mediocrity and 

noise, in the other we have Dasein authentically understanding others.121 In 

neither case, Nancy claims, does Heidegger do "justice}/ to the analytic of Mitsein . 

These gestures clearly motivate both Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy's initial 

engagement vvith the question of the political in Le retrait du politique where 

retrait indicates both the retreat, and, as Critchley describes, a re-tracing of the 

political. 122 I have already indicated the particular sense of community for 

Heidegger to which Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy take exception, and I read 

Nancy's Being Singular Plural as an atte1npt to do justice to the thought of Mitsein. 

However, should we agree with Critchley's assessment that for Nancy the 

political must be abandoned and become dominated by politics before we can 

then re-trace (re-think) what is at stake in the political? 123 In Critchley's 

assessment, with the withdrawal of the theologico-politicat Nancy claims we 

must also eschew "every possible figure for community/ 124 vvhere to do 

otherwise is to perpetuate our fall into totalitarianis111. Critchley brings to our 

attention the way in which le politique (the political) 1nay become reinvested 

with the practice of la politique (politics) through what Nancy calls "L 'eel at dur 

de /'injustice absolue. }/ 125 "And y et,'1 Critchley remarks-' "the question now 

becomes: how might the recognition of injustice become effective in our 

communal lives?}/126 For Critchley, the only way in \,vhich "we}/ can recognise the 

glare of /'injustice absolue is through a fundamentally ethical mediation of politics. 

Drawing upon Nancy's essay La Con1parution, Critchley points out that Nancy 

would seem to be claiming that "not only is the reality of the social revealed by 

syn1bolicity, or the syn1bolic order, but that the latter also constitutes the 

1 21 Ibid p.82. 

122 Critchley, Re-tracing the political, p.78. 

123 Ibid p.83. 

124 Simon Critchley, Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity, p.242. 

125 Critchley, Re-tracing the political, p.90 . (Emphasis from the original te:Kt.) "The glare of absolute injustice." 

126 lbid. 
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fonner." 127 In what follows I want to address Critchley's concerns and provide a 

reading of Nancy's engagement with Heidegger. Indeed, Critchley's own reading 

of Heidegger's authentic finitude provides a useful way of opening Heidegger to 

critique, and I use it to deepen my account of Nancy. 

Critchley is critical of Nancy's claim that the symbolic order constitutes 

the reality of the social. In Critchley's terms, the ethical can reveal itself only by 

way of the real (in the Lacanian sense) .128 Applying the Levinasian critique of 

ontology in which first philosophy must be ethical not ontological, Critchley 

argues that despite Nancy's attempt to define an "originary ethics" alongside his 

ontology,129 "being-with" is still premised upon a symmetrical relation to the 

other.130 Philip Armstrong contradicts Critchley's reading of Nancy, arguing that 

Nancy's ontological commitment to exposition reveals a way of addressing the 

political in which the very possibility of relation, of one to an other, is always 

posed as a question. As Armstrong puts it, "it is only in and through the ... retreat 

of the political that the question can be posed as to what makes the social 

relation possible as such- not only what constitutes the relation as (a) relation 

but that there is relation." 131 Armstrong's argument hinges on how we 

understand Nancy's reading of being-in -common, and the link between this 

reading and how one frames the reinvention of the political in terms of the 

symbolic and the real. In other words, how one might read the ethico-ontological 

implications of "signification." 

In response to Critchley, I would argue that Nancy's philosophical 

position is one of pure assymetry, in which Nancy suspends the relation of the 

real to the sy1nbolic in the modality of abandonment. Anticipating the manner in 

which I conclude this chapter, "we" relate to shared existence through an 

ontological incon1pleteness. Sense comes into the world as the between of our 

shared existence, sense is only as passage-sense is nothing if it is not sh ared. 

127 Critchley, Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity, p.245. This claim is based upon a reading of Nancy, (translated from 

the original by Critchley as) "the laying bare of social reality - of the real itself of social being - in, through 

and as rhe symbolicity that constitutes it." La Comparution with Jean-Christophe BaiJ!y, p.79. 

128 Critchley, Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity, p.246. 

129 A point to which I return in chapter four. 

130 Ibid p.251. 

13 1 Philip Armstrong, Reticulations, p.3. 
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Rather than an "ontological drive for 111ediation vvithout a n1ediator/1132 I would 

argue that for Nancy mediation is always mediated through a passage of l'un avec 

l'autre. Notwithstanding Critchley's extraordinary insight into Nancy's "co

existential analytic," in this and the following chapters, I seek to bolster my claim. 

In order to bring justice to the analytic of Mitsein, in Being Singular Plural 

Nancy works through the Heideggerian critique of the philosophical obsession in 

the "West}} with the subject as presence. I want to build now on the description of 

"Heidegger on death}} I gave above, before turning to hovv it might be possible to 

give an alternate reading of this authentic n1ode of Being. According to Heidegger, 

the insistence on reading our existence as presence, is inculcated through our 

preoccupation with discursively identifying-and defining-existence through 

measurement and value, and hence a relationality of equivalence. This attempt to 

overcome, subjugate, and master existence as such, is nothing more than the 

"violence}} of metaphysics itself. Through the project of mastery by measurement, 

vve transform humanity and the vvorld into things or commodities that are 

capable of exploitation; while at the sa111e tin1e alienating ourselves "from the 

richness and 111ultiplicity of our pretheoretical, prescientific experience. J/ 133 By 

n1aintaining this obsession with measurement and 111astery over beings, the 

capacity to wonder on the fact of existence-the 'questi_on of the meaning of 

beint itself-remains irredeemable. Signification of any kind projects a ground 

that acts as the subject of that signification, a knovving subject and a kno\,vn 

object, an enunciation and an enunciated. The subject of the world is that which 

provides the point of intersection between presence in the \,vorld, and the 

thought that constitutes the ground ground of this presence. "Man}} since the 

"death of God}} is precisely this point of intersection-Hman" is the kno\i\Ting 

subject which brings the world to presence.134 This intersection of mastery, the 

crux of the issue in the metaphysics of presence, is for Heidegger 

Seinsvergessenheit-forgetting of being. 

Why does Hediegger describe the obvious connection betvveen subject 

and object as a forgetting? As Critchley impresses upon us, for Heidegger 

132 Critchley, Ethics-Politics-Subjectivity, p.249. 

133 James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.52. 

134 I am deliberately gendering this point 
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"philosophy begins with the riddle of the co1npletely obvious,"135 the riddle that 

there is something rather than nothing. In Critchley's analysis, this Rdtsel (riddle 

or enigma) remains a necessarily unresolvable and "a priori enigma."13 6 In our 

average everday understanding of being, the Rdtsel of existence is constitutive of 

being. Critchley thus provides some nuance in how we might read the 

significance and movement behind Heidegger's often quoted remark; 

That which is ontically closest and well known [our average everyday being 

in the world with others as das Man-the obvious], is ontologically the far

thest and not known at all [remains a Riitsel]; and its ontological significa

tion is constantly overlooked [which is Seinsvergessenheit]. 137 

Our existence is continually challenged by the affective role of an "obvious" 

riddle that nevertheless remains hidden. However, the problem becomes more 

tortuous because, as Critchley points out, even when I a1n "authentic" in how I 

comport myself, "the everyday is not extinguished, it is rather rendered 

enigmatic or uncanny."_138 The enigmatic character that suspends our capacity to 

describe the ontological fact of existence is not so1nething that can be surpassed, 

it is the constitutive fact of existence. As Derrida claims, we cannot rid ourselves 

of the metaphysical. According to Critchley, this is decisive for how we should 

read Heidegger; 

... the enigmatic a priori .. .is not only descriptive, but also normative, func

tioning like an imperative in the philosophical analysis of being-in-the

world. Philosophy must attempt to be equal to the enigma of our being-in

the-world, while knowing all the time that it cannot.139 

Heidegger is thus not attempting to overcome the riddle of our "sheer facticity" 

135 Reiner Schurrnann & Simon Critchley, On Heidegger's Being and Time, p.138. 

136 Ibid. ' 

137 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.23. 

138 Schurmann & Critchley, On Heidegger's Being and Time , p.138. 

139 Ibid. This is precisely why Critchley chooses Samuel Beckett as the hero of his book Very Little ... Almost 

Nothing, p.27. 
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the everyday banality of our existence-the "that we are. 11 Rather, for Heidegger, 

the enigmatic character of this facticity, and the seemingly pure contingency of 

our existence, becomes the orientating force of philosophical enquiry. 

Philosophy is not a project of "overcoming/ it is a project of dwelling in the fact 

of our existence, and becoming attuned to the weight of this facticity and 

throwness. Importantly, Heidegger is also clearly opposed to the contingency 

and banality that accon1panies our ontic everday experience becon1ing an 

explanatory narrative. An explanatory narrative of the self would be a dumbing 

down and forgetting of being, and a shield from the uncanniness that presents 

itself in the a priori engimatic character of being. This is exactly what Nancy 

refers to in The Inoperative Community, when he argues that the "subject cannot 

be outside itself: this is even what ultimately defines it-that its outside and all 

its 'alienations' or 'extraneousness' should in the end be suppressed by and 

sublated in it.11140 We are always caught up in the attempt to understand our own 

existence, that is, vve are alvvays caught up in our "state-of-mind" in our attempt 

at "understanding." The enigma that acco1npanies our throvvnness is the 1nanner 

in which the "being-there11 of our existence is always already a "being-there" in a 

certain "state-of-mind," and this enigma opens the possibility for a "knowing 

subject" to, from the outset, avoid the implications of its s_einsvergessenheit and 

wrap itself within this "state-of-mind" as a narrative or discourse. Authenticity is 

Heidegger's way of confronting this propensity of forgetting, however, as we 

have seen, his attitude toward the death of others would appear to ignore the 

fundamental role played by the death of others in the ontological constitution of 

our being-with. Critchley emphasises precisely this problem vvith Heideggerian 

authenticity, when he points out that, 

... if finitude is fundamentally relational, that is, if it is by definition a relation 

to the Faktun1 of another who exceeds my powers of projection, then the on

ly authentic death is inauthentic. That is, on my account, an authentic rela

tion to death is not constituted through mineness, but rather through other

ness.141 

140 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p.24. 

141 C1itchley, On Heidegger's Being and Time, pp.144-5. 
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This reversal allows Critchley to discredit and reverse Heidegger1s elaboration of 

an authentic conscience. As I describe above, Heidegger argues that the authentic 

call of conscience is one in which we exist as individuated and resolute authentic 

Dasein. According to Critchley, this standing alongside others in an authentic 

communal relation would seen1 to eschew an ethics of "face-to-face relation"142 

such that, "if death is non-relational for Heidegger, then also, a fortiori, 

conscience is non-relational."143 Howeve1~ if we accept that the ontological claim 

of individuation in death is fundamentally flawed, we can also follow Critchley's 

thesis that conscience is likewise the antic attestation of "a certain splitting or 

undoing of the self in relation to a Faktu111 that it cannot assimilate. 1

'
144 Critchley1s 

analysis is guided by Levinasian philosophy in which ethics is first philosophy, 

and a Freudian account of mourning in which conscience is necessarily 

relational.145 While I am not arguing that Critchley's psycho-analytic account of 

conscience that provide the 1nethodological tools for undoing Heidegger's 

individuated account of conscience are unsound (in fact, quite the opposite), 146 I 

nonetheless claim that -Nancy provides an important reading of how this splitting 

or undoing of the self provides an ontological account of Mitsein. 

Indeed, mutatis mutandis I claim, the unresolvable Ratsel of existence in 

Heidegger's terms can be reorientated through Nancy's ontology of being

singular-plural. In order "to be" one is caught within the constitutive necessity of 

self-signification required to enter the world of discursive intelligibility, that 

nonetheless re1nains-also constitutively-incomplete. There is, in each birth to 

presence or awakening, an affective relationality to existence, that fe els the 

manner in which the calculations and measurements with which we give this 

142 Ibid p.146. 

143 Ibid p.145. 

144 Ibid p.146. 

145 Ibid. 

146 Ibid. Indeed, the convergence on this reading of Heidegger would seem to me to be a point at which both 
' Nancy and Critchley can find some common ground. The complexity of Nancy's relation to psychoanalysis, 

and in particular the contemporary readings by Critchley and Butler, are fertile ground for analysis. I have 

also avoided elaborating on Critchley's temporal analysis of Being and Time, as this would require more 

space than what is provided here. 
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account of ourselves are missing so1ne-thing. That there is, "son1ething beyond 

the calculable, which cannot be reduced to any commensuration, comprehension, 

or convention whatsoever11147 ; something beyond even the singularity of this 

coming into the discursive realm, which defies the language we use to describe 

or signify this sense of an elsewhere that troubles us. Put another way, there is a 

sense of something that defies expectation and eludes signification, and as such 

cannot even be attributed to a "you,}} or an "I,1' or a "we)}; as soon as 'to be)} enters 

the realm of language and the discursive play of signification, it enters that 

ho1nogenous play of equivalency through \,vhat remains outside, and it "crosses 

over11 into signification while being caught by the incapacity for signification to 

satisfy a "secret desire. 11148 In the process of awakening and sleeping, birth and 

death, existence comes into and out of the play of equivalencies required for 

signification and the incommensurable that is completely beyond this play but 

makes this play possible. To exist is to know that in speaking language has 

already pulled this sense of incalculability into \,vhat Nancy describes as the 

"outside of hon1ogenous con1n1unication and signification.)}149 Language is this 

and this alone, the play of hon1ogenous equivalencies that is continually calling 

out to that which remains incalculable and "unna1neable)J -which is to say, 

language speaks to the unsayable 

The notion of speaking to the unsayable leads us back to Nancy's 

treatment of community in The Inoperative Com1nunity, in vvhich he emphasizes 

the necessity for community to remain inoperative. By remaining incapable of 

satisfying its desire for completion, language itself maintains the openness of the 

to-come that Nancy seeks to explain through his notion of transinnnanence. In 

order to complete our reading of this dynamic facet of Nancy's deconstruction of 

Christianity I turn to abandon1nent in the following chapter. 

147 Nan cy, Adoration , p. 2. 

148 Cf. chapter two . 

149 Ibid. 
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CONCLUSION 

Before drawing the conclusion that Nancy is referring to some ineffable 

negativity that provides the precursor for being-this is not a negative theology, 

and it is not the "thing-in-itself,1' nor is it the "Real." The manner in which Nancy 

describes it is remarkable in its unremarkableness itself. A method of thinking 

finitude to which I will return and explore more fully in the following chapter, in 

which it is not "the signification of what is" that opens the possibility of an 

ontology of shared existence, but rather the simple fact "that there is." 

It does not exist: all existence opens itself starting from it and toward it. 

"Him," "that [ca]," or "nothing": the thing itself that is nothing in particular 

but that there should be some things, and a world, or worlds, and us, all of 

us, all existents.1so 

Nancy calls this an adoration, which is an address to that which re111a1ns 

inaccessable to signification. Adoration is the "that there is/ "that you are," "that 

we are,1' that opens itself to us in a way that we cannot but signify, while slipping 

elusively from our grasp. As I have argued, Nancy departs from Heidegger in a 

radical manner, but nevertheless in a manner that maintains a certain fidelity to 

the Heideggerian project and the enigma that re111ains at the core of the question 

of Being; hovvever, for Nancy the Faktum of existence, the "fact that we are," is 

the "in co111mon." Hence, commonality is the minimal ontological premise of 

existence, where sense is a passage through the opening of this being-in-common 

such that sense is nothing if it is not shared. This "fact that we are, 11 which Nancy 

describes as our comparution, should be read as our appearing in common and 

attesting to this appearance. 

The sense of the world, if there is to be a sense of the world, can only be 

that vvhich is maintained as a play between us, as existents, as the "that there is 11 

of the world. This fact of our being-in-the-world in common, is for Nancy an 

150 Ib id. 
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"echoing and referring," where the sense of the world is the sharing co1n1nonality 

of this echoing and referring. Hence, "sense" is not tied to significations; 

constrained, as Nancy indicates, to "references, axioms, or semiologies outside of 

the world. 11 151 Rather, it is "sense11 in the sense of passage, and thus the sharing 

and the play between existents in the world. As such, Nancy argues, "we are 

meaning in the sense that we are the element in which significations can be 

produced and circulate ... even where this con1n1unication takes place only 

between 'me' and 'n1yself.11152 

Drawing on a strange-bed-fellow for this engagement-but one that 

nonetheless makes an important point-Zizek, in Less Than Nothing, argues that 

"what is properly meta-physical is the very presupposition of a substantial Being 

beyond the process of (self-)differentiation.11153 Put another way, if thought was 

premised on the notion that there was some sort of "substantial Being11 that 

grounded the circulation of meaning, this would simply reiterate the 

metaphysical gesture inherent within both "co1n1nunicative rationalism,, and the 

"consciousness of a loss." Hence, the inability to provide an adequate 

signification of the sense of adoration (in Critchley's Heideggerian terms, the 

uncanniness we feel at the enigma of the everyday fact of our existence), is not a 

failure of signification, and as such not an epistemological (ailure. It is instead an 

incompleteness within the ontological premise of existence in itself, a gap 

opened up within Being, or in the terminology I have also used here, a rupture 

inherent to the Absolute. If, as Heidegger remarks, "language is the house of 

being, 11 we must simultaneously recognise that language is itself incomplete. 

Indeed, if Dasein is finite, then we 1nust understand this finitude, not as 

indicative of a limit that defers to son1e authority that would allow its con1pletion 

and hence signification in the fullness of sense, but rather as symptomatic of the 

"non-fixing11 of this signification-not as a lack of power to "fix11 this signification, 

but rather as the "power to leave it open. 11154 The ontology that I have laid out 

here relies heavily on the capacity to leave signification open to a constitutive 

151 Ibid p.4. 

152 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, pp.1-2. 

153 Zizek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism , p.16. 

154 Nancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinking , p.178. 
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inco1npleteness, and think being without presupposition. In the following 

chapter I want to unpack how this power that comes from leaving open is made 

possible through Nancy's notion of abandoned-being. 
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CHAPTER4 

Abandoninent 

INTRODUCTION 

The term abandonment cuts across key gestures that orientate what is at stake in 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. Clearly the notion of transimmanence 

forms an integral modality within Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity; how

ever, in order to address the very notion of transimmanence, it is necessary to 

think this alongside Nancy's notion of shared finitude. 1 Approaching the notion 

of finitude in both theological and a-theological terms reveals for Nancy the 

manner in which both of these, despite their apparent opposition, impose upon 

finite existence a metaphysics of subjectivity. Nancy contrasts this imposition 

with a sense of exposure (as opening within), to both a world and community, 

that does not make sense in and of itself, but rather remains open to the possibil

ity of n1aking sense through the predicament of shared finitude. Abandonment is 

precisely the possibility of n1aking sense that eschews the imposition of law, be

yond that which opens within the world as the passage enabled by shared 

finitude. It is within this gesture of an exposure to shared finitude that the possi

b ility of transirnmanence itself beco111es open, and what links these two motifs 

together is w hat Nancy describes as being-abandoned. 

In w ha t follows , I will focus upon Nancy's notion of abandonment. This no

tion, I argue, provides the key ontological motif for Nancy's notion of transimn1a-

1 1orin, in her chapter on Christianity in the aforementioned book, describes this in terms of an ontology of 

finitude. While I do not disagree with her characterization, in this work l am \ ork:ing to ard a theory of 

ancy's \ ark in v hich his notion of 'abandonment' provides the touchstone of his thought 
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nence, and its alignn1ent vvith the sense of shared finitude in the ontology of be

ing-singular-plural. However, more than simply bringing these notions together, 

I will argue that it is the concept of abandonment itself, which provides Nancy 

with an opening of a world-a declosion-that motivates his deconstruction of 

Christianity. As the following remark makes clear, according to Nancy the notion 

of sense is implicitly linked to both the systemic structure of the Judea-Christian 

world-view, and the implications of the {(death of God}/ that continue to haunt the 

juxtaposition of the human vvithin that structure, in spite of the concomitant 

n1ove tovvard "a secular age}/ in lieu of {(His}/ departure. 

Man, no longer the "son of God/' the "purpose of nature/' or the "subject of 

history"-no longer, in other vvords, a being that is or that has sense-is the 

being through which being ex-poses itself as making-sense. 2 

Ergo, I begin from the thought that orientates this remark The ontological im

port of this thought is extended through DNO central n1otifs, that {being ex-poses 

itself/' and that this is a "n1aking-sense. 11 This chapter focuses up-on that first 1110-

tif, while carrying the second along \,vith it as the ontological rather than episte

n1ological efficacy of the first. The question then becon1es, ho\,v does this ex

posure manifest itsel( and perhaps 1nore precisely, vvhy is this an ontological 

gesture that resists becoming a metaphysics of exposure as presence? This leads 

to the \-Veight of the second motif, hovv does this {(making-sense ]} itself avoid be

coming a metaphysics? Certainly, I must indicate how ex-posure remains apart 

from the vestiges of metaphysics. Hovvever, more than that, and as I have already 

argued, making-sense is a passage that occurs in the common of being. The crux 

of the pr oble111 is shovving hovv this passage does not become attached to son1e 

law of signification. That is vvhy, in the first instance, ex'"Posure 111ust be an expo

sure that dw ells within the tension of abandonment, a dw elling that resides 

within abandonment, and that resists the ex-tremities to which abandonment 

pushes being. The play of this tens ion produces a transcendent explanatory force, 

v\ hich vould provide redemption from the state of abandonment. Alternatively, 

2 _ ancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinld.ng, p.183. 
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this tension can be thought of in tenns of a tacit force that continuously repro

duces the drive to make sense from within an enclosure of the world through the 

circulation of sense as signification. In contrast, Nancy wants to dwell within the 

thought of being-abandoned, not as an attempt to overcome abandonment, but 

rather thinking in the midst of abandonment, as the possibility of making-sense 

vvithout becoming the subject of signification. 

In the first section, I discuss Nancy's proposition that abandonn1ent is the 

sole re1naining transcendental-viz. the condition for experiencing being. As the 

transcendental, abandonn1ent becomes "the reason" for being, and therefore also 

the mode by which one might picture how being can experience freedom. In this 

gesture, we are confronted with the necessity of law, a law to which we are 

abandoned, and a law that must remain an imperative. At the same time, if aban

donment is the transcendental, then the imperative of law comes to us in the 

midst of an opening that is without ground or signification-a law beyond law. 

Thus, it remains to be explained how the ilnperative of this law beyond law, can 

nonetheless allow the thought of freedom. My claim is that by re1noving the ne

cessity of the Kantian subject as the site of subjection to the law, the enigmatic 

character of the beyond law of law is focused upon the act of freedom in the ex

perience of being, where this act of freedom is precisely received as the obliga

tion to make sense. 

In the second section, I consider abandoned-being in Nancy's terms, as 

the condition in which being is exhausted by the many ways of saying being. By 

invoking the exhaustion of saying being, Nancy argues that being must forgo the 

possible abundance of signification in the many ways of saying being, and dwell 

instead within the excess that these possibilities evoke. This is an "excess" that 

displaces the notion of subjectivity, in the sense that abandoned-being dwells 

according to an ungrounded law. I then turn to Agamben's characterization of 

abandonment, and argue that despite their similar concerns with maintaining a 

sense of community without signification, Nancy differs in his understanding of 

the possibilities of dwelling within abandonment. 
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My encounter with Agan1ben segues into the following section on 

Heidegger's Seinsverlassenheit (abandoned-being3). Building upon the concept of 

the 'forgetting' of Being (Seinsvergessenheit) that was reviewed in the previous 

chapter, I consider how Heidegger shapes this hypothesis through his posthu

mously published book Contributions to Philosophy, in which he describes aban

donment as the condition in \i\Thich being "can no longer see what is really hap

pening.114 In Contributions, abandonment is used to fran1e the pejorative iteration 

of forgetting that occurs in Dasein's affray with the 1nachinations and economy of 

technological existence. As abandoned, Dasein cannot attest to itself without suc

cumbing to the metaphysics required in representing itself through 'intelligible' 

means that have become occupied by the machinations of modernity. As I have 

illustrated in the previous two chapters, Nancy is consistent in his analysis and 

critique of these conditions of abandonment. However, where Heidegger em

ploys his emancipatory thesis of authenticity, Nancy instead anticipates the ges

ture of "adoration 11

, in which "we 11 make-sense and open a world, while "being,, in 

the 1nidst of abandon1nent. 

Explaining Nancy's critique of Heideggerian authenticity, and how Nancy 

juxtaposes authenticity with an unfolding sense of love in thinking, is vital for 

understanding how Nancy's embodied sense of aband_onment differs from 

Heidegger1s use of the term. The gesture of love provides a means of interpreting 

the "obligation" to make-sense, which would otherwise be characterized as a 

burden upon the poverty of dwelling as abandoned-being. I follow this explora

tion of Nancy's use of the term love with a study of Christ as abandoned. I argue 

that Nancy's reading of the crucifixion of Christ forms an integral part of under

standing how his sense of transin11nanence functions alongside abandonn1ent. By 

invoking the notion of transimmanence Nancy raises the possibility of a dis-

3 Seinsverlassenheit is Heidegger's term for the ever-worsening nihilism he envisages in the world due to the 

abandonmen t of Being by beings in the world. l have drawn a correlation here between Nancy's use of the 

term I'etre abandonne (cf. Nancy, L 'imperatif categorique, Paris: Flammarion, 1983) and Heidegger's term 

Seinsverlassenheit, and here translated this for my own purposes to abandoned-being. I develop this notion 

of l'etre abandonne (in French abandonne is an adjective that can be translated as abandoned, hence the 

reversal of the words being an d aban doned in my translation here) and the relation of I'etre abandonne to 

existen ce throughout this thesis. 

4 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: Of The Event, [122-123) 
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enclosure of the 'world', not as an atte1npt to n1ove beyond the inco1n1nensurabil

ity of abandonment, but rather to dwell within the obligation of abandonment 

that I discussed in the first section-an opening that allows the passage of mean

ing between being in their shared finitude. In my conclusion, I parse the implica

tions in this sense of dwelling as it applies to Nancy's notion of adoration. The 

leitmotif of adoration forms the basis of arbitrating the obligation of abandon

ment in the experience of freedo1n, in the sense that adoration is an address to 

the opening of a world within the world. 

I. A BANDONED-B EING AS OBLIGATION: READING KANT
1

S IMPERATIVE 

Mankind is the abandonment of God: the trace upon him, the trace that he is, 

constitutes him as a sign of this abandonment. 5 

The key ontological gesture in this remark contains an explicit obligation intrin

sic to the constitution of hun1ankind. To be human, is to carry the burden of be

ing that which God did abandon. As Nancy describes in Abandoned Being, written 

in 1981, abandon1nent is the "predican1ent of being" and its sole "transcendental/ 

such that this abandonment forms the very coordinates from which thinking 

within the world occurs. 6 By considering this "predicament" from the perspec

tive of creation ex nihilo7 Nancy displaces how abandonment is understood, such 

that, w ith this parallax shift in perspective, abandonment becomes an obligation 

that ti es our embodied being to the concept of creation. 

5 Nancy, Adoration, p.30. 

6 Nancy, Birth to Presence, p.36. 

7 '"'Creation" is a motif, or a concept, that we must grasp outside of its theological context ... The world is cre

ated from nothing: this does not mean fabricated with nothing by a particularly ingenious producer. It 

means instead th at it is not fabricated, produced by no producer, and not even coming out of nothing (like a . 
miraculous apparition) , but in a quite strict manner and more challenging for thought: the nothing itse lf, if 

one can speak in this way, or rather nothing growing as something ... The ex nihilo is the genuine formulatio n 

of a radical materialism, that is to say, precisely, without roots." Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globali

zation, pp.50-1. 
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The ex nihilo is manifested in the obligation of "abandoned-being" to the 

"radical materialism'' of a creation that is "the nothing itself1

; however, paradoxi

cally, this obligation itself lacks any grounding in Law. To put it another way, the 

abandonment of the human by God can be read as an obligation to respond to the 

institution of a command; a command issued from the loss of transcendence that 

it is "to be" human. The command remains an imperative to \Vhich one must re

spond, despite what Nancy describes as the "destitution of the Supreme Being."8 

The command of the imperative is law, howevec this is la\,v v1ithout grounding in 

Law that transcends the in1n1anent issue of an obligation. To be human is to be 

always and already faced with the irnperative to stand within the void of the law 

without Law-to occupy the "place that has just been ernptied"9 of its transcend

ent significance. 

It is a matter of standing in this void and remaining vvithin it-that is to say, 

to re-engage anew what "ex nihilo" means. That nothing opens a world and 

opens in the world; that the sense of the \/vorld excludes any given truth and 

undoes any associated signification. That I receive, that vve receive, the 

command of standing in that opening. It is, indeed, imperative.10 

Being abandoned is to be abandoned to the imperative of law, but importantly, 

an i111perative that in the 11 each-time" of becoming does not issue-forth from a 

"place/' 11time/' or 11thing." The enunciation of the imperative finds its consistency 

in the being in which there is a response to that con1mand. To be hu111an is to "re

spond11 to the obligation of lavv that actually issues fron1 that 11response." For 

Nancy, as I consider in chapter two, the crucifLxion of Christ, His abandonment by 

God, and the spectral figure of His resurrection, are key gestures in the with

drawal of transcendence and God's abandonment. Christianity is this withdrawat 

however, it is a withdrawal that is always-already happening. Like an object 

moving quickly through the air creating a vacuum in its vvake, Christianity is the 

void that opens in the \,vake of the "destitution of the Supreme Being.I) The de-

8 Nancy, "From Imperati e to Law" Jean -Luc ancy: Justice Legality and World, p. 15. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Ibid. 
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construction of Christianity forn1s a sustained 111editation on that abandon111ent, 

and the relation between existence and what it faces in the form of a void

between being and nothing. 

There is no predicate of the law, no-thing from which the law comes; in

stead, the law must spring-forth in its reception as law. The imperative is the 

command to occupy the void that is issued from the void. The "subject'' is accord

ing to the subjection of being to the in1perative; furthern1ore, as the law issues

forth from no-thing, the "subject" that co111es to occupy the site of enunciation 

occupies a "place that has just been e111ptied." The in1perative to stand in this 

opening, is not simply an imperative in the immanent sense of the tenn, it is an 

ontological premise that determines being as always being obligated to the de

mand of this imperative. As Nancy argues, "what obligates us, what makes us ob

ligated beings: a law beyond the law, which is given to us, and to which we are 

abandoned."11 The ontological premise of obligation comes from Nancy's desig

nation of abandonment through a re-articulation of law as "a law beyond the law." 

The question of abandonn1ent for Nancy would thus seern to hinge on this con

cept of law, and how Nancy interrogates what is at stake in the "destitution of the 

Supreme Being." Nancy provides a new perspective precisely inasmuch as he 

reads the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, and the legacy of Christianity, as 

fully invested within these questions. 

By recalling Kant's notion of the Categorical Imperative, and how this in

tersects with "freedom,° Nancy can elaborate on how abandonment intersects 

with Kant. According to Nancy, the Categorical Imperative is a command in 

which "what is com111anded and the fact of the comn1and are the same thing."12 

Nancy is playing upon the sense in which the law as an "imperative" is in its tak

ing place, such that it "takes place only as the imperative."13 Kant's Moral Law 

brings law together with its enactment in such a way that it becomes impossible 

to separate the sense in which law is founded and hence transcends its imma-

11 Nancy, l 'fmp eratif categorique in Fran cois Raffou l, "Aband onm ent an d the Categorical Imp erative of Be

ing" Jean-Luc Nan cy: Justice Legality and World, p.65 . 

12 Nancy, "From Imperative to Law" Jean -Luc Nancy: Justice Legality and World, p.12. 

13 Nancy, "The Kategorein of Excess" A Finite Thinking, p.138. 
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nent enunciation, from the sense in which law is followed in some way and hence 

explicitly immanent. As Nancy writes, 

... the imperative does not prescribe that we act in accordance with the law, 

since "the law," in this sense, is given neither by the imperative nor prior to 

it. Rather ... it prescribes that the maxim of action be the founding act of a law, 

of the law.14 

The law is legislated, in the each-tin1e and each-place of an enacting. Thus, ac

cording to Nancy, the categorical imperative demands that "a world must be"15 ; 

which is to say that the what and the fact of the command institutes the necessity 

of the world through the imperative of that command. Kant captures this neces

sity in his notion of reason, which is realized through the instantiation of the Cat

egorical Imperative. The instantiation of an imperative can only be considered as 

such if there is the possibility of freedom, which is to say, if there is the possibil

ity of doing-otherwise, for if there were not such a possibility the law would lose 

its moral efficacy as an imperative. Kant must therefore insist that freedom be 

considered as the adjunct to the necessity of reason as it is manifested through 

the autonomous instantiation of the Categorical Imperative within the world. Ac

cording to Nancy, "reason" for Kant, must thus command "itself to be what it 

ought to be, a freedom creating world.''16 The necessity of reason is the obliga

tion of abandonment (to stand in the void left by the withdrawal of God), in 

which case freedom is bound to the limits of reason. As Kant ren1arks, tying the 

knot that binds freedom to these lin1its, "freedom and unconditional practical 

law reciprocally refer to each other."17 As Nancy puts it, reason "obligates itself 

to its freedom and frees itself for this obligation."18 The free manifestation of rea-

14 Ibid. 

15 Nancy, "From Imperative to Law" Jean-Luc Nancy: Justice Legality and World, p.13. 

16 Nancy, "From Imperative to Law" Jean-Luc Nancy: Justice Legality and World, p.14. 

17 Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 5:29f 

18 Nancy, "From Imperative to Law" Jean-Luc Nancy: Justice Legality and World, p.14. 

. .. 
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son is the enactn1ent of law, as an in1perative; or, in other words, to open the 

space for freedom is to act in accordance with reason. 19 

The pivotal point for Nancy is to re-articulate freedom in such a way that 

it could be thought otherwise than as a "property of man. 11 20 If freedom is not to 

be thought of as a property of "man/ then, as Heidegger writes, can we describe 

freedom as that which "possesses man11 ?21 Nancy is critical of ho\J\T Sartre reads 

the Heideggerian sense of freedom in tern1s of a condemnation. As Nancy argues, 

if the hu1nan is "conden1ned1122 to be free, then the experience of freedon1 is the 

experience of a detern1ined causality into which the hun1an has becon1e plunged. 

In this case, the efficacy of the Sartrean narrative is in the projection of the hu-

1nan beyond this "condemnation," and thus, to defy the passivity of this projec

tion and will oneself to overcome this passive ipseity through the 11heroism of 

despair. 11 23 For Nancy, the Sartrean articulation of freedom "remains caught in 

the space of causality. 11 2
4 

In order to maintain a difference or space between obligation and free

don1, and thus eschew the fran1e\J\Tork of determined causality, Nancy actually in

tensifies the Sartrean ·narrative of 11 condemnation11 such that the subject is less 

than the manifestation of its intangibility in its being condemned to freedom. 25 If 

the human subject, in Sartrean terms, is devoid of the capacity to ground itself 

19 The necessity of reason is a fundamentally influential part of Kant's philosophy, as Robert Pippin de

scribes, this 'necessity' orientated Hegel's critique of consciousness in Phenomenology. Pippin gives a neat 

summary of how this 'necessity of reason' functions in Kant's transcendental deduction to unify experience 

of representations through a unifying subject (subject to law) ; " .. .in one of Kant's most influential claims, 

being in a subjective state, even a merely momentary subjective state, does not count as having an experi

ence of and so being aware of that state unless I apply a certain determinate concept (a "this-state," not 

"that-state" concept, say) and judge that I am in such a state, something I must do and be able to know that I 

am doing." Hegel 's Idealism: The Satisfaction of Self-Consciousness, p.19. 

20 Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.96. 

21 Heidegger, "On the Essence of Truth" Basic Writings, p.129. 

22 Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.99. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid. 

zs Thinking back to Taylor's categorization of this engagement as "stoicism" in spite of "the abyss", what he 

misses are the conflicting ;/ontological" claims between existentialism and Heidegger, and the way these are 

approached by Derrida. Nancy adds to Derrida's deconstruction of the metaphysics of subjectivity by ap

proaching these ontological claims through a reading of Christianity in which its plays an explicit role. 
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through an essence, then it lacks any sense of causality altogether. The "heroisn1" 

that marks the Sartrean narrative "is the will to be the cause of that for which 

causes are lacking or contrary in given reality." 26 Nancy takes Sartre's exposition 

of Heidegger a step further, as Peter Fenves describes, to undercut the very no

tion of subjectivity itself. Nancy not only negates the incommensurability of the 

Sartrean subject, but also ruptures the Kantian subject within which the necessi

ty of reason resides. In doing so, there is only ''finite freedon1,1' which is, as Fen

ves defines, "a freedom that does not amount to a limited space of action but is, 

rather, the opening-in thought, in experience-onto the limit, onto groundless

ness.1127 Rather than allow the subject to use reason to follow Law, freedom is 

what bars the subject at the point of its self-constitution. Put simply, within the 

void of aban1onment, freedom cannot be a property of the subject as it exceeds 

the very sense of subjectivity. The freedom inherent to abandoned-being is al

ways more than the subject, precisely because the subject is not God. 

The question I want to respond to at this stage is how one might under

stand the explicit ethical premise of obligation that re111ains despite, the disorien

tation of any sense of a "subjecf1 in coming to grips with "a law beyond the law.11 

The answer is in Nancy1s ontology, however, in order to maintain the opening 

that obligates being-singular-plural Nancy draws upon tbe motif of abandon

ment in his deconstruction of Christianity. Indeed, as Christopher Watkin points 

out, on the one hand, the ontology of being-singular-plural is "an ethos and a 

praxis'\ and, on the other hand, "the province of ethos is not one of possession 

but of abandonment, of poverty.1128 This explanation validates how both ontology 

and ethics ren1ain intertwined within Nancy's philosophy, and, furthermore, why 

his thought ren1ains closely aligned to Heidegger.29 By considering poverty with

in the ontological context of abandonment not only provides the principle that 

something is lacking or missing, it also allows Nancy to premise his ontology on 

26 Ibid. 

27 Peter Fenves, "Foreword" The Experience of Freedom, p.xxiii. 

28 Watkin, "Ontology and Incommensurability in Nancy's Notion of Justice" Jean-Luc Nancy: Justice Legality 

and world, pp.21-2. 

29 Nancy argues that, "Only those who have read Heidegger blindly, or not at all, could think him a stranger 

to ethical preoccupations" "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinking, p.173. 

157 

" 



dwelling within that lack. Poverty, in these tenns, is existence that dwells within 

the absence of transcendence, and does not seek its fulfilment. 

Nancy uncovers a 11fundamental ethics 11 30 in Heidegger's thought that 

must be considered alongside his fundamental ontology. The crux of Nancy's 

displacement of Heidegger centres on a re-articulation of the relation of Law and 

obligation in the Categorical Imperative. Kant argues that the Moral Law governs 

such actions as could becon1e universal 111axi1ns for a subject in accordance with 

the free use of reason-one is "subjected11 to the in1perative of such an action, in 

the sense that this is an obligation to the Moral Law. According to Nancy, Law is 

itself without ground in the sense that it 11is si1nply the law of legislating in this 

absence of law11 31-as such, the autonomous 11 rational subject" can only be 

thought after one has reconciled the notion of obligation. Put another way, to be 

obligated to "a law beyond the law" correlates with the exposure of being

abandoned to shared finitude, before any conception of the singular or indeed 

the plural. Sense, and thus any notion of "reason11 that might be allocated to a 

"subject," is only in the passage between being as abandoned. Hence, as Nancy 

argues, "only a subject which is entirely responsible for sense and for its own ex

istence as making-sense, without prior subjection to any fixed sense, can be a ful

ly-fledged ethical subj ect."32 

In order to reconcile the sense of an autonomous ethical subject with be

ing abandoned to "a law beyond the law, 11 Nancy argues that "obligation,, has in 

itself become the ontological premise of "law abandoned-to itself."33 As Fran

cois Raffoul remarks, in "Nancy's work, the question of obligation finds itself rad

icalized, from the (regional) sphere of morality per se to the entirety of the 

sphere of being itself.1'34 If, as Kant would hold, one can only perforn1 an act gov

erned by the Moral Law as an autonomous subject; in contrast for Nancy, ethical 

action is only possible when one acts in accordance with the ontological obliga-

30 Nancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinking, p.174. 

31 Nancy, "The Kategorein of Excess" A Finite Thinking, p.149. 

32 Ibid p.182. [Emphasis added.] 

33 Nancy, "Th e Kategorein of Excess" A Finite Thinking, p.149. 

34 Raffoul , "Abandonment and the Categorical Imperative of Being" Jean-Luc Nancy: justice Legality and 

world, p.65. 
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tion of making-sense, in which one's desire does not coincide with an established 

sense, but are rather fully abandoned to the groundlessness of conduct. By seiz

ing upon Kant's conflation of reason and freedom in the notion of the imperative, 

Nancy opens the sense of the subject to the "between11 of shared finitude as de

scribed in his ontology of being-singular-plural. 

Obligation is the ethical flip-side of the ontological premise making-sense: 

The key term in Nancy's description of existence as making-sense is not the "sub

ject,11 but "respect," and hovv respect is the opening of the possibility of freedom 

itself. Nancy undoes the notion of a subject standing before a law, in which obe

dience or respect for the law is a property that can be thought as attached to a 

being present as a subject. Instead, Nancy is recalling and extending the 

Heideggerian critique of Kant, specifically as outlined in Heidegger's Kant and 

The Problem of Metaphysics. According to Nancy, "respect" is the possibility of a 

desire that manifests itself through obligation, and it is this alone that opens the 

possibility of being, which is to say "to be" \I\Tithin language. In order to describe 

the gesture I am picturing here, it is necessary to quote in some detail the argu-

111ent put forward by Heidegger in §30 of the afore111entioned work. 35 

Respect as such is respect for the moral law. It does not serye [ as a basis] for 

the judgn1ent of actions, and it does not first appear after the ethical fact to 

be something like the manner in which we take a position with respect to 

the consummated act. On the contrary, respect for the law first constitutes 

the possibility for action. The respect for ... is the way in which the law first 

becomes accessible to us. At the same time we find therein: this feeling of 

respect for the law does not also serve, as Kant puts it, for the "grounding" of 

the lavv. The law is not what it is because we have respect for it, but rather 

the reverse: this respecting having-a-feeling for the law, and with it this de

tern1inate manner of n1aking the law manifest is the \,vay in vvhich the law, 

as such a respecting having-a-feeling for in general, can be encountered by 

us. 36 

35 Nancy indicates the importance of this section in The Experience of Freedom. 

36 Heidegger, Kant and The Problem of Metaphysics, p.111. [§30: 158-159] 
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The reversal indicated by Heidegger in the remark above, in which the law is 

"encountered" as a "respecting having-a-feeling," is the manner in which desire 

itself, becomes the opening of being to a rnaking-sense that is felt (having-a

feeling) as obligation. This reading of Kant's Moral Law, in which "respect for ... 11 

shapes our encounter with the (la priori enigma11 37-the question of the meaning 

of being-opens the possibility of understanding how this question is in-itself an 

opening between being. This opening, as a question, cannot be directed toward, 

or directed from-the question of the 1neaning of being issues to no-thing, and 

fro1n no-thing. This is 1narked in the Heideggerian turn (kehre ), in which being 

comes under erasure, and will be written in his later work as seyn (beyng).38 

Nancy argues that Dasein must be understood without being premised upon a 

spatio-temporal manifestation of being-there. "The there is the open in which, 

right at an existence hie et nunc, making-sense is at issue."39 Dasein is as //clearing" 

without being a //clearing11 of its own there, but rather as //clearing,, which is the 

opening of an obligation (to the law) of making-sense. I return to this sense of 

clearing later in the chapter when I discuss Heidegger's use of the tenn Ereignis. 

The opening in· which making-sense is at issue is understood both ethical

ly and ontologically in the term obligation . It is within this notion of obligation 

that both desire and action are intertwined. As Nancy explains; "This way of be

ing is immediately a conduct: the conduct of being-open to making-sense, a be

ing-open that is itself opened by ( or whose opening consists in) the de

sire/ability of sense."40 Why does Nancy bring together action and desire in this 

fashion? Nancy does this in order to surpass a fundamental problem with the 

Kantian pren1ise of Moral Law. In Kant's philosophy, 1norality is understood in 

tenns of an autonon1ous subject's conforn1ation to the categorical imperative. 

Kant's Moral Law stipulates that to act in accordance with the Moral Law is at the 

same time to act through the free use of one's rational will. Thus to act in accord

ance with the Moral Law is in fact to become the originator of the Law to which 

37 Recalling my discussion of Critchley in the previous chapter. 

38 The precise meaning of this term for Heidegger is outlined below. 

39 Nancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinking, p.181. 

40 Ibid p.180. 
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one is subjected. As Raffoul points out, for Nancy the question is "[n]ot si1nply a 

"moral" obligation, but rather the question of an "ontologicaI1' being-obligated."41 

Nancy thus brings together the ontological language of making-sense, with 

the ethical language of respect for ... , in order to describe the onto-ontico-ethical 

being through obligation. Obligation captures the sense in vvhich Nancy is de

scribing being as abandoned to la\,v; there "the other11 is "essentiaI1' to ((opening\ 

"sense", and "action.1142 Obligation thus functions both as singular and plural, 

surpassing the either/ or of singularity and plurality by bringing together both of 

these terms into an ontology of being-singular-plural that is first and foremost a 

fundan1ental ethics. By surpassing the either/ or of singularity and plurality, Nan

cy rethinks the mode of abandon1nent that Heidegger refers to in Contributions 

by describing a mode of being in its comportment to the abandonment of being 

in which "being is the letting-be through which something is. 1143 This "letting-be11 

is an ethos, such that the mode of being as singular-plural encounters the desti

tution of law according to the ethos of abandonment. Ethos is the conduct of be

ing as it unfolds through the groundlessness of abandoned-being. Ethos is not a 

response to abandonment; it is the springing-forth of singular-plural being made 

possible by abandonn1ent as an experience of freedom. Nancy recalls Heidegger's 

use of Heraclitus in Letter on Humanism in order to portray how being can be 

thought in relation to obligation and conduct. 

This is hovv original ethical conduct encounters its la\t\T, its proper no mos: the 

nomos of the "abode," of "upholding" according to ek-sistence. It is a matter 

of upholding ourselves and ({bearing" or ({ carrying" ourselves in a vvay that 

befits the injunction of being-the injunction to be-ek-sistent. Conduct, 

dignity, is a matter of bearing. We have to bear ourselves, bear up before the 

responsibility for making-sense that has unfolded unreservedly. Man has to 

understand himself according to this responsibility.44 

41 Raffoul, "Abandonment and the Categorical Imperative of Being" Jean-Luc Nancy: Justice Legality and 

world, p.65. 

42 Ibid p.181. 

43 Ibid p.185 . 

44 Nancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Th inking, p.193. 
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Nancy re-articulates fundamental ontology in tenns of an originary ethics; an en

counter with law, in which law is nothing more than the obligation to make

sense without drawing upon an already conceived sense. Nancy draws upon the 

Heideggerian gesture of ek-sistence to underscore here how this obligation co

incides with the ontological picture of Dasein as the "being for which being is an 

issue.,, As Heidegger argues: "As ek-sisting, man sustains Da-sein in that he takes 

the Da [there], the clearing of Being, into "care.""45 Thus, rather than in1pose a 

reading upon Heidegger, Nancy is allowing the i111plicit notion of "ethical conduct" 

to unfold in how Heidegger approaches the question of the n1eaning of being 

"which was raised of old and is raised now and always, and is always the subject 

of doubt, viz. what being is ... "46 Obligation can be thought as a response by Nancy 

to the manner in which Heidegger juxtaposes ethos and "care" with the funda

mental question of Dasein. Conduct, bearing, and responsibility, as it applies to 

an "ethical encounter,, is always an encounter with the question of being as pri

n1ordially with. Hence, Nancy suggests an encounter in which the "conduct" of 

being-with beco111es "the proper transcendence of the i111111anence that is."47 

As Raffoul argues, abandonment is what it means to be at the closure of 

metaphysics and the end of all metaphysical premises that might give meaning to 

being48 ; whilst, at the same time, not marking abandonment as the withdrawal of 

being from meaning itself, as if abandonment "would safe-guard the being of be

ing, withdrawn in its pure, remote presence."49 Abandonment is thus to remain 

obligated as being; an obligation that is itself without boundary and without law, 

and is simply "to be,, at the limit of being as the shared-finitude in the "here and 

now" of existence. This is a limit that is not founded in law, or obligation to that 

law; but rather a limit that is being. A lin1it that, on the one hand, n1arks a thought 

of radical n1aterialis111 found in the shared finitude of being, which is the possibil

ity of "making sense,, within our shared finite existence; and, on the other hand, 

45 Heidegger, "Letter on Humanism" Basic Writings, p.231. 
' 

46 Heidegger, Kant and The Problem of Metaphysics, p.232fn. 

47 Nancy, "Originary Ethics" A Finite Thinking, p.181. 

48 Raffoul, "Abando nm en t and the Categorical Imperative of Being" Jea n-Luc Nan cy: Justice Legality and 

world, p.67. 

49 Ibid p.68. 
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describes the possibility opened at the li111it of that finitude through the thought 

of transimmanence. 

The thought of abandonment cuts across Nancy's oeuvre from the essay 

Abandoned Being, to the extension of his deconstruction of Christianity in The 

Adoration. In all I have been describing above, the term obligation has come un

der scrutiny, and it is important in what follows that this term is not considered 

as that which binds being to the law. Obligation must be thought in tern1s of ado

ration, as I have already described in chapter three. As Raffoul argues, "obliga

tion frees being for itself, opens it to a relationality, so that being can then be as 

the event and the openness that it is.,,50 We have already covered this briefly in 

how Nancy responds to Heidegger's notion of "letting-be, ,, however, I will return 

to this notion, and Nancy's departure from Heidegger, in what follows. 

II. IT0MAK0L ABANDONED 

We do not know it, we cannot really know it, but abandoned being has al 

ready begun to constitute an inevitable condition for our t hought, perhaps 

its only condition.s1 

The manner in which Nancy opens his essay Abandoned Being is ren1iniscent of 

Nietzsche's figure of the madman who runs into the square proclain1ing "God is 

dead".52 As the sole transcendental, abandonment has become not only the con

dition of possibility of experience, but also that which renders the "empiri cal" 

subject impossible.53 For Heidegger, as I will explain in the follow ing section, the 

madman has come too soon, "man'' cannot see the obviousness of his predica-

so Ibid p.66. 

51 Nancy, Birth to Presence, p.36. 

52 A passage I examined in chapter one in which I argued that this motif indicates the way metaphysics has 

closed in upon itself through the effect of Christianity. "The death of God" is not only what allowed this clo 

sure, but was brought about by the Christianity itself as the religion that enabled the end of religion. 

53 See chapter two, section IV. 
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1nent, and remains oblivious to "what is really happening." Likewise for Nancy, 

abandonment cannot be thought, whilst remaining necessarily constitutive of the 

conditions of thought. And yet, within these aporetic conditions that reveal the 

poverty of thought; Nancy acknowledges the excessive dimension of being-a 

jouissance-that suggests power of abandonment in the creation of a world. 

Fully aware of the implications of this notion, Nancy draws upon Aristotle 

to explain how this poverty of thought n1anifests itself through the "exhaustion" 

of being, as abandoned to its own destiny. Despite the 1nanifold 1nanner in which 

ontology has been thought and . expressed, these expressions have nonetheless 

collapsed upon themselves in their exhaustion of the possibility of "speaking" 

being. Nancy refers to the Aristotelian expression of pollakos legetai, the asser

tion that "being may be expressed in many ways". For example ( one of many), in 

his Metaphysics Aristotle writes that, "There are many senses in which a thing 

may be said to 'be'."54 As Nancy writes: 

If being has not ceased to speak itself in multiple ways-pollakos legetai

abandon1nent adds nothing to the proliferation of this pollakos. It sums up 

the proliferation, assembles it, but by exhausting it, carrying it to the ex

treme poverty of abandonment. Being speaks itself as abandoned by all cat

egories, all transcendentals. 55 

Being speaks, and is thus not forgotten or withdrawn from itself as being; how

ever, in speaking being in n1any ways, it is being itself that speaks itself as aban

doned. Nancy thus argues that "being abandoned" is to be no longer held to the 

transcendental possibilities of unum, verum, bonurn-the one, the truth, the good. 

In so doing, Nancy extends his thought of the figure of the abandoned Christ, to 

an exhaus tion of transcendentals that cut through Western philosophy from Pla

to and Aristotle, to the neo-Platonic roots of medieval philosophy, and even, and 

perhaps most importantly to Kant. Nancy is also drawing upon and surpassing 

the H_eideggerian notion of abandonment that is outlined in Contributions, by re-

54 Aris totl e, Metaphysics, Book IV, 1003a30. Which points to Aristotle's critique of Parmenides to which 

Nancy turns, as will be noted shortly. 

55 Nancy, "Abandoned Being" Birth to Presence, p .36. 
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ferring to the opening or declosion [dis-enclosure] that a deconstruction of Chris

tianity reveals in abandoned-being. 

It is at the point of an exhaustion of transcendentals that Nancy reveals 

the possibility of declosion in and through the cessation of these transcendentals. 

Abandonment is an opening to thought itself in the very possibility of abandon

ment. "Unum, verun1, bonum-all this is abandoned. Which amounts to saying, 

saying to us, that being has ceased to speak itself in n1ultiple ways, although this 

cessation does not constitute an end or decide a destiny. The cessation pursues a 

destiny." 56 The exhaustion of speaking being, and extre1ne poverty of abandon

ment, is in itself for Nancy actually the openness to an excess. An excess, he adds, 

that was already to be found in the fragment of Parmenides, esti gar einai-it is 

indeed being-that Nancy reads in the following manner. 

It requires nothing that being has not already, always, arranged in its silent 

being ... 

It is indeed being. 

It is indeed being. 

It is indeed being.s7 

It is in the tripartite of being in-itself, being for-itself, and the necessity of being, 

that these terms collapse into one another as the possibility of being that is noth

ing other than the "speaking of being'' which has become "the exhaustion of tran

scendentals"58-it is indeed being. Abandonment is to be found at the point of ex

haustion where it "requires nothing," an exhaustion that nonetheless provides an 

"openness" to being, the opening of a world within the world itself. According to 

Raffoul, in Nancy1 s reading of Parmenides: "We are summoned to an ontology 

deprived and stripped of all metaphysical principles, deprived of ground and the 

ruling of the so-called "transcendentals""; and furthermore, this exhaustion of 

transcendentals "corresponds to a suspension, and interruption and a ceasing of 

56 Ibid. [Emphasis added to the last sentence.] 

57 Ibid p.38. 

58 Ibid p.37. 
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the various discourses of onto-theology and its categories. 11 59 The abundance of 

saying being beco111es for Nancy an exhaustion of speaking being, which is in it

self an opening to pursue a "destiny" from which this abundance is sprung. The 

importance of this opening to a "destiny11 in the exhaustion that becomes a "ces

sation11 of transcendentals-a "cessation'' that itself must be recognized when 

Nietzsche declares that "God is dead11-\i\Till become apparent as I explore a read

ing of l'avenir. 

Ill. AGAMBEN ON THE SOVEREIGN BAN 

Some remarks on Agamben's reference to Nancy's essay Abandoned Being may 

be useful here to bring more nuance to my interpretation of abandonment in 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. Without the spac:e here to do justice to 

the considerable oeuvre of Agan1ben, it will suffice to outline Aga111ben's use of 

the tern1 "abandonment11 within the context of his political project, and to 

den1onstrate how Agan1ben's ontological picture differs fro111 Nancy's. When 

Nancy refers to abandonment he is not simply recalling the onto-theological cri

tique (Destruktion) that is explicit in Heidegger's theory of being-abandoned 

(Seinsverlassenheit) as laid out in Contributions. Nancy is also attempting to think 

beyond the closure that Heidegger explicitly attributes to abandonment, and in

stead use abandonment as a point of departure in his reading of the loss of mean

ing that I refer to in chapter three on community. Agamben, in contrast, refers to 

abandonn1ent in order to relate his theory of "exception11 and sovereignty to an 

ontological framework of life and law; a framework that he will critique and con

tinually call into question. It is in Homo Sacer, that Giorgio Agamben takes up the 

59 Raffoul, "Abandonment and the Categorical Imperative of Being" Jean -Luc Nancy: justice Legality and 

Wo rld, p.6 7. 
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theme of abandonment in reference to the 1nanner in which Nancy describes the 

High German sense of prohibition. 60 

If the exception is the structure of sovereignty, then sovereignty ... is the orig

inary structure in which law refers to life and includes it in itself by sus

pending it. Taking up Jean-Luc Nancy's suggestion, we shall give the name 

ban (from the old Germanic term that designates both exclusion from the 

community and the command and insignia of the sovereign) to this potenti

ality ... of the law to maintain itself in its own privation, to apply in no longer 

1 . 61 app y1ng ... 

For Aga1nben, abandonment is thought in relation to his theory of the "state of 

exception/' in which the "force of law11 is provided by the "capacity of law to 

maintain itself in relation to an exteriority. 11 62 That is to say, the law constitutes 

itself through its own suspension, by not being held to the inner "space" of its 

own rule of law. The law is outside of itself, or, put another way, the law itself 

remains lawless, and it is this lawlessness that provides the very "force" of law. 

As Eric Santner explains, the power of the sovereign has been interpolated into 

the body of the state, which are the bodies that inhabit that state as "a corporeal 

locus and shape."63 Agan1ben argues that the "state of e£ception" has become 

60 Agamben also refers to Nancy in Means Without Ends, in which he writes : "The concepts of sovereignty 

and of constituent power, which are at the core of our political tradition, have to be abandoned or, at least, to 

be thought all over again. They mark, in fact, the point of indifference between right and violence, nature 

and logos, proper and improper, and as such they do not designate an attribute or an organ of the juridical 

system or of the state; they designate, rather, their own original structure. Sovereignty is the idea of an un

decidable nexus between violence and right, between the living and language-a nexus that necessarily takes 

the paradoxical form of a decision regarding the state of exception (Schmitt) or ban (Nancy) in which the 

law (language) relates to the living by withdrawing from it, by a-bandoning it to its own violence and its 

own irrelatedness. Sacred life the life that is presupposed and abandoned by the law in the state of excep

tion-is the mute carrier of sovereignty, the real sovereign subject." pp.112-3. 

61 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, p.28 . 

62 Ibid p.18. 

63 " ... the body of the citizen that is invested with the principle of sovereignty is no longer an instance of zoe, 

no longer bare life in the sense of animal existence, but rather life insofar as it is posited as bearer of flesh, as 

giving - always precarious - corporeal locus and shape to the element that holds the place of the jointure of 

life and law." Eric Santner, The Royal Remains, p.61. I should note that Santner is engaging in a specific cri-
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1nore often the nonn in n1odern democratic political constituencies; the legal at

tributes of citizens are increasingly suspended and placed outside the law such 

that citizens are reduced to merely /(bare life."64 The /(potentiality" (perhaps the 

crucial ontological term for Agamben) of law resides in its capacity to abandon 

being to this /{bare life,'1 and, in particular, the politico-ontological blur between 

being outside and being inside law. 

He who has been banned is not, in fact, simply set outside the law and made 

indifferent to it but rather abandoned by it, that is, exposed and threatened 

on the threshold in which life and law, outside and inside, become indistin

guishable ... The matchless potentiality of the nomos, its originary 'force of 

law," is that it holds life in its ban by abandoning it. 65 

Through the second half of Abandoned Being, Nancy catalogues the ways in 

which a singularity is constituted in its /{abandonment to law. 11 As I have already 

described, it is clear that Nancy is referring to an ontology in which the com1nand 

of law comes "to be" only through the issue of that command from out of an 

opening. In the same gesture it should be remembered that Nancy is gesturing 

within the project of deconstructing Christianity, in which this opening remains 

itself without ground, and must be thought as a withdrawal of /{presence. 11 Agam

ben picks up on the manner in which Nancy relates the voice to law, and voice 

itself relates to a singularity, an issuing-forth from ... , which remains without the 

sense of transaction such that the /{law gives nothing. 1166 Specifically, Nancy ar

gues, "One abandons to a law, which is to say, always a voice. Bannan, bannen, in 

ancient and middle High German (to order or prohibit, under threat of penalty), 

are grafted onto a "root11 (*bha) of speech, of declaration ... Ontology is thus a 

tique of biopolitics in that it remains incapable of addressing these vicissitudes of flesh and the "surplus of 

immanence" (61) that coincides with the translation of law into the sovereign body of 'the people'. 

64 I should also note here that the efficacy of Agamben's thesis is brought into its stark and violent conclu-
' sion when he describes the manner in which the concentration camps of Nazi Germany represent "the ma-

terialization of the state of exception". Homo Sacer p.17 4. 

65 Agamben, Homo Sacer, pp.28-9. 

66 Nancy, "Abandoned Being" Birth To Presence, p.45. 
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phonology."67 Thus, while the voice may constitute law, the voice cannot be 

thought of as issuing a command, rather it might simply say "ecce homo. "68 This 

marks an important distinction, as it goes to the heart of how Nancy relates 

abandonment and law to the "question of being. 11 

Ecce homo, "behold the man/ is attributed in the bible to Pontius Pilate's 

gesture toward the figure of Jesus Christ prior to his crucifixion. In the same ges

ture, Nancy refers to the "dereliction,, of Christ by God, abandoned in his crucifix

ion. Thus, while one abandons to a law, the voice that is law is without "inedium" 

or "discourse", it silnply issues the hun1an to a "being-there, or to be there-that 

is, here."69 Where the "here" of being, remains to be constituted, categorised, cat

alogued-the "here" instead is only that which "opens a spacing, clears an area 

upon which being is thrown, abandoned. 11 7 ° Critically, this relates directly to 

what Gauch et reads as the gesture of absent-presence I outlined in chapter two

in the figure of Christ, God abandoned humankind. The New Testament provides 

a re-reading of the creation ex nihilo that was first given structure in the book of 

Genesis, the figure of the human body of Christ suffering on the cross opened the 

ex nihilo into which the human was abandoned. For Nancy, abandonment is an 

ontological gesture of the body, where the body is what has come to occupy the 

void opened by the "destitution'' of the premise qua God.?1 Nancy regards and 

addresses the necessity of thinking this gesture of abandonment alongside the 

withdrawal of presence and the ruptured topography dis-enclosed by this with

drawal. In other words, whereas in Nancy abandonment is law-in the sense that 

law cannot be thought otherwise than the space opened by the withdrawal of 

presence and occupied by the body, understood as the continual play of this 

withdrawal and springing-forth of sense within the opening-for Agamben 

67 Ib id. 

68 Ib id p.46. 

69 Ib id p.4 7. As Alenka Zup ancic argues, the death of Go d in Nietzsche is the death of the generative power of 

the Law (in Lacanian terms, the master-s ignifier); however, the linguistic structure of law (university

discourse), the 'voice', remains in force (without-affect) . In other words, as Nancy w ould also argue, we 

conduct religious r it es like acto rs on a stage - th ey have become emptied of their divine force . See, Th e 

Shortest Shadow: Nietzsche's Philosophy of the Two, p.3 7. 

70 Nancy, "Abandoned Being" Birth to Presence, p.47. 

71 I address this gesture of the body in detail in chapter five. 
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abandon111ent is the potentiality for law to reduce life to "bare life". This differ

ence once again reiterates the importance of Nancy's deconstruction of Christi

anity in understanding how he uses the term "abandonment". 

In his conceptualization of abandonment, Agamben argues that it refers to 

Law's potential to be in force without application. With this in mind, we should 

note briefly the key ontological 1notif in Agamben, potentiality-an engagement 

with the uneasy relationship between potentiality and actuality in Aristotle's 

philosophy. Aga1nben seizes upon what he reads as a misunderstanding of Aris

totle's theory of potentiality, arguing that what Aristotle is describing through 

the term potentiality is the ongoing accompaniment of an impotentiality ("the 

potentiality to not-be,,) .72 "To be potential means: to be one's own lack, to be in 

relation to one's own incapacity.,,73 Thus, Agamben argues, Aristotle's insight is 

not, as typically understood, that "what is not impossible is possible"74 which 

would be to say that impotentiality is erased in the coming to be (actuality). Ra

ther, Aga1nben argues that i1npotentiality ("the potentiality to not-be") is ex

hausted but still preserved in actuality. Thus ilnpotentiality does not disappear 

"in actuality; on the contrary, it preserves itself as such in actuality. What is truly 

potential is thus what has exhausted all its impotentiality in bringing it wholly 

into the act as such.,,75 This, as Catherine Mills argues, serves to relate the onto

logical term potentiality directly to Agamben's theory of biopolitics and his use of 

the term abandonment. 

In this way then, the relation of potentiality to actuality described by Aristo

tle accords perfectly with the logic of the ban that Agamben argues is char

acteristic of sovereign powe1: thereby revealing the fundamental integration 

of metaphysics and politics.76 

72 Aristotle writes that "And a thing is capable of doing something if there is nothing impossible in its having 

the actuality of that of which it is said to have the capacity." Metaphysics, 1047a24-5. Translated by Agam

ben as "A thing is said to be potential if, when the act of which it is said to be potential is realized, there will 

be nothing impotential." 'On Potentiality' Potentialities, p.183. 

73 Agamben, Potentialities, p.182. 

74 Catherine Mills, The Philosophy of Agamben, p.31. 

75 Agamben, Poten tialities, p.183. 

76 Mills, "Agamben" Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
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Abandonment is the lietmotif used by Agamben to infer the nihilism that has ac

companied the indistinction of law and life in modern sovereignty. This mode of 

indistinction is correlative to both the state of exception and abandonment that 

allows Agamben to maintain a definition of the force of law, in which law re

mains in force while being without "significance."77 As Mills argues, by bringing 

together both exception and abandonment, Agan1ben is describing the n1odern 

nihilistic condition of contemporary politics in which it is no longer possible "to 

say clearly whether that which has been banned is inside or outside the juridical 

order."78 Abandonment is a theme of critique, and opening to the possibility of 

thinking beyond nihilism-which finds its potentiality, for Agamben, in Benja

min's Messianic politics of pure means as a "divine violence."79 

The key distinction between Agamben and Nancy is the manner in which 

they approach the question of law. Nancy's ontological theme of abandonment 

seeks to form a synergy between being-with and lavv, such that being responds 

to the obligation of making-sense in shared existence that comes fro1n being 

abandoned to the law, "creating" a sense that is born into the shared finitude of 

being-with. Abandonment allows Nancy to maintain the sense in which "creation" 

is devoid of a producer and is not a "work" Themes such_ as "community" and 

"globalization" remain inoperative, which is to say, sense is in common but not 

attached to the production of a commonality or communion. In cont rast to Nan

cy's approach Agamben seeks, as Mills describes, to "illuminate the "originary" 

relation of law to life."80 This would seem to suggest that Agamben wants to re

capture the sovereignty of being through the iteration of Benjamin's divine vio

lence. Agamben gives a clue as to how this would n1anifest itself in Hon10 Sacer, 

when he argues "one must think .. . the existence of potentiality even without any 

relation to being in the form of the gift of the self and of letting be."81 According 

77 Agamben, Homo Sacer, p.51. 

78 Mills, The Philosophy of Agamben, p.63. 

79 "If mythic violence is lawmaking, divine violence is law-desh·oying" Walter Benjamin, "Critique of Vio 

lence" Selected Writings Volume 1, 1913-1926, p.249. This is obviously a difficult and complicated topic, re

lated to but noneth eless far beyond the sco pe of this study. 

so Mills, The Philosophy of Agamben, p.60. 

81 Agamben, Homo Sacer, p.47 . 
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to Agan1ben, this is only possible if we surpass the relation of being to abandon

ment, which "implies nothing less than thinking ontology and politics beyond 

every figure of relation, beyond even the limit relation that is the sovereign 

ban."82 Agamben clearly differentiates his philosophical project from Nancy's by 

projecting the theme of abandonment into a political-ontology, in the sense that 

Agamben is prescribing a political emancipation from abandonment. 

It nonetheless appears that Agan1ben's motivation for this "thinking be

yond11 resonates in some fashion with the concerns Nancy raises in The Inopera

tive Communiry. In The Coming _Communiry, Agamben points to the necessity of 

maintaining human potentialiry in describing the very possibility of ethics. As 

Agamben puts it: "There is in effect something that humans are and have to be, 

but this something is not an essence nor properly a thing: It is the simple fact of 

one's own existence as possibiliry or potentiality.1183 It is only by remaining apart 

from subjection to some essence or destiny through potentiality, that humankind 

remains open to the possibility of ethics. "This is the only reason why something 

like an ethics can exist, because it is clear that if hu111ans were or had to be this or 

that substance, this or that destiny, no ethical experience would be possible

there would be only tasks to be done.''84 

This suggests that a distinction can be found in the emphasis Nancy places 

on "shared-finitude}J in his ontology of being-singular-plural as a specific means 

of overcoming the Heideggerian insistence on authenticity.85 Agamben maintains 

a connection to Heidegger's theme of Seinsverlassenheit, while at the same time 

seeks a political-ontology that might overcome the nihilism inherent within this 

concept of abandonment. In contrast, Nancy suggests the possibility of political 

en1ancipation from within, a possibility revealed by deconstructing Heideggerian 

abandonn1ent; such that, Nancy's ontological commitment relies specifically up

on his project in the deconstruction of Christianity. Indeed, in my analysis of 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity, I am suggesting that he is working within 

82 Ibid. 

83 Agarnben, The Coming Community, p.42-3. 

84 Ibid. 

ss I explore the emphasis Nancy places on shared-finitude in relation to Heidegger's fundamental ontology 

in more detail below. 
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Heideggerian abandonment as part of the project of deconstruction itself. Rather 

than attempt to think beyond abandonment to a more originary formulation of 

the relation of life to law, one that reaches back and beyond the nihilism of con

temporary politics,86 Nancy works within the theme of abandonment. By demon

strating how Heideggerian abandonment deconstructs itself in much the same 

fashion as Christianity, Nancy opens the possibility of departing from the nihil

ism of Heideggerian abandonment fro1n within the notion of "Abandoned Being." 

IV. HEIDEGGER SEINSVERLASSENHEIT 

Nancy is facing up to the predicament of abandonment described by Heidegger 

in Contributions to Philosophy: From Ereignis, in which Heidegger argues that the 

"lived-experience" of existence must be understood as the "abandonment of be

ings by being."87 As Nancy's reading of Parmenides explains, the ontological at

testation of being fails through the exhaustion of transcendentals, it is at this 

point of failure that Nancy and Heidegger converge on the term "abandonment." 

In chapter two I referred to the paradigme principielthat provides an absolute or 

totalized way of conceptualizing the world. Within the paradigme prfncipiel, the 

"distinction" in the ontic-ontological difference remains opaque. For Heidegger, 

abandonment is the predicament of Being that attempts to make sense, while 

forgetting the impossibility of a non-metaphysical understanding of being. It thus 

relates directly to how Nancy describes globalization as an "agglo1neration" of 

meaning that functions according to a general equivalency, and the "immanence 

of man to man" in the "production" of an essence in community. Heidegger turns 

to the notion of Ereignis to describe an authentic way of thinking being, a term I 

detail below, before describing where Nancy diverges from Heidegger's use of 

86 I am not suggesting that we can attribute this to Agamben, my schematic overview of Agamben's thought 

lacks the considerable rigor involved in making such a claim. 

87 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: OfThe Event, p.88. [110-112]. 
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this tenn. Prior to detailing what Heidegger 111eans by Ereignis, I want to first 

elaborate on how Heidegger refers to abandonment in Contributions. 

I have argued that Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity traces the man

ner in which the Christianity has shown itself to be the religion that enabled reli

gion to be surpassed. Through the term abandonment Nancy is reinforcing 

Heidegger's notion that Christian dogma worked to hide the distress of the 

abandonment of being,88 while simultaneously going further than Heidegger by 

undoing Christianity itself by playing upon the fact that it was grounding being in 

a creator that had itself been abandoned. Furthermore, Nancy is deconstructing 

the structural gestures that function through the figure of the crucifixion of the 

body of Christ, and the trauma of His abandonment by God. 

In Noli me tangere, Nancy describes the encounter between Mary Magda

lene and the arisen Jesus-Jesus being not of this world and not yet with the Fa

ther. When Jesus commands Mary "do not touch me/ how are we to understand 

this prohibition? In one sense it may be understood as indicative of the n1anner 

in which the presentation of truth through Christ (logos made flesh) is its own 

revelation, "the truth and the interpretation being made identical to each other 

and by each other."89 What we find in this chiasmus of truth and interpretation is 

the exhaustion of "speaking of being11 to which I referred above when I discussed 

Parmenides. Mary cannot touch Christ because He no longer occupies this world, 

He is absent, and yet His spectral absence is still present, inviting and prohibiting 

the out-stretched hand of Mary to touch Him, while concurrently withdrawing 

from "the world." For Nancy) abandonment can only be understood through this 

withdrawal by resisting the invitation and prohibition of this withdrawal-the 

invitation and prohibition of which both coalesce into the paradigme principiel, 

such that this paradigm totalizes the world and gives nothing but its own clo

sure. 90 How does Nancy's use of the term abandonment build upon what 

Heidegger refers to in Contributions as Seinsverlassenheit? And where does he 

find the possibility of this dual resistance? 

BB Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: Of The Event, p.88. [110-112]. 

s9 Nancy, Noli me tangere, p.5. 

90 See chapter two. 
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Heidegger writes Contributions as a response to the sense in which his de

struction of metaphysics is paradoxically still reliant upon a language of meta

physics91; and it is from this critique that he takes up the question of the truth of 

Being in a wholly new way. In her remarkable exegesis of Contributions, Daniela 

Vallega-Neu92 argues that Heidegger was fully aware that his approach had re

mained in a certain way caught within the paradigm of metaphysics; in particular 

his "transcendental approach to the question of being" in which Heidegger in

cluded notions such as "transcendence ... horizon ... condition of possibility ... and 

his thinking in tenns of the ontological difference."93 

In Being and Time Heidegger attempts to formulate "time" as the essential 

transcendental for understanding the question of the meaning of being. In order 

to explicate this transcendental Heidegger refers to an "ontological difference" in 

his fundamental ontology, in which he forms a distinction between the ontologi

cal and the ontic modes of Dasein. What this distinction recognises is that in cre

ating an understanding of what it means "to-be," being also reveals the manner in 

which it co111es into the world and into a relation to others within the world. In 

working through his fundamental ontology Heidegger argues that, on the one 

hand, Dasein is revealed in its ontic sense as in the world, as part of the world; 

and, on the other hand, through the ontological distinction_that his fundamental 

ontology makes apparent, Dasein is also understood as what it means to reveal 

itself ontologically as a world. As Heidegger acknowledges, this ontological dis

tinction, or difference, creates a gap between our ontic and ontological mode of 

thinking through the concept of Dasein. Thus, in understanding and conceptual

ising his fundamental ontology, Heidegger beco111es aware of the necessity of 

n1oving between these two conceptions of Dasein. In Contributions he approach

es and confronts this necessity. As Heidegger explains: 

91 As Richard Polt argues, "Heidegger ... is trying as hard as he can to respond to Being with appropriate lan

guage, but he hol_ds that it is simply impossible to say "the truth of being" directly: nothing we can say will 

make Being unconceal itself with perfect clarity." Heidegger: An Introduction, p.141. 

92 Throughout this section I rely heavily upon both Daniela Vallega-Neu's book Heidegger's Contributions to 

Philosophy: An Introduction, and her recent translation of Contributions published in collaboration with 

Richard Rojcewicz. 

93 Daniela Vallega-Neu, Heidegger's Contributions to Philosophy: An Introduction, p.9. 
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We gras p the 'ontological', even when grasped as a condition of the 'ontic', 

indeed only as son1ething supplen1entary to the ontic, and we repeat the 'on

tological' (the projection of beings onto beingness) once again as a self

application to itself: the projection beingness (as a projection of being) onto 

its truth. There is at first no other way that could come out of the horizon of 

metaphysics and make the question of being graspable at all as a task. 

Through this procedure, beyng (seyn) 94 itself is apparently still made into 

an object, and what is reached is the 1nost decisive opposite of what the first 

approach to the question of beyng had already opened up for itself. Yet the 

point of Being and Time was indeed to expose "time" as the domain of pro

jection for beyng. Of course; but if the matter had rested there, then the 

question of being would never have developed as a question and thus as an 

inventive thinking of what is most question-worthy.95 

What this ren1ark de1nonstrates is that Heidegger had become aware of a prob

len1 that he created within his analysis of Dasein in Being and Time. In an onto

logical questioning of Being in its temporal sense we are still faced with the be

ingness of being as represented ontically. Consequently, as Vallega-Neu points 

out, in order to question the ontological Being in its temporality we "invite think

ing to slip back into a metaphysical perspective that poses itself over against and 

therefore outside what it questions."96 Immediately we should wonder how a 

94 Heidegger's use of the spelling seyn instead of sein (being) captures the sense in which Heidegger wants to 

think being beyond the metaphysical thought of being amongst beings. "For Heidegger, the use of the word 

"Seyn" (instead of "Sein") indicates that being is not thought of metaphysically, i.e., it is not thought of anal

ogously to beings as a (highest) being but rather as an occurrence (C307; B436). In order to render the non

representa- tional and temporal character of being, "Seyn" is translated as "be-ing."" Vallega-Neu, 

Heidegger's Contributions to Philosophy, p.7fnl. See also, Richard Pait, "I n the Contributions, Heidegger often 

spells the word for "Being" as Seyn instead of Sein . Seyn is an old-fashioned, nineteenth-century spelling 

that gives the word a faint flavor of something archaic and forgotten. He wants to recall a mysterious sense 

of Being that lies hidden behind the conventional way of conceiving of Being." Heidegger: An Introduction, 

p.143. 

95 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: OJThe Event, [450-451]. 

96 Vallega-Neu, Heidegger's Contributions to Philosophy, p.25. Zizek clearly elaborates this gap in his critique 

of Heidegger's notion of finitude in The Parallax View, claiming that this gap is indicative of the very impos

sibility, of, ontologically grasping the "real" as such. He writes, "To put it in Kantian terms: it is because of 

this finitude that "intellectual intuition" is impossible, that a human being can grasp things only within a gap 

between their mere being-there and the mode "as such", of their appearance; in short, that every under-
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question of what it means to exist could be thought within the existence to which 

the question is addressed.97 By addressing the ontological sense of being as dis

tinct from the ontic sense of being, this distinction itself appears as a metaphysi

cal distinction within the question itself. In other words, seen from the ontologi

cal perspective, ontic being is understood as an object that might be thought as 

standing apart from this perspective as thinking. Heidegger is attempting to de

scribe being while aggravating the ontic-ontological difference that allows meta

physics to make its way back into the question of being. 

In fact, this difference provides an opening that becomes the point from 

which Heidegger attempts to overcome the failure of language through the per

formativity of language. Heidegger does not attempt to think across the ontic

ontological divide, to an original ontological truth of being in its authentic tem

porality; rather, Heidegger describes the truth of being by instituting a mode of 

discourse in the language of Contributions that, as Vallega-Neu argues, supports 

"a letting go of any representational mode of thinking, of any supporting struc

ture, value, or belief."98 Contributions could thus be read as an attempt to "think" 

the truth of being from within the impossibility of any direct apprehension of Be

ing. As Vallega-Neu puts it: 

In Contributions, Heidegger departs from a thinking in tern1s of the ontologi

cal difference which still places the thinking of fundamental ontology in an 

ambiguous position as it slides back and forth from an authentic mode of be

ing to a representational mode of thinking.99 

Hence, Contributions demonstrates the impossibility of making any ontological 

attestation of Dasein without sliding back into a metaphysical understanding of 

standing is a contingent "projecting" of a link over a gap, not a direct apprehension. The transcendental 

"condition of possibility" is thus the obverse of the condition of impossibility: the very impossibility for a 

human being to directly intuit reality, the very failure, falling-short of the goal, is what constitutes the open

ness of the world, of its horizon." Zizek, The Parallax View, p.273. 

97 Anticipating Nancy's re-reading of abandonment, what should catch our attention is how the revelation of 

Christ as logos made flesh is precisely such an attempt. 

98 Ibid. 

99 Ibid p.48. 
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being. What should catch our attention is not the impossibility of revealing Being 

without recourse to metaphysics, but rather, what this impossibility reveals 

about ontology itself. In other words, recalling my remarks on Fynsk above, on

tology springs forth from the very "failure11 of its attestation in non-metaphysical 

terms. 

Heidegger on abandonment 

The concept of abandonn1ent is a pejorative tern1 for Heidegger, one that he as

sociates with the "disaster11100 of the modern human condition. Heidegger desig

nates a two-fold movement of abandonment: Firstly, being is abandoned to the 
11machinations 11 of beings, in which everything becomes beholden to the "inter

pretation of beings as re-presentable and represented.)) 101 Secondly, being is 

abandoned to the "cause-effect relationship 11 of the Christian paradigm of crea

tion, in which creation is naturally preceded by a creator; a relationship which 

invokes the see111ingly obvious sense of the transitive within the play of cause 

and effect.102 It is this binary construction of beings in the world-where they are 

configured through representation and predicated in that representation by 

some effect that provides the substance of representation-that is the defining 

mark of onto-theology. According to Heidegger, this methodology continues to 

function despite the withdrawal of the divine103 ; it functions in the modern 

world as a hegemonic "logical form 1
' . that is driven by the notion of humanism 

that Heidegger rejects in his Letter on Humanism. 104 As Heidegger writes, 

The abandonment of beings by being: the fact that beyng105 has withdrawn 

fron1 beings, and beings have first of all (through Christianity) become mere 

things n1 ade by another being. The supreme being, as cause of all beings, 

100 Polt, Heidegger: An Introduction, p.142. 

10 1 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: Of The Event, [108-109]. 

102 Ibid [110-112] . 
' 

103 Broadly speaking I am referring here to th e "dis-enchantm ent" of th e world that was covered in som e 

detai l in chapter one. 

104 C.f. chapter three of this text. 

10 s The truth of being. 
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took over the essence of being. These beings, formerly made by a creator 

God, then became the dominion of hu1nanity, inas1nuch as beings are now 

taken only in their objectivity and come under human domination. The be

ingness of beings thereby fades into a "logical form", into what is thinkable 

by a thinking which is itself ungrounded.106 

Put simply, Heidegger's claim is that the Christian God instantiated beings in 

their thingness or presence through the separation of a producer from His pro

duction. This structural separation has remained despite the "Platonic rever

sal11107 in which the Ideal came under the dominion of the human. Abandonment 

is this structural separation and reversal; while at the same time this separation 

and reversal is continually (self-)reinforced by the forgetting (fallen-ness) of be

ing. Forgetting is the lack of questioning, and the blind prescription to the para

digm of representation and creation, in which beings are left to themselves as 

"objects of machination."108 This term "machination" expresses what Heidegger 

"will later call Technik (technology) or Ge-stell ( enframing)," 109 tern1s that I 

turned to in chapter one to describe how Heidegger pictures our modern age as 

overcome by nihilism. According to Richard Polt, in Contributions Heidegger uses 

the term "machination,, in order to describe the nihilism implicit in a metaphysi

cal thinking, in which the immanent world is pictured as an assemblage of beings 

or "present at hand things with no intrinsic meaning or purpose"110-in other 

words, their meaning is beyond their being. Furthermore, in picturing the world 

in terms of "machination," Heidegger is capturing the sense in which we have in

creasingly enclosed beings in terms of a general equivalency.111 As Polt explains, 

"All we can do is calculate and control. We observe and measure everything, we 

make things go faster and faster, our power and efficiency are ever increasing-

106 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: OJThe Event, [110-112]. 

107 C.f. Heidegger, Nietzsche in particular 'Volume I: The Will to Power as Art', pp.200-210. I refer to this re

versal in chapter one. 

108 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: Of The Event, [110-112]. 

109 Port, Heidegger: An Introduction , p.142. 

110 Ibid. emphasis added. 

111 Cf. chapter two. 
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but questioning and reflection are withering away." 112 Thus, Heidegger argues, 

the truth of being must be revealed by the sense in which the "abandonment by 

being ... has to be experienced as the basic occurrence of our history and brought 

into the knowledge which configures and leads the way." 113 However, at the 

same time, we are caught within the paradigm in which the "abandonment of be

ing is the ground and thereby at the same time the more original determination 

of the essence of that which Nietzsche was the first to recognize as nihilism."114 

Essentially, Heidegger is \i\Trestling with the need to avoid metaphysical 

language as he atten1pts to describe the increasing intensity of rationalization 

and mechanization in the modern milieu. In outlining the manner in which this 

nihilism operates in the "machinations'' of the modern age, Heidegger argues 

that these machinations of the calculability and exchangeability of beings as enti

ties produce the very conditions for "disguising" our lived-experience. The sense 

of "machinations" culminates in what Heidegger calls the "gigantic," a sense in 

which beings have become con1pletely encompassed by the manner in which 

they are as purely calculable entities. In this way abandon111ent becomes, in a 

very essential way, "the incapacity to experience what is genuinely happen

ing ... All these signs of the abandonment by being point to the inception of the era 

of the cornplete unquestionableness of all things and of all machinations."115 

Two thoughts converge here: on the one hand, the "incapacity to experi

ence," or, the inability to interpret; and, on the other hand, a "genuine happening," 

which would be analogous to truth. What is absolutely critical to an understand

ing of how abandonment functions for Heidegger, is how the element of truth is 

caught within the paradigm of machination-truth is the mark that allows the 

calculative elen1ent, the exchangeability of beings, to function. The abandonment 

of being for Heidegger is the covering over of the manner in which n1achination 

becomes the "lived-experience" of being, and, operates without question. As 

Heidegger argues, 

112 Ibid. 

113 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: OJThe Event, [112-11 3]. 

114 Ibid [119-121]. 

11s Ibid [122-123]. 
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... where "truth" has long since ceased to be a question, however, and even 

the attempt at such a question is disn1issed as a disturbance and an incon

sequential musing, there the plight of the abandonment by being has no 

time-space at a11.116 

This lack of time-space is why Heidegger refers to the Ereignis of being; Ereignis 

is the clearing of time-space that makes the event of being possible, which is why 

Ereignis is not simply an event. Fron1 the in1possibility of crossing the antic

ontological divide Heidegger restores the question of the truth through spatio

temporal clearing event of Ereignis. Ereignis must thus be more than simply an 

event as happening, particularly as it is in happening that being is something ra

ther than nothing. 

Heidegger: Ereignis and performativity 

Responding to the "machinations" of modernity, Heidegger plays on the per

formative appurtenance of Ereignis in order to 11think" the experience of being 

without recourse to metaphysics, and thus contest the ever-expanding don1i

nance of technology. As Bernasconi writes, "Heidegger is clear that our access to 

Ereignis is not through proof, but through experience ... Ereignis is experienced in 

the essence of modern technology, but as that which brings abou't the recovery of 

the world from out of the dominance of technology."117 In using the term Ereignis, 

Heidegger is again drawing upon his notion of authenticity and ownness while 

attempting not to succun1b to a metaphysical discourse, which is why it is some

times translated as enowning and appropriation. According to Polt, by using the 

term Ereignis Heidegger "wants us to hear an echo of the adjective eigen, 

"own".''118 In Nancy's account, "we" resist the dominance of "production" through 

the creation of a world, which occurs in the "between" of our shared finitude. In 

contrast, for Heidegger, Ereignis "is an event that is my own", or in other words, it 

is an authentic experience of being as my own. The notion of Ereignis is critical 

116 Ibid [124-126]. 

117 Bernasconi, The Question of Language in Heidegger's Histo ry of Being, p.86. 

118 Port, Heidegger: An Introduction, p.146. 
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for Heidegger, as it opens the possibility of conten1plating our Being, while over

coming the nihilism of being-abandoned to the machinations of technology. 

A question arises at this point, how is it possible to consider our own 

Ereignis when it remains groundless? Put another way, what sense can Ereignis 

have if it occupies the ex nihilo of abandoned-being? The answer for Heidegger is 

in the enactment of being, as the clearing-spacing event that is its own making

sense. Heidegger finds a n1eans of overcon1ing the 111etaphysics in1plied in his on

tic-ontological distinction, while also addressing the "a priori enigma 11 of exist

ence, by considering how Being is in the performative event of Eriegnis. As Val

lega-N eu describes, 

.. .for Heidegger the ong1nary unity of be-ing [sey n] and beings can be 

thought adequately only if it is also performed, that is1 enacted in thinking

saying. This is a decidedly different approach to thinking from Being and 

Time. Heidegger's thinking becon1es be-ing-historical and ceases to be tran

scendental in his attempt to respond to the compelling necessity of ground

ing the truth of be-ing in Da-sein out of the experience of the abandonment 

of be-ing.119 

What Heidegger illuminates in Contributions is the in1portance of thinking being 

in its performativity, that is, to think through the question of being as a "think

ing-saying," as a happening of interpretation or reading, an inscription that is 

likewise always an exscription.120 Ereignis is a continuous abandonment of being 

into the ungrounded; in which each event of being, as its "own" unfolding of 

119 Vallega-Neu, Heidegger's Contributions to Philosophy, p.49. We should note here that Vallega-Neu, in us

ing the term be-ing, is referring to the original translation . In the translation that follows from her work she 

transcribes this term as beyng, and thus the two terms should be read in the same way despite the change in 

spelling. Be-ing or beyng is an attempt to capture the necessity of thinking being as Ereignis, the performa

tive advent of being as beyng. 

120 We might pause to reflect here on the words of the biologist Francisco Varela who wrote that what is 

most striking to him, what he calls the "eternal question" is the manner in which "emergent selves" that 

appear throughout the biological world at both the cellular level, and the level of consciousness, are essen 

tially based upon was he describes as a "process so shifty, so ungrounded, that we have an apparent para

dox between the solidity of what appears to show up and its groundlessness" Varela, The Third Culture 

p.210. 
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openness into the world, "appropriates11 this abandonment. As Port explains, the 

"world opens up for us only because we are engaged participants in it.11121 Val

lega-N eu likens this unfolding to the difference that always unfolds in the repeti

tion of a performative action, such as the performance of a piece of music. The 

"each-time and place11 of a musical performance is a unique disposition or spac

ing of the event as its perforn1ance. In the same way, she argues, Heidegger1s Con

tributions is itself an "each-tin1e and place11 in the event of its "performative read

ing and listening11 in which thinking itself unfolds in a unique way.122 As Joan 

Stambaugh puts it, the "word Being is simply too bogged down with metaphysi

cal connotations.11123 In order to "think11 Being aside from (not "overcome11124
) 

metaphysics, Heidegger chooses the term Ereignis, which is not precisely a term, 

but instead a way of picturing the thinking-saying of the performativity of being 

in its clearing-event. 

Nancy on abandonment 

Consequently, if one fails think one1s Being in tenns of Ereignis, then the aban

donment of being is not "felf1 as a distress; in other words, we do not reckon 

with the Ratsel of existence and become part of the calculable or "agglomeration11 

of the globe. As Nancy puts it, abandonment signals the distress and necessity of 

a "finite thinking ... that, on each occasion, thinks the fact that it is unable to think · 

what comes to it.11125 Abandonment forms a key ontological gesture for both 

Heidegger and Nancy in the sense that it is constitutive of existence, and clearly 

Heidegger's sense of abandonment resonates with Nancy. Nevertheless this ges

ture forms a point of departure fron1 which Nancy will extend being-abandoned, 

in a style that appears analogous with his method of critiquing Heideggerian 

finitude. 

121 Port, Heidegger: An Introduction, p.147. 

122 Vallega-Neu, Heidegger's Contributions to Philosophy, p.32. 

123 Joan Stambaugh, 'Introduction' in Heidegger, On Time and Being trans. J. Stambaugh, p.ix. 

124 Hedi egger was forced to defend his use of the term "overcome" from the scathing criticism of Carnap. 

125 Ibid. 
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We can spot the key difference between their accounts of abandonment 

by how they approach the possibility of thinking-the truth of Being in 

Heidegger's case, and the obligation to make-sense in Nancy's case. For 

Heidegger, Ereignis maintains the singularity of belonging to us, it is our own. 

The clearing-event of Being is always governed by the "care" of Being that is con

stitutive of an authentic Dasein. In contrast, by focusing on obligation Nancy is 

unencun1bered by the necessity of taking own-ership of the clearing-event of be

ing, rather it beco1nes necessary to embrace abandonment as the obligation to 

make sense of our shared finitude. The weight of thinking resides for Nancy in 

how it touches the world as both singular and plural. Indeed, this obligation is 

what opens in the withdrawal of the divine that his project to deconstruct Chris

tianity reveals; an opening, as transimmanence, that obligates the passage of 

sense "between" being in their shared finitude. 

In The Decision of Existence Nancy turns his attention to reading the pos

sibility of both authenticity and inauthenticity126 in "thinking the ownness of a 

decision in which existence reaches its decision."127 The terminology of the deci

sion brings to the fore· a way of thinking the chiasmus of truth and the revelation 

of Christ as logos made flesh, without the necessity of re-inscribing a "return" to 

some proper mode of thinking that may have existed before the withdrawal of 

the divine (absent-presence). The decision makes a "world 11 and "community" 

possible, while suspending the modality of production that turns these motifs 

into a "work." Decision, then, has a precise meaning for Nancy in his essay, and in 

my account relates directly to the notion of obligation I have referred to above. 

Nancy engages directly with the Heideggerian analysis of the question of the 

n1eaning of being, and how it might be possible to address this question without 

recourse to an authentic mode of address. Indeed, as I have argued above, it is 

not a case of moving beyond abandonment, but dwelling within the abandon

ment of being. As Catherine Malabou puts it, it is "the experience of an absence 

126 Nancy writes that the "category of the "authentic" essentially implies the idea of a purity of origin or 

provenance, of a native excellence, in relation to which one can represent or bring about an "inauthentic" 

falsification or degradation." "The Decision of Existence" Birth to Presence, p.100. 

127 Nancy, "The Decision of Existence" Birth to Presence, p.100. 
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of an outside.11128 Nancy recognizes that for Heidegger the decision of existence 

can only take place in the inauthentic "they. 11 Authentic existence is nothing more 

than a "modified grasp" of inauthentic existence, "not something which floats 

above falling everydayness."129 Thus, Nancy is interpreting Heidegger and at the 

same time exaggerating and intensifying the decision to exist within abandon

ment as an obligation. The "decision" of existence involves an obligation to make

sense that is fulfilled through our being-with, and indeed, cannot be fulfilled on 

I ones own. 

V. THE POWER OF PHILDS 

Abandonment's only law, like that of love, is to be without return and with

out recourse.Bo 

In his essay Shattered Love Nancy recognizes the power in the philos of philoso

phy; the love of wisdom is a call that orientates thinking in light of the call to 

make sense-which is precisely rendered by Nancy through the term obligation. 

Love calls us to engage with the orientation of thinking towards an other. A call 

that is finite without being completely singular, an engagement with others that 

lacks a definitive model of plurality, and that opens onto th~e infinite without be

coming transcendent. The orientation of love is an abandon1nent to "a law be

yond the law11 of shared finitude that allows the ontological premise of being

singular-plural. 

Love in its singularity, when it is grasped absolutely, is itself perhaps nothing 

but the indefinite abundance of all possible loves, and an abandonment to 

their dissemination, indeed to the disorder of these explosions. The thinking 

of love should learn to yield to this abandon: to receive the prodigality, the 

collisions, and the contradictions of love, without submitting them to an or

der that they essentially defy.131 

128 Catherine Malabou, Th e Heidegg er Chang e: On the Fantastic in Ph ilosophy, p.229. 

129 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.224. cited in Nancy, Birth to Presence, p.99. 

130 Nancy, Birth to Presence, pp.36-7,47. 

131 Nancy, 'Shattered Love' The Inop era tive Community, p.83. 
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For Nancy, to think love in this way is not to think love beyond or outside of the 

philosophical. Rather it is the philosophical as a re-treatment of philosophy with

in the re-configuration of (Heideggerian) abandonment. Indeed, according to 

Nancy, it is only through abandonment13 2 that we can reach the point at which 

we would restore the love of wisdom-thinking-that is philosophy. Thinking 

begins fron1 within abandonn1ent. 

Thus, while Nancy is clearly influenced by the Heideggerian themes of 

"1nachinations 11 and "en-framing/' we should read Nancy as going further than 

Heidegger was prepared to go in addressing the closure intrinsic to 1netaphysics. 

According to Nancy, thinking "does not produce the operators of a knowledge; it 

undergoes experience, and lets experience inscribe itselC'133 The modality of 

abandonment that Nancy articulates through his deconstruction of Christianity, 

positions thinking as that which takes place within abandonment, as a declosion 

[dis-enclosure] of thinking. Within abandonment, thinking arrives at the limit of 

intelligibility, and enables thought to happen otherwise than within the Western 

metaphysical paradigm of "presence." This "finite thinking" is the realization that 

indeed "we do exist and we "understand11 that this existence (ourselves) is not 

the senselessness of a reabsorbed and annulled signification. 11134 But more than 

that-and this, again, is how Nancy remains within the theme of abandonment 

while still providing a path for thinking that surpasses nihilism-thinking an

nounces a sense that is constitutively shared. 

The themes of belonging (eigen), appropriation (Ereignis), and authentici

ty (eigentlich) that guide Heidegger are trans-located into 'sense' in-itself (this is 

perhaps the decisive gesture); "we11 are obligated to sense as shared. As Nancy 

puts it, "In the distress and necessity we "understand11 that this "we 11
, here, now, 

is still and once more responsible for a singular sense."135 

132 "It is probably even through the process of discerning the themes and structures of the "cl osed upon 

itself' hat one may begin to make oneself available to the "open," to what comes" Nancy, The Gravity of 

Thought, p.11. 

133 Nancy, "Shattered Love" The Inoperative Community, p.84. 

134 Ibid. 

135 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.15. 
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Nancy pushes Heidegger's notion of abandon1nent in Contributions to its 

very limit, and seizes upon the possibility that abandonment provides. According 

to Nancy, the openness that "we11 are as abandoned provides the very possibility 

and sense of freedom itself. Abandonment, as the limit of intelligibility, is the lim

it that "we11 face in an understanding or conceptualization as what remains be

yond comprehension. Freedom is the fact of this limit, and the intelligibility that 

ren1ains to-come. Indeed, this is the precise point n1ade at the end of chapter one, 

when Nancy draws upon the argun1ent of St Anselm.136 As Nancy argues in The 

Experience of Freedom, freedom does not oppose co1nprehension, however, "it 

makes itself understood, at the limit of comprehension, as what does not origi

nate in comprehension.11137 Nancy's extension of Heideggerian abandonment is 

the freedom of transimmanence, the potential for an outside of a world to open 

within the world. 

In order to think beyond the implications of abandonment that represent 

the threat of nihilism in the contemporary world, "we 11 must think beyond the 

manner in which we lack any sense of the world (touched upon here in its three 

forms outlined in the previous three chapters as secularization, globalization, 

and community). For Nancy, the task at hand is to reveal a thinking that might 

retrieve the love that thinking is. Thinking occurs at the lirnit or boundary of an 

enclosure, and we should read Nancy as tirelessly seeking to _open the world 

again in some fashion, to open "mere reason up to the limitlessness that consti

tutes its truth.'' 138 This limitlessness or opening is not the sense of something 

more than or beyond this enclosure, which would be another form of onto

theology; but how then can Nancy provide a sense in which there is an opening 

without falling prey to onto-theology? 

As I outlined in chapter two, Nancy describes the sense in which Christi

anity provided the "one11 God as the "closure11 of metaphysics, which occurs in the 

paradigme principiel of mono-theism. This is not the 11end 11 of the metaphysics, 

rather, it is the "inability to experience what is genuinely happening11 in the met

aphysical premise of calculability and equivalency-where "production 11 forms 

136 ""Majus quam cogitari possit" [Greater Than What Can Be Thought]" Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.11. 

137 Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.49. 

13s Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.l. 
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the response to abandoned-being. Importantly, as I describe in both chapter one 

and two, according to Nancy it was Christianity itself that inscribed this "closure" 

as our "nervation11 of sense. Put another way, the Western-world remains osten

sibly bound to the paradigm of "Christianity,° despite the prevalence of "secular

ism" and "atheism." The love of thinking that emancipates our being-abandoned, 

and opens an ethos within Nancy's ontology, must overcome the vitiation of val

ue that n1arks our conten1porary global system of capital. Hence, to answer this 

question of n1aking-sense without succumbing to an onto-theology, Nancy turns 

to the deconstruction of the guiding figure within paradign1e principiel of the 

West, the figure of Christ. 

VI. CHRIST ABANDONED 

Noli me tang ere, Nancy's exegesis of the artistic interpretations of Christ's resur

rection, exemplifies hovv being-abandoned can e111brace the fragile thought of 

allowing, "the obscure emit its own clarity.'1139 In this work Nancy begins with an 

analysis of Christ's parables or teachings, an analysis that will allow me to illus

trate the theoretical coordinates for an ontology premised on what Heidegger 

called "inauthentic11 Mitsein. This section will also introduce Nancy's treatment of 

the body in his deconstruction of Christianity that I cover in the final two chap

ters. 

The parables of Christ in The New Testament teach one to follow the life of 

Chr ist as a guiding exemplar. As Nancy points out in the Noli me tangere, the rea

son vvhy the parable is the proper method of instruction is linked to the manner 

in w hich Christ embodied "the word" of God. As Nancy writes in Corpus, "In truth, 

the bo dy of God was the body of man himself: man's flesh was the body God gave 

himsel f.1' 14° Christ is the presentation of the truth of His life: His exemplarity, and 

i39 Ibid p.6. 

140 ancy, Corpus, p.61. 
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the "Word made flesh,, in His e111bodi111ent as the Son of God. Christ is a revelation 

in the sense that, as Nancy puts is, "the entire life of Jesus is a representation of 

the truth that he claims to be,11 and, as such, it is through the life of Christ that 

"this life is precisely the truth that appears in being represented.,,141 Thus, in this 

section, I elaborate on how Nancy reads the figure of Jesus in the Christian faith 

as a truth exemplified in the life of Jesus, and as logos presented through His life 

in its singularity.142 By configuring truth in this way, Nancy is drawing upon his 

broader thesis that I have relied upon throughout this dissertation; Christianity 

itself provided the process by which this truth could cut across "Christian,, 111on

otheism and its evolving atheistic metamorphosis that culminates in the econo

my of equivalency-"monotheism is an atheism.,,143 This thesis is critical for 

showing why the deconstruction is so important for Nancy as it suspends the 

closure of metaphysics and reveals a love of thinking (adoration) that gives sense 

to the "world.,, 

Nancy claims that the Christian figure of Jesus produces the sense in 

which truth as logos "becomes parabolic"144-as I described above, truth is situ

ated within the Christian parable as its own "revelation.,, Consequently, logos can 

only be thought in terms of the truth that is enunciated in the figure of Jesus, who 

embodies truth whilst remaining apart from the world in which such a truth 

might be enunciated. As Nancy puts it in Adoration, '"'Christianity11 is life in the 

world outside of the world,'1 145 such that the content that could re-present logos, 

and thus invigorate the symbolic with meaning, is the "revelation" of the body of 

Christ which remains enclosed within the circular logic of the Christian parable. 

Christ announces Himself as the Son of God, the singular en1bodied figure of God 

on earth, but abandons the world of hun1ankind to its own truth of that aban

donment. Christ is the figure of truth as logos, but an image that points toward a 

141 Nancy, Noli me tangere, p.4. 

142 I return again in the next two chapters to the crucifixion of Christ in order to elaborate how this motif of 

logos is read in terms of the body and flesh. 

143 Schelling, cited in Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.14. 

144 Nancy, Noli me tangere, p.4. 

145 Nancy, Adoration, p.23 . 
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divinity that has vvithdravvn fro111 the world. Nancy quotes fro111 John 14:9 (King 

James Version), in order to demonstrate the movement of this withdrawal. 

He that hath seen me hath seen the Father; and how sayest thou then, Show 

us the Father? 

Christianity institutes logos in this parabolic movement of a withdrawal, in which 

the divine premise of "revelation"-what invests the world with meaning

abandons that world. As Nancy puts it, with the death of Jesus, "[t]here is nothing 

and no one to unveil or reveal."146 The Christian thought of "revelation11 is pre

cisely what institutes the kenosis of truth in logos; truth abandoned to the world 

vvhilst remaining opaque to all bar Christ who abandons the world. Nancy uses 

the deconstruction of Christianity to argue that this is not a religious idiom that 

is overcon1e through atheisn1; it is rather precisely this religious idio111 that puts 

atheism into play. The 1/vithdra\ival of the paradigme principiel constitutes being 

as abandoned, whilst instituting the hegemonic status of this paradigm in its 

v,;ithdraival. Ignoring the obligation of our being as abandoned, allows the totaliz

ing effect of politics to orientate itself around this obligation as a loss that func

tions at the expense of community. In contrast, thinking that occurs through ob

ligation, as a love of thinking in the address of adoration, allows transimmanence 

to open the vvorld to the possibility of creation. Nancy reiterates his reference to 

Wittgenstein in Adoration, in order to explain this gesture of transimmanence. 

"Life in the world outside of the worl d" is so far from being an exclusively 

"Christian" formula that it finds an echo [repondant] in the statement by 

Wittgenstein that "the sense of the world must lie outside the world." Of 

course, \Nittgenstein is not calling on any representation or conception of 

"another\ orld": he is asking that the outside be thought and grasped in the 

midst of the world .147 

14-o ancy, oli me tangere, p.4. 

:. 4 - ancy, Adoration, p.24. 
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If sense is to be grasped in "the midst of the world/ and is not to be detern1inistic, 

then there must be some way of imagining how thought brings something other 

into play. "Finite thinking'' is thought that thinks at the limit without broaching 

the limit, and love provides the motif for this necessity of dwelling within the 

midst of the world without penetrating its limit. As Raffoul and Recco describe, 

"finite thinking 11 is thinking in which, "everything happens or takes place on the 

limit, because the lin1it is the place for the event of meaning, the event of tran

scendence itself, that is, existence."148 The limit remains the limit, in the sense 

that it can never be reached, only dwelled within (love) or penetrated ( equiva

lency). 

In the figure of Christ, the internal logic of "logos made flesh" can produce 

truth only by penetrating the circularity of "revelation. 11 As Heidegger describes, 

within the circular logic of "revelation," the true, "whether it be a matter or a 

proposition, is what accords, the accordant."149 A "bringing to lighf'150 governed 

by this circular logic can only occur when meaning takes hold within this circu

larity. Once a fixed point is established-a presence-fron1 whi_ch truth can be 

judged, meaning can be built upon-agglomerated-this established presence. In 

other words, to make sense within a circular logic of truth, it is necessary to fix 

sense in some predetermined way. This "fixed-sensell is precisely what allows for 

the separation of the intelligible ( what accords with the established presence) 

from the unintelligible (what does not), while remaining fully invested in the 

paradigm of "revelation.'' Why must we remain within this paradigm? It is "reve

lation" that gives judgments their epistemological efficacy; "revelation 11 allows 

the determinations of a "fixed-sense" to function as truths in the world, and they 

remain intelligible as far as they remain within the circular logic of "revelation." 

This is precisely how Heidegger pictures abandon1nent as the "disaster'' of the 

world, described in Contributions in terms of "machinations." 

There would seem to be a sense in which we are slipping into a social 

paradigm of contingency in the establishment of this fixed-sense. If law is "with

out foundation,, but nonetheless functions, through pre-determined judgments, 

148 Raffoul & Recco, "Translator's Preface" The Gravity of Thought, p.xv. 

149 Heidegger, "On the Essence of Truth" Basic Writings, p.67. 

1so Nancy, Noli me tangere, p.4. 

,. 
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to bring powerful epistemological narratives into play; then perhaps intelligibil

ity itself, or the necessity of making oneself intelligible, is contingent on how 

"revelation 11 comes to have a ''fixed-sense." Heidegger wants to distance himself 

from the social aspect of this contingency, which is why the antic sense of the 

"they 11 [das Man] remains apart from the ontological question of being. Yet, far 

from attempting to bring this contingency back into play through the "they," 

Nancy is actually making the problem even more radical by pointing out the 

manner in which this "contingency" is actually constitutive of the obligation to 

make-sense. Indeed, to dwell within the midst of life is to embrace contingency, 

rather than cling to a pre-establishment effacement of this necessary and consti

tutive aspect of contingency in ontology . 

... one must already have in order to receive: precisely, one n1ust have the re

ceptive disposition, and this disposition itself can only have already been re

ceived. This is not a religious mystery; it is the condition of receptivity itself, 

of sensibility and of sense in general.151 

Nancy traces how the fecundity of Christian revelation, the orthodoxy in which 

the "word was made flesh/ culminates in "the truth and the interpretation being 

made identical to each other and by each other.11152 As I have argued, one way of 

understanding this is through the figure of Jesus. On earth, truth resides in the 

image and figure of Jesus himself, in his life and the manner in which he conduct

ed his life. According to Nancy, contrary to the sense in which the parables of 

Christ might reveal truth to those who do not yet understand, the parabolic logic 

of Christ exemplifies the paradoxical proclamation from Mathew 13:14. 

By hearing, ye shall hear, and shall not understand; and seeing ye shall see, 

and shall not perceive. 

151 Nancy, Noli me tangere, p.6. 

152 Ibid p.5. 

192 



In contrast to considering the parables as a pedagogy, they are instead a "refusal 

or a denial of pedagogy."153 The parables are a "revelation" of the truth; however, 

in the sense in which truth and interpretation coincide, the "revelation" of truth 

will come only to those who can already see the truth as it is revealed. One must 

already have the ears that hear the truth, in order to hear the truth as it is spo

ken; and one must already have eyes that see truth, in order to see truth as it is 

revealed. 

There is no "message" without there first being-or, more subtly, without 

there also being in the n1essage itself-an address to a capacity or an apti

tude for listening ... lt is, in fact, a matter of hearing: of hearing our own ear 

listening, of seeing our eye looking, even at that which opens it and that 

which is eclipsed in this opening.1s4 

Nancy is collapsing one of the prin1ary distinctions in philosophy, the difference 

between sensibility and intelligibility. The 1nediu1n of the 1nessage, its sensibility, 

and the meaning of the n1essage, its intelligibility, become one in the same. Syn

onymously-or in the same breath of enunciation155-both the medium and 

meaning conflate into the riddle that resides, hidden, within the possibility of an

swering the question of the meaning of being. It should be clear that Nancy is in 

fact appropriating what Heidegger explains in Contributions as the nihilism that 

has reached its zenith in the "machinations" of modern Western civilization. Es

sentially, Nancy is clain1ing that 1neaning exhausts itself, that "the entire order of 

significations ... has come to an end because it encloses itself in the subjective 

movement that has come full circle in its realization."156 However, the point for 

Nancy is not to move past this exhaustion of signification, quite the contrary, the 

point is to radicalize this exhaustion as precisely the limit at which "thinking" is 

possible. "Sense makes sense only in the space of philosophy as it ends by open-

153 Ibid. 

154 Ibid pp.9-10. 

155 This notion of enunciation is covered in detail in chapter five, and it refers to Nancy's deconstruction of 

Descartes' thesis on mind body dualism. 

156 Raffoul and Recco, "Translator's Preface" The Gravity of Thought, p.)l.'V. 
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ing up the world.)1157 The exhaustion of signification, Seinsverlassenheit, is what 

provides the very possibility of "thinking)I for Nancy. This is why Nancy is not 

trying to move beyond or think past abandonment, but rather dwell in aban

donment. This dwelling or being in the "midst of the world)I can now be put in 

the following terms: existence is the obligation to make-sense in the shared 

groundlessness (finitude) of that which is. 

Obligation remains the only necessity; the necessity of freedom found 

vvhen one dv.rells in the midst of the world at the limit of intelligibility. Where 

this limit is the exposure of existence to its own groundlessness, and exposure to 

"the anxiety and the joy of being without ground.)1158 To dwell in abandonment is 

radical in the sense that the obligation we find in our shared finitude is what 

finds its expression in thinking as love. Thinking as love, or the love of thinking, 

is what shatters singularity and allows plurality to find its singular expression in 

being. 

CONCLUSION 

To conclude I want to once again touch upon Nancy's notion of adoration in or

der to bring the theme of abandonment into focus on the ontological affect of 

opening; a notion that provides a guiding light, without source, for thinking with

in the finitude of abandonment. Adoration is no mere platitude; it represents the 

lin1it of thought for Nancy. On the one hand, adoration cannot be affirmed 

through meaning given to objects of adoration, whether of this world or of a 

world beyond. On the other hand, the affirmation of adoration, must not form the 

configuration of another necessity, immanent or transcendent, to once again 

bring meaning to the world in some way. Adoration affirms the failure of being to 

establish a ground and meaning in its singularity, and calls being to the necessity 

15 ancy, The Sense of the World, p.50. 

15s Ibid p.109. 
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of obligation in a plurality of being, nothing more or less than an adoration for 

the very state of abandonment in which the contemporary world must be 

thought. When Nancy describes the passage of sense that occurs 11between" being 

we must consider how this opening refers to the adoration of the opening as 

such. Adoration signals the disruption of our singular subjective stance in the 

world as we are pulled into the world of others, however, more than that, adora

tion also invokes a certain mode of conduct toward this disruption. To "let being 

be" refers not simply to other beings, which would make no sense in the light of 

our own disruption-to consider letting other beings be I have already set up 1ny 

own being as a subject, and re-established a singularity-in "letting being be" 

Nancy is referring to the openness in1plied by Heidegger's reinterpretation of 

Kantian moral law as "the respect for ... " The openness within this attitude to

ward the law is an openness that is not inhabited by the singular subject, rather 

it is an address from the groundlessness of being-abandoned. Obligation fulfils 

this leitn1otif, by regarding the conduct of "letting being be" as what takes place 

in the being-in-common. Furthennore, the love of thinking, is a loye that does not 

refer to my love of thinking, or your love of thinking, again it refers to the sense 

of 11letting being be" without ego or ownership, a dwelling within groundlessness 

that creates the possibility of freedom and ergo sense. By building upon Nancy's 

reading of Kant through the fragile sense of Nancy's obligation, Lopened the pos

sibility of embracing the shattering affect of love as it is in1agined by Nancy. Phi

losophy, as the love of wisdom-a love that becomes possible through the ex

haustion of transcendentals in the many ways of speaking being-occurs within 

this opening, without reference to ego tu et haec. 

Nevertheless, at the end of this chapter, as I continued the task of unpack

ing Nancy's sense of Christ, I reached the troublesome notion of contingency. It 

seems to me that contingency is precisely necessary, insofar as this sense of 

opening as a declosion-pictured by Nancy as the fundamental ontological ges

ture in his co-existential analytic-can only be thought otherwise than the para

dig1ne principiel through the opening provided by contingency as such. Reading 

how Nancy considers the necessity of contingency below, we should consider 

how 
11

poverty" remains the touchstone for approaching this opening in lieu of 

how jouissance has become entrapped by the machinations of global capital. 
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What is to be thought is nothing but this: how the contingent side of exist

ence opens onto an adoration ... an adoration of what is not set up on any al

ter or throne, does not drape itself with glory, and whose setting up, if it 

takes place at all, is at most a prostration, a deposition [deposition], an 

abandonment.159 

The question of the contingent side of existence remains a difficult thought, and 

one that demands explanation if we are to engage with thinking in the direction 

that Nancy likewise demands we follow. The opening of existence as transirr1111a

nence is contingent by necessity, and yet for Nancy it remains the premise for the 

adoration of abandoned-being in its experience of the ethical necessity in obliga

tion. The contingent side of existence is the necessity of being-with that exposes 

being to finitude, the necessity of the other of thought that makes thinking possi

ble, and indeed, 111akes-sense. Without this premise of contingency, being be

con1es bound to the flattening effect of the paradigme principiel, and the monova

lence of value. However, pure contingency would simply become a nihilism, and 

as such, it becomes necessary to show how the contingent side of existence that 

Nancy presents remains at the limit of thinking. 

In the short interlude that follows this chapter, I will discuss how Mala

bou rethinks Hegel's conceptualisation of the 'future' according to what she 

calls voir venir-to see (what is) coming. In her orientation of Hegelian futurity, 

necessity and contingency are regarded in a similar manner to Nancy1s reading 

of these tenns in Christian "revelation" I encountered above. Necessity and con

tingency are neither treated as singular and reductive instantiations in the con

stitution of being, nor are the considered as ontological absolutes. Malabou reads 

Hegel as doubling these terms in a re-orientation of futurity, such that the only 

necessity is contingency itself. What will come will always have been, however in 

each contingent moment it is an infinite opening to freedom. For Hegel, there is 

not s~111 ply the necessity of contingency in opening the world and providing some 

sense to the word freedom ; there is the contingency of necessity itself, the fluidi

ty that must reside within the absolute. 

159 Nancy, Adoration, p.11. 
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In Nancy's use of the tenn adoration, as an address to this opening of the 

infinite, Nancy is concerned with addressing how thought finds itself inexorably 

caught at the limit of sense, its finitude, when addressing the infinite. This is nec

essarily the case, without this finitude thought would be carried away into the 

infinite, and futurity would lack sense. 

To address the incommensurable as "adoration," is to recognise and rea

waken the fact that the world itself is reliant upon this address; that the world is, 

as a world, the fact that it touches upon the limit of intelligibility.160 Adoration is 

to think with abandon, in which the predicament of being is the contingency of 

existence as a necessity of thinking an opening to an outside of the world within 

the world. As Heidegger argues, we must become attuned to what is really hap

pening. However, for Nancy this can only occur by turning toward abandonment, 

and being obligated to making-sense as part of a shared existence. 

If adoration is an address or turn toward the incommensurable, a call to 

thinking in its finitude, then according to Nancy, thinking must "not be conflated 

with intellectual activity," rather, "[t]hinking is a 1novement of hodies: it begins 

in the folded-over nerves [ce pit nerveux] of the body and is exposed to the infi

nite of a sense, which is to say, of affection coming from other bodies."161 

160 Ibid p.3. 

161 Ibid p,13. 

. ,. 
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INTERLUDE 

What "the God of love" means is that love alone abandons. 

Hegel understood that history is necessity. But we, Hegel and ourselves, 

have not understood what necessity is. Nietzsche understood: am.or fati. But 

we have not understood, nor perhaps did Nietzsche understand, what amor 

is. 1 

ABANDONMENT L'AVENIR - READING HEGEL THROUGH MALABOU 

Perhaps one way of thinking through the implications of abandonment in Nan

cy's deconstruction of Christianity can be found in Catherine Malabou's concep

tion of plasticity in the Hegelian dialectic. This interlude will allow me to bring 

Nancy's engagement with Hegel into a brief encounter with the themes of this 

dissertation, while recognising the limited scope with which I have covered He

gel in this body of work. Nancy has written two books explicitly on the work of 

Hegel, The Restlessness of the Negative and The Speculative Remark, and has tire

lessly engaged with Hegel throughout his oeuvre. Rather than interpret Nancy's 

reading of Hegel, which would require far more space than is allowed here, I will 

indicate a broad theme of Hegel that Nancy takes interest in before I elaborate on 

how Malabou 's theme of plasticity 111ight relate to the gestures of l'avenir and 

abandonment in Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. I will then comment on 

Malabou's reading of Nancy's La Declosion, and where she finds the possibility of 

exceed ing the deconstruction of Christianity in terms of plasticity. 

1 Nancy, Birth to Presence, p.41. 
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Nancy takes great interest in what Hegel describes as the restlessness of 

the negative in "Spirit." In contrast to a metaphysical interpretation of Hegel in 

which he is the totalizing thinker-his dialectical Aufhebung understood as 

working toward the satisfaction of "Spirit"2-Nancy provides a perspective on 

Hegel in which he is "utterly contrary to the "totalitarian" delirium that would 

show here and now the given face, form, and empire of the unconditional."3 What 

is critical for Nancy is how Hegel transforn1s the negativity involved in the aban

don1nent of given-sense, and the groundlessness this in1plies to all aspects of 

"Spirit." (A view shared by, among others,4 two notable and distinctly divergent 

Hegelian scholars Robert Pippin5 and Slavoj Zizek6). For Nancy, the Hegelian sub

ject defies the singular "ideological notion" whether "individualist ... and liberal," 

or "communitarian'' in the form of nationalism or imperialism.7 "The [Hegelian] 

subject is what it does, it is its act" and this conduct is always an experience of 

abandonment as the "negativity" or lack involved in "the loss of references and of 

the ordering of a "world" in general ( cosmos, mundus), but also, and thereby, its 

beco1ning-world in a new sense. 118 It is how Hegel conceives of the "concept" in 

becoming-world without ground that provides Nancy with the term "restless-

2 C.f. Simon Lumsden, "Reason and the Restlessness of the Speculative: Jean-Lus: Nancy's Reading of Hegel" 

Critical Horizons 6:1 (2005), pp.205-6. 

3 Nancy, Hegel: the Restlessness of the Negative, p.3. 

4 We could with some justification add Judith Butler and Paul Redding to this list. 

5 As Pippin argues, "contrary to many popular interpretations of Hegel (the ones with world spirit behind 

the scenes, pulling the historical strings), it appears that the major point of this section [First Section of 

Book 11, Science of Logic] is to argue that there is literally nothing "beyond" or "behind" or responsible for 

the human experience of the world of appearances, and certainly not an Absolute Spirit. There must be 

some way of understanding the totality of appearances themselves as "absolute," without reliance on the 

familiar representations from traditional metaphysics or theology, if this unusual identity claim is to be 

properly understood." Hegel's Idealism: The Satisfaction of Self-Consciousness, p.206. 

6 Zizek writes that in Hegel's "account [ of] the radical retroactivity of the dialectical process: the process of 

becoming is not in itself necessary, but is the becoming (the gradual contingent emergence) of necessity itself. 

This is also (among other things) what "to conceive substance as subject" means: the subject as the Void, the 

Nothingness of self-relating negativity, is the very nihil out of which every new figure emerges; in other 

words, every dialectical passage or reversal is a passage in which the new figure emerges ex nihi/o and ret

roactively posits or creates its necessity." Less Than Nothing: Hegel and The Shadow of Dialectical Material

ism, p.231. 

7 Nancy, Hegel: the Restlessness of the Negative, p.5. 

s Ibid. 
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ness.)I He begins by quoting a passage fro1n Philosophy of Mind in which Hegel 

writes: 

Spirit is not an inert being, but on the contrary, absolutely restless [unruhig: 

"troubled," "agitated," "restless"] being, pure activity, the negating or ideality 

of every fixed category of the abstractive intellect ... an essence which is truly 

actual only through the determinate forn1s of its necessary self

manifestation. 9 

Nancy describes the Hegelian spirit in terms of world, and we should be careful 

here to remember how "world" for Nancy is not made up of things or beings, but 

rather the shared sense of existence as it unfolds. World has no purpose or "end" 

other than this sharing, which is not to say that it is the "brute fact" 10 of contin

gent outcomes, rather, as Nancy puts it, 

It is the world that itself results in its own movement, and the thought of this 

its own truth is itself, in turn, a n1ovement and a restlessness-the very 

same, in fact, to the extent that it is restlessness of self, for itself, and uneasy 

about itself; and because it reveals itself as other, infinitely in the other. 11 

The question is how does this "restlessness" that is linked to the lack of ground 

in self-consciousness relate to abandonment? In Malabou's reading of Hegel, the 

tern1 plasticity provides a powerful motif for understanding this "restlessness" 

and provides another perspective of Nancy's sense on abandonment. For Mala

bou, there is nothing outside of life, nothing that is more than life itself, there is 

only life itself. And yet, there is a freedom to life, there is a manner in which life 

overcomes and moves beyond the mechanistic and deterministic sense of exist

ence. The accidental and the essential are here considered as coextensive and 

correlated. According to Malabou, we find the essence of this movement in He

gel 's dialectical sublation; however, for Malabou, it is necessary to form a new 

9 Hegel, Philosophy of Mind: Part Three of the Philosophical Sciences (1830), §3 78, p.3 . cited in Nancy, Th e 

Restlessness of the Negative, p.6. 

10 Nancy, Hegel: The Rest lessness of the Nega tive, p.6. 

11 Ibid p.5 . 
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concept for the reading of Hegel today, in order to overco1ne the sense in which 

his system has been conceptualised as lacking futurity. In her study The Future of 

Hegel she unearths a way of retrieving the concept of Hegelian futurity in the 

concept of plasticity. 

Plasticity provides a means of following Nancy's motif of transirnmanence 

into what exceeds the deconstructive gesture of Christianity whilst surpassing 

Christianity as it is tied to the West. Malabou provides a way of conceptualising 

the infinite opening in Nancy's ontological project, without (despite her own 

1nisgivings on precisely this point) beco1ning trapped by the endless gesture of 

self-deconstruction that would tie this project to "the West." As Malabou argues 

in a recent paper, Nancy's dec/osion comes to a crossroads in its conceptualisa

tion of the temporality involved in the deconstruction of Christianity. On the one 

hand, "the deconstruction of Christianity ... as messianic deconstruction ... never 

comes to an end so long as the West continues.1112 Whilst, on the other hand, the 

phenomenon of plasticity "exceeds the specific deconstruction of Christianity.1113 

At this crossroad, Malabou reveals the possibility of maintaining our fidelity to 

Nancy's proclamation that "the contingent side of existence opens onto adora

tion," and the ethical implications of that opening in how being-abandoned 

makes-sense according to an obligation, without slipping in.to the infinite move

ment of Christian self-overcoming that promises and that "never arrives.1114 In 

this later path of thinking, as Malabou puts it, 

Declosion is an absolute opening because it is the "spacing of space itself." 

Dec/osion thought in terms of absolute hatching and absolute spacing can be 

read differently than a simple messianic temporality ... a plastic understand

ing of time that ... brings nothing to an end.15 

However, where Malabou finds Nancy unable to consider this modality of time, 

arguing that his project "is symptomatic of a desperate effort to "save11 the 

12 Malabou, "Plasticity and the Future of Philosophy and Theology" Political Th eology, 11.1 (2010) , p.30. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Ibid. 

15 Ibid. 
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West11 16 and hence remains tied to the 1nessianic version of tiine,17 I clai1n that 

this "plastic understanding11 is precisely where Nancy's thought of adoration im

plicitly leads. In fact, Nancy's project reveals the efficacy of plasticity in grappling 

with the elusive concept of sense as passage. Furthermore, I claim, the way Nan

cy pictures this opening as a "between11 of being-in-common in the ontology of 

being-singular-plural is not only constitutive of plasticity, but also provides plas

ticity with the ethical touchstone necessary to avoid this gesture slipping into the 

111achinations of general equivalency. Derrida argues, in his introduction to The 

Future of Hegel, that Malabou provides a n1anner of addressing the future in 

which the "sudden appearance of what is un-awaited 11 might provide us with a 

manner of rethinking the closure in the withdrawal of the divine. Indeed, by ad

dressing the emancipatory gesture contingency provides to being-abandoned in 

the terms laid out by the temporal modality of voir venir, we overcome the infi

nite movement of what "never arrives.'' Furthermore, if we consider Derrida's 

sense of the future as l'avenir, then transimmanence makes sense within this fu

turity without recourse to an outside-to en1brace the unexpected as an infinite 

opening, whilst anticipating that opening in terms of an obligation. 

'To see (what is) coming' is to anticipate, to foresee, to presage, to project; it 

is to expect what is con1ing; but it is also to let what is coming come or to let 

oneself be surprised by the unexpected, by the sudden appearance of what 

is un-awaited. 'To see (what is) coming' means at the same time to anticipate 

and to let oneself be surprised: to bear and, at the same time, I mean precise

ly at the same time, not to bear the unexpected. In other words, the surprise 

in what is coming, the event of what is coming: the future. 18 

The sense in which we do not "bear the unexpected/ means we do not hold to a 

pre-conceived sense of futurity. Surprise is not a lack in our ability to determine 

meaning, and thus predict the future. It is precisely the openness to what is "to-

16 Ibid, p.19. 

17 Ibid, p.21. 

1s Derrida, "A time for farewells: Hei degger (r ead by) Hegel (read by) Malabou" The Future of Hegel: Plastici

ty, Temporality and Dialectic, p.ix. 
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come" by understanding the ontological lack in sense itself. Derrida's en1phasis 

on the notion of "at the same time," found repeatedly in his introduction to Mala

bou's text, should be read as a reiteration of Malabou's commitment to an imma

nent and materialist reading of Hegelian futurity. A gesture that aligns with the 

thought of Nancy's radical-materialism I discussed above. Within this imma

nence there remains a posture towards the future that rejects both determinism 

and transcendent providence, a manner of thinking the "to-con1e'' of im1nanence 

that ren1ains open to the possibilities. of the unexpected. 

In order to rethink Hegel today in these tenns, Malabou relies on the term 

plasticity. Considering plasticity first in its ordinary meaning, we should under

stand that we are giving form to a concept that is defined as the very concept that 

both gives form and at the same time receives form. Plasticity means suppleness, 

flexibility, the ability to be moulded and morphed; while also the possibility of 

sedimentation and fixation, the possibility of crystallization and the preservation 

of form. Plasticity also n1eans to give forn1, to shape and n1ould, to adjust, to 

sculpt, in the sense of plastic art, plastic surgery, and even the capacity to destroy 

and annihilate all fonn as plastic explosive.19 In order to illustrate the manner in 

which plasticity functions in Hegel's philosophy we can turn to a passage from 

Hegel's the Science of Logic, considered by Malabou to exemplify the way in 

which Hegel brings to light the necessity of plasticity for philosophical thinking, 

A plastic discourse (ein plastischer Vortrag) den1ands, too, a plastic sense of 

receptivity and understanding on the part of the listener (einen plastischen 

Sinn des Aufnehmens und Verstehens) ... 20 

Hegel contrasts the doubling of plasticity-as discourse and receptivity-with 

what he characterises as "the restlessness and the distraction characteristic of 

our modern consciousness." 21 The plastic discourse requires a philosophical 

19 See for a complete etymology Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, pp.8-9 . 

20 Hegel, Science of Logic, p.40 (translation modified to reflect the French); Suhrkamp 5, p.31. in Malabou, 

The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.10. [original English translation is from A.V.Miller, 

and is to be found with 21.18 of the German Geammelte Werke, where possible I will make reference to this 

pagination.] 

21 Hegel, Science of Logic (trans. Giovanni), 21.18. 
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thinking that allows itself to take the fonn of the concept being discussed, and to 

accept the universality of the concept; and yet, to give form to the universal is to 

"inform" and "interpret" the concept through a particularity, and hence to em

body the coming to be-the becoming of the "being-there" of universal spirit in 

its particularity. Hence, the universal becomes embodied in its particularity and 

enforces a contingency to necessity itself. 

In tern1s of Hegel's negation of negation, plasticity allows us to reflect up

on how this negation functions as a giving and receiving of forn1, a conjunction of 

essence and accident ( or, necessity and contingency). The receptivity of the 

reader involves negation, an emptying out of his or her "own" content in order to 

become purely receptive. At the same time, there is another negation involved, a 

negation of the content that is being read, which is the negation of the arbitrary 

and personal within the concept itself. Hence the plastic philosopher is "both 

universal and individual"22 ; accepting the form of the universal, while "incarnat

ing" it in their own particular individuality. The speculative is a constitutive 

component of necessity and vice versa. 

By paying close attention to the role plasticity plays in Hegel's thought 

Malabou reveals a common misconception of Aufhebung as the "bad infinite pro

gression,"23 where the Aufhebung functions within an enclosed circle of growth 

such that every activity or progression is cancelled out as it occurs.24 Here the 

dual meaning of the German word Aufhebung-to suppress and to preserve

serves the Hegelian notion of a plasti-c logic. In bringing this plastic logic to the 

forefront of her study, Malabou considers how we can apply "to the terms auf

heben and Aufhebung the very meanings for which they stand?"25 By framing 

22 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.10. 

23 Ibid p.144. 

24 As Nancy remarks in Hegel: The Restlessness of the Negative, The true infinite is the infinite of relation, 

that is, what is shared, that allows the infinite of immanence. This is another way of conceptualizing what 

Nancy terms transimmanence. "An infinite process does not go on "to infinity," as if to the always postponed 

term of a progression (Hegel calls this "bad infinity"): it is the instability of every finite determination, the 

bearing away of presence and of the given in the moment of presentation and the gift. Such is the first and 

fundamental signification of absolute negativity: the negative is the prefix of the in-finite, as the affirmation 

that all finitude (and every being is finite) is, in itself, in excess of its determinacy. It is in infinite relation." 

p.12. 

25 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.144. 
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Aufh.ebung in this way, the very notion of "Aufh.ebung evolves, as a tenn, within 

the same process which it regulates and measures."26 In this gesture Malabou 

invokes the notion of plasticity and futurity within Hegel's notion of the Aufh.e

bung and Aufh.eben, claiming that Hegel invokes an "essential dialectical per

formativity"27 into these notions that retrieves them from the claim that they op

erate as a fixed logical determination. Malabou provides a matrix, in which the 

dual meaning suppression and preservation act upon themselves creating a dou

ble suppression and double preservation. 28 This dual suppress1on

preservation-the negation of negation-brings together both "habit" and "keno

sis" in which the movement and futurity of the Aufh.ebing is restored through the 

capacity to supress and shelter. "At once the result of habit and the act of kenosis, 

the Aufh.ebung suppresses, but what it suppresses it saves and shelters."29 The 

question Malabou addresses here is what remains in the movement of Auf

hebung; how we can rescue Hegel from the claim that he brings philosophy (his

tory) to an end? The plasticity of Hegelian spirit is precisely what enables dialec

tical sublation to function in the aforen1entioned manner. The Aufh.ebung does 

not entail a complete emptying out of the universal in its essentiality, and the 

particular in its singularity, rather there is, Malabou claims, an "ontological resi

due"30 that operates within the dialectic. 

At the same moment, the determination thus simplified exists as a type, an 

exemplar-mourning its individuality-and a particular essence- mourn

ing its individuality. To produce this ontological residue involves a double 

suppression and a double preservation.31 

If we regard this "ontological residue" as an acknowledgement of the ground

lessness of being-abandoned, recalling that the withdrawal of God I discussed 

above as an absent-presence, then we can, I claim, read this "ontological residue 11 

26 Ibid p.145. 

27 Ibid. 

28 Malabou elaborates this concept far beyond what I can cover here. 

29 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.153. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid. 

. ~ 
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alongside the opening Nancy unfolds in tenns of transimmanence. Within the 

movement of dual suppression and preservation, a gap that opens up in the Auf

hebung, and this "ontological residue 11 is precisely what occupies this gap. In each 

sublation of the absolute there is an indivisible remainder, a limit point that is 

carried along with the movement of the dialectic and enables it "to see (what is) 

coming.JI It is the withdrawal of presence, which Malabou frames here as a 

111ourning, that provides the precise point at which the dialectical Aufhebung 

111ust acknowledge the distress of abandonn1ent. The withdrawal of the absolute 

as presence, within the Hegelian dialectic, opens the possibility of reading the 

"to-come 11 within Nancy's materialism; it is the limit at which an obligation to 

make-sense is anticipated whilst surprisingly, opening up a world within the 

world. This functions within Malabou's account of her motif 'to see (what is) 

coming/I in the way she invokes the Hegelian dialectic whilst giving an account of 

the distress of abandonment. 

Suppression occurs through the work of habit) with its blunting and flatten

ing effects, and through sacrifice or alienation. Preservation has involved 

two forms of pern1anence: the virtuality created by reactualizing, and the 

singularity which, in its disappearance) has left itself behind as an interior

ized trace ... Maintenance always demands distress: without that, how can 

there be a threat of loss to counteract?32 

What Malabou demonstrates is not simply the manner in which the Hegelian dia

lectic might be freed from its interpretation as a totalizing form of absolute ideal

ism. Another question suggests itself at this point, why does Malabou claim that 

Hegel sublation is more than simply operative or methodological? That is to say, 

there is also the question of how dialectical sublation responds to its own pro

cess) to its own "law.1133 For Malabou the process of an "abandonment of self'34 is 

crucial to the notion of plasticity at work within her conception of the dialectical 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid p.155. 

34 Ibid p.158. 
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sublation, and indeed, coextensive with the 1nanner in which the dialectical sub

lation provides its own law. 

In order to understand how this works, Malabou traces the Hegelian motif 

of what she calls dessaisissernent-abrogation, letting-go, renunciation, or dis

possession-and the manner in which this abrogation is "completely interde

pendent)/ with the notion of sublation. We find an invocation of this thought of a 

letting-go, which I interpret here as the abandonn1ent of being, in the preface of 

Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit: 

Thoughts become fluid when pure thinking, this inner immediacy, recogniz

es itself as a moment, or when pure certainty of self abstracts fron1 itself -

not by leaving itself out, or setting itself aside, but by giving up the fixity of 

its self-positing, by giving up not only the fixity of the pure concrete, which 

the 'I' itself is, in contrast \,vith its differentiated content, but also the fixity of 

the differentiated moments vvhich, posited in the element of pure thinking, 

share the unconditioned nature of the T.35 

Hegel is describing a process in ,,vhich "pure thinking)/ becomes completely fluid 

in a two-fold sense. On the one hand, in its relation, as a concrete thought, to the 

dynamic content of the context in which that thought can arid n1ust appear; and, 

on the other hand, how the context of that thought, in its fluidity, is precisely 

what makes the "inner ilnmediacy/1 of thought possible. Rather than raising 

thought above the level of sense itself, Hegel is describing a thought in vvhich 

thinking itself is embedded within its own process. Nancy addresses precisely 

this process in A Finite Thinking, in vvhich he begins by affirming the necessity of 

Heideggerian finitude, such that thinking is always a running up against its own 

finitude, "the working out of the innennost essence of finitude n1ust itself always 

be fundamentally finite. "36 Nancy puts into play the notion of sense in thinking 

through this finitude, sense is the lin1it of thinking, or to put it another way, it is 

the limit of sense itself that puts thinking into play. What confronts Nancy, in 

thinking through the fluidity of thought, is perhaps the fundamental aporia of 

35 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p.20. 

36 Heidegger, cited in Nancy, A Finite ThinJ.dng, p.S. 
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philosophy. As Nancy explains, in an explanation that itself reaches the li1nit of 

intelligibility, 

... what senses in sense is the fact that it includes what it senses, and what 

produces sense in sense is the fact that it senses itself producing sense. Of 

course, we can always object that in this way we have merely pushed back 

ad infinitum the question of the sense of sense, or that, in this oxymoronic 

game, where nothing tells us what it might mean "to sense sense" or "to un

derstand sensing," we have lost any possibility of posing it. 37 

This is, Nancy claims, an iteration of "the most powerful distinction philosophy 

has to offer: that between the sensible and intelligible,"38 a distinction that has 

remained a problem to be solved, and re-solved over and again throughout the 

history of Western philosophy. However, for Nancy, the task is to not think a so

lution to the "double aporia" that the fluidity of thinking poses, but instead to en

gage thinking within the abandonment of a solution-"the thought of the absence 

of solution as the very site of sense."39 

Within what Hegel describes in the Phenomenology as the giving up of fixi

-ty, Malabou discerns a "speculative abrogation.1140 This is an essential component 

to the fluidity and suppleness of thought, which is in turn necessary for engaging 

in a plastic discourse. In the process of "letting go" the "I" loses its contrast with 

the differentiated content and differentiated moments of thinking. This enables 

fluid thinking to no longer be bound by the subject-object distinction, however

and here the genius of Malabou's interpretation becomes apparent-knowledge 

does not come from the creation of a new "subject-object gap," instead, as she 

points out, knowledge "arrives in the suspension of that gap."41 And so, where 

Malabou reads the necessity of suspending the subject-object gap through the 

interdependency of sublation and abrogation, n1utatis mutandis I claim, Nancy is 

invoking precisely the same necessity of suspension into his radically material 

37 Nan cy, A Fin ite Thinking, p.6. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.157. 

41 Ibid p.157. 
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reading of the manner in which truth and interpretation function in Christian 

parables. Indeed, to further support this claim, we need only turn to Nancy's own 

reading of Hegel, The restlessness of the negative, where as he writes in a chapter 

entitled "Trembling"; 

Thought must take the self out of itself; it must extract it from its simple be

ing-in-itself: thought is itself such an extraction, along with the speech in 

which thinking takes itself out of itself and exposes itself.42 

The call Nancy 1nakes to thought in which it is extracted from, in this case speech, 

is a double movement of exposure. Thinking is re-iterated and re-orientated. Or 

indeed as Malabou writes, 

... the plasticity of n1eaning is inseperable fro111 a plasticity of reading, a read

ing which gives form to the utterance it receives.43 

Again there is a double movement, which is precisely why Malahou relies upon 

the term plasticity in order to read through this doubling effect, reading, in this 

case, as a giving and receiving of form. In order to maintain the plasticity of giv

ing and receiving form within discourse, it is not enough to simply abandon one

self; abandonment must maintain its exposure-an exposure to 'the suspension 

of the subject-object gap-and it must be aware of the distress of the abandon

ment. It is precisely this lack of exposure-a lack of questioning and subsequent 

covering over of distress-that Heidegger critiques in Contributions when hear

gues that abandoned being, "shelters and conceals itself in the manifestness of 

beings."44 The importance of the gap in a double movement, for Malabou, relates 

directly to the manner in which this gap or exposure works with a sense of tem

porality and allows one "to see (what is) coming." That is to say, reading Malabou 

back into Heidegger, by refusing to conceal and shelter itself, being maintains an 

attunement to temporality as l'avenir. 

42 Nancy, Hegel: The Restlessness of the Negative, p.40. 

43 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.168. 

44 Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy: Of the Event, p.78. 
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In Abandoned Being, Nancy describes the vicissitudes of abandon111ent in 

the figure of Christ, abandoned to the earth, abandoned in love, abandoned in the 

r esurrection as the untouchable arisen. In a number of places I have already dis

cussed the competing potentialities that the birth and resurrection of Christ in

stilled within the Western-World. For Malabou, the figure of the abandoned 

Christ exemplifies the manner of conceptualising plasticity, that is to say, the giv

ing and receiving of forn1. As she writes, the "new modality of the donation and 

reception of forn1 discovers its fundamental concept in alienation."45 This aliena

tion, for Malabou, is pre111ised upon the incarnation of Christ as happening just 

the once, shifting temporality from the teleological sense to a linear sense. This 

alienation, I claim, in contrast to Malabou's argument in her recent paper, makes 

even more apparent the necessity of deconstructing the event of Christianity, 

precisely in the sense that Christainity provides this event with the power of a 

paradigrne principiel. The radical departure from teleology allows "history to 

turn."46 Linear time translates into the ontological understanding of "subjectivity," 

an infinite relationality-what Hegel describes as "a world of interdependence 

and of an infinite connectedness."47 Malabou's reading of plasticity within the 

Hegelian dialectic intervenes and appropriates the linearity of time with an "on

tological residue/' a residue that maintains connectedness whilst allowing the fu

ture to open up to what is "to-come. 11 

As Nancy argues, "sense-if it is still or finally necessary to do justice to 

the obstinate request of this word-can only proceed from a deconstruction of 

Christianity."48 The abandoned figure of Christ can be neither "suppressed" nor 

"preserved." Instead, being n1ust dwell within that abandonment, suspended 

w ithin dual possibility of transcending presence (subject) and being present as 

pure in1manence ( object). However, the deconstruction of Christianity does not 

re -engage a transcendent conception of the world in terms of a Messianic time, 

but ra th er grapples with the full implications of its abandonment. Being aban-

45 Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, p.116. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, s123; cited in Malabou, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and 

Dialectic, p.123. 

48 Nancy, The Sense of the World, p.55. 
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doned to its finitude in the withdrawal of transcendent reference/ while1 at the 

same time, being abandoned to the infinite of sense at the limit of that finitude. 

The linearity of the endless time of Christianity's self-overcoming is disrupted in 

the "each time" of its abandonment, an opening of finite being-with to infinite 

that constitutes its sense. 
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CHAPTERS 

Body 

INTRODUCTION 

Several critical facets of Nancy's philosophy come into focus when we consider 

the role of the body in his ontology. To experience freedom is to experience an 

exposure to the world, an exposure that finds its expression in the body. As 

James puts it, 

Sense and bodies are co-articulated in a fundamental way which discloses 

the world to us as existing.1 

The crucial question that will guide this chapter, is how are "sense" and the 

"body" co-articulated, or perhaps more precisely, co-thought? Ontology is not 

simply an ontology of the body, it is an ontology of spacing and spacing-out, a 

disposition of bodies as an exposure. As Malabou argues, the way we consider 

this spacing out provides the interpretive keys to understanding the temporality 

of being, and how this temporality provides being with a sense of futurity within 

the contingency of existence. The human lacks a given-ness, a void that shatters 

the very pren1ise of subjectivity, and I have considered how we reconcile the 

contingency of this lack in the interlude. Nevertheless, existence, as being

singlllar-pluraL remains exposed to the obligation to make-sense; the spacing of 

bodies, their exposure, is continuously forming a world through their conduct. In 

1 James, The New French Philosophy, p.42. 
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what follows, I consider this exposure, in tern1s of existence, as a spacing both of 

and for sense; where sense comes from how existence touches upon the un

touchable embrace of the corporeal and incorporeal. As Nancy argues in Corpus; 

Ontology has yet to be thought out, to the extent that it's basically an ontolo

gy where the body= the place of existence, or local existence.2 

Thus, in this chapter, I give an account of Nancy's ontology of the body; and why, 

following my account of abandonment, 3 the body is necessarily that which is 

without foundation. What this reveals, I claim, is that for Nancy ontology is fun

damentally an ontology of exposure; an exposure that allows sense to flourish at 

the very limit of that exposure. The opening of the lin1it at the plurality of being 

that creates a world, and that likewise ren1ains vulnerable to the equivalency of 

the paradigme principiel. Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity reveals the fra

gility of this exposure, and the necessity of its thought for making-sense. 

Nancy's ontology of exposure-in which sense passes "between"-begins 

from the plurality of Mitsein that disrupts any experience of singular subjectivity. 

On the one hand, thinking remains finite and wholly within the world such that 

thinking is an immanent part of the world. On the other hand, Nancy's notion of 

the infinite and transimmanence relies upon an i1nmanence that allows an au

thentic experience of freedom. And yet, as I argued in the previous . chapter, a 

model of agency cannot frame freedom through subjectivity. Hence, freedom 

opens in the "between" of being, and as such, materially must be articulated 

through the spacing and disposition of the body. 

In order to answer the question of how sense and the body form an ontolo

gy, we must engage with how Nancy understands the relation between thinking 

and the body. I begin by revisiting the thought of Camus' by discussing his novel 

L'Etranger, and provide another layer of complexity to the questions raised by 

his philosophy of the "absurd". In the following section, I outline the Cartesian 

z Nancy, Corpus, p.15. 

3 In chapter one, The Secular, I considered "the other thought of all thought." In chapter two, Globalization, I 

considered the possibility of transimmanence in place of the paradigme principiel. In chapter three, I consid

ered the inoperative as opening the very possibility of community. 
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subject and the key gestures in Nancy's reading of Descartes. Descartes' argues 

that he overcomes doubt through the expression "I am, I exist"; in contrast, Nan

cy claims that the body announces itself-each time a singular enunciation-that 

exposes the body to the world through that enunciation. By relating this act of 

enunciation to Derrida's use of the term differance, I bring the key gestures of 

Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity to his critique of Descartes in Ego Sum. 

Hence, in the third section, I expand on n1y reading of Derrida's notion of diffe

rance by discussing in more detail ho\iv Nancy deconstructs the figure of Christ in 

the Christian motif of incarnation. I argue that Nancy overcomes the Christology 

of incarnation that allows the mind-body split to be thought as an ontological 

premise. Nancy does so without collapsing the mind-body into a chiasmus of 

flesh, which would allow the body to be invested with a transcendent vitalism. 

As ontology, the body is a spacing out, and bodies form a dis-position, a 

limit that touches the world of bodies and evokes the passage of sense. Sense 

takes place through the spacing of the body, not as internal viz. subject-thought 

or external viz. object-bodies, but rather in how the body is exscribed as a sense 

of the world. As I will argue, Nancy's ontology begins from the body's lack of a 

founding presence, its bodily-abandon. This entails that exscription cannot be 

formed in a singular expression; exscription must take place in the plurality of 

space, which manifests itself at the limit of the body through the gesture of touch. 

Exscription captures the sense in which the exposure of the body touches and is 

touched upon by the plurality of being that forms a world. In chapter six, I take 

up this gesture of touch in more detail, and explore how this forms a critical mo

tif in Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity. 

I. THE EXPOSED BO DY OF THE NAKED STRANGER 

Taylor frames Camus' notion of the "absurd 11 as a closure, and hence emptiness, 

of "meaning". All that remains for the human subject is to embrace a narrative of 
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"self-authorization" in order to display a stoic courage in the face of this norma

tive abyss. I contrast Taylor's assertions with Deranty's reading of Camus' sensu

al encounter with the "absurd", in which Camus demonstrates a "tender indiffer

ence,, to these narratives of "self-authorization,,. In this section I give an alternate 

reading of Camus that builds upon my account of Nancy's notion of abandonment. 

I explore how Camus stages the impossibility of experiencing an empirical sense 

of subjectivity, through the opening of an abyss at the heart of the subject. This 

narrative reveals a rupture in the metaphysics of subjectivity, which allows Nan

cy to pose the body-abandoned to the necessity of addressing the absence of 

principle-as the opening of a "between" that creates a passage for sense. 

In Camus' L'Etranger4 the protagonist Meursault portrays an indifferent 

attitude towards what I would like to describe as his exposure to 'the world,,, 

while allowing himself to be at times directed by this exposure. 5 Meursault be

haves in this way throughout the first part of the narrative, and the relationship 

that Meursault has with the world around him highlights the manner in vvhich 

the protagonist is 'pulled along' by this exposure. The con1plete lack of reflective 

judgment to the circumstances or context of his life draws the reader, along with 

the character, into the sense that the final act of this first half of the narrative, the 

death of the other, is simply one more experience to which t9e character is seem

ingly inexorably exposed. The final act of shooting the dead corpse several times, 

as he focuses upon the bright light from the sun, when combined with his com

plete lack of emotion at the beginning of the narrative while attending his moth

er's funeral, bookend this first part of the narrative with the seeds of apathy and 

ambivalence that will play such a vital role in the assessment of Meursault's 

character that is to con1e. 

In the second half of the book, the protagonist is nothing if not reflective 

and reflected upon. Meursault is tried for the murder of the man he kills on the 

4 To my mind, to translat e this as The Outsider imposes a one-sided relation to Meursault, The Stranger al

lows the original meaning of the French to invest this ti tle with the strangeness of self, as well as the 

strangeness of the protagonist 

5 A thought th at links this apparently indifferent attitude to the manner in which Nancy reiterates the 

Freudian fragmen t, "psyche is extended knows no thing about it" from the epigraph of this section. A link 

that I co me to in more detail in what fo llows. 
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beach. In contrast to the beginning of the book, the narrative of the trial is fo

cused inward, into the mind of Meursault, from the position of the outside

particularly on the apathy displayed at his mother's funeral. The people that 

made up Meursault's daily encounters and the seemingly trivial relationship he 

shared with them-through the clever orchestration of the prosecution

provide an account of Meursault that delves into the inner workings of 

Meursault's n1ind through the assessment of those most ren1oved from its inner 

workings. Two narratives unfold: the first, from the privileged position of inside 

the 111ind, lacks any clear picture of that mind, Meursault see111s unable (from the 

reader's perspective) to focus on his unfolding downfall; while the second, the 

court of law, far removed from Meursault's mind's-eye, takes up the privileged 

position of the disinterested spectator6 that can comment 'objectively' on the in

ner workings of Meursault. As Camus' novel unfolds, the split between these nar

ratives becomes increasingly stark, and an abyss opens up between them-this 

split constitutes the subject at the same time as disenfranchising Meursault' s 

thought fro111 "·what is really happening."7 

In traditional philosophy, the conscious mind is the nexus of these two 

competing narratives. On the one hand, it is our lived exposure to the world as an 

unfolding experience of sensations; and on the other, it is the use of reason as 

our reflexive capacity to assess what has happened, and how it relates to what is 

happening, in a manner that determines our relation and posture toward the fu

ture as what will happen. Reason, as the oft quoted determining characteristic of 

our humanity, is what allows the conscious mind to be, precisely that, con

scious-to be an awareness of and determining factor in our lived experience. In 

fact, in "Western" philosophical parlance, the attribute of reason provides the 

capacity to think in a manner that ameliorates and governs our exposure. Put 

another way, reas on buffers and filters our exposure to the world, such that we 

can think within that "sensible" exposure without succumbing to distractions 

6 I tak2' this notion from Arendt's Lecture on Kant's Political Philosophy, for example, as she puts it, "The 
spectator, because he is not involved, can perceive this design of providence or nature, which is hidden from 
the actor. So we have the spectacle and the spectator on one side, the actors and all the si ngle events and 

contingent, haphazard happenings of the other." p.5 2. 

7 Recalling this gesture from Heidegger's Contributions that I elaborate on in chapter four. 
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that would be detrilnental to the "intelligibility}] of that thought. Reason provides 

the distinction between sensibility and intelligibility, while also setting the pa

rameters of intelligibility. Thinking, put in these terms, is infinite in the sense 

that it transcends the thinking subjects immediate context of exposure, and is 

part of the absolute in the sense of the conceptual tools associated with the posi

tive or negative value that may be assigned to certain reflexive judgments. 

It is only through the reflexive n1oment of the legal trial that the protago

nist in L'Etranger becomes a "self.JI This moment of self-hood is a staging of the 

funda1nental question that brings 1neaning, reason, and self-hood together

"How do we answer for existence-and to existence?1'8 Can1us' narrative stages 

this rno1nent of self-hood as a fundamental split in human subjectivity. Meursault 

is guilty for an account of existence as subjected to law, both of which remain be

yond his sense of existence. Rather than exploring Camus' reading of this split, I 

want to address this split through the gestures I referred to in chapter three; in 

particular, vvhat Nancy terms comparution, a theory of the common in \1\Thich t\1\To 

sides of the con1mon, the inside-out, and outside-in, con1e together as "the com

mon hun1an condition ... The common condition is at the same time the co1nn1on 

reduction to a common deno1nination and the condition of being absolutely in 

common."9 The guilt attributed to the protagonist, is the guilt of these two senses 

of the common, "intermixed and in opposition to each other. )} 10 It is a guilt that is 

formed through the premise of a law, but of a law abandoned, a law without 

law. 11 "Before this law without law we have never ceased to com pear. In the end 

we compear there naked.)} 12 Thus, as abandoned being, Ivi eursault stands naked 

to the principle of the common; which is to say not naked in his singularity, as a 

singular body, but rather naked as being-in-common, as being-singular-plural. 

Nancy's 1naterialisn1, I claim, is premised on the 1nanner in vvhich it is possible to 

think the body as the "being-in-common." The body is the opening of a "ben,veen" 

8 Nancy, "La Comparution /The Comparution: From the £).j stence of 'Communism' to the Community of 

'Existence"' trans. T. Strong, Political Theory, p.3 7 3. 

9 Ibid p.371. 

10 Ibid p.372. 

11 As described in chapter 4. 

12 Nancy, "La Comparution / The Comparution: From the Existence of 'Communism' to the Community of 

'Existence"' trans. T. Strong, Politi ca I Theory, p.3 7 2. 
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that creates the passage of sense. Concurrently, sense is not inscribed into the 

body, nor does it manifest itself as the body, but is always that which passes "be

tween" bodies. Accordingly, Nancy refers to the gesture of touch as the exempla

ry way of thinking this "between." Touch provides a way of bringing together the 

dual premise of the body as it relates to sense, as touching the body is the open

ing for sense; however, touching occurs along the limit of the body without ever 

penetrating, and hence explains how sense passes between bodies. 

As O'Byrne argues, Nancy's n1aterialism finds its radical premise in the 

111aterial non-All of the world as experience by a singular embodied existence. 

According to Nancy, n1ateriality is pre111ised on the shared sense of material sin

gularity that is found through the side by side, or with, of bodies as touching. To 

be a body is not enough, one can only be as a body through the shared sense of 

bodies alongside and with one another within a world. This gives some indica

tion of how Nancy thinks of "world." To give meaning to the body as purely ma

terial, is to configure the body as something recognized; however, as O'Byrne 

points out, this notion of recognition is pren1ised on a third person point of view 

that 111ust stand apart fro111 the body. As such, "a body is only approached or seen 

or touched by other bodies. There is no way to talk about being and being-with 

in the third person, no way to say that "it is" or "there is ... " or indeed "I am". In

stead, the only term for the being of bodies together in the world is "we are." 13 As 

"we are" already touched and touching the world of bodies, "we are'' already 

within the ontological premise of being a body among bodies. Materiality is ex

tended, alongside, and touching the limit of the body amongst other bodies. Ex

istence is exposed in the sense of both imposing upon the with of the other as a 

body, and posing as the li111it of a body that extends to the touch of others. The 

body is never singular as it is infinitely exposed to the with of its own singularity, 

nor is it infinitely extending as plural as it is finitely limited in touching the world. 

Taylor's narrative of "self-authorization" and 11stoic courage" fails to encounter 

the ma nner in which Camus gestures toward an embodied shared sense of exist

ence. 

13 Anne O'Byrne, "Nancy's Materialist Ontology" Jean-Luc Nancy and Plural Thinking, p.83. 
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II. "I AM ... I EXIST!
11 

Nancy's critique of Cartesian dualism provides an important example of the place 

of the body within Nancy's ontological project in the deconstruction of Christian

ity. Nancy explores the point of enunciation in Descartes' model of certainty, and 

indeed, deconstructs and opposes Descartes' dualism at the precise conceptual 

point that Descartes' will frame the mind-body split. According to Nancy, enun

ciation-"! am, I exist 11-is the moment at which the body beco1nes the opening 

that allows the passage of sense, not by what is said, but in its very exposure to 

the world. Furthermore, by reading Descartes in this way, Nancy suggests a nu

anced concept of materiality, where it becomes no longer possible to reduce 

thinking to a singular process associated with the body; in the same way that the 

body is always premised on being-with, so too is thinking. Thinking thinks only 

alongside and with thought, it would never, as Derrida puts it, "think by itse/f.1114 

It makes no sense then to pose the problen1 of the relation of the mind to the 

body; the problem is the sense of body to the body, or mind to the mind. Nancy's 

deconstruction of this pivotal Cartesian gesture reveals another way of conten1-

plating how the human subject is configured by the motif of Christ's abandon

ment. By focusing on the way Derrida's notion of differance all'ows a different 

way of posing the problem of absence,15 I argue that the human subject has be

come accoutered with the absent body of Christ. In his Meditations on First Phi

losophy, Descartes' describes the process of discovering the indubitable sense of 

existence in spite of his inability to find certainty in his en1bodied existence. 

Thus, having weighed up everything adequately, it must be stated that this 

proposition 'I an1, I exist' is necessarily true whenever it is stated by me or 

14 "In spite of thought: thought thinks only in spite of itself, or, I would say, a son corps defendant [i.e., reluc

tantly, notwithstanding itself]; it thinks only there where the counterweight of the other weighs enough so 

that it begins to think, that is, in spite of itself, when it touches or lets itself be touched against its will. That is 

why it will never think, it will never have begun to think by itself." Derrida, On Touching: Jear;.-Luc Nancy, 

p.299. 

15 See my discussion of Gauchet in chapter two, section I. 

219 

... ___ :_ . 



conceived in my mind. 16 

This quote demonstrates the importance of the action of enunciating 'I am' in 

Descartes' process of overcoming his skepticism. As Morin argues, the traditional 

interpretation of Descartes' I think, therefore I am, is described by Heidegger as 

"the inaugural moment of modern n1etaphysics, where the "I" becomes the sub

jectum, the underlying subject of representation, which is absolutely certain of 

itself."17 In doing so, Heidegger argues, "Descartes not only evades the ontologi

cal question of substantiality altogether; he also emphasizes explicitly that sub

stance as such-that is to say, substantiality-is in and for itself inaccessible 

from the outset.,, 18 It is from this point forth, philosophically speaking, that the 

"meta-physics of the subject" is reinforced as the measure of truth, which is to 

say, truth itself is measured in terms of how things as objects are represented 

and understood by the subject-further reinforcing the metabolic paradig1n that 

Derrida terms a metaphysics of presence. Nancy's reading of this pivotal moment 

in Western philosophy scrutinizes the point at which Descartes grasps the think

ing "I" in order to produce a certainty about the world that can be thought 

through the ego. In response, as Morin argues, Nancy demonstrates that "the 

"ego" cannot to be taken as the underlying subject in its self-certainty, the think

ing substance, but rather must be understood as the gaping mouth that unfounds 

the subject in the very moment of its foundation.'' 19 Put another way, the "gaping 

1nouth,, beco1nes the n1oment in which being finds itself abandoned to a body 

that exists without foundation. As Nancy argues, the facticity of existence is as 

the exposure of the body-"The body exposes a breakthrough of sense, constituted 

absolutely and simply by existence."20 

Nancy claims that to premise ones' existence upon "the Cogito" is to de

duce existence from a third person point of view. One cannot begin thought from 

the point of view of "the,, thinking, thought is only ever thinking-that is to say, it 

16 Descartes, (1641) Meditations and other Metaphysical Writings, Second Meditation. 

17 Morin ,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.126. 

1s Heidegger, Being and Time, p.126. 

19 Morin ,Jean-Lu c Nancy, p.126. 

20 Nancy, Corpus, p.25. 
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is caught up in its own thinking. As Morin explains, the "evidence that "I exist" is 

not based on a logical proof or a deduction, a proof that would be conducted by a 

(preexisting) ego. Rather, the evidence lies in, and is one with, the utterance."21 

In other words, in enunciating "I am/1 Descartes is not stating a fact that refers to 

something else-for instance, that "I am," which comes to rely on Descartes 1 as

sumption/proof22 regarding the existence of God-rather, in enunciating "I am/ 

the 'T' is caught in the throat of enunciating. Enunciation does not refer forward 

or backward in a linear temporality, nor does it refer to a predefined spatiality. 

As I described in the previous chapter, Nancy draws upon Hegel in The 

Restlessness of the Negative, to describe the manner in which turning toward the 

infinite can be thought without collapsing into a thought of the infinite. Perhaps, 

with this in mind, it is not overly presumptuous to read this move against Des

cartes as a manner of thinking Hegers engagement with the same notion in his 

Science of Logic. 

The indispensible foundation, the concept, the universal \,vhich is thought it

self (provided that with the word "thought" one can abstract fron1 figurative 

representation), cannot be regarded as just an indifferent form that attaches 

to a content.23 

Hegel 's claim here resonates with Nancy, thought cannot be simply attached in 

some way to the movement of thinking, thought itself is the movement of think

ing-that is to say, thought is in the enunciating action. There is no 'I' hiding be

hind the enunciation of the 7 think', instead, the J' is precisely what occurs in the 

enunciation of the 7 think'. As Morin puts it, "There is no underlying, preexisting 

enunciator that would precede the utterance. Before the subject of the enonce 

(the I that is spoken of) and the subject of the enonciation (the I that speaks) , 

there is the verb en oncer, enunciating, an action vvithout subject, the opening of a 

gaping mouth that articulates "ego"."24 If 'Vve return to the quote from Descartes' 

21 Morin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.126. Emphasis added. 

22 The debate over the "Cartesian Circle" becomes irrelevant in Nancy's reading. 

23 Hegel, Science of Logic (Trans. Giovanni), p.17. 

24 Mo rin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.126-7. 
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Meditations-"it must be stated that this proposition 'I an1, I exist' is necessarily 

true whenever it is stated by me or conceived in my mind"-then it is possible to 

understand how Nancy informs this reading of Descartes-in each enunciation 

of "I am," whether stated or thought, that the "/" comes into play. There is no "I" 

that remains constant throughout the spacing of enunciation, there is no general

ity of the "I," there is instead the "/" that is in each enunciation.25 As Nancy argues 

in Corpus, the "I" of each enunciation can be read as the enunciation of a place. 

What he calls the corpus ego, which is the taking place of thought and extension 

as the body. 

In the Cartesian ego's articulation, therefore, mouth and mind are the san1e: 

it's always the body. Not the body of the ego, but corpus ego, "ego" being 

"ego" only when articulated, articulating itself as spacing or flexion, even in 

the inflection of a site. The enunciation of "ego" doesn't just take place. To 

the contrary, it is place. 26 

Through Nancy's re_ading of the Descartes' notion of the ego, Nancy puts into play 

the spacing and temporality of the "each time" of the subject. In order for the 

subject to "assure itself of itself," 27 the "I am" must attach itself in some way to its 

abandoned sense of being, covering over the "each time," through a forgetting of 

its spacing and temporality; which is to say, the subject is only by attaching itself 

to a self-conception of presence, again a manner of describing what for Derrida is 

a metaphysics of presence. It is precisely this attachment to a presence of the 

subject that Derrida seeks to uncover in his notion of differance. If we turn here 

to Derrida's essay Differance, we can read in his "problematic of the sign and 

writing"-a "problematic," in Nancy's terms, of the subject itself as abandoned 

each time to its corpus ego-an exposure of the body as abandoned to the world. 

Differance as temporization, differance as spacing. How are they to be 

joined? 

2s Ibid p.127. 

26 Nancy, Corpus, p.25. 

27 Morin,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.127. 
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Let us start, since we are already there, from the problematic of the sign 

and \i\Triting. The sign is usually said to be put in the place of the thing itself, 

the present thing, "thing" here standing equally for meaning or referent. The 

sign represents the present in absence. It takes the place of the present.28 

The Cartesian subject should be read here as precisely the sign that represents 

the present in absence. The subject is what takes the place of the withdrawal of 

presence from the world, as abandoned. Derrida continues, 

When we cannot grasp or show the thing, state the present, the being

present, \!\Then the present cannot be presented, we signify, we go through 

the detour of the sign. We take or give signs. We signal. The sign, in this 

sense, is deferred presence ... the circulation of signs defers the moment in 

which we can encounter the thing itself, n1ake it ours, consume or expend it, 

touch it, see it, intuit its presence.29 

In traditional philosophy, the body that stands in the place of the deferred pres

ence, as the place of being, and the point from which thinking can be radiated. 

The body is the signal for what can never be completely revealed, the body as 

thinking remains forever out of reach. Consequently, bodies cannot (/think/} their 

sense of exposure and simply circulate as signs, enunciating a presence as ego, 

which is forever deferred to the thing-itself as thought. 

Nancy retrieves thinking from its privileged position, asserting that ontolo

gy is, 11110ntology of the body" = exscription of being. Existence addressed to an 

out-side. 11 30 As Derrida describes, this address is an address to something miss

ing; this opening is an address to the absence of completion in the immanent it

self-what Nancy terms adoration. Eschewing transcendent reference, _ the im

n1anent is nonetheless non-All, and differance is Derrida's means of expressing 

this fact of existence as what opens the body to an experience of freedom. Fur

thermore, we should take note here of the n1anner in which Derrida describes 

28 Derrida, "Differance" Margins of Philosophy, p.9. 

29 Ibid. 

30 Nancy, Corpus, p.19. 
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the process of deferral in tern1s of a future that re1nains l'avenir. If one agrees 

that Derrida eschewed pure transcendence in this deferral, the infinite that 

opens in this l'avenir must be an opening within the world. Hence, I claim, we 

find in this Derridean gesture below, Nancy's motivation for deconstructing 

Christianity while maintaining that opening with-in a world . 

... this structure presupposes that the sign, which defers presence, is con

ceivable only on the basis of the presence that it defers and moving toward 

the deferred presence that it ai1ns to reappropriate. According to this classi

cal semiology, the substitution of the sign for the thing itself is both second

a,y and provisional: secondary due to an original and lost presence fron1 

which the sign thus derives; provisional as concerns this final and missing 

presence toward which the sign in this sense is a movement of mediation.31 

In this act of substitution we can read the classical concept of divine presence on 

earth in the body of Jesus Christ. Christianity, as a Christology, relies upon this 

dual substitution. This is elucidated most obviously in the prayer that continually 

repeats the call for the Christ's second coming alongside His abandonment

"Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will co1ne again." The style of this second

ary and provisional substitution, as understood within the pedagogy of Christi

anity, can be thought through a reading of incarnation and the role of the Eucha

rist. Nancy engages precisely this in his essay Verbum caro factum (from John 

1: 14 "And the word was rr1ade flesh")-though we can read these motifs 

throughout his work on Christianity. Differance suspends the completion of sig

nification, and renders this completion meaningless as meaning comes only 

through this suspension-sense is always I'avenir. Accordingly, for Nancy, the 

body as subject must be encountered in the sa1ne way, incomplete in the sense of 

being necessarily suspended by a constitutive contingency. The body is as ex

posed to bodies, articulated and dis-posed in the world, always touching and 

touched. The sense of the body remains l'avenir. 

31 Derri da, Margins of Ph ilosophy, p.9. 

224 



III. READING (IN)CARNATION WITHOUT SACRIFICE 

In the Christian milieu, the body provides a (sacred) link between "existing11 and 
~ 

the Ideal through the mantra of hoc est enim (this is My body), by confronting 

"our doubts about appearance, conferring on the real, the true touch of its pure 

Idea: its reality, its existence.1132 Through the narrative of crucifixion and incarna

tion, the "Body,, beco1nes the site of an ontological vitalis1n in the flesh and blood 

of Christ; a sign of the hypokeimenon (underlying thing) for ousia (substance), 

and a touchstone for the reality of our existence, giving us a sense that we "really 

exist. 11 This sense conflates the biological everyday sense of the body, with the 

subjection of that body to the body politic.33 

For Nancy, the body must be thought otherwise than its Christian incarna

tion with the blood and flesh of Christ through the continuous ritual of Commun

ion-the body is abandoned not sacrificed. The question of the body remains 

caught within the Christian notion of sacrifice, as I indicated in chapter three, 

and the necessity of abandonn1ent is found within the abandonn1ent of the body 

of Christ. This is a model, which is repeated over and aga-in, through the provi

sion in Christian thought of the Eucharist. 

The anxiety, the desire to see, touch, and eat the body of God, to be that body 

and be nothing but that, forms the principle of Western (un)reason. That's 

why the body, bodily, never happens, least of all when it's named and con

voked. For us, the body is alvvays sacrificed: eucharist. 

If hoc est enim corpus meum says anything, it's beyond speech. It isn't spo

ken, it's exscribed-with bodily abandon.34 

The question that Nancy asks is ho\,v are we to write the body, how is the body 

exscribed? What is exscription? In fact, what is writing when it takes place at the 

32 Nancy, Corpus, p.5. 

33 I explore this link in the following chapter when I discuss Esposito 's critique of Nancy. 

34 Nancy, Corpus, pp.5,7. 
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lin1it or boundary of the body-to "touch upon the body"-without penetrating 

the body? How can we describe or give meaning without giving the body a mean

ing, or forcing the body to provide meaning-how do we make sense of the body 

while not in-carnating the body with this meaning-giving operation? The bodily 

abandon of exscription is a manner of rethinking incarnation, without the deci

sive "in 11 of carnality. Thus, it remains to be shown how we can encounter incar

nation without the overlying figure of production, the producer-whether as 

God or some other mode of production, which as we explored in the second 

chapter may simply come down to an econon1y of "value"-must not be thought 

as part of the narrative of creation. The "body as exscription" is the thinking of a 

"coming-into-presence'' 35 of being without foundation, where the body "makes 

room 11 and forms a "place of existence. 1
' 

Bodies aren1t some kind of fullness or filled space (space is filled every

where): they are open space, implying, in some sense, a space more properly 

spacious than spatial, what could also be called a place. Bodies are places of 

existence, and nothing exists without a place, a there, a "here," a "here is," for 

a this. The body-place isn't full or empty, since it doesn't have an outside or 

an inside, any more than it has parts, a totality, functions, or finality ... the 

body makes room for existence .. . More precisely, it makes room for the fact 

that the essence of existence is to be without any essence. That's why the on

tology of the body is ontology itself. 36 

As Morin argues, the manner in which Nancy configures the body as that which 

"makes room for existence," is a description of the body as always "an outside, 

something turned inside ouf'; 37 however, this is not a re-inscription of the self

touching in the phenomenological sense. Thus, while it is certainly true that Nan-

35 As Nancy describes in The Experience of Freedom, "The existence of being is improbable for the existent -

and is what frees thought in it: "Why is there something rather than nothing?" In this way there is a coming

into-presence: in the coming to presence of that whose presence in itself has no reason or foundation for . 
coming to presence. (This is exactly what the enti re ontotheological tradition has relentlessly sought to pre

sent, even resolve, as the problem of freedom or of the necessity of a "creator" and its "creation.")" pp.93-4. 

36 Nancy, Corpus, p.15. 

37 Morin , jean-Luc Nancy, p.128. 
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cy draws upon the pheno1nenological analysis of self-touching in Husserl and 

Merleau-Ponty; according to Morin, Nancy rejects the manner in which "phe

nomenologists 11 always return to a primary interiority"."38 This is why Nancy de

velops the notion of exscription in order to reject any sense in which his philoso

phy is an attempt to bring together the body vvith the mind into some chiasmus. 

The very premise of a split between the material and the ephemeral as soul or 

thought ( or even the, 11what it is like to experience son1ething") is rejected fron1 

the outset as a 11 Christian11 (monotheistic) gesture, and hence vvhat must be the 

focus of Nancy1s deconstruction. 

Nancy is also rejecting any notion in which we 1night understand, as 

Morin puts it, a "dichotomy between mute matter and conceptual or linguistic 

meaning."39 Thus, it is important to recognize that Nancy is not bringing the body 

into the ontological picture of his deconstruction of Christianity by re-inscribing 

the body in a purely phenomenological sense. That is to say, the body is neither 

organized nor dis-organized by thought, rather the body and thought co-incide 

as a spacing and dis-position, which provides the passage of sense. 

Derrida1s re1narks cited above suggest that the "body/ as the sign that de

fers the absent presence of Christ, "is conceivable only on the basis of the pres

ence that it defers and moving toward the deferred presenc_e that it aims to reap

propriate."40 Put another way, the body is understood by the deferred presence 

of incorporeal investment vvhich has its basis in incarnation, and is continuously 

moving to1Nard parousia (Christ's second coming). As Nancy explains, the incar

nation of Jesus, as the "human" figure of the divine1 provides the indelible mark 

of "humanism 11 in the Western vvorld.41 

The term incarnation is usually understood in the sense of the entry into a 

body of some incorporeal entity (spirit1 God1 idea) ... It is a change of place, 

the occupation of the body by a space initially not connatural to the given 

38 Morin, jean-Luc Nancy, p.128. 

39 Ibid p.130. 

40 Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p.9. 

41 Nancy, "Verbum caro factum" Dis-Enclosure, p.81. 
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reality ... incarnation is a mode of transposition and representation.42 

It is this mode of thinking that allows dualists to conceptualize the body as exte

rior or outside thought itself, and thus allows thought to posit representation in 

terms of an exteriority or "sensible manifestation."43 In order to position repre

sentation as an outside or exteriority, it is necessary to construct a tangential 

point from which it is possible to re-present this exteriority, it is the thinking po

sition which is interior and tangential that allows representation to be thought in 

its "sensible manifestation. 11 This is precisely what Descartes does through his 

articulation of the mind-body dichotomy; Cartesian doubt, or skepticism, allows 

for a tangential position-the soul transcends the body. However, this interpre

tation, as Nancy argues, does not necessarily fallow from the figuration of incar

nation as it was originally manifested in the Nicene Creed; "If the verb was made 

flesh, or if (in Greek) it became flesh, or if it was engendered or engendered itself 

as flesh, it is surely the case that it had no need to penetrate the inside of that 

flesh that w~as initially given outside it: it became flesh itselC'44 Indeed, as Nancy 

argues, it is "theology" itself, that "has made superhuman efforts ... to think this 

becoming. 11 A becoming in which in the figure of Jesus Christ was split into "two 

heterogeneous natures/45 that of the Holy Spirit and that of the earthly human as 

purely material. Theology itself undoes the thinking that reifies the body through 

a metaphysics of presence. 

In Verbum caro Jactum, Nancy confronts "one of the founding oppositions 

of philosophy, between the sensible and intelligible/46 through a reading of 

Christology as differance, or as the withdrawal of presence. As Derrida argues, 

"Differance is not only irreducible to any ontological or theological

ontotheological-reappropriation, but as the very opening of the space in which 

ontotheology-philosophy-produces its system and its history, it includes on-

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid. 

44 Ibid p. 81-2. 

45 Ibid p.82. 

46 Derrida, "Differance" Margins of Philosophy, p.5. 
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totheology, inscribing it and exceeding it without return. 11 47 It should be possible, 

thus, to read Nancy as inscribing a reading of the Christian body and exceeding it 

without return. How does Nancy do this? 

To begin with, picking up on the manner in which the logos becornes flesh 

in the Christian body, the exemplar of which is Jesus, Nancy argues that "the 

Christian body is completely different from a body serving as an envelope ( or 

prison, or ton1b) of the soul.1148 Rather, it is in the logos becornes flesh, that the 

logos forms a body, and in becoming flesh, it is the "exiting of the spirit from it

self', which is to say that the two forn1s of logos, as spirit and as flesh, are 111utu

ally exclusive.49 Another vvay of reading this moven1ent is in the notion of "crea

tion,11 in creating the world, God "puts himself outside himself by and in a "crea

tion11.1150 Thus God (Christian or monotheistic, the lines blur here) is precisely the 

God 1'who atheologizes hirnself' in the creation of logos as flesh. 51 In this concept 

Nancy dra\,vs upon a reading of the Pauline notion of kenosis to describe the body 

as precisely that which is not-of-God, or in other words, as the \,vithdra\,val of 

presence. "The "body11 becon1es the nan1e of the a-theos in the sense of "not-of

God.11 But "not-of-God11 means not the immediate self-sufficiency of 1nan or the 

world but this: no founding presence." 52 It is from this sense of being as aban

doned, and without founding presence, that Nancy begins _his deconstruction of 

Christianity, and opens the path of thinking that I have explored in the previous 

chapters. The next step is to discuss precisely how the body, as abandoned, 

opens the passage to meaning-for this reason I describe Nancy's notion of touch 

in the follo\Ning chapter. 

47 Ibid p.6 . 

48 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.82. 

49 Ibid. 

so Ibid. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Ibid p.83. 
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CONCLUSION 

Despite the disorientation involved in the notion that the body is without a 

founding presence, by reflecting on Derrida's gesture of differance the body can 

be conceived as a continuous deferral and spacing of presence. The body would 

thus be its own "origin," however, an origin that cannot be thought as singular, 

but as always differing in and of itself from other singularities through which it is 

dis-posed in the world. In order to think through the notion of "origin/ it is nec

essary to understand how the body as this "origin" at the place of existence is 

never simply there, but always exscribing itself at the limit through which it 

touches the world of other bodies in their plurality. To think the body as a spac

ing that opens a passage for meaning, without investing the flesh of the body with 

meaning, Nancy uses this gesture of touch. As exposed, the body is the spacing of 

the world through the perpetual gesture of touch. Touch is the limit at which 

sense takes place, through the disposition of bodies. 

Deconstructing the fundamental gesture of incarnation, Nancy claims that 

the body is exposure, and that sense is what takes place at the limits of that expo

sure. The dichotomy of the mind-body is false; thought, like the body, only makes 

sense at that embodied limit. To think otherwise invites a transcendent opening 

in the world, which allows the paradigrne principiel to function as the hegemonic 

background to all "meaning." In contrast, Nancy describes the exposure of the 

body to a plurality of bodies that create a world. This takes place through the 

exscription of the body, which is to describe the body and thought itself, as tak

ing place at the li111it. Hence, to give meaning to this limit, Nancy uses the gesture 

of touch, to which I now turn. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Touch 

INTRODUCTION 

... therefore flesh is the n1ediun1 of touch.1 

Nancy wants to approach philosophy through the notion of a fundamental con

tact between the material and corporeal on the one hand, and the incorporeal 

sense of language (meaning) on the other. Touch is Nancy's way of describing 

this gesture of ffiRtact (which is to run up against the limit without penetration), 

and incorporates a rethinking of the body as its own "origin" rather than pro

duced, particularly in terms of the Christian motif of incarnation. The way in 

which Nancy rethinks incarnation forn1s an in1portant aspect of his project of the 

deconstruction of Christianity. It also fundamentally addresses the manner in 

which the "flesh" n1ight con1e to be thought as the point of "origin,'1 and why 

Nancy wants to surpass such a reading. As James describes, Michel Henry gives 

an account of a phenomenology of the flesh by incorporating the Christian incar

nation into phenomenological thought. The "flesh" in Henry's account-a revi

sion of both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty-comes to stand for the ""stuff' of ap

pearance its elf."2 This r ethinking of the "flesh" is in and of itself an ontological 
' 

vitalism of the corporeal, and one that Nancy implicitly rejects. Instead, as Derri-

1 Aristotle, On the Soul, 423b26. 

2 James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.116. 
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da argues, Nancy will incorporate the notions of plastici-ty and technici-ty, or more 

broadly a techne of bodies, into rethinking an ontology of body.3 Techne allows 

Nancy to discuss the disposition of bodies alongside the materiality of the body 

in and of itself without giving either aspect precedence in understanding the on

tology of the body. The concept of techne also opens thinking to the gesture of 

touch in its articulation with bodies as a world, while esche\,ving the violence in

volved in the penetration of bodies. 

Thus, for Nancy, the critical gesture in his deconstruction of Christianity 

beco1nes how he reconciles the Christian conception of incarnation with his own 

sense of the body and how this sense manifests itself through the techne of bod

ies. In the first section of this chapter, a reading of Esposito's critique of Nancy 

will bring out the important role played by the gesture of touch in making-sense 

of the body. On the one hand, incarnation invests the body with its own originali

ty in the form of flesh; one might use this originality to disrupt the im1nanentism 

inherent in totalitarianism, which redirects that originality in the body politic. On 

the other hand, incarnation allows a certain vitalism to adhere to the concept of 

the flesh, which would allow that origin _ to be invested with 1neaning from out

side the world; hence transcendence overcomes immanence. As I have argued 

throughout this dissertation, it is through Christianity that _we become bound to 

a choice of preeminence in either pure immanence or pure transcendence. Hence, 

by deconstructing the critical gesture of incarnation, Nancy reveals the tension in 

these two ontologies, and hence the ambiguity in setting up these two competing 

binaries.4 In contrast, for Nancy touch is the ontological gesture that reveals this 

tension and allows one to consider the body as an origin; however, an origin that 

occurs at the limit, which is precisely how the gesture of touch is involved-at 

that limit. Touch brings thought to that limit in a number of ways; in how we 

make-sense of the junction of the body and thought, which I discuss in the first 

section; in the suspension of the demarcation between sensibility and intelligibil

ity through the notion of the body as origin that I explore in the second section; 

3 " . .. it is the thinking of a tee/me of bodies as thinking of the prosthetic supplement that will mark the great

est difference, it seems to me, between Nancy's discourse and other more or less contemporary discourses 

about the "body proper" or "flesh"." Derrida, On Touching Jean-L uc Nancy, p.96-7. 

4 See Chapter One, Section IV. 
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and, in the opening provided by the limit of touching that allows a passage of 

sense, as I describe in section three. In the fourth section, I bring these impres

sions of thinking the gesture of touch at the limit together through Nancy's no

tion of techne and the ecotechnical. The ecotechnical expresses Nancy's ontology 

of the body through the gesture of touch that takes place at the limit of the body, 

singularly and, as part of a world of touching in which the sense of this touch 

gives n1eaning through the passage that opens in touching, as plurality. As I will 

explain, Nancy's n1ateriality finds its articulation in the ecotechnical, as a passage 

of n1eaning, which is always an origin without production. 

I. WHEN LOGOS BECOMES FLESH: NANCY CONTRA ESPOSITO 

One way of describing touch is by way of a question, namely, what is the relation 

"between body and language?"5 Nancy has drawn upon a reading of the body 

through the Christian n1otif of incarnation, in which the logos becomes flesh, 

however, this is not to suggest that Nancy is a thinker of the flesh such that the 

body becomes an arrangement or logos of the flesh. On the contrary, as Esposito 

points out, Nancy "clearly distances himself from all philosophy of the flesh by 

opposing to it the urgency of a new thought of the body."6 Arguing that this posi

tion is clearly enunciated by Nancy throughout his work, Esposito cites an exam

ple fron1 The Sense of the World. 

In this sense, the 'passion' of the 'flesh,' is finished-and this is why the word 

body ought to succeed on the word flesh, which is always overabundant, 

nourished by sense, and egological.7 

5 Morin ,Jean-Luc Nancy, p.130. 

6 Esposito , "Flesh and Body in the Deconstruction of Christianity" Minnesota Review, p.89; Esposito, Bias: 

Biopolitics and Philosophy, p.162. 

7 Nancy, The Sense of the World, p.149. 
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However, if flesh is finished, Christianity is not. Indeed, the very notion of the de

construction of Christianity, which is characterized for Nancy by the decisive 

formula of self-deconstruction ( or, auto-deconstruction), configures Christianity 

in such a way that the secular becomes its own-most possibility. The possibility 

of surpassing Christianity is imbedded within Christianity itself; self-overcoming 

is its own necessity, ho\,vever, the logic of this self-overcoming reveals Christiani

ty as un-surpassable. Its move1nent is infinite, and indeed, it is toward this notion 

of "the very infinite of its continual self-surpassing 11 to which we must direct 

what Nancy describes as adoration (an address to the opening of the world with

in the world). Thus the infinite to which Nancy turns in adoration, is, and must 

remain, thoroughly Christian, even if it is at the same time thoroughly atheolo

gized.8 Nancy recognizes precisely this ongoingness in Christianity as the infinite 

that must be reconciled through abandonment, "finitude is the truth of which the 

infinite is the sense/9 and the question of Nancy as a reader of Hegel can again be 

raised at this point. It should be readily recognized the manner in which Nancy 

reconciles the infinite in Hegel through his reading of incarnation. 

It was Christianity, by its doctrine of the Incarnation and of the presence of 

the Holy Spirit in the con1munity of believers, that first gave to human con

sciousness a perfectly free relationship of the infinite and thereby made 

possible the comprehensive knowledge of 111ind in its absolute finitude. 10 

Here we read again the Hegelian good infinite that Malabou so incisively de

scribes. Hegel clearly recognizes the movement of the withdrawal of a trans

cendent reference in Christianity; and, how this allows consciousness to freely 

relate to the infinite whilst remaining immanently finite. The question of flesh 

and the body becomes, how do these relate to the infinite of sense in abandon

ment within Nancy's project of the deconstruction of Christianity? As Derrida 

notes, the infinite movement of Christianity takes part in its own deconstruction, 

and it continues to do just that through the narrative of incarnation. "For a cer-

8 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.82. 

9 Nancy, The Sense of th e World, p.29. 

10 G.W.F. Hegel Ph ilosophy of th e Mind §376 Zusatz 
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tain Christianity will always take charge of the 1nost exacting, the 1nost exact, and 

the most eschatological hyperbole of deconstruction, the overbid of "Hoc est en

im corpus meum." It will still make the sacrifice of its own self-deconstruction."11 

As I explained at the end of the previous chapter, Nancy revokes the sacrificial 

aspect of incarnation, emptying the body of this divine aspect and leaving the 

body as a-theos. The body, the human body, is to be without foundation, and the 

decisive gesture is how to think fron1 the body in this way without succumbing 

to the Christian 1notif of the logos made flesh-how to reconcile the possibility of 

opening in abandoned-being with the continual reinvest1nent of divinity through 

logos. In other words, how successful is Nancy's re-configuration of the body and 

sense through the notion of touch, if the deconstruction of Christianity remains a 

task without an end? 

As Esposito has argued, for Derrida, the notion of the flesh is the funda

mental gesture in the continually self-overcoming-and thus returning

modality of Christianity in 1nodern western philosophy. "In its most intimate es

sence, [Derrida recognizes that], the notion of flesh is the directional vector 

through which Christianity penetrates modern philosophy and is contempora

neously the linguistic symptom through which phenomenology reveals an una

vowed Christian ascendance." And furthermore: 

One could say that it begins to make sense that Derrida accords extraordi

nary importance to Nancy's work, at the summit but also beyond the phe

n01nenologically derived haptic traditionat precisely because he places it at 

a distance from the carnal or "carnist" semantics ... 12 

However, there remains a sticking point, according to Esposito, in Nancy's de

construction of incarnation. For if it is the case that the conceptual link between 

the Christian notion of flesh and the body is cut so as to allow the body to become, 

on the one hand materially consistent with the world, and, on the other hand re

leased from the ideality of a thinking substance.13 Then there remains the prob-

11 Derrida, On Touching Jean-Luc Nancy, p.60. 

12 Esposito, "Flesh and Body in the Deconstrucbon of Chrisbanity" Minnesota Review, pp.89-90. 
13 Ibid p.91. 
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lem of the continually returning thought of Christianity in the secular, an issue 

covered in the first chapter, in which incarnation itself would seem to provide 

the very necessity of Nancy's deconstruction.14 The core problem being that 

Christianity provides the methodological key for opening up the body to thinking, 

while at the same time remaining the point of departure for this opening. 

According to Esposito, "In the body of Christ a nature-a divine nature

comes into contact and cohabits with another radically different nature.1115 This 

points to a reiteration of the dis-enchant1nent of the world fron1 the alternate 

perspective of divinity itself, and so a dis-enchantment of divinity. As such, the 

body would seem to become the place of a (gnostic) unity, which is precisely 

what Nancy seeks to overcome.16 It is at this point that Esposito departs from 

Nancy's reading; "this is precisely why it is surprising that he [Nancy] positions 

his concept of the body in direct opposition to the logic of incarnation, which in 

fact constitutes the archetype most characteristic of this corporeal alteration and 

dividing up.1117 For Esposito, it is necessary to maintain a link to the Christian 

doctrine, but at the sa1ne tilne to surpass Christian thought, by thinking on "its 

flipside." 18 By doing so, Esposito regards incarnation as the key to "the renuncia

tion of individual identity, [ which is] at its origin the very idea of communitas as 

the dividing up of our singular and plural finitude." 19 In taking up the notion of 

the body, Esposito is essentially arguing that Nancy is following the path into 

which Christianity would seem to necessarily lead, in which the "body tends in

creasingly to refer to the institutional body first of the Church then of the State, 

from which it inherits its unifying role.1120 Esposito here refers to a double 

movement in the exemplar of incarnation. On the one hand, the word made flesh 

is the opening up of the world to an exposure of the multiple. As he puts it, to 

14 Ibid pp.91-2. 

15 Ibid p.92. 

16 At the same time, however, we can see this attempt to overcome a (gnostic) unity in Christian doxa, from 

its earliest inception, the remnants of which are found in the division between Coptic, Orthodox, and Catho

lic religious understanding of the Holy Trinity 

17 Ibid p.93. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid p.94. 

20 Ibid. 

.. 
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""rise again/ today, cannot be the body inhabited by the spirit, but the flesh as 

such ... "21 On the other hand, the body of Christianity, is the reunification of this 

multiple, its closure. As Esposito claims in Bias, 

What I want to say is that each time the body is thought in political te rms, or 

politics in terms of the body, an immunitary short-circuit is always pro

duced, one destined to close "the political body" on itself and within itself in 

opposition to its own outside ... when the immunitary demands grow until it 

overflows the banks of modern mediation, totalitarianism, and in particular 

Nazis111, produced an additional enclosure of the body on itself. .. 22 

Without following the logic of Esposito's notion of bio-politics here, which is be

yond the scope of this exploration of Esposito's concerns with a deconstruction 

of Christianity, it suffices to say that Esposito asks the question: "Can we there

fore conclude that the flesh is to community what the body is to immunity? 11 As 

Esposito argues, this may be the reason for the ever-e_xpanding need of the state 

to situate the body as the point of departure for 'the political' as such (whether in 

terms of 'immunization' as Esposito argues,23 or some other notion of the bio

political a la Foucault, Butler, Agan1ben, or Santner). Thus returning to Nancy, 

Esposito is keen to recognize the potential for overturning this politico-technical 

elaboration of the body, arguing that in "what Nancy calls "ecotechnics'"' there is 

a "recognition of the body's originally technical, hence unstable, quality that I see 

the juncture between his thought and the non-phenomenological but Christian 

declension of the flesh. "24 The notion of the technical re-ori entates the invasive 

sens e of incarnation, in the sense that through the technical it becomes possible 

to penetra te the body in such a way that allows it to continue to function (as we 

find in Nancy's L'Jntrus). It is in this sense of the technical that Esposito seeks to 

21 Esposito, Bias: Biopolitics and Philosophy, p.16 7. 

22 Ibid p.158. 

23 As Santner puts it, "Esposito's rapid summary of the political theological aft~rmath of the Pauline codifica-. 
tion of these transformations makes it abundantly clear that what is fundamentally at issue in the immuni -

tary paradigm is not so much the protection of life from death but of the body from f1esh." The Royal Re

mains: The People 's Two Bodies and the Endgames of Sovereignty, p.29. 

24 Esposito, "Flesh and Body in the Deconstruction of Christianity" Minnesota Review, pp.95 -6. 
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recover something of Nancy's philosophy for a more politically orientated read

ing of the flesh. Esposito provides a reading that forms the alternative discourse 

to the immunitary logic, "by opening up to a material experience of communi

ty."25 In essence, Esposito claims, the opening provided by the material emphasis 

inherent to flesh allows the reconstitution of the human in its plurality that de

fies the immunitary logic of individuality and pure collective which constitutes 

totalitarianism. As he puts it, " ... not only does the spatiality of flesh allow us to 

recuperate a temporal dimension, but it constitutes precisely their tangential 

point."26 

I am sympathetic to Esposito's concluding thoughts, yet his reading of in

carnation would seem to lack the rigor of Nancy's appropriation of differance, 

particularly with the hindsight afforded by Nancy's latest addition to his project, 

the concept of the "address" in Adoration. It is precisely through this address that 

the thought of the body, as the body abandoned, exposed, and touching the world, 

might be properly thought. Nancy's appropriation and deconstruction of incarna

tion provides an account of the body that remains exposed and singular, and at 

the same tilne touching and touched by the world. It is this thought that allows 

the body to be thought with and through a notion of being in common, that main

tains a sense of community, while remaining inoperative ap.d thus resistant to a 

thought of the body that has become the site of a political operation. Further

more, Esposito's claim reveals the unrealized potential of Nancy's emphasis on 

spacing-out and disposition, and why the gesture of touch is pivotal to this sense 

of opening; sense is created at the limit, of the body and thought, where it touch

es the plurality of being. It is this limit, and the gesture of touch that brings being 

to this limit, that opens space to temporality and temporality to space, which is 

precisely where the necessity of contingency becomes a fundamental gesture in 

surpassing the hegemony of logos-and where transimmanence functions as 

what overcomes the agglomeration of meaning. Furthermore, it is, I claim, na"ive 

to suggest that we could subject Nancy's version of "flesh" to a non

phenomenological reading, in the sense that Nancy's use of the gesture of touch 

25 Ibid p.96. 

26 Esposito, Bias: Biopolitics and Philosophy, p.160. 
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suggests his clear preference for registering his deconstruction of Christianity 

within the body rather than the flesh . In the following two sections, I demon

strate how Nancy maintains a plurality of bodies through a play on the temporal

spatial aspects of both the body and language, which builds on Nancy's reading 

of the withdrawal of presence, and in particular his critical engagement with 

Descartes' attempt to split the subject I discussed in the previous chapter. 

II. THE PLURALITY OF AN ORIGIN 

In order to reconcile my claim regarding Nancy's focus on the body that I have 

made above, it is necessary to engage once again with the notion of the with

drawal of presence- read through Derrida's play on differance into the each time 

of enunciation in chapter five - this tilne according to Nancy's gesture toward 

the discourse of life as a "syncope." 

But the syncope that the body is-and that it is in one uninterrupted block, 

sustained from the cry of birth to the last breath, a block that is modulated 

in a singular phrasing, the discourse of "a life"-is not simply a loss: it is, as 

in music, a beat; it adjoins (syn-) in cutting (-cope). It adjoins the body to it

self and bodies among one other. A syncope of appearance and disappear

ance, a syncope of utterance and of sense, it is also a syncope of desire. 27 

The syncope of the body is the play between sensibility and intelligibility. The 

body is in the world as a sensibility, never fully articulated in space as a presence, 

but rather a spacing out in the each time of an enunciation; and, never fully pre

sent through time in its linear 111odality, but ten1porally registered in the spacing 

ofan enunciation. The syn-cope is the disruption and suspension of intelligibility, 

that relies upon the each time, and an each space, of an enunciation; the body is 

27 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, p.83. 
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an exscription into the world, which is a spacing or making roo1n for existence, 

through which intelligibility is never there as such, but functions only through 

the body in its differance. The body is exscription-what Derrida describes in 

Differance as the "middle voice''-a burst of sense into the world that is nontran

sitive and hence without production. As Nancy writes in his essay Differance, 

"[t]he coming into presence of being takes place precisely as nonarrival of pres-

ence."28 

Nancy is reading the auto-deconstruction of Christianity, in which the di

vine alienates itself fro1n itself-atheologizes itself-in the n1oven1ent and play of 

the body as the place in which sense is always as a taking place, but never an end 

in-itself, and never a restoration of presence. The body is always secondary, in its 

attentiveness to the loss of divine presence (kenosis); and, always provisional, 

moving toward and mediated by the presence "to-come." The each-time of enun

ciation is an exposure of the body to the world of sense, such that "the act of 

sensing and the act of the sense are the same ... sense does not add itself to being, 

does not supervene upon being, but is the opening of its very supervenience, of 

being-toward-the-word."29 The body is an exposure to sense, and to the sense of 

the body in the world; nevertheless, always in a between of bodies, as a syn-cope 

(adjoining-cutting). Hence, supporting Nancy's notion of peing-singular-plural, 

the body is only singular in its plurality ( comparution) to other bodies. 

As Morin points out, this leaves us with a question; if sense cannot be at

tached to the body, but occurs only between, as differance, where does this leave 

the matter of signification-the attachment of thought to a thing? In contrast to 

the notion of a unified origin of the world, as supplied by the figure of divinity 

and the concept of incarnation, Nancy argues that the "world springs forth" 

through a "plurality of origins."30 Each origin lacks production, remains nontran

sitive, and is abandoned to the world-such that, each is a singular originary 

moment of being. And yet, each originary being, "share originarity and originali

ty; this sharing is itself the origin./)31 Here again we return to the notion of being-

28 Nancy, "Differance" The Sense of the World, p.35. 

29 Nancy, "The Sense of Being" The Sense of the World, p.28. 

30 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.83. 

31 Ibid. 

. " 
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singular-plural, as the defining gesture of Nancy's ontology. On the one hand, the 

origin of each singular being is in itself non-productive, both originary and aban

doned in itself to the world as a pure exposition. On the other hand, this origin as 

a springing-forth is shared by all singular beings, in the sense that the origin 

without production is precisely this sharing of origin. For Nancy, the springing

forth of originary being is both finite and material. 

We have covered the sense of finitude already in the previous chapters; 

however, the radical nature of Nancy's n1aterialis1n con1es to the fore in this 

sharing of origin. And it is this sense of Nancy's radical materialisn1 that conveys 

the unique nature of Nancy's notion of touch, and touching. Materiality is not 

something into which being presents itself, even in the sense of springing-forth, 

we must reject all notions of atomism and determinism. Rather, Nancy describes 

a sense of sharing that encompasses the very notion of "matter," and calls into 

question, immediately, the manner in which we conceive of matter. 

What is shared is nothing like a unique substance in which each being would 

participate; what is shared is also what shares, what is structurally consti

tuted by sharing, and what we call "matter." The ontology of being-with can 

only be "materialist," in the sense that "matter" does not designate a sub

stance or a subject ( or an antisubject), but literally designates what is divid

ed of itself, what is only as distinct from itself, partes extra partes, originarily 

impenetrable to the combining and sublimating penetration of a "spirit" [ or 

"n1ind"], understood as a din1ensionless, indivisible point beyond the 

world.32 

When Nancy describes ontology, he is not describing being in the sense of the 

human, or even the animal. Ontology is an ontology of "body," and an ontology of 

every body that makes up the world, no matter whether or how we might attach 

significance to bodies in any political, ethical, scientific, or aesthetic sense. Body 

in this notion is broad beyond definition, but at the same time a simple thought, 

alrnost reductive; body is dis-position and this dis-position is regarded by Nancy 
' 

through the notion of touch. We make sense of this dis-position, from one body 

32 Ib id pp.83-4. 
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touching the next, and this sense is a sense that is shared across this dis-position. 

Indeed, sense is only as the sharing of sense-"There is no sense that is not 

shared [partagel."33 The gesture of touch gives materiality as the passage of 

sense, and the ecotechnical, to which I turn in more detail below, explains this 

passage without production or investment of meaning from an "outside.11 

For Nancy, the question then revolves around thinking through the notion 

of sense that occurs at the limit of sense, where this limit is precisely what opens 

to an infinite within the world. In terms of the body the question that remains to 

be addressed is how Nancy understands the manner in which sense touches this 

limit through his conceptualization of "body.JI By answering this question it be

comes possible to understand how the motif of touch has become a fundamental 

part of Nancy's philosophical thinking, and indeed why it forms the pivot around 

which so much of his philosophy functions. This is also why Derrida engages in 

such a sustained commentary of Nancy's notion on touch in On Touching.34 It is 

through the notion of touch that Nancy engages with the incorporeality of the 

"intelligible1

' in relation to the materiality of the body as "sensible.JI Indeed, touch 

is the address of sense to the limit imposed by abandonment and the enunciation 

of an experience of existence in the techne of bodies. 

Ill. A TOUCH THAT OPENS THE PASSAGE OF MEANING 

But there remains this difference between what can be touched and what 

can be seen or can sound; in the latter two cases we perceive because the 

medium produces a certain effect upon us, whereas in the perception of ob

jects of touch we are affected not by but along with the medium, it is as if a 

man were struck through his shield, where the shock is not first given to the 

shield and passed on to the man, but the concussion of both is simultane-

33 Nancy, "An Exempting from Sense" Dis-Enclosure, p.121. 

34 C.f. James, The Fragmentary Demand, p.118. 
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ous.35 

One way of approaching the gesture of touch is by considering how the sense of 

"medium11 that Aristotle refers to in the above epigraph might be thought along

side the way meaning is configured by Nancy in terms of a passage between bod

ies. Touch provides a tactic of addressing 111eaning without succumbing to the 

totalizing effects of a paradigme principiel or 1110110-valence of value, which pro

duce the "exhaustion of signification" and "immanence of man to man.1136 By us

ing touch to explain how meaning is mediated by the disposition of bodies, Nan

cy can configure meaning without it becoming appropriated by some configura

tion-whether theological, political, ethical, biological, technical ... even perhaps, 

anarchical-around which this passage of meaning happens. Nancy evades this 

appropriation by clai1ning that meaning does not involve a "transmission,, of 

n1eaning in the transitive sense, but rather an opening of n1eaning that takes 

place at the touch of body to body. Bodies are themselves the origin of a mean

ing-in other words, bodies are the medium through which meaning originates. 

Apropos Aristotles' claim that in the gesture of "touch we are affected not by but 

along with the medium 11

; Nancy describes the way meaning takes shape through 

the "simultaneity,, of saying and resaying . 

.. . 1neaning does not consist in the transmission from a speaker to a receiver, 

but in the simultaneity of (at least) two origins of meaning: that of the say

ing and that of its resaying ... Meaning is the passage back and forth [passage] 

and sharing of the origin at the origin, singular plural. Meaning is the exhibi

tion of the foundation without foundation, which is not an abyss but simply 

the with of things that are, insofar as they are.37 

In this remark we should play close attention to how "the with of things that are 11 

is the medium of touch that opens a passage of meaning, an opening without 

foundation . According to Nancy sense is an origin that occurs in the mediation of 

35 Aristotle, On the Soul, 423b10. 

36 As discussed in chapter two and three. 

37 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, pp.86-7. 
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touch as "sharing." Sense, in Nancy's terms, is created ex nihilo, and the media

tion of "shared" embodied existence provides the originary opening of meaning. 

Touch is thus a gesture of exposure in which "the with" of bodies opens as pas

sage; put another way, the mediation of touch is a passage of sense. Passage is 

the opening of meaning at the limit of the body, an exposure of the body to the 

touch of the plurality of bodies. Passage is thus, all that there is, in the non

pejorative sense, where the all is the infinite n1anifold of touch that happens at 

each and every moment-the springing-forth of sense, as a world-infinite in the 

sense that the 111aterial is "non-all." 

The central point of Nancy's claim here, is that abandonment must be read 

alongside the notion of "the with of things that are, in so far as they are," in the 

sense that abandonment allows the possibility of "shared11 existence. Bodily

abandon is neither singular nor plural, but rather is to dwell singularly-plural 

and plurally-singular within the midst of being. The question arises as to wheth

er "the with" makes sense of abandonment? As I have already discussed, the 

point for Nancy is not to make sense of abandonn1ent, it is to dwell as abandoned

being in the address of the infinite as an adoration. This would not seem to make 

the question any less pertinent, nor does it answer the question, so perhaps the 

question should be posed in another way. We might transpose this question by 

defining the gesture of touch as that which exposes the "foundation without 

foundation"; however, if this was the case, it would imply that touch exposes this 

limit precisely through the sense in which it touches this limit. What follows from 

this gesture can be thought as simply a reiteration of the question-what is "the 

with" of meaning? 

When Nancy argues that; "Being, between, and with say the same thing; 

they say exactly what can only be said,"38 he is describing the process by which 

he rethinks incarnation as without foundation, such that the address of adoration 

is an "each-time" (syn-cope), in which the body comes to be through the plurality 

of shared existence in its enunciation. Touch, then, is not a touching, it is touching 

that always withdraws from touch; touch is a touching of what is un-touched, 

remains to be touched, and is untouchable. Touch is to touch the ungraspable 

38 Ibid p.86. 
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limit, in which the passage of 111eaning is all that there is in touching. As Nancy 

puts it, touch is to touch the limit of the other, without penetration, which is to 

touch without surpassing the finitude of thinking. 

What is at stake above all in being-with is the relation to the li1nit: How can 

we touch and be touched there without violating it?39 

To touch without violation is to open logos to the a-logon, as I discussed in chap

ter one, in which logos is dialogue, vvhich does not rely upon a consensus but ra

ther maintains its impenetrability as its constitutive condition. Touch is the pas

sage of the logos, fron1 body to body, exposing bodies to sense, but never pene

trating bodies-the body remains impenetrable in the sense that n1eaning occurs 

in their n1ediation, rather than their penetration. In this configuration, the logos 

is nothing more or less than this passage. Logos is what touch touches upon, but 

which remains un-touchable, intangible, and incorporeal-it is instead "being in 

affect: being affected and affecting."40 

Logos is dialogue, but the end [ or purpose] of dialogue is not to overcome it

self in "consensus"; its reason is to offer, and only to offer (giving it tone and 

intensity), the cum-, the with of n1eaning, the plurality of its springing 

forth. 41 

Dialogue, language, logos, speaking-with, is the continual re-affirmation of being 

with as material, and as exposed to an "each-time" of meaning. To say, "logos is 

dialogue/ is to confirm its impenetrability-what remains as untouchable in the 

gesture of touch. Logos is announced in the passage of meaning. As Derrida ar

gues, the gesture of touch in Nancy is not a sense; there is no "the" of touch.42 

Thus, according to Derrida, 

39 Nancy, "Church, State, Resista nce" Political Theologies, p.111. 

40 Ibid. 

41 Nancy, Being Singular Plural, p.87. 

42 Nancy, Corpus, p.119. 
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... the haptical is not just a sense among others, and in a way it is not even a 

sense, sensu stricto ... because, to every finite existence, it recalls what is 

coming-so as to present it with something, whatever it may be, whatever 

being it may be, but while marking, with the gift of this presentation, the 

limit at which or fron1 which the presentation announces itself.43 

Touch, is the annunciation and always coming-to-presence of existence. We 1nust 

consider how touch involves a reconfiguration of the temporal alongside its spa

tial mediation; touch involves the mediation of time itself. In touching, the tem

poral aspect of finitude becomes mediated and projected, as such, touch can es

chew penetration by remaining what is l'avenir. Logos is the "each-time" and 

"each-place" of meaning l'avenir as a passage-which would thus seem to focus 

the question upon the notion of passage. What is this passage, if it is not a tunnel, 

a tube, or a conduit ( which would be to address language as an already given 

structure through which our 'n1ind-speak' passes), but more precisely the expo

sition of meaning itself, as the between or the 'with' of bodies ( always partes ex

tra partes)? Certainly, if touch is the central gesture that is under examination 

here, how does touch relate to the incorporeality of this passage. The question is, 

as Derrida puts it,44 

How to touch upon the untouchable? Distributed among an ind~finite num

ber of forms and figures, this question is precisely the obsession haunting a 

thinking of touch-or thinking as the haunting of touch. We can only touch 

on a surface, which is to say the skin or thin peel of a limit (and the expres

sions "to touch at the limit," "to touch the limif' irresistibly come back as 

leitmotivs in many of Nancy's texts that we shall have to interpret). But by 

definition, limit, limit itself, seems deprived of a body. Limit is not to be 

touched and does not touch itself; it does not let itself be touched, and steals 

43 Derrida, On To_uching: Jean-Luc Nancy, p.53. Implicit within this quote from Derrida is the sense in which 

he charges Nancy's gesture of touch with an irredentism, a topic I intend to explore in the future. 

44 " .. .it was between 1985 and 1991 ( approximately - pending a more fine-grained statistical analysis) that 

the corpus was more than touched upon: it was summoned, almost violated, penetrated, dominated, by the 

operation that came to inscribe some "touching" at the heart of all writing." Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Luc 

Nancy, p.96. 
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away at a touch, which either never attains it, or trespasses on it forever. 45 

We must be mindful of the role haunting plays in Derrida's philosophy, as there 

certainly seems to be a recurring spectral figure in Nancy's philosophy-a spec

tral figure of Christianity that haunts its self-deconstruction. The limit then, of 

touch, in the sense that "it seems deprived of a body," must be the limit at which 

the body of Christ is \i\Tithdrawn fro111 the narrative of incarnation. And it is pre

cisely in this withdrawal, that technicity and plasticity as the "ecotechnical" are 

revealed at the "limit itself}/ In vvhat follows I will address directly the notion of 

the techne of bodies, beginning, again, with how the deconstruction of Christiani

ty itself might play a role in the revealing the "limit itself" 

IV. TECH NE 

According to Derrida, the deconstruction of Christianity surpasses Christian 

thought by reconciling the manifold discourses on flesh and incarnation with an 

address toward plasticity and technicity through the gesture of touch.46 Touch 

finds its theoretical explanatory force in its capacity to cross the sensible

intelligible division in philosophy. As an aporia-from its inception in Aristotle 

to Derrida's modern exegesis of phenomenology-the "phenomena" of self

touching has become both the defining motif and the limit of sensibility. In con

trast, for Nancy, in the gesture of touch sensibility finds its limit precisely where 

the notion of "intelligibility" comes into play. When Nancy addresses the prob

lem of a corpus ego in Descartes, it is precisely at the limit, where the sensible 

and the intelligible vvould seem to be inexorably irreconcilable, that touch puts 

into play the spacing, partes extra partes, of the body. Through the lens of this 

ph-ilosophical idiom-the partition of sensibility and intelligibility-we should 

➔ 5 Derrida, On Touching: Jean -Luc ancy, p.6. 

+o Ibid. 
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read Nancy as expropriating touch in the following ren1ark. 

... the body is the plastic matter of spacing out without form or Idea. The body 

is the very plasticity of expansion, of extension, in accordance with which 

existences take place ... 47 

This spacing out lacks any "sense" of form or Idea, which is likewise why the 

spacing out must be plastic, a spacing out that is the taking place of being as 

abandoned. The sense in which the extended body is plastic is the body's techne, 

a body without a given sense, rather a sense that exscribes itself into and as a 

"world." Is it possible to address Nancy's notion of abandonn1ent within this con

ceptualization of spacing out? Indeed, the very possibility of existence must be 

thought of as abandoned in order to allow plasticity to function in the way the 

body is exscribed. Plasticity can only be thought, in terms of giving and receiving 

form, if it is itself unattached to a paradigme principiel. In Corpus, in the passage 

from which the remark above is derived, Nancy anticipates his further explora

tion of this gesture in Adoration eighteen years later. "Glory is the rhythn1, or the 

plastic expression, of this presence-which is local, bound to be local."48 Why 

does Nancy bind this glory to a locality? He does so as a means of undoing or 

surpassing the onto-theological expression of "Glory" in its celestial proclama

tions, thus allowing existence to be thought as an "origin" in 1ts shared meta

physical "poverty'' or abandoned-being. 

Derrida reads Nancy's notion of touch, as it relates to an exscription of the 

body, in terms of what remains untouchable to touch-that there is no "the" 

sense of touch. By bringing this into focus, Derrida plays upon the plasticity and 

technicity of the body in order to think the being-with of the body in these tern1s 

as techne-"this indissociability of "touch" ( of "the" sense of touch that "isn't") 

and technical supplementarity."49 If touch is to manifest itself in terms that no 

longer remain beholden to a Christian thought, it must form an opening that re

mains out-of-touch-or, in other words, it must be thought of as an opening onto 

47 Nancy, Corpus; cited in, Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Lu c Nan cy, p.222. 

48 Ibid. 

49 Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Luc Nan cy, p.224. 

249 



the infinite of sense that surpasses any thought of an onto-theology. This takes 

place, according to Derrida, through "a dissemination of haptics with the body1s 

technical character,1150 a 11technical character11 that lends itself to the differing and 

deferring of presence itself, presence (signification) always withdrawn and to

come or I'avenir. 

The techne51 of bodies is a description of sense that always fails to return 

to itself and ren1ains fragn1ented and dissen1inated. Sense is in the passage of 

discourse or language, sense is writing, but a \,vriting that as a passage does not 

circulate back upon itself. If sense were to circulate in the sense of returning to 

itself, it would be possible to describe sense as an inscription that remains con

nected to some meaning outside of itself. In returning to itself, through circula

tion, meaning can be read from outside its inscription as meaning; here the pas

sage itself would be understood from a meta-level, and hence connected in some 

way by an Ideal. However, this is precisely what Nancy wants to avoid, and he 

does so by maintaining the thought of sense as an exscription that ren1ains wed

ded to bodies as that exscription. The techne of bodies is the n1anner in which 

they remain partes extra partes, parts outside parts, exposed to 'the with 11 as 

meaning and a becoming origin of a world. Hutchens argues that despite the 

"withdrawal of sense11 that has accompanied Nancy1s critique of "the sense of the 

world/ there remains for Nancy "a mode of techne in which sharings among sin

gularities offer the potential of civil community.1152 As Nancy describes, 

50 Ibid. 

I therefore prefer to say that the techne is one of a sharing of bodies, or of 

their comparution ... we are exposed together ... neither presupposed in some 

other Subject, nor post-posed in some particular and/or universal end ... near 

in no longer having a common assumption, but having only the between-us 

of our tracings partes extra partes ... 53 

51 We should bear in min d the influence of Heidegger in this term techne as it manifests itself in th e w ork of 

Derrida and Nancy. Heidegger writes that, "Techne belongs to bringing-fo rth, to poiesis; it is som ething poi

etic." Question Concerning Technology, p.13 . 

52 Hutchens,Jean-Luc Nancy and the Future of Philosophy, p.142 

53 Nancy, Corpus, p.9 1. 

250 



"Inscription" can be thought in terms of an enclosure of sense, a sense that is 

closed by this bringing together; and in this manner of thinking, "reason" would 

become the meta-language of understanding this enclosure of sense-conferring 

power to those who wield it. Reason or logos thus becomes that which provides a 

meaning of the world from outside the "sensible." However, as I have argued, 

Nancy's project (the deconstruction of Christianity) is one of dis-enclosure, 

which is an opening and exposure of sense to the infinite within the world. Again, 

repeating Nancy's words, "finitude is the truth of which the infinite is sense"; or 

in other words, our finitude is our shared being-toward-death as a revealing, and 

this revealing is an opening onto the infinite of "the with" as comparution. 

Plasticity is an important facet of this notion of opening onto "the with." 

Why? In simple terms plasticity is the manner in which bodies exscribe them

selves finitely as with-being, and in the same gesture touch the limit that is sense 

through that exscription. Plasticity is a manner of describing the manifold of dis

positions of the body, while maintaining the infinite sense of dispersal of this dis

position. As Nancy describes, the body's disposition is "the plasticity of what 

we'd have to call states of body, ways of being, bearing, breathings, paces, stag

gerings, suffering, pleasures, coats, windings, brushings, masses."54 Indeed, the 

very style of Nancy's writing itself maintains this sense of fi:agmentation, through 

lists such as this that can be found throughout his oeuvre. Nancy takes up words 

such as "sense," "being," "thinking," "body," and "freedom," without ever settling 

on a fixed meaning for these words-they remain gestures, always contextual 

and never settled, exhausting the concept under analysis by energizing the limit 

at which it functions, bursting with an excess: plastic. 

Experience of being always takes place at this lin1it, where the finitude of 

experience touches upon the infinite-"there is no ultilnate sense, only a finite 

sense, finite senses, a multiplication of singular bursts of sense resting on no uni

ty or substance."55 We can read this sense of experience in what Nancy describes 

in The Experience of Freedom as "The Free Thinking of Freedom." The experience 

of finitude touching the limit of sense as infinite, is thus for Nancy always an ex-

54 Ibid p.85. 

55 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.27. 
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perience of "freedon1." What we experience in this touching is the comprehen

sion of the fact that there is "the incoinprehensible."56 Or, in other words, that the 

meaning of existence is always l'avenir, such that presence is always a withdraw

al. Nancy nevertheless argues that freedom, is "opposed to comprehending: [ra

ther] it makes itself understood, at the limit of comprehension, as what does not 

originate in comprehension."57 Hence, in order to describe the manner in which 

freedom "n1akes itself understood" while avoiding the notion of what we could 

call a maker or producer of this understanding- in other words, avoiding the 

Christian narrative of incarnation- Nancy describes this process through the no

tion of technicity. 

The ecotechnical functions \Nith technical apparatus, to which our every part 

is connected. But what it makes are our bodies, which it brings into the 

world and links to the system, thereby creating our bodies as more visible, 

111ore proliferating, n1ore poly111orphic, n1ore con1pressed, n1ore "amassed" 

and "zoned" than ever before. Through the creation of bodies the ecotech

nical has the sense that we vainly seek in the remains of the sky or the spir

it.SB 

The ecotechnical is the "creation" of our bodies in the here and now as a spring

ing-forth of being, vvithout recourse to any notion of "production11 or intended 

outcome. The ecotechnical is a relentless becoming of existence, one that replac

es the notion of hypokeimenon with the infinite restlessness of a coming-to-be in 

the exscription of bodies as world. The ecotechnical is the passage through which 

meaning is created in the shared sense of existence as a world. If we were to put 

it sin1ply, technicity has replaced Divinity, as the manner of thinking "creation." 

In this sense, technicity is another way picturing what Heidegger described in 

terms of "machinations. 11 Furthermore, we should be quite clear that Nancy is re

vealing an ontological rather that an emancipatory gesture, the political finds its 

potential in this revealing, but this is an opening not a revolution of being. 

56 Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, p.49 . 

57 Ibid. 

58 Nancy, Corpus, p.89 . 
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It is also important to note that Nancy is not denoting a technical, scien

tific, or computational meaning of the world through this notion of the ecotech

nical. Rather, it is the body, and the manner in which it spaces and exscribes it

self as meaning-giving, that Nancy is describing through the notion of the eco

technical. As James argues, what Nancy is purposefully doing in using the term 

ecotechnical, is describing a techne of bodies as a \!\Tay of rethinking and deviating 

from Heidegger's existential analysis of Zuhandensejn (being-ready-to-hand).59 

In Bejng and Tjn1e, Heidegger describes the way we encounter the world of exist

ent things through the modality of "concernful dealings" which he aligns with the 

Greek word praxis. Using the hammer as an example, Heidegger describes a dis

connection between the theoretical aspect of an object, and its practical aspect as 

a tool. When we come to objects in the world, we are caught up in their use-value 

or instrumentality rather than their being an object.60 Nancy extends this way of 

conceptualizing our being with the world, to include the manner in which we are 

already with one another as bodies in the world. The body becomes the site of 

interconnected technicity wnh other beings as bodies. The world itself can only 

be understood through the technicity of this interconnection, which in turn al

lows a more complete and nuanced understanding of the role of technology in 

the human condition . 

... the ecotechnical, linking and connecting up bodies in every way, placing 

them at sites of the intersections, interfaces, and interactions of every tech

nical procedure, far fron1 turning bodies into "technical object" ... sheds light 

on them as such, through this areal connection, which also creates space for 

the withdrawal of any transcendental or immanent signification. The world 

of bodies has neither a transcendental nor an in1n1anent sense. If we want to 

keep these words, ,,ve'd have to say that one takes place within the other ... 61 

The ecotechnical suspends the decision in which we revert to pure immanence 

(immanent frame) or pure transcendence (religion), and, furthermore, avoids 

59 James, The Fragmentary Demand, pp.144-5. 

60 Heidegger, Being and Time, pp.96-98. 

61 Nancy, Corpus, p.89. 
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Taylor's explanation of the co-habitation of these fran1es of reference, in which 

we allow immanence to function as an incomplete explanatory force, permits re

ligion to function in the gaps that are opened by the incapacity of immanence to 

encompass an experience of being human. However, according to Nancy, bodies 

are ahvays parts outside of parts, such that they are always extended and can on

ly be as an outside. Hence, the sense of materiality that Nancy invokes is radical 

in the sense that there is no inside. Opening the immanent fran1e to a religious 

investment, apropos Taylor, relies upon the fleshly aspect of the body; however, 

penetrating bodies cannot create sense- the moment we open a body to look 

inside (literally or metaphorically) v.;e are exposing another outside. As Nancy 

puts it in his treatment of the image,62 the body is sacred in the sense that it re

mains distinct and impenetrable, which in turn eschews its capitulation to the 

resources of sacrificial spatio-temporality in (a)theological narrative. Indeed, in 

opening and exposing we are invoking precisely the technicity and plasticity of 

the body that Nancy is invoking through his sense of radical materialism-sense 

itself as exposed and exscribed. The exposure of the body, and its ecotechnical 

articulation, gives the body sense by opening the body to a world-touching that 

remains suspended by a certain tact in our being-with allows sense to function 

without collapsing that sense into the hegemony of the paradigme principiel. It is 

in this thought that we find the possibility of re-engaging with the political and 

perpetually suspending a communal signification of community, hence bringing 

justice to a sense of community without ever completing that sense. 

CONCLUSI ON 

Nancy's ontology is premised on the impenetrability of the body, and the gesture 

of 'touch finds its theoretical weight in this sense of impenetrability. The body 

remains a surface that touches the world, \Nhich is another way of saying that be-

62 Nancy, The Ground of the image, pp.1-12. 
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ing is finite, and the shared exscription of that touch is what gives n1eaning to 

that limit. I began by questioning Nancy's relation to theories of the flesh, and 

argued that Nancy overcomes the residue of Christianity by eschewing the onto

logical vitalism of "the flesh/! while providing a sense of our being-with through 

the touch of the body with the plurality of bodies as a world. According to Nan

cy's deconstruction of Christianity, abandonment, as the continuous investment 

of the withdrawal of presence, can only becon1e en1ancipated fron1 its 

(a)theological roots by allowing the body to be thought as fundamentally with

out foundation. To avoid this becon1ing a gesture of nihilisn1, Nancy argues that 

sense comes in the passage of meaning between bodies; bodies that express their 

finitude through the way they share the capacity to touch this limit with others. 

Contra Esposito's claim, that if the body is denuded of its fleshly aspect it be

comes subject to the institutional premise; Nancy argues that the gesture of ado

ration in which one addresses the infinite opens the body as a spacing of mean

ing in its shared existence. 

I described this opening in tern1s of Nancy's use of the tern1 syncope, 

which brings Nancy's conflation of sensibility and intelligibility into focus . The 

body remains a surface, always touching the limit of its own finitude, however, 

this touch finds meaning in the contact with a world. This ipeaning is an exscrip

tion of the body in its exposure to the touch of a world, an exscription that is a 

happening with the world, and does not come from some ontological vitality 

within the body. Thus, syncope is the gesture of the body that gives meaning in 

its exscription, in its being-affect, as affecting and being affected, within the 

world. The "n1aterial" is found in this division and opening of affect, rather than 

what inheres otherwise within the "body.I! 

I described the role played by the passage of meaning that finds its ex

pression in the articulation of bodies as their techne. Thus, given the understand

ing of the techne of bodies, how does this relate to the deconstruction of Christi

anity? The response leads us back to the first and second chapters, and how Nan

cy extends Cauchet's claim that Christianity is "the religion of departure from re

ligion." The question of meaning itself is posed in this rather complex idea; from 

where does meaning arise if not from God and if not fron1 the calculative grip of a 

rational-scientific thinking? For Nancy, meaning con1es from the opening that 

255 



Christianity (monotheism more broadly) brought forth in its departure or with

drawal, which is to say, in abandonment. 

Sense springs-forth in the techne of bodies and the articulation of 11the with,1' 

however, there is no the of sense, only the technicity of being. The use of the 

word techne is an attempt to reach back, through Heidegger, to the meaning of 

this term in the discourse of Ancient Greece. In the modern milieu, technology is 

perhaps less understood than ever, the use of the tern1 today 11obscures the fact 

that there is no technology that is not technology of some determinative opera

tion or other."63 Or in other words, there is no 11general" sense of technology de

spite the fetishism of technology in modern discourse. Nancy's use of the term 

technology is to denote technology not as a thing, but as the multiple singularity 

of a putting to use of technology without ends. In these terms, there is no the of 

technology; instead there are plural-singular techniques. These techniques are 

necessary as a compensation for the withdrawal of presence; they make possible 

the presentation of non-immanence . 

... technology compensates for a nonimmanence, that is to say, for an absence 

of what is represented as a "natural" order of things, in which means are 

given along with ends, and vice versa ... Technology doesn't reform a Nature 

or a Being in some Grand Artifice. Rather, it is the ''artifice" (and the "art") of 

the fact that there is no nature. (Law, for example, is also a technology or 

technique.) So much so, in fact, that it ultimately designates that there is nei

ther immanence nor transcendence.61 

Recalling Esposito's critique from the first section, this is precisely why Nancy's 

materialism is not a philosophy of flesh, and likewise why Nancy revokes an on

tological vitalism, but instead remains committed to an ontology of the body. 

Bodies are impenetrable in the sense that they are purely outsides. To open up a 

body to inspection is to expose another surface, another outside, and another 

part outside parts. Bodies share in the fact of their materiality, but only in the 

sense of the limit or surface of matter. The techne of bodies speaks of the. manner 

63 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, p.24. 

64 Ibid p.25. 
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in which bodies are always touching, and sense itself is given through the tech

nicity of this touching. This again raises the shared sense of this touch, sense is 

only what is shared through the technicity of this touching. To penetrate beyond 

the touch of bodies is meaningless, there simply is no beyond the touch of bodies. 

Nancy is thus re-articulating Aristotle's description of touch, through a meta

phorical re-inscription of Aristotle's concept that the sense of touch is the only 

sense that if overwheln1ed leads to death.65 Indeed no matter how far we burrow 

into the n1aterial body, there are only other bodies, other surfaces. As Anne 

O'Byrne describes, the "world is not itself a body or body as such, but is rather 

the world of bodies; it is both for bodies and made up of them. Put another way, 

the material world does not occur as mere matter; we do not experience exten

sion as the unbroken surface of the world. 11 66 This is why we must grapple with 

the way sense is considered by Nancy as always shared: as the articulation and 

disposition of a body touching the infinite limit at other bodies. A shared disposi

tion and articulation or movement of a body as the techne of bodies. By thinking 

in this way it beco1nes possible to reconsider the notion of con1111unity, not as a 

project that demands completion, but rather as an opening for the possibility of 

giving justice to existence, human or otherwise. 

65 Aristotle, On The Soul, 43Sb5. 

66 O'Byrne, "Nancy's Materialist Ontology" Jean-Luc Nan cy and Plural Thinking , p.82. 
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CONCLUSION 

Being unable to give an account, lacking yardsticks or measures, sensing 

that there is something beyond the calculable, which cannot be reduced to 

any con1mensuration, co1nprehension, or convention whatsoever. Even not 

recognizing "what,, or "who,, is at issue, not recognizing at all but sensing 

that it is so: that the homogeneous is opened by a heterogeneity beyond any 

equivalence [homologie]-as when, in the mo1nent of awaking, it is possible, 

briefly, not to know that one is awaking, or where, or when, or why: we all 

know what that is, even as we also know perfectly well that it is not. It is an 

emotion, a nuance, a word, an allure, a resonance; it is a visage, a birth and a 

death or sooner, much sooner, it is "one,, who is born or "one,, who dies. It is 

the newborn and the dead n1an insofar as vve know that they remain and 

will remain incommensurable, heterogeneous, irreducible, and, as such, nei

ther "born,, nor ever "dead.,,1 

CREATING A HEART 

In my conclusion, I bring this dissertation into focus on a question that remains 

both a touchstone for Nancy, and the motivation for this present body of work 

and what lies beyond: the question of giving justice to existence. I want to claim 

the heart of being, in Nancy's parlance, reveals the possibility of giving justice; 

the heart weighs on being whilst remaining constitutively beyond the calculable. 

Furthennore, I clain1, this is precisely the possibility opened to thought by Nan

cy's deconstruction of Christianity. 

1 Nancy, Adoration, p. 2. 
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It would be in no way novel to claim that, for Nancy, the question of jus

tice remains a guiding thread; from his early work, to his project 'the deconstruc

tion of Christianity', and beyond that to his study of aesthetics and sexuality. Re

calling the opening epigraph of my introduction, the visceral tone in those re

marks are indicative of the "absolute anger" Nancy feels toward the perpetual 

flow of texts that seek to "perfect" signification-an anger mirrored, but remon

strated in more subtle tones, within the epigraph above. Indeed, the urgency that 

sparks fron1 the pages of Nancy's writing, seems to continually draw the reader2 

into the vertiginous affect of grappling with the injustice of "one more significa

tion1' while at the same time conflicted by its necessity in simply living a life, 

notwithstanding the struggle with this heart-felt despair3 in attempting to pro

duce a text that could possibly do justice to the work of Nancy. As I repeatedly 

asserted in both chapters two and three, this same anger drives Nancy toward 

revealing how signification itself is responsible for the continuing catastrophe of 

existence through which injustice thrives. Indeed, once one has grasped this cen

tral 1notif within Nancy's thought it seems impossible to rest one's 1nind, in the 

sense that it is less a task of seeking out and extrapolating injustice4 than finding 

a momenf s respite from the weight of injustice that seems to intensify with eve

ry passing moment. Hence, in what follows, I will extrapol_ate on the motifs that 

formed the basis of this dissertation, and rehearse those gestures alongside the 

question of justice. 

In the first three chapters, I sought to explain how Nancy configures the 

perpetual injustice enacted upon existence in the contemporary world by the 

metan1orphosis of Christianity. I came upon several key gestures, beginning in 

chapter one with Nietzsche's notion that the human would "rather will nothing

ness than not will. 11 As Heidegger explains, the will to "will nothingness" has ac

companied the evolution of the Western world, and the signification of the "hu-

2 This one at the very least. 

3 Both Nancy's and my own. 

4 I am not suggesting that we should not extrapolate and draw attention to injustice, in fact quite the oppo

site, this is precisely the task that we should set ourselves. Indeed, the weight of thought that resides within 

the space between Nancy's words drive an ever increasing determination to bring his acute and startling 

observations into focus on a myriad of issues. This dissertation thus provides the opening volley into these 

projects to come. 
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111an" both within and outside that world, through an incessantly reiterated met

aphysical paradigm that remains constitutively closed ( onto-theology). Hence, I 

began my opening foray by discussing where Nancy finds the potential for dis

enclosing this onto-theological closure (and, the incessant configuration of a hu

man essence that maintains this closure), by way of his project 11the deconstruc

tion of Christianity. 11 

In the first chapter, I propose that Taylor is perhaps too hasty in his cate

gorisation of 11deconstruction", and that a far more nuanced approach, undertak

en by Jean-Luc Nancy, to fully think through the implications of Christianity as a 

self-deconstructive and plastic narrative, creates more ambiguity than Taylor al

lows in his summation of the 11 Nietzsche-Camus-Derrida paradigm." And thus, 

while we can read a great deal of significance into Taylor's understanding of the 

conditions of human experience apropos Durkheim-as being caught within 

cross-pressures of existence-it is the writing of Jean-Luc Nancy, mutatis mutan

dis I claim, that allows us to think through the 11 cross-pressures" of the human 

condition without recourse to a faith premised upon "Christian" or theistic 

grounding. 

In my account of Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity I consider two 

leitmotifs of presence, these come together in such a way as to characterise the 

self-deconstructing process of Christianity as-seemingly- a task without end 

(recalling here my discussion of Malabou's critique in the interlude). First, that 

presence is never fulfilled; rather presence, as representation, is indicative of an 

absence that gives meaning in absentia. This should be registered as the 11 Greek" 

modality of representation, where meaning is indexed according to a "logical ide

ality"5 such that representation is intelligible insofar as it accords with the ideal. 

Second, that presence is continually withdrawing from the world; indeed, that 

this insistence on abandoning presence is constitutive of presence as such. Re

presentation, in this model, is perpetually unfulfilled in the sense that it awaits 

realization in the messi anic temporality of a coming to presence, as parousia. 

This should be registered in the 11Biblical" modality of representation as a "reve

lation/' whereby in this paradigm truth is catalogued according to 11a presence 

5 Nancy, The Ground of the Image, p.32. 
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whose sense is an absense. 116 These two form a third motif-the defining charac

teristic of Christianity as the religion that allows for the surpassing of religion, 

and which equally classifies "deconstruction11 itself as Christian-and forms the 

self-deconstructive gesture that divides immanence and transcendence accord

ing to what I described, apropos Gauchet in chapter two, as an absent-future. Rep

resentation is entangled within the complexity of these two intertwined modali

ties: the coming-to-presence "in the world" of a perpetually withdrawing pres

ence; at once indicative of a sense tied to its absence "from the world." Andrew 

Benjamin explains how Nancy frames absence and withdrawal in his analysis of 

Nancy's essay "Forbidden Representation", from The Ground of the Image, in the 

following manner; 

In the first instance it indicates the possibility of representation is necessari

ly marked by modes of nonpresence. In the second instance, it shows that 

what exists-coexists-does so in a way that is traversed by the continual 

possibility of an attempt to realize and thus enact co1nplete presence.7 

My task in the second chapter was to explore how Nancy understands the catas

trophe of injustice-relentlessly imposed by this intertwined motif of re

presentation "marked by modes of non-presence" and the perpetual withdrawal 

of presence-by explaining what Nancy terms the paradigme principiel. This 

term plays upon the singular aspect of religious thought that dominates "the 

West," in the form of a n1onotheism that has evolved through a continuous pro

cess of n1etan1orphosis into the hegemonic aspect of global capitalis1n and eco

nomic rationalism, tied as they are to this mono through a mono-valence of value 

in the form of "general equivalency." The "human" is itself part of this hegemony, 

insofar as it has become the central modality through which signification func

tions. According to Nancy, by overturning the representation of existence accord

ing to "an intelligible form or image,"8 inasmuch as existence accords with that 

6 Ibid. An absence of sense-"absense". 

7 Andrew Benjamin, "Forbidding, Knowing, Continuing" Jean-Lu c Nancy and Plural Thinking, p.215. This 

essay by Benjamin, and the corresponding essay by Nancy, bring one to the limit of thought. 

8 Nancy, The Ground of the Image, p.32. 
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fonn, the possibility of justice is revealed. The dual n1otif of absence and with

drawal that fuels the productive power of signification within the paradigme 
principiel, indexes the significance of existence according to a re-presentation of 

( de )value that cannot but perpetuate injustice. In contrast, as Fiona Jenkin 1s ar

gues, "Nancy deconstructs the very idea of "value in itself, or "dignity,, on the 

basis of the exchange or sharing it presupposes, so that its "absolute" becomes 

that of singular-plural existence./19 Hence, as I outline in chapter two, Nancy 

seeks a path toward thinking a "sense of the world/J that does not rely upon the 

1nodality of representation. By appropriating the motif of creation from its reli

gious investment, Nancy den1ands that being embrace a sense of creation ex ni

hilo, again, eschewed of the evocation of a transcendent thought. As Jenkin's puts 

it, Nancy "is saying that equality, the common measure, is not given by the in

commensurable value of a human dignity which a being might possess or of 

which it falls short./110 Rather, by addressing the demand of thinking existence as 

ex nihilo, Nancy is responding to the possibility of justice, as the conduct of being 

in its originary singularity; but importantly, an "origin;, that is constituted by an 

exposure to the plurality of a world. To reiterate my claim above, the conclusion I 

dra\,v from Nancy1s deconstruction of Christianity is that the heart of being marks 

the sight of the incommensurable value. Creation is here to be understood as the 

singular-plural struggle for justice in giving meaning to being without beginning 

or end, and without recourse to principle, but purely from nothing. Origin gains 

its fecundity from both the finite and exclusive occurrence of singularity, and the 

infinite and contingent opening of plurality. The gesture of making-sense, neces

sary for allowing existence the possibility of justice, is opened by this ontological 

pren1ise of singular-plural. 

At stake in this modality of creation is the opportunity to "struggle/J for a 

world in contrast to the "global injustice 11 brought about by the economy of gen

eral equivalency. Nancy frames this "struggle /J in terms that belie any reduction 

to a "relationship 11 between being and an other, but rather remain nothing more 

than the "touch/J of being. Put another way, as an "ontologica1'1 project that seeks 

9 Fiona Jenkins, "Souls at the Limits of the Human" Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Hum anities, (20 11) 
16:4, p.165. 

10 Ibid. 
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justice, Nancy overco1nes both the "authenticity" of ontology, and the "tran

scendence" of an ethics as first philosophy, both of which are premised upon a 

polarized relation of being and an other. While certainly in harmony with both 

Heidegger and the possibilities opened by his Levinasian modification, Nancy 

cannot think from the singular upon which this philosophy is premised, nor can 

he lose this singularity to the infinite that con1es fron1 a transcendent gaze. Ra

ther, Nancy seeks to understand this relation of being to a world through the lin1-

it of this relation, which is what brings singularity in touch with its plurality. Cre

ation ex nihilo is a re-engagement, in every sense, with the "struggle for a world"; 

where "every sense" is neither singular nor infinite, it is purely finite. And yet, the 

opening at the very "limit" of being that this finitude implies, is precisely what 

brings being in "touch" with the infinite as making-sense. 

We understand the process opened by this "struggle for a world/ in Nan

cy's terms, as transimn1anence; which is to expose being to the limit of plurality, 

and to touch upon this lin1it as the spacing by which immanence opens within to 

its own transcendence. In chapter two I introduced the notion of abandon1nent, 

in order to reveal the proximity of transimmanence to Nancy's project of the de

construction of Christianity. The injustice of general equivalency is suspended by 

the "conduct" of being in its abandonment, and in this susRension the possibility 

of transimmanence is revealed. Being must dwell in the midst of that abandon

ment, with the full implications for law that this implies, in order to reveal this 

possibility. It is "as abandoned" that being can dwell at the limit, and in the con

duct of "letting being be" comports itself in such a manner that would permit 

both meaning to open and the formation of justice in the world. 

By the tern1 "conduct" Nancy is not invoking an inner world, quite the op

posite, conduct is the opening of a world through the plurality of being. However, 

conduct also gives being its singularity and incommensurable originality, as its 

exposure and contingency within the world. Hence, as I cover in chapter three, 

there is a fundamental tension at the heart of being. A core issue that I address in 

this chapter ·relates to how this tension manifests itself through the drive toward 

an essence of com1nunity, a drive that stifles this tension and allows being to be

come part of an operative communion as "community." In this account of com

munity, as in the paradigme principiel, representation hinges upon the capacity 
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for exchange and calculability of being according to its ( de )value. In response, 

Nancy opens thinking to an inoperative sense of community that allows being "to 

be" without acceding to the operative force of an essence, whilst still maintaining 

the ethical premise at work in community. The irreconcilable relation being has 

with finitude brings being to its own incommensurability, where, contra 

Heidegger, this finitude is experienced in being with others as plurality. The in

capacity of being to reconcile its own death comes through an experience11 of the 

death of others, an experience that is shared, termed a "shared finitude." This 

shared finitude is indicative of a broader concern that Nancy has with the Abso

lute, as I outline in chapter three; Nancy claims that the Absolute is self

deconstructive, making it impossible for the Absolute to constitute itself. Despite 

this disposition, the Absolute still functions-in the form of the paradigme prin

cipiel-as the modality through which an operative community instills itself with 

the attribute of a secure essence. The monovalence of value works to prescribe a 

fixed essence within community, governing existence insofar as it accords with 

this act of signification, and proscribing that which does not. The injustice of this 

signification manifests itself in both the denouement of the status of "the political" 

within the milieu commissioned to develop an essence of community, and as the 

closure of "metaphysics"-both of which facilitate the global exchange of general 

equivalency and the consequent de-valuing of the originality of being. 

In contrast, the terms of Nancy's deconstruction of Christianity precisely 

seek to disrupt the manner in which "community" works toward a fixed essence. 

Drawing upon the capacity for being to process enjoyment according to the "ac

tual infinite," jouissance reveals itself as necessarily excessive in its relation to 

the state of general equivalency; such that, as Nancy puts it, "finite existence ac

cedes, as finite, to the infinite of a meaning or value that is its most proper mean

ing and value."12 It is here that Nancy reveals the modality of "creation ex nihilo/' 

which confronts being in their exposure to a shared finitude; an exposure that is 

11 Is- it necessary for me to say here 'real or imagined'? I am no longer entirely sure what the point of this . 
specification would be, other than to succumb in some fashion to the already predetermined method of sig-

nifying 'experience'- whether as authentic, historical, genetic, cultural, ethnic, traumatic, suppressed, bio

logical, virtual, unconscious, conscious ... etc. 

12 Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, p.46. 
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tied to the excessive sense of jouissance, and charged by the aporetic ontological 

gesture of singular-plural, viz. the necessary contingency of existence. This is a 

demand-an obligation-to engage in an enjoyment of the creation of a world, 

without succumbing to the vagaries of general equivalency.13 In this demand 

there is an opening for making-sense that is illustrated in the opening provided 

by our exposure to the contingency of a world. As Jenkin's puts it, 

The demand of "making-sense" is not to find a rationalisation of existence 

"as it is" but calls for the creation of meaning, as the touching of material 

limits (something Nancy contrasts with the capitalist production of value). 

"Sense" here is at once responsiveness and agency, the sense by which we 

touch the world and by which it touches us.14 

What remains to be said, is the manner by which the contingency into which be

ings are necessarily exposed as existing within a plurality, opens into the possi

bility of making-sense as justice. I discuss this demand placed upon being to exist 

as singular-plural within Nancy's reading of the decision in Heidegger. Further

more, this demand, implicit within the decision, is an obligation to make sense. 

Thus, in chapter four, I discuss how the term obligation is processed by Nancy in 

response to Heidegger's critique of Kant's Moral Law; and insofar as Nancy 

opens Heideggerian ontology to the "inauthentic" sense of being-with, obligation 

allows Nancy to pose the notion of making-sense within an ontology of being

singular-pl ural. The task of overcoming abandonment, as a possibility for how 

being comports itself within this abandonment, is answered by Heidegger 

through his notion of "authenticity." In contrast, by abiding within the decision, 

Nancy provides the possibility of opening to transcendence within the midst of 

the world, precisely in the passivity and non-prescriptive sense in which this 

abiding is conceived. The only way that thought can maintain this sense of dwell

ing within abandonment, without some prescriptive movement toward a fixed 

signification, is by remaining abandoned to the obligation of shared-finitude. The 

incon1n1ensurability revealed to being by that shared-finitude, reveals, n1oreover, 

13 Ibid p.53. 

14 Jenkins, "Souls at the Limits of the Human" Angelaki: Journal of Theoretical Human ities 16( 4), p.167. 
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the necessity of abandoning thought to the decision of existence. Here we can see 

how Nancy adjusts what is at stake in the facticity of our abandonment. Justice is 

served by being,15 not in its capacity to lift itself out of its abandoned state by the 

decision to exist as what is present and intelligible within the world of significa

tion; but rather in its concession to the singularity formed in that decision, as 

what must exceed its capacity to "signify}/ and which it must abandon. 

Thought abandons itself to its own opening and thus reaches its decision, 

when it does justice to this singularity that exceeds it, exceeding it even in it

self, even in its ovvn existence and decision of thought.16 

It is in abandonment that being encounters the limit that is "sense," however, 

how do we picture this process of running up against the limit of sense? One 

manner in which Nancy turns to thinking at the limit of sense is through the no

tion of language. In speaking one is, according to Nancy, always at the limit of the 

sensible. Indeed, in speaking we are in fact conflating sensibility and intelligibil

ity; not si1nply bringing them together, but also bringing them to their own limit 

in relation to a futurity that surpasses the messianic moment implicit in the "Bib

lical" rehearsal of signification I discussed above. In speaking we are addressing 

the incommensurable and infinite that is beyond the limit of sensibility and intel

ligibility, we address the impossibility of the universal, whilst at the same time, 

situating ourselves within the fact of our own existence. To speak is to be, at the 

same time, both inside and outside the limit of sense. 

For we know, as soon as vve speak, that language addresses itself and ad

dresses us to this outside of homogenous communication and signification. 

That language in its first and last instance addresses itself and addresses us 

to this heterogeneity, to this outside. Language is there for this alone, it does 

15 In Nancy's ontology existence is always both to be as a singular entity within a plurality, and to be as a 

plurality within a singular existential embodied being. As such, "being" should be read as a continuous 

negotiation between being-singularly-plural and being-plurally-singular. This negotiation emphasises the 

necessity of exposure to the world, in both its singularity and plurality, and becomes an important 

ontological movement in the final chapter and conclusion of this thesis. 

16 Nancy, "The Decision of Existence" Birth to Presence, p.108. 
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only this: it addresses, appeals to, calls out to the unnameable ... 17 

Throughout this dissertation I have explored how Nancy challenges the precis of 

Western philosophical thought that distinguishes between sensibility and intelli

gibility (whether as body and mind, present and absent, or immanent and trans

cendent). The way Nancy pictures the address of language to the un-na1neable 

challenges these binaries at the point of enunciation that gives existence its fun

damental originality. This is another way of addressing how, in "saying," lan

guage lacks both a transcendent reference, and an immanent yardstick, accord

ing to which it may be measured and calculated. Language is "sense," but sense at 

the limit of intelligibility, and the task of language is to make sense whilst dwell

ing within the impossibility of this task. In order to resolve the tension within the 

"false" binary that functions in the "saying," metaphysics situates existence with

in the realin of signification, providing an essence that brings being into the 

realm of intelligibility. This signification occurs according to the temporal re

gress instilled by the Christian locus of temporality, in which the "saying" be

comes the "said." The "said" maintains a sense of contingency necessary for 

communication by relying upon the temporality of parousia-the Hegelian bad 

infinite in which value is appropriated by the continuous p_lay of general equiva

lency. By focusing on the term abandonment, as I discuss in chapter four, Nancy 

eschews this paradigmatic force and calls upon the obligation to make-sense 

within the "midst of the world/ and thus addresses the unna1neable without sig

nification by dwelling as being-abandoned within the futurity of l'avenir. This no

tion of being-abandoned seeks the non-resolution of "saying," however meaning 

occurs in the originality of being as a passage. Two motifs are critical for under

standing how this notion being-abandoned allows a creation of the world by 

making-sense, without falling into the appropriation of signification-I discuss 

these motifs here in the terms "fortuitousness" and "comparution." 

1) Fortuitousness: to experience, or "exist," as always already within a 

world, is to predicate sense on the given-ness of a world to experience. Nancy 

describes this already given-ness of a world as the "fortuitous character of exist-

17 Nancy, Adoration, p.2. 
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ence."18 This fortuitousness is thus sy1npto1natic of how our existence in the 

world, according to an experience of our existence, "in some way always already 

makes sense, and does so before or prior to conceptual determination, and prior 

to our giving it a fixed signification, or attributing to it predicates or characteris

tics."19 As Nancy explains, this primordial given-ness of sense is the given-ness of 

being-abandoned, the comportment of being as dwelling within that abandon

ment. To be abandoned is not a contingency thought in contrast to a necessity, as 

this would be to already have engaged in a thinking of the world. Rather, it is the 

necessity of that contingency which puts being into play as the locus of a world 

in its exposure to the plurality of touch. 

The "fortuitous" puts forward a notion less of a nature or a state than of a 

circumstance, a movement.zo 

By considering existence as "fortuitous" one addresses the question of the mean

ing of being in terms that cannot be answered through some programmatic form 

or calculability, as such an immanent undertaking simply folds the task of sense 

in upon itself into an "agglomeration." Furthermore, the jouissance involved in 

the movement of this fortuitous occurrence, renders the capacity to address this 

question from so1ne position that could stand completely apart from being, as 

nothing more than a reduction of this fortuitous movement to something wholly 

static and appropriated by equivalency. We should take note of how a careful 

consideration of this fortuitous movement opens sense to the possibility of giv

ing justice to the "being-ecstatic of Being itself,"21 which I discussed in chapter 

three. To address sense through the notion of declosion, is to address the fortui

tous movement that opens sense as what opens beyond the limit of being within 

the world. It is in this gesture of justice that I want to orientate my elaboration of 

the passage of sense, and its relation to touch that I discuss in my final chapter. 

1s Ibid p.11. 

19 James, The New French Philosophy, p.41. 

20 Nancy, Adoration, p.11. 

21 Ibid. 
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In contrast, within the paradigme principiel we remain caught within the 

Christian paradigm that prescribes a transcendent reference ( absence, or 

"Greek11
), whilst simultaneously cutting us off from that transcendent reference 

(withdrawal, or "Biblical']. We thus address sense from this abandonment of be

ing, which has become the only "transcendental/' and thus the remaining condi

tion of our experience of the world since the self-deconstruction of Christianity. 

However, we surpass Christianity not by attempting to overco1ne this abandon-

1nent, but rather by dwelling within as the obligation of the address to the un

nameable. Adoration is this address, as an address to what opens towards us at 

the limit of sense, a turning towards the incommensurable itself. "That is what is 

named "adoration": a word addressed to what this word knows to be inaccessi

ble [sans acces].1122 The address to the unnameable enables being to make-sense 

whilst dwelling within abandonment. Indeed, the necessity of abandonment is 

the manner in which it demands a response to the obligation to make-sense ex 

nihilo. The n1odality of obligation is an opening onto an .exposure to the plurality 

of the world. This ontology of exposure, and the passage of sense that opens up 

at this limit, involves the plurality of being. I discussed the way this plurality and 

singularity collide in chapter five, and there I drew upon the notion of comparu

tion. It is the concept of comparution that allows being to_ make-sense, without 

enforcing signification, and opens being to a community without essence. 

2) Co1nparution: recalling the opening section of chapter four, it is in the 

way Nancy frames his sense of obligation as the ethical premise of abandonment 

that necessitates an opening "between11 being. It is this opening that allows Nan

cy to provide, contra Heidegger, the ontological premise of being-with. An open

ing that coincides with the obligation of being to "make-sense11 that draws being 

into an ontological relation to what necessarily surpasses its finitude-the infi

nite of an exposure to the plurality of a world. Surprisingly, in light of the way 

Heidegger portrays Dasein's relation to das Man in Being and Time, according to 

Nancy being-with becomes the opening that gives the passage of sense, as an ad

dress to opening within the world to what is infinite. Obligation is what opens 

the finitude of being to be thought in terms of a singularity, as the each time of an 

22 Ibid p.2. 
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existence; however, insofar as it is obligation that brings being to the singularity 

of its finitude, as an address to the incommensurable, obligation necessitates the 

contingency of being in its exposure to a fundamental plurality of being. Obliga

tion opens within the world to what is infinite and constitutive of being-with, 

and provides an ontological picture that is premised upon "exposure." As I argue 

in chapter five, the figure of Christ plays a critical role in how this ontology of ex

posure intersects with being-abandoned. Drawing upon Nancy's reading of the 

body in his deconstruction of Christianity, and how an ontology of "exposure" 

intersects with the notion of being-abandoned that plays a critical role in reveal

ing the figure of Christ that persists within Western metaphysics, I argue that our 

exposure is premised upon the loss of presence. It is to Nietzsche, that Nancy 

turns time and again, for guidance on the question of how this loss of presence 

might be re-read through the prism of giving justice to existence. Nietzsche ren

ders this loss in the following terms, 

What alone can be our doctrine? That no one gzves man his qualities

neither God, nor_ society, nor his ancestors, nor he hi111self ... The fatality of his 

essence is not to be dis-entangled from the fatality of all that has been and 

will be.23 

Pausing for one moment, we could reflect on the mode of abandonment that 

Nancy experiences through the words of Nietzsche in the opening epigraph. 

What Nietzsche describes is a picture of the "human," not only bound to its tem

poral being devoid of a governing eidos, but also exposed to the world as spacing, 

in the trajectory of what is con1mon to being-a lack of presence. The fatality of 

the human's essence, in which it remains entangled, is precisely how we must 

approach our understanding of the vulnerability inherent in Nancy's ontology of 

exposure. Reflecting again on the themes with which I began this conclusion, ac

cording to Nancy, Nietzsche depicts the human condition in terms of a continu

ously withdrawing presence. 

Presence torn, wrenching presence. Presence is to the world in not being in 

23 Nietzsche, "The Four Grea t Errors" Twilight of the idols s.8. in The Po rtable Nietzsche, p.500. 
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that world. It stands before and in the withdrawal from itself. What thus oc

curs to presence is what occurs to the order of the \,vorld itself. Without a 

principle, the world no longer provides justification to the order that orga

nized its significations.24 

Not only does the "human11 lack a given-ness, so too does the world; the condi

tion of "wrenching presence,, provides the initial conditions of experience. Aban

donn1ent is to think through the withdrawal of presence, stripped of any n1ean

ing beyond pure withdrawal. However, to stop at this point-where sense finds 

its li1nit in thinking that is at once finite but which addresses the infinite-would 

be to ignore the manner in which thinking itself is for Nancy always already part 

of an experience of the world in its materiality. In essence Nancy forms an ontol

ogy that dwells within the ex nihilo of abandonment, but at the same time, gives 

sense through an engagement with the plurality of that abandonment. It is in the 

particular way that Nancy stages a radical materiality, as I discuss in chapter five, 

that allows Nancy to pose an exposure to plurality in tern1s of touch. The tern1 

comparution allows Nancy to picture the process of 1naking-se-nse fro1n within 

this n1ateriality, whilst avoiding the shackles of detenninisn1. 

The n1ateriality of con1parution, is one in which bodies are always ex-
-

posed to sense through their with; in other words, the exposure of bodies along-

side one-another at the limit of touching, but always partes extra partes. Being 

con1pears in the sense that it comes before and touches the world through its ex

posure to being. This is not thought in terms of a communion of the body in 

which the body becon1es the forn1 through which meaning is recognised, nor do 

we find in this gesture an attachment to son1e over-arching con1n1on-being to 

which the body is comparatively measured in quanta of intelligibility; rather the 

body is thought and is born to presence in the each-time of this with. Sense is 

never invested within the body, or in a singular one-sided recognition, it is 

through the with of bodies that something like sense takes place. In order to rec

oncile the manner in \,vhich sense takes place through the dis-position of bodies, 

Nancy draws upon the notion of the "ecotechnical. 11 Technicity-a topic that I ex-

24 Nancy, "An E>,.rperience at Heart" Dis-Enclosure, p.7 6. 
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plore in chapter six-is a way of thinking the passage of sense in the comparution 

of being, and how the touch of bodies forms the passage of this taking-place. The 

"ecotechnical" is the technicity of bodies that come together as a world, and a 

"sense11 of the world in this coming together. Technicity is therefore a way of de

scribing the manner in which bodies as exposed are always touching, what Nancy 

calls an "areal connection.//25 Importantly, bodies do not touch in the world; ra

ther the touching of bodies is the world. The eco-technical gestures towards the 

possibility of justice in the technicity of being, in how abandoned-being opens 

the possibility of "letting being to be"; but likewise, it is a reflection upon the in

creasing articulation of this exposure in the world, and the articulation through 

which injustice continues to take place. 

Nancy argues that, ""Creation" is the techne of bodies. Our world creates 

the great number of bodies, creates itself as the world of bodies (shedding light 

on what was always also its worldly truth). Our world is the world of the "tech

nical,11 a world whose cosmos, nature, Gods, entire system is, in its inner joints, 

exposed as "technical": the world of the ecotechnical." 26 By creating bodies the 

"the world of the ecotechnica/" exposes the inside of the world and being, giving 

meaning to the touch of the body to body. It is in this capacity for exposure that 

the world can reveal the heart of the matter, and indeed, it is by revealing this 

heart that Nancy opens the world to the possibility of justice. The true test of 

vulnerability and the possibility of justice begins here, at the heart of being cre

ated in the techne of bodies. The heart itself is created in this techne. 

THE HEART OF THE MATTER IS NON-ALL 

If the body is always an outside, impenetrable, and configured by Nancy as parts 

outside parts, where does this leave thinking with regards to an insid~? How 

2s Nancy, Corpus, p.89 . 

26 Ibid. 
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does one approach the notion of the heart of being? Nancy plays tactfully with 

this question through the notion of psyche. Psyche is the motif by which Nancy 

regards what Derrida describes as the "irreducible divisibility1127 of the body. If 

the body is impenetrable, then there is a point of opaqueness from which, and, to 

which, the body addresses the shared finitude of existence-what might be de

scribed as the point of "nonknowledge. 1128 This is an important part of Nancy's on

tological depiction of the body, and touch, as it provides the impenetrability that 

allows bodies to be thought in both their technicity and plasticity. In doing so, 

Nancy has provided a novel and radical thought of materialis1n, one that does not 

allow for any thought of ontological investment within ( or, inside) the body. 

Again, this is a necessity for Nancy's ontological picture, because if there were 

any manner of ontological investment this would form a mode of ontological vi

talism or invigoration of the inside of the body, which in turn would necessitate a 

certain Idealism of the body. However, in the same gesture of opaqueness neces

sary for thinking the body as such, Nancy's ontology forms a lacuna at the site of 

the body. In order to expand on this lacuna, Nancy sun11nons an obscure Freudi

an aphorism that is invoked by thinking through the notion of the exposure of 

the body. As we can see from the quote below, this mode of thinking psyche ne

cessitates a picturing of both the body and thought through _the notion of weight. 

This is certainly the way that psyche is extended ... she knows nothing about it. 

Psyche, here, is the name of the body, as presupposed neither according to a 

substratum sunk into matter nor according to an already-given superstra

tum of self-knowledge ... Because sense has no origin, because being-without

origin and coming-to-be-extended, being-created, or weighing-such, indeed, is 

It is precisely through the notion of weight that Nancy can picture a sense of the 

body and thinking that is without foundation, but at the san1e time bring justice 

to the figure _ of origin qua originarity of being into our shared sense of finitude. It 

27 Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Luc Nancy, p.14. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Nancy, Corpus, pp.95. 
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is weight that gives the body its ontological primacy as being born-to-presence in 

each and every moment. And it is also through the motif of weight that Nancy 

overcomes the Heideggerian emphasis on authenticity.30 It is a weight that we 

experience, it imparts the pressure of thought itself at the heart of the body, 

while at the same time the experience of this weight "remains a limit
experience.1131 In describing thought through the notion of weight Nancy chal

lenges both the spatio-temporal empirical figure of a thinking n1ind (trapped) 

within the body, and the ephemeral figure of a thinking mind that eludes the no-
1 

tion of extension within the world. Thus, through the motif of weight Nancy is 

able to maintain a sense of materiality within his ontology of the body, whilst at 

the same time, bringing justice to the notion of sense or meaning that lacks foun

dation. This lack of foundation opens the space for, as Fiona Jenkins describes, 

"an eye attuned to whatever comes. 11 A resistance or suspension of the significa

tion of the body; 

In a sense what is to be marked here is precisely life's exposure to its own 

contingency, and the problen1 and question become how that does not, on 

the one hand, collapse into indifference, the banality of utter substitutability 

that also renders all suffering that belongs to the "mass" of bodies, to be of 

no account; or on the other, be countered with the desire to redeem all suf

fering, to make it meaningful in a way that is indexed to "humanity." ... that the 

world happens is the law of its justice, justice to birth and death.32 

Thus the sense that meaning lacks foundation is not some complicated form of 

nihilism or negative theology, but simply giving justice to the fact that "the condi

tions of meanings ... are always woven into the opacity of n1eaning."33 The techne 

3° C.f. Morin,jean-Luc Nancy, pp.132-3. 

3 1 "We certainly do experience the weight of thought. Sometimes the heaviness, sometimes the gravity of a 
"thought" ("idea," "image/' "judgment/' "volition/' "representation/' etc.) affects us with a perceptible pres
sure or inclination, a palpable curve - and even, with the impact of a fall (if only the falling of one's head into 
on e's hands). But this experience remains a limit-experience, like any experience. worthy of the name. It does 

' take place, but not as the appropriation of what it represents; this is why I also have no access to the weight 
of thought, nor to the thought of weight." Nancy, 'The Weight of a Thought' in The Gravity of Thought, p.76. 
32 Fiona Jenkins, "Souls at the Limits of the Human" Angelaki: Journal of Theoretical Humanities 16( 4), p.166. 
33 Nancy, "The Weight of a Thought" The Gravity of Thought, p.83. 
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of bodies provides Nancy with a 1nanner of thinking this opacity, and at the san1e 

time, impresses upon the reader the limit of experience that is psy che. What w e 

might call the conscious mind in another philosophical parl ance remains fo r 

Nancy an extension at the heart of being, partes extra partes, and what cannot be 

thought in that extension remains unknowable. As Derrida wrestles with the 

weight of Nancy's thought, he comes time and again to the figure of the heart in 

Nancy; the heart of another, that becon1es the defining point of technicity and 

plasticity vvithin Nancy himself. Conjoining the physical apparatus of the heart, 

as it beats in the chest of oneself and an other, the heart at the san1e tin1e con

joins that opacity of the self to others in Husserl's phenon1enological analysis. As 

Derrida describes, this heart-feeling or empathy is the closest Husserl co1nes to 

Nancy's depiction of opacity, and in particular, to how w e share the disposition 

of bodies in their shared finitude. 

As Husserl depicts, this heart-feeling is a grasping to \iVhich \ iVe could nec

essarily describe a weight, the gravity involved in a heavy heart, \iVeighed dow n 

by the en1pathy one feels in one's contact with the other. 

Concerning the experience of others, every person, in virtue of his Body, 

stands \i\rithin a spatial nexus, a1nong things, and to each Body for itself there 

pertains the person's entire psychic life, grasped in empathy [heart

feeling]34 in a determinate way, so that therefore if the Body moves and oc

cupies ever new places, the sout too, as it ,,vere, co-n1oves. The soul is indeed 

ever one with the Body.35 

The weight of the body, and the weight of thought, brings together the figure of 

the body and soul, in the shared finitude of existence. A heart-feeling that touches 

34 In Derrida's On Touching: Jean-Luc Nancy pp177-179 he describes three stages in Husserl's engagement 

with Herzgefiihl (heart-sensation); the first "solipsistic", the second "mediated" by the sensation of touch, 

the third an "image" of the "touching-aspect" as indicative of a co-presence or a touched and hence mediated 

self-image. By indicating that in Husserl's te),_1: I read his notion of empathy as heart-feeling I wish to open a 

possible line of enquiry betvveen an embodied existence as purely corporeal and Nancy's notion of existence 

as an embo died exp osure that is touched and touches. Despite developing this to some degree in the conclu

sion, it remains an open line of enquiry for future development, particularly with regards to Nancy's L'Intrus. 

35 Husserl, "Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy (Second 

Book: Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution)" Edmund Husserl: Collected Works Volume JII, p.176. 
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both the heart of the other and one's own, in the same breath of enunciation that 
depicts the syncope of bodies in a shared existence. The other as l'intrus (the in

truder), who comes without being invited, who stays and remains a stranger, 
opaque, touching the very heart of our being, exposing us to the excess that I am 

in my opacity.36 Heart-feeling and touching remain an excess, an opening onto 

the world as exscription that is the techne of the body. Always a body that is an 

outside touching the shared finitude that is, a psyche extended that remains 
opaque and untouchable. Nancy's n1ateriality cannot thus be thought in simple 
spatio-ten1poral tenns, it is always rupturing and excessive, outsides alongside 

outsides in a syncopated enunciation of the world. The material, as with the body, 
is non-All-and it is the heart-feeling as empathy that reveals this non-All to be

ing. 

The syncopated convulsion, this contraction of the inside and the outside, is 

also this (still and spoke [tu et dit]) discourse, a difference at the heart of the 

I, the articulation that can be disarticulation of an ego, an ego capable of 

touching it to the heart in touching its heart.37 

36 Nancy, "The Intruder" Corpus, p.170 . 

37 Derrida, On Touching : Jean-Luc Nancy, p.3 5. 
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