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I g u ess th e q u estio n  is h o w  to  c o n stitu te an d  assu m e h is leg acy. My
fatig u e an d  d isp irited n ess m ak e it h ard  to  o ffer lu c id  assertio n s o r
p ro p h etic  c lip s at th is ju n c tu re, so  I th o u g h t th at I w o u ld  ro ll b ac k  th e
c u rtain s o n  rec en t an d  faraw ay sc en es, o b servin g  so m e o f th e trau m at-
ic  ep iso d es th at b o u n d  u s th ese p ast m o n th s. O r, d itc h in g  trau m atic
p u n c tu atio n  m ark s ( assu m in g  th is to  b e p o ssib le) , I m ig h t sc reen  so m e
m o m en ts th at, g iven  th e relen tless in ten sities o f th e last year an d  a h alf,
I c o u ld  n o t u n til n o w  read Ñ I ju st w en t alo n g , p u lled  b y a leth al lo g ic ,
o n c e in  aw h ile ab le sim p ly to  ac k n o w led g e th e sq u eez e it p u t o n  m e.
In evitab ly an d  an x io u sly, I am  in sertin g  m yself in  a n arrative in  a w ay
th at u n settles m e. I sh o u ld  h ave p referred  to  effac e m y trac es w h en  w rit-
in g  o f D errid a, c learin g  th e ru n w ay fo r th e sin g u larity o f h is n arratives.
I d o n Õt at all lik e th e n arc issistic  su rp lu s th at I see sp illin g  ah ead ; I
sh o u ld  h ave rem o ved  o r rec u sed  m yself, b u t th en  th is d u c k in g  ac tio n
m ay h ave req u ired  o f m e in  tu rn  a so rt o f c ritic al essay, o r th at I k eep
silen t. Also  an  o p tio n . Still,  I am  tak in g  a c all b y w h ic h  I feel o b lig ated ,
even  if it u n ravels th e n o b ler p o se th at I w o u ld  lik e to  h ave h eld : n o
n arc issistic  an n ex atio n  ( Òh eÕs a p art o f m eÓ) , n o  ab an d o n m en t to  h is
o w n , in c o m p arab le statu re ( Òh e d o esn Õt n eed  m eÓ) , ju st a silen t vig il,
resp o n sib ly stro n g , d elib erate. 

\[

Marc h , 2004. It w as at b reak fast o n e m o rn in g . No , m o rn in g s w ere h ard
fo r h im . I d id  m o st o f th e talk in g Ñ th e p ro m p tin g , ac tu ally.  It m u st h ave
b een  lu n c h . Th e Fren c h  c o n su late, I th in k  it w as, h ad  ask ed  h im  to
c h o o se a u n iversity at w h ic h  to  b reak  th e p u b lic atio n  o f LÕHern e, th e last
p u b lic atio n  o f h is th at h e w as to  live to  see ( th ey k eep  c o m in g , livin g -
o n  style) . At lu n c h Ñ w e h ad  ju st d o n e so m e m ed itatin g  an d  b o d yw o rk Ñ
h e said : ÒI w an t it to  b e in  New  Yo rk .Ó It w as to  b e h is last sto p o ver. He
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w an ted  to  say g o o d b ye to  u s, g ive h is last c lassÑ g ive u s h is last c lassÑ
an d  o n  so m e aftern o o n s w eÕd  sit to g eth er to  p lan  th e sem in ar. 

He h ad  g iven  p revio u s sem in ars, o n e o n  fo rg iven ess rec en tly an d  an o th -
er o n  m em o ry, in  w h ic h  h e revisited , w ith  sh arp er lan g u ag e, so m e o f
h is th o u g h ts o n  th e w o rk s o f Pau l d e Man ; h is c ritic al review  o f d e Man
h ad  stirred  so m e c o n tro versy, th e atm o sp h ere in  th e b lo ated  NYU c lass-
ro o m  w as ten se, ex c ited . He w as g o in g  after d e Man , an d  w ith  laser p re-
c isio n . No t everyo n e w as read y to  see th at h ap p en . In  Marc h  h e p ro -
p o sed  to  o ffer lec tu res th is tim e o n  ÒSo vereig n ty an d  th e Beast.Ó At least,
th atÕs h o w  I h ad  tran slated  th e c o u rse title , w ro n g ly b u t p u rp o sively, I
th o u g h t. O n  c lo ser in sp ec tio n , th e title o u g h t to  h ave b een  ÒTh e
So vereig n  an d  th e An im al.Ó Wh o  k n o w s h o w  m an y h o u rs I h ad  sp en t
siz in g  u p  th e p ro s an d  c o n s o f d ifferen t versio n s o f eac h  title IÕd  sk im
o ff o f h is b lu ep rin ts. He w as p u rsu in g  h is lin e o n  an im al ex c lu sio n  fro m
c o n ven tio n al p h ilo so p h ic al h o ld in g  p en s, sc an n in g  trad itio n al d eterm i-
n atio n s, in c lu d in g , ac c o rd in g  to  th eir p ec u liar id io m atic  sw erves, th o se
d em arc atio n s sep aratin g  m an  fro m  b east th at p revailed  in  th e w o rk s o f
Levin as an d  Heid eg g er. He p lan n ed  to  start u p  th e sp ec u lative en g in e
w ith  a read in g  o f Ro bi n so n  Cru so e, w h o se last n am e ( I saw  th is w h en
p rep arin g  th e n o vel fo r th e jo in t ven tu re)  h ad  b een  tra
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n o w  a Remb ran d t sp ec ialist, d evo ted  h imself to  reb ap tiz in g  O c to b er in
1998, tu rn in g  it in to  o u r o w n , very c h erish ed  O ckto b erfest, c omp reh en -
sive o f Nietz sc h eÕs b irth d ay. He filled  every d ay o f th e mo n th  w ith  a
D errid a even t o r, stric tly sp eakin g , n o t as su c h  an  Òeven t.Ó O r, even
mo re stric tly sp eakin g , mayb e an  even tÑ w h o  am I to  say? Ho w  w o u ld
I kn o w ? An  even t w o u ld  lo se its even tn ess if I w ere ab le to  say th at it
h ad  o r h ad  n o t o c c u rred , o r lan d ed , o r arrived , o r b een  d etermin ed . So
d estru c tive o f o u r n o rmed  effo rts to  p in  it d o w n , th e even t sometimes
Òp assesÓÑ yes, it p asses fo r someth in g  o th er th an  itself, p asses u s b y, o r
it ju st p asses. In  an y even t, th at w as th e year th at I g ave th e lec tu re in
th e an c ien t d o w n to w n  syn ag o g u e c alled
ÒAb rah am! Ab rah am! Ab rah am,  Jac q u es
& Martin .Ó At th e en d  o f th e d eliveryÑ I
w as n ervo u s, Jac q u es w as sittin g  rig h t
n ex t to  me, lo okin g  o ver my sh o u ld er,
read in g  alo n g  w h ile I read  alo u d , it w as
an  imp o ssib le sc en o g rap h yÑ h e p lan ted
a kiss o n  my fo reh ead , in  p u b lic , p u n c tu atin g  th e
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o n ly in  term s o f a c itatio n al m o d e th at resu rrec ts th e o th er,  resto rin g  lan -
g u ag e to  th e n o w  vo ic eless o n e. Yes, c learly, th at is h is d u e: th at w e
sin g  p raise to  an d  in  h is w o rd s, reto n in g  an d  releasin g  th em , to  b e h eard
ac c o rd in g  to  d ifferen t p itc h es, w eig h ted  b y so rro w , liftin g  o n  a n o te o f
in ex tin g u ish ab le aw e. D errid a! D errid a! I w o u ld  w an t to  h ave h ad  th e
c o u rag e o f ad d ressin g  yo u , o r at least to  d eliver a c lu ster o f lan g u ag e
th at c o u ld  b e ad d ressed  to  h im . Even  th o u g h  I th in k  I c au g h t h im  o n
th e telep ath ic  c h an n elÑ w e sh ared  a w h o le n etw o rk  o f su p erstitio n  an d
tab o o  as w ell as p rivate m ystic ism sÑ h e w as c leared  o f th at c lan d estin e
in terferen c e w ith  th e o th ers, I o b served , very straig h t u p , so c ially fit
( u n c an n ily so  fo r a p h ilo so p h er,  o  th o se b ru tes! b u t th atÕs an o th er sto ry) ,
b u t w ith  m e, h e let m e g et sp iritu al an d , letÕs ju st say, p h ilo so p h ic ally
w eird , rem o te-c o n tro lled  b y an  u n lo c atab le c o m m an d  system  b u t,  th en ,
w h o  isn Õt w h en  it c o m es to  su b jec tin g  o n eself to  g reater th in g s su c h  as
freed o m , lo ve, sac red n ess; h o w  d o  w e even  k n o w  w h at o r w h o  it is th at
p resc rib es th e c ateg o ric al im p erative, as I b elieve Jean -Lu c  o n c e ask ed .
I see th at I h ave ap p ro ac h ed  th em es th at w eld  tran sm issio n  system s,
p arasitic al u tteran c e, an d  g h o stly fo rm atio n . Th ese th em es, n o t alw ays
th em atiz ab le o c c u rren c es, ac tu ally, are d isc lo sive o f th e w ay IÕd  so m e-
tim es c ab le o ver to  h im , ac c o rd in g  to  th e sec ret p ro to c o ls o f o u r
en c o u n ter.  O th er tim es, IÕd  h ave to  b e d o w n  to  earth  an d  d o w n rig h t
c lassic al in  th e m atter o f lan g u ag e u sag e. HeÕd  h ave su d d en ly sw itc h ed
trac k s o n  m e an d  ex p ec ted  a k in d  o f u n c o m p ro m isin g  c larity fro m  m e.
IÕd  feel th e strain  b u t en d eavo u r to  d eliver.

If I h ad  m o re stren g th , I w o u ld  w an t to  w rite a series o f c artes po sta les
w h o se d estin y an d  d estin atio n , fo rever su sp en d ed , w o u ld  alig h t o n  yo u r
n am e, m ayb e I c o u ld  tak e as m y m ain  o r at least in itial th em e so m eth in g
lik e th e Ag e o f D errid aÑ h o w  to  m easu re, c alc u late th is rec alc itran t ag e,
w h ere it b eg an , h o w  th ey b eg in , h im  an d  Òd ec o n stru c tio n Ó ( fo r b revityÕs
sak e) .  In  m y o w n  w o rk , if I c an  c all it th atÑ h e: m o th er an d  fath er,  b ab y
an d  frien d  ÒO  m y frien d s th ere is n o  frien d ,Ó b u t th atÕs an o th er sto ryÑ
h e w as th e fatefu l site ( Òfath erÓ an d  ÒfateÓ are irrevo c ab ly lin k ed  b y
Freu d : I m ig h t ad d  th at to  th e Carte po sta leÕs lex ic o n  o f Heid eg g erian
sc h i cken , Sc h i cksal,  Gesc h i ck, etc ) , th e m atern o -p atern al en g in e o f m y
so -c alled  o w n  w o rk Ñ I stu tter,  I stag g er,  trip p ed  u p  b y th e p resu m p tio n
o f p o sitin g  th at p u sh es m e o n  o r d o w n , c an Õt tell, sam e d ifferen c eÑ
Ah em . In  m y Òo w n Ó w o rk , th en  ( ten -m in u te p au se ab o u t w h eth er to  p u t
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th e vam p iric  b ite m ark s aro u n d  Òw o rk Ó o r n o t) ,
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w as KO Õd  at least o n c e a m o n th , Lac an  w as sp u n  o u t o f o u r o rb it, an d ,
w ith  th e ex c ep tio n  o f o n e o r tw o  tro u b le-m ak ers, th e th eo ry g irls 
h ad n Õt even  sh o w n  u p  yet o n  th e b o y-sc an n ers. I w as th e fastest p u n  in
th e West, b u t th at w as n o th in g  to  b o ast ab o u t in  th o se d ays. Th e o n ly
o n e w h o  h ad  so m e h o ld in g  p o w er w as Fo u c au lt, c lean ed  u p , straig h t-
en ed  o u t, an d  id en titarian . So  th e d isp atc h , th e p o stc ard  an d  en vo i c am e
to  m e fro m  Ch in aÑ th e n ew s o f th e fate o f d ec o n stru c tio n . Fo r m e, th e
rep o rt o f its d estin y an d  d estin atio n  c am e fro m  an  alto g eth er u n ex p ec t-
ed  h o riz o n , an d  th e Min ister, w h o  b ec am e m y frien d , o p en ed  th e sc en e
fo r an  altern ative ÒPu rlo in ed  Letter,Ó p o in tin g  to  its lo c atio n  rig h t th ere,
in  fro n t 

e

f

 m y n o s  yet reso lu tely in visib le . As in  a Kafk a p arab le, I
rec eived  th  b ro ad c ast o f Jac q u es D errid aÕs fate as p h ilo so p h er fro m  a
sen tin el w

h

o  h eld  th e sec ret o f a g en u in ely p o ssib le an d  stro n g ly in flec t-
ed  fu tu re. As D errid a h as tau g h t u s, th ere are m an y fu tu res an d  even
m o re retu rn s.

To w ard  th  e d , h e tu rn ed  h is th o u g h ts to w ard  p o litic s, su m m o n in g  u p
th e d em o c racy ˆ -ven i r , still ah ead . Alread y q u ite ill,  h e g o t o n  televisio n
to  ad vo c ate, in  h is sp ec ial w ay,  fo r g ay m arriag e. Ac tu ally, th e state
sh o u ld  b u tt o u t o f m arriag e sac ra men ts alto g eth er an d  leave th at to  reli-
g io u s o ff ic iates. Everyo n e sh o u ld  h ave ac c es s to  c ivil u n io n  an d  th o se
w h o  ad d itio n all y w an ted  m arriag eÑ an  in esc ap ab ly relig io u s in stitu -
tio n Ñ c o u ld  tu rn  to  th eir lo c al syn ag o g u e o r c h u rc h  o r m o sq u e. He h ad
ag itated  o n  b eh alf o f th e h o m eless, illeg al im m ig ran tsÑ th e fam o u s Òsan s
papi ersÓÑ an d  rec o g n iz ed  literatu re as a sp ac e fo r u n p rec ed en ted  d issi-
d en c e. Wh at m a y seem  to  u s a d isju n c tive o r d isp ro p o rtio n ate alig n m en t
in c lu sive o f literary c lo u t b elo n g s to  th e d o ssier o f h is ac h ievem en tÑ
p u ttin g  l iterary po w er rig h t u p  th ere w ith  o th er effec ts  o f referen tial
au th o rity , resto rin g  to  o r seein g  in  p o etic ity an  u n sto p p ab le reg ister o f
resistan c e ( h e w rites in  th e b o o k  of th at title th at ÒrŽsi stan ceÓ h as alw ays
b een  o n e o f his favo u rite w o rd s, w h eth er p o litic ally in flec ted , h isto ri-
c ally p ro m o te d, p o etic ally en ac ted  o r p syc h o an alytic ally to n ed ). He h ad
g o n e, years b efo re all th is, to  Prag u e, ig n o rin g  th at g o vern m en tÕs w arn -
in g s n o t to  ac cep t an  in vitatio n  to  sp eak . He felt h is d u ty resid ed  in  n o t
d ec lin in g  th e in vitatio n  ex ten d ed  b y a gro u p  o f b lac k listed  p h ilo so p h ers.
Th e au th orities b u sted  h im  o n  tru mp ed -u p  d ru g  c h arg es; h e w as th ro w n
in  jail ( I w as at h is h o u se in  Ris w ith  Marg u erite an d  Pierre an d  Jean  an d
th e c at, Lu c r• c e, at th e tim e; it w as am az in g  to  m e th at a n u m b er o f
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Fren c h  m in isters o f th e n o w -so c ialist g o vern m en t h ad  b een  h is stu d en ts,
fe lt th e slap , an d  w ere d eterm in ed  to  sp rin g  h im  fro m  th e Cz ec h  p riso n .
Th e au th o rities in  th en -Cz ec h o slo vak ia ex p ressed  th eir asto n ish m en t at
th e p o w er th is d issid en t p h ilo so p h er w ield ed , q u ic k ly lettin g  h im  g o .)  

O n  th e h o m efro n t h e h ad  n ever as su c h  jo in ed  th e Fren c h  Co m m u n ist
Party, th o u g h  th at w as th e w ay th e w in d  b lew  in  h is m ilieu , th e d irec -
tio n  th at m ag n etiz ed  m o st o f h is p eers at th e ƒc o le n o rm ale su p . Still,
h e w ro te fo r ÒlÕHu m an i tŽÓ an d  w as frien d s w ith  its p o et-p h ilo so p h er
ad h eren ts su c h  as Jean  Ristat, w h o se rec en t o b itu ary p ag es an d  p u b lic
trib u te rem in d ed  th e read ers o f D errid aÕs
su p p o rt an d  c o n trib u tio n s, p artic u larly
an  an n iversary artic le statin g  ÒWh y I
Lo ve lÕh u m an i tŽ.Ó So  th ere w ere street
sm arts an d  p h ilo so p h ic al sk irm ish es,
risk s tak en , in c lu d in g  th o se o f u n c o o l
n o n -m em b ersh ip . With o u t su c c u m b in g
to  Mao ism  o r c o m m u n ism , lik e so m e in  h is c ro w d , h e n ever reverted  to
th e rig h t, lik e so m e in  h is c ro w d . He rem ain ed  reso lu tely o n  th e left, in
a vig ilan t an d  d em an d in g  so rt o f w ay. O n c e in  a g reat w h ile h e m ay
h ave b lin k ed , as w h en  h e an d  HŽl• n e Cix o u s p erh ap s g ave to o  m u c h
c red it to  th e n ew  so c ialist g o vern m en t at th e tim e Mitteran d  c am e in to
p o w er. Th ey jo in ed  in  an d  u p  m o m en tarily b u t th is h ad  its g o o d  sid e,
to o . Besid es arran g in g  h is jailb reak , th ey g ave h im  o th er b reak s, as
w h en  h e g o t th e p erm it to  c reate th e Co ll•ge i n tern ati o n al d e ph i lo so -
ph i e o n  ru e D esc artesÑ th e o n ly p rem ier Fren c h  in stitu tio n  th at is o p en
to  c o sm o p o litan  c o n tam in atio n , c leared  fo r fo reig n ers to  teac h  an d  th in k
an d  p ro fess in  Fran c e. So , b esid es h is w ritin g  an d  lec tu rin g , D errid a also
resig n ified  th e u n iversity in  c ru c ially sig n ific an t w ays, c reatin g  so lid  an d
trac eab le reb o u n d  effec ts fro m  th e Un ited  States to  Eu ro p e an d  b ac k
ag ain , m irro rin g  p ed ag o g ic al im p eratives an d  in stitu tio n al in n o vatio n
lik e n o  o th er. O n  h is h o m e territo ry h e w as d en ied  p ro fesso rsh ip s o r a
c h air at th e Co ll•ge d e Fran ce, even  th o u g h  th ey m ad e h im  ap p ly an d
p resen t h is w o rk  an d  h u m b le h im self b efo re c o m m ittees w ith  th e assu r-
an c e b efo reh an d  th at it w as a d o n e d eal; all yo u  h ave to  d o  is sh o w  u p .
( I w as at h is th esis d efen se, th e en try tic k et fo r b eg in n in g  th e w h o le
p ro c ess, an d  I w as th ere w h en  h e c arried  a b o x lo ad  o f h is b o o k s an d
p ap ers to  p resen t to  th e g ran d  c o m m ittee. O n e o f th e u n d ec lared  sid e
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effec ts o f D errid a n ever g ettin g  an  ap p ro p riate jo b  in  Fran c e is th at h e
h ad  n o  assistan ts o r sec retarial h elp  so  h e h ad  to  lo c ate, p h o to c o p y, c o l-
late, an d  c arry everyth in g  b y h im self in  d ays an d  c u ltu res w h ere th ere
w ere n o  frien d ly n eig h b o u rh o o d  Kin k o Õs an d  su c h . Well, I am  atten tive
to  m aterial c o n c ern s su c h  as th ese, seein g  h im  sc h lep p in g  h is en c u m -
b erin g  c arto n  o f b o o k s to  su b jec t h im self to  a c o m m itteeÕs in terro g a-
tio n Ñ th at so rt o f th in g  b elo n g s to  m y in tern al alb u m  o f an x io u s rem i-
n isc en c e.)

He w as, o n  so m e d ays, h is o w n  p ro letariat, at least ac c o rd in g  to  th e
stan d ard s o f Am eric an  visito rs an d  in sc rip tio n s. He to ld  m e th at Haro ld
Blo o m , in  th e d ays w h en  th ey w ere sp eak in g  ( o n e d ay w e w alk ed  p ast
h im ; h e w as sittin g  o n  h is sto o p  at Wash in g to n  Sq u are; it w as a h o t d ay
in  2000, an d  Haro ld  refu sed  to  g et u p  to  g reet h is o ld  frien d  w h o
sto p p ed  h is g ait at th e o th erÕs g ate, w avin g  an d  p rep ared  to  em b rac e,
c h at, rem em b er th eir c o m m o n  p ast; Jac q u es w as h u rt an d  fo r aw h ile
o b sessed  w ith  th e d en ied  g reetin g ; Uli, as u su al, w as c au g h t in  th e m id -
d le , h avin g  w o rk ed  w ith  b o th  o f th em , w h ereas I as u su al h ad  n o  sp lit
lo yalties to  tally) Ñ w ell, an yw ay, w h en  Haro ld  m et Jac q u es in  th e o ld
d ays o f frien d ly in terlo c u tio n  an d  ac tive visitatio n  an d  saw  h is h o u se,
esp ec ially th e sm all attic  in to  w h ic h  Jac q u es h ad  sq u eez ed  h im self in
o rd er to  w riteÑ a sc an t w ire h eater d id  little to  c h an g e th e teeth -c h at-
terin g  c o ld ; in  th o se d ays th e m aster w o u ld  w rite w ith  a sc arf w rap p ed
aro u n d  h is n ec k , w earin g  sw eaters, so m etim es a c o atÑ Haro ld  Blo o m
ex p ressed  h is d ism ay an d  su rp rise th at th is w as w h ere th e g reat w o rk s
sig n ed  ÒJac q u es D errid aÓ g o t th e g reen  lig h t, u p stairs in  an  u n h eated
attic . A lo t o f Am eric an  ac ad em ic s o f th at g en eratio n , w ith  th eir b ig  o ld
Vic to rian  h o u ses an d  c o m fo rtab le stu d ies, w ere tak en  ab ac k , so m e o f
th em  m u tterin g  so m eth in g  ab o u t pi ed  n o i r aesth etic s o r h o u sin g
arran g em en ts. D errid aÕs p erso n al arc h itec tu re o f stu d y w as m o d estÑ it
w as n o t u n til th e last five o r so  years th at h e an d  Marg u erite ad d ed  a
stu d io  an n ex  to  th e h o u se, w ith  a lo ft-lik e b ed  u p stairs an d  a w id e sp ac e
fo r h is tw o  o r th ree d esk s d o w n stairs, h is m assive h o ld in g s. Th is w as th e
b ed  to  w h ic h  h e w o u ld  rep air o n  aftern o o n s w h en  h e w as sic k , tak in g
a b o o k  w ith  h im  to  read  as h e d rifted  in to  h is tw o - o r th ree-h o u r n ap .

Th e b o o k s w ere u n m an ag eab le. Majo r p ile-u p  syn d ro m e. Peo p le sen t
h im  b o o k s every d ay. In  th e early years so m e b o o k s d id  n o t fo o tn o te
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h im  b u t th e au th o r in stead  w ro te a p erso n al d ed ic atio n  o n  th e o rd er o f
Òw ith o u t yo u  I c o u ld  n ever h ave w ritten  th is w o rk ; m y d eb t to  yo u r
w o rk  is trem en d o u s, in estim ab le,Ó an d  o n c e I ask ed  Jac q u es ab o u t
th atÑ I lo ved  read in g  th e d ed ic atio n s, in c lu d in g  th o se o f Blan c h o t, an d
I rem em b er th at Allego r i es o f Read i n g,  if th atÕs th e o n e, u n less it w as
Bli n d n ess an d  In sigh t, said , very eleg an tly I th o u g h t: ÒIn effac eab ly,
Pau lÓÑ so  I ask ed  h im  ab o u t th e d eb t n am ed  in  h an d w ritin g , an d  w h ic h
rem ain ed  in visib le in  th e p u b lic  an d  p u b lish ed  versio n  o f th e tex t. He
resp o n d ed  w ith  an  iro n ic  sm ile th at th is h ap p en s all th e tim e, p eo p le
c o n sisten tly d isavo w  yet sn eak  in  th eir th an k -yo u s. Mayb e th atÕs w h y I
laid  it o n  th ic k  w h en  it c am e to  n am in g  m y d eb ts to  h im , b u t it w as
so m eth in g  I w an ted  to  d o  an d  IÕm  n o t c h eap  ab o u t th at so rt o f th in g ; I
am  a c reatu re o f g ratitu d e; I am  elated  w h en  it is p o ssib le to  th an k , even
in  th e m o st th an k less situ atio n s. I lik e to  en d  m y yo g a p rac tic e w ith  g rat-
itu d e p o ses, so m eth in g  th at I tau g h t Jac q u es. Ho w  h ap p y I w as w h en
read in g  th e first tim e Heid eg g erÕs p u rp o sefu l c o n flatio n  o f th an k in g  an d
th in k in g , Dan ken , Ged an c , Den ken . Bu t n o w  I am  g ettin g  o ff trac k , d ri-
ven  b y a n early c o m p u lsive d esire to  o ffer th an k s, p erh ap s a reac tive
d efen se m ean t to  stave o ff th e d ep ressive p ressu re o f th e in c alc u lab le
lo ss I b ear an d  to w ard  w h ic h  I rem ain  th an k less. I w an ted  to  g o  o n
an o th er ram p , fo llo w in g  th e m ic ro - an d  g eo p o litic al m ap s th at D errid a
h ad  u s read .  

He h ad  b een  th in k in g , via Marx , ab o u t p o litic al m o u rn in g  an d  w h at w e
th in k  w eÕre d o in g  w h en  w e c eleb rate th e d eath  o f Marx ism Ñ o r Marx .
He w as c o n c ern ed  ab o u t th e
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a sym p to m  o f th e w o rk  in  p ro g ress o f m o u rn in g , w ith  all o f its p h e-
n o m en a o f m elan c h o ly, ju b ilan t m an ia, ven trilo q u y [ . . . ]Ó1 Befo re su b -
m ittin g  th is p assag e as a fairly ac c u rate p red ic tio n  o f w h at w o u ld  d rag
h is c o rp se fo r a few  ex tra ro u n d s, I w an t to  sw itc h  fo r a n an o sec o n d  to
a larg ely sid elin ed  asp ec t o f h is p o litic al in q u iry: n am ely, th e stead fast
lo yalty to  Am eric a th at D errid a h as sh o w n . Fo r n o w  I w ill sk ip  th e
d esc rip tio n  o f h is m arriag e to  Marg u erite in  Bo sto n , o r th e fac t th at
w h en  o th ers c an c eled  u s o u t, h e flew  to  New  Yo rk  sh o rtly after 9/11 at
a tim e w h en  everyo n e ex p ec ted  th at m o re w as c o m in g , o r th e d ivisio n
o f h is lab o u r b etw een  th e east an d  w est c o asts, th e m an y in sc rip tio n s o f
ÒAm eric a Is/ In  D ec o n stru c tio n Ó o r th e fam o u s ÒStates o f Th eo ryÓ lec tu re
d elivered  at Irvin e, o r h is relatio n sh ip  w ith  su c h  arc h -Am eric an s as Pau l
d e Man  an d  Ric h ard  Ro rty an d  Gayatri Sp ivak  an d  Peter Eisen m an n  an d
th e law yers an d  artists an d  p ro fesso rs an d  c u rato rs an d  p h ilo so p h ers,
reac tive o r h o sp itab le, d ep en d in g  o n  w h o  o r w h ere o r even  w h at. 

O n e d ay I said  to  Jac q u es th at I fo u n d  th e u tteran c e ÒGo d  b less Am eric aÓ
u n b earab le an d  I p ro m ised  to  p u k e if I h eard  it ag ain . He lo o k ed  at m e,
w ith  a slig h t iro n ic  sm ile an d  in fo rm ed  m e th at h e d id n Õt fin d  it lo ath -
so m e at all.  Perh ap s th is isn Õt th e b est ex am p le o f w h at I am  tryin g  to
g et ac ro ssÑ D ru c illa Co rn ell c ertain ly h ad  n o  p atien c e fo r h is p u ttin g  th e
b rak es o n  m y ex p ressio n  o f rag eÑ b u t it in d ic ates h is ab ility to  h o ld
b ac k  o n  c o n d em n atio n , o n e o f th e lesso n s th at h e b ro u g h t h o m e w ith
eleg an c e o n  m an y o c c asio n s. Reflec tin g  o n  w h at h e c o u ld  h ave m ean tÑ
h e w as n o t d efen d in g  th e u tteran c e b u t sayin g  m erely th at it p ro vo k ed
n o  h o rro r in  h im Ñ I realiz ed  th at h e h im self o ffered  b lessin g s an d  in  h is
last w o rd s, read  o ver h is g rave, d elivered  b lessin g s to  h is m o u rn ers. Bu t
th at w as n o t it, e ith er. ÒGo d  b less Am eric a,Ó th o u g h  p u t to  p ern ic io u s
u sag e an d  c o rru p ted  in to  a c o n stative statem en t, h as a m o re d iffic u lt
itin erary to  ac c o u n t fo r: is it a p rayer, a su p p lic atio n , a w ish , a h allu c i-
n atio n , as w h en  o n e ask s, m ay Go d  p lease b less Am eric a? D o es it n am e
th e blessu re o r w o u n d in g  th at states an  ab sen c e o f b lessin g , so  th at o n e
h as c o m p u lsively to  ask  fo r th e b lessin g  p ain fu lly w ith h eld ?, an d  so
fo rth . As Mary An n e Caw s rem in d ed  m e at th e NYU m em o rial trib u te fo r
D errid a, o n e says, ÒGo d  b less yo u Ó to  sto p  a p ern ic io u s sp ill, to  lo c k  o u t
th e d evil, as w h en  so m eo n e sn eez es. ÒGo d  b less Am eric aÓ c o u ld  b e a
w ay o f sayin g  ÒHo ly sh it!Ó IÕll leave o ff n o w , b ec au se I ju st saw  in  an
em ail an n o u n c in g  a n ew  artic le b y h im  th at Sam  Web er h as so m eth in g
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u n d er th e title ÒGo d  b less Am eric aÓ; IÕm  eag er to  see w h at h eÕs c o m e u p
w ith  b u t to o  lazy rig h t n o w , o r tired , to  em ail h im  an d  fin d  o u t. So  even
as w e w ere w alk in g  d o w n  th e street an d  I w as m o u th in g  o ff, p ro d u c in g
an  easy targ et, h e h ad  m e th in k  ab o u t th e b lessin g  m issin g  in  sp eec h
ac tio n . Fro m  th is sm all an d  m o d est ex am p le, o n e c an  m eto n ym iz e
u p  
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w atc h in g  th e h earin g s, th e p o u n d in g  q u estio n s th at w ere th ru st at th o se
h eld  ac c o u n tab le. I am  n o t o fferin g  a n a•ve versio n  o f asserted  c u lp a-
b ility, ratin g  w h o  g o t sn ag g ed  an d  w h o  g o t aw ay o r fo rg ettin g  w h at g ets
sw ep t u n d er th e ru g  o f rep ressive state reg im en s. No n eth eless, th ere
w as a stro n g  leak ag e o f self-d en u n c iatio n  th at th e w o rld  h ad  n o t seen
in  th e c o n tex t o f o th er ep iso d es o f to rtu re, a g en u in e stru g g le w ith  self-
ac c u satio n Ñ n o t to  say th e n eed  to  ex p o se ac tivities o f to rtu re w h ic h ,
w h atever m o re h as to  b e said Ñ a lo t m o re h as to  b e said  an d  d o n eÑ
d o es n o t h ap p en  in  o th er p o litic al states, n o t to  th e ex ten t o f televised
leg al p ro c eed in g s. Th at Alb erto  Go n z ales g ets ap p o in ted , th at Bu sh
fix ed  an o th er elec tio n Ñ th ese are o th er m atters. Wh at D errid a w as c o m -
m en tin g  o n  w as th e resilien cy an d  c o u rag e th at m o m en ts su c h  as th ese
h earin g s ten d  to  d em o n strate. Perh ap s n o t g o o d  en o u g h , b u t it is so m e-
th in g , m ayb e a n an o -so m eth in g .

As c o n c ern s th e su p p lem en tary reflec tio n s o n  Marx , th e title th at D errid a
g ave h is in terven tio n  w as ÒMarx , c Õest qu elqu Õu n .Ó He ask s, Wh o  is th is
b u rd en so m e, in term in ab le Marx  w h o m  w e k n o w  in  so m e sen se to  b e
d ead  b u t w h o  rem ain s in ex tin g u ish ab le ( i n c revable) ? He d o es n o t ask  a
q u estio n  o f essen c eÑ w h atÑ b u t w h o . IÕd  lik e to  d w ell m o m en tarily in
th e su b tle lig h t o f th is q u estio n , stay w ith  th e sh ift it p o rten d s. So
D errid a, fo r u s, as h e h im self says o f Marx , w as so m eb o d y.  He w as
so m eo n e an d  is so m eo n e. Man y o f u s w o rk ed  w ith  h im , sh ared  m eals,
to o k  w alk s, atten d ed  c o llo q u ia, c alled  an d  read  h im , even  fo u g h t w ith
h im . 

Bu t w h o  b ears th e n am e Derr i d a n o w , an d  w h at d o es it b earÑ also ,
w h at c o n to u rs th e b earin g  o f th is n am e, th is b eau tifu l n am e, to o  o ften
d em ean ed , p ersec u ted  in  sig n ific an t w ays, even  in  d eath .  Lac an  h as
tau g h t u s w h at it m ean s to  w an t to  k ill th e d ead . A c o lleag u e o f h is tells
m e th at Searle started  c irc u latin g  an  attac k  p iec e im m ed iately after
D errid aÕs d eath  b u t th at, g iven  th e o u trag ed  reac tio n  to  th e n asty New
Yo rk Ti m es o b it, h as refrain ed  fro m  p u b lish in g  it fo r a w h ile , u n til itÕs
d ec en t to  p o u n d  th e d ead .  As resen tfu lly p iq u ed  as so m e o f th ese u n re-
len tin g  assau lts m ay b e, th ey are p art o f th e n arrative, n o t to  b e q u ic k -
ly d isc ard ed  o r o verlo o k ed .  Th ey are p art o f th e p o rtrait o f risk -tak in g
th o u g h t, an d  th e vio len c e o f th e g en tlem an  ac ad em ic s is o n ly p art o f th e
p ac k ag e d eal o f g en u in e in n o vatio n , h eart-sto p p in g  q u estio n in g . So , d o
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n o t rem o ve th e stain  o r stin g , th e 
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m o m en t h e w alk ed  in  o n  u s.  In  th e u n iversity th ere are still so m e trac es
o f th e stag es o f an tic ip ato ry b ereavem en tÑ d en ial, an g er, b arg ain in g ,
p erio d ic  p u n c h -o u ts. In  th e few  sh o ts p led g ed  to  a statem en t o n  h is
leg acy, I w an t to  say o n e o r tw o  th in g s th at m ay n o t h ave b een  c o vered
b y o th er c o n trib u to rs. 

IÕve tried  to  trac k  a m arg in al p ersp ec tive m ean t to  b e m eto n ym iz ed  in to
th e b ig g er p ic tu re. O n e c an n o t im ag in e h o w  w h ited -o u t th e ac ad em ic
c o rrid o r w as w h en  D errid a arrived  o n  th e sc en e. Th ere w as really n o
ro o m  fo r d evian cy, n o t even  fo r th e q u ain t ab erratio n  o r p syc h o an aly-
sis.  Besid es o fferin g  u p  th e lu m in o u s w o rk s th at b o re h is sig n atu re,
D errid a c leared  sp ac es th at lo o k ed  lik e o b stac le c o u rses fo r an yo n e w h o
d id  n o t fit th e p ro fesso rial p ro file at th e tim e.  He p rac tic ed , w h eth er
c o n sc io u sly o r n o t, a p o litic s o f c o n tam in atio n . H is p o litic al view s,
refin ed  an d  leftist, k n ew  few  b o rd ers an d  b led  in to  th e m o st p asto ral
sites an d  h allo w ed  g ro u n d s o f h ig h er learn in g . Su d d en ly c o lo u r w as
ad d ed  to  th e u n iversityÑ c o lo u r an d  sassy w o m en , so m eth in g  th at
w o u ld  n o t easily b e fo rg iven .  In  h im , Kan t re-em erg ed  as a m o rp h ed
an d  u p d ated  h isto ric ity, a c o sm o p o litan  fo rc e th at p lac ed  b ets o n  an d
o p en ed  d isc u rsive fo rm atio n s to  w o m en .  D errid a b lew  in to  o u r to w n
an d  g o w n  g ro ves w ith  p ro to -fem in ist en erg y, o ften , an d  at g reat c o st to
th e p ro to c o ls o f p h ilo so p h ic al g ravity, p assin g  as a w o m an . My first
tran slatio n  o f h is w o rk  w as ÒLaw  o f Gen re,Ó w h ere h e rew o rk ed  th e g rid
to  th e rh yth m  o f in vag in ated  p u n c tu res. No t all th e fo lk s at th e rec ep -
tio n  d esk  w ere c h eerin g  su c h  g en d er in tru sio n s in to  lin g u istic  p ieties.
No n eth eless, D errid a c o u ld  b e said  to  h ave q u ic k ly d evelo p ed  a su b -
stan tial fo llo w in g , esp ec ially in  Am eric aÑ Latin  an d  No rth  Am eric a.

Th e m o re p o litic ally-b ased  o ffsh o o ts w o u ld  o c c asio n ally d isavo w  h im .
He reg u larly g o t it fro m  th e left an d  rig h t, fro m  th o se w h o  o w ed  h im
an d  th o se w h o  d iso w n ed  h im  ( o ften  th e sam e c o n stitu en c ies) . In  so m e
q u arters D errid aÕs th o u g h t, w h eth er Kan tian  o r n o t, b ec am e asso c iated
w ith  h o m o s an d  w o m en , an d  h is p o etic  sp arrin g  w ith  p aleo n ym ic  lan -
g u ag e g o t q u ic k ly fem in iz ed , seem ed  so m eh o w  to o  g irlie an d  slip p ery.
Based  o n  so m e o f th e th in g s th at c am e u p , I w ro te ab o u t th e h isto ri-
c al b ac k slid e o f p aro n o m asia, its an al z o n in g  o rd in an c es an d  th e
retu rn s, o n  all c o u n ts, to  Sh ak esp eareÕs Bo tto m . It is in terestin g  h o w
lan g u ag e p lay sp elled  tro u b le. D errid aÕs lan g u ag e u sag e, ex q u isite an d

23

O n e c an n o t
im ag in e h o w
w h ited -o u t th e
ac ad em ic  c o rrid o r
w as w h en
D errid a arrived
o n  th e sc en e.



POIESIS:  A Journ al of t h e Arts an d Co m munic at ion 2005

rep len ish in g , itself b ec am e an  o ffen se to  th e m o re c o n tro lled  b eh avio u rs
an d  g ram m ars o f ac ad em ic  lan g u ag e. Perh ap s u n avo id ab ly, D errid a, lik e
all b reak th ro u g h  th in k ers an d  artists, c o n tin u es to  p ro vo k e rag e an d
attrac t d eath  sen ten c es even  after h is an n o u n c ed  d eath . Th e resen tm en t
th at h e sto k es as h e d o w n siz es m etap h ysic al stro n g h o ld s is itself a tex t
to  b e read Ñ a m assive reac tivity th at b elo n g s to  a leg acy o f a h ard -h it-
tin g  o eu vre. Th e trau m atic  im p ac t o f h is th o u g h tÑ trau m a arises fro m
ec static  o p en in g  as w ell as fro m  c atastro p h ic  sh u td o w n Ñ m ak es it d iffi-
c u lt to  o ffer c lo su ral so lac e o r to  p in  d o w n  w h at h is w o rk  m ig h t Òrep -
resen tÓ fo r u s to d ay.

O n e o f th e th in g s th at I ap p rec iated  ab o u t D errid a fro m  th e start w as th e
p o litic al p u n c h  h e d elivered , o ften  stealth y b u t c an n ily effec tive. I
m issed  th e Õ60s b u t in h erited  th eir b eat. IÕm  p ro b ab ly m o re p o litic ally
an x io u s, faster o n  th e trig g er th an  m o st o f th e fo lk s aro u n d  m e; in  an y
c ase, I lo o k  fo r tro u b le an d  ap o ria in  th e m o st d o w n tro d d en  n eig h b o r-
h o o d s o f th o u g h t.  D errid a su ited  m y m o o d  at o n c e, th o u g h  h is p o liti-
c al in vestm en ts w ere m o re lu c id  an d  c o n strain ed  p erh ap s th an  I w as
lo o k in g  fo r, m o re alig n ed  w ith  Hš ld erlin Õs im ag e o f Ro u sseau Ñ o n  th e
sid e o f m ed iatio n  an d  so b er reflec tio n , ab le to  en ac t th e re-tra i t o f
w h ic h  Jean -Lu c  Nan cy an d  Lac o u e-Lab arth e w rite ab o u t. Still,  h e p ac k ed
a m ig h ty p u n c h , I th o u g h t. He ag itated  fo r th e p o o r, th e h o m eless,
im m ig ran ts, fo r Nelso n  Man d ela an d  ag ain st ap arth eid , w ith  th e
Palestin ian s, Afric a, an d  every c o n c eivab le Òlib eralÓ c au se. He traveled
th e w o rld  lik e n o  o th er th in k er. O n  a m o re lo c al statio n , h e w en t o n
Fren c h  TV ad vo c atin g  g ay m arriag eÑ so rt o f, ask in g  fo r th e ab o litio n  o f
all m arriag e as a state-sp o n so red  arran g em en t an d  th e im p lem en tatio n
o f c ivil u n io n s fo r everyo n e seek in g  it. I k n o w  IÕm  rep eatin g  m yself b u t
IÕm  in  m o u rn in g  an d  h ave th e p erm it in  h an d : IÕm  o b sessed . Let u s c o n -
tin u e. Years b efo re th at, h e tried  to  refo rm  th e Fren c h  ed u c atio n al sys-
tem  b y d em an d in g  th at p h ilo so p h y b e tau g h t early o n , b eg in n in g  in  th e
sec o n d  o r th ird  g rad e. He in stitu ted  th e Co ll•ge i n tern ati o n al d e ph i lo so -
ph i e, w h ic h  is n o w  th e o n ly p restig io u s in stitu tio n  to  w elc o m e fo reig n -
ers ( letÕs fac e it, th e Fren c h  are in  so m e w ays h o p eless x en o p h o b es) .  As
w ith  th e p ressu re p u t o n  th e Am eric an  u n iversity, h e k n o c k ed  d o w n  th e
d o o rs an d  let all so rts o f im p u rities lik e u s in . By th e tim e h e fin ish ed
h is to u r o f d u ty, D errid a w as resp ec ted  in  Fran c e as Aristo tle m u st h ave
b een  am o n g  th e an c ien ts. A m aster teac h er, h e w as seen  also  to  h ave
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h isto rac u lar p o w ers.  Still,  h e n ever m ad e it to  th e to p  o f th e lin eÑ h e
w as d en ied  a p ro fesso rsh ip  an d  b arred  fro m  th e Co ll•ge d e Fran ce. Even
th o u g h  I th in k  h e w as c o n sid erab ly in ju red  b y su c h  in su lts, it b elo n g s
to  th e c atalo g u e o f w h at I lo ve ab o u t th e g u y: th e w ay h e to o k  in stitu -
tio n al assau lts, stayed  m o d est an d  g en ero u s an d  o p en  an d  c o n tin u ed
teac h in g  to  th e en d . Wh en  h e tau g h t at N.Y.U., h is o ffic e h o u rs
rem ain ed  ac c essib le to  everyo n e w h o  th o u g h t sh e h ad  an  id ea to
b o u n c e. No w , w ritin g  th is, I realiz e th at th e w h o le lex ic o n  o f h is g es-
tu res, p u n ts, an d  attitu d es w ere rad ic ally d em o c ratic . He h eld  d o o rs
o p en  an d  w elc o m ed  n early an yth in g  o r an yo n e ( it w o u ld  b e fo o lish  to
m ak e a rig o ro u s d istin c tio n  b etw een  th e th in g  an d  th e o n e, g iven  h is
w o rk ) ; h e w as im p ec c ab ly p o lite to  in tru d ers, h o sp itab le to  d issid en ts o f
all strip es, an d  sh eltered  th e in tellec tu ally h o m eless. Th e last years w ere
d evo ted  to  reth in k in g  d em o c racy, an d  it c an n o t b e a m ere c o in c id en c e
th at th e last c atastro p h ic  elec tio n s in  th e U.S. b ro k e th e h earts, ag ain , o f
th o se w h o  m o u rn  h im .

N otes

1. Marx  en  jeu  ( Paris: D esc artes & Cie, 1997) , p p . 23-24.
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