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Geschlecht 11:

Heidegger’s 1 2

Hand Jacques Derrida
Translated by John P. Leavey, Jr.

I must begin with some precautions. They all come down to asking
your pardon and indulgence for what in particular touches on the form
and the status of this “lecture,” this reading, on all the presuppositions I
ask you to take account of. In effect, I presuppose the reading of a brief
and modest essay published under the title “Geschlecht: sexual dif-
ference, ontological difference.” This essay, published and translated
more than a year ago,! began some work I have taken up again only this
“year in the course of a seminar I am giving in Paris under the title
“Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism.” For lack of time I can
reconstitute neither the introductory article entitled “Geschlecht” (it
treats of the motif of sexual difference in a course almost contemporary
with Sein und Zeit), nor all the developments that form, in my seminar
on “Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism,” the contextual land-
scape of the reflections I shall present to you today. Nevertheless I shall
strive to make the presentation of these few reflections, still preliminary,
as intelligible and independent of all these invisible contexts as possible.
Another precaution, another call for your pardon and indulgence: for
lack of time, I shall present only a part, or rather several fragments, at
times a bit discontinuous, of the work I am following this year in the
slow rhythm of a seminar engaged in a difficult reading, one that I
would like to be as meticulous and careful as possible, of certain
Heidegger texts, notably Was heisst Denken? and above all the lecture on
Trakl in Unterwegs zur Sprache.
I want to thank John Leavey very warmly for the invaluable and
decisive aid he gave me, once more, in the translation and the presenta-
tion of this unfinished work.

We are going to speak then of Heidegger.
We are also going to speak of monstrosity.
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We are going to speak of the word “Geschlecht.” I am not going to
translate it for the moment. Doubtless I shall translate it at no moment.
But you know that, according to the contexts that come to determine
this word, it can be translated by sex, race, species, genus, gender, stock,
family, generation or genealogy, community. In the seminar on “Philo-
sophical Nationality and Nationalism,” before studying certain texts of
Marx, Quinet, Michelet, Toqueville, Wittgenstein, Adorno, Hannah
Arendt, we had encountered the word Geschlecht in a very sketchy read-
ing of Fichte: ... was an Geistigkeit und Freibeit dieser Geistigheit
Glanbt, und die ewige Fortbildunyg dieser Geistigkeit durch Freiheit will, das,
wo es auch geboven sei und in welcher Sprache es vede, ist unsers
Geschlechts, es gehort uns an und es wird sich zu uns tun” (seventh of the
Discourses to the German Nation [Reden an die Dentsche Nation)).? The
French translation neglects to translate the word Geschlecht, no doubt
because the translation was done during or just after the war, I think, by
S. Jankelevitch, and under conditions that made the word “race” par-
ticularly dangerous and moreover not pertinent for translating Fichte.
But what does Fichte mean when he develops in this way what he calls
then his fundamental principle (Grundsarz), to wit, that of a circle
(Kress) or an alliance (Bund), of an engagement (we had spoken much
of this engagement in the seminar’s preceding sessions) that constitutes
precisely belonging to “our Geschlecht” All those who believe in spir-
ituality and the freedom of that spirit, all those who want the eternal
and progressive formation of this spirituality through freedom (die
ewige Fortbildung: and if Fichte is “nationalistic,” in a sense rather enig-
matic so that we can speak of it here very quickly, he is so as a pro-

gressive, a republican, and a cosmopolitist; one of the themes of the
seminar I am currently working on concerns just the paradoxical but
regular association of nationalism with a cosmopolitanism and with a
humanism), they all are part of our Geschlecht, they all belong to us and
have to do business with us, wherever they are born or whatever tongue
[langue] they speak. So this Geschlecht is not determined by birth,
native soil, or race, has nothing to do with the natural or even the
linguistic, at least in the usual sense of this term, for we were able to
recognize in Fichte a kind of claim of the idiom, of the idiom of the
German idiom. Certain citizens, German by birth, remain strangers to
this idiom of the idiom; certain non-Germans can attain it since, engag-
ing themselves in this circle or this alliance of spiritual freedom and its
infinite progress, they would belong to “our Geschlecht.” The sole ana-
lytic and unimpeachable determination of “Geschlecht” in this context is
the “we,” the belonging to the “we” who are speaking at this moment,
at the moment when Fichte addresses himself to this supposed but still
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to be constituted community, a community that stricto sensu is neither
political, nor racial, nor linguistic, but that can receive his allocution,
his address, or his apostrophe (Rede an . . . ), and can think with him,
can say “we” in some language and from whatever birthplace. Geschlecht
is an ensemble, a gathering together (one could say Versammlung), an

organic community in a nonnatural but spiritual sense, that believes in
the infinite progress of the spirit through freedom. So it is an infinite
“we,” a “we” that announces itself to itself from the infinity of a téhog
of freedom and spirituality, and that promises, engages, or allies itself
according to the circle (Kreis, Bund) of this infinite will. How is
“Geschlecht” to be translated under these conditions? Fichte uses a word
that already has in his language a vast wealth of semantic determina-
tions, and he speaks German. Despite what he says: anyone, in whatever
language he or she speaks, “ist unsers Geschlechts,” he says this in Ger-
man, and this Geschlecht is an essential Deutschbeit. Even if the word
“Geschlecht” has rigorous content only from out of the “we” instituted
by that very address, it also includes connotations indispensable to the
minimal intelligibility of discourse, and these connotations belong irre-
ducibly to German, to a German more essential than all the phenomena

. of empiric Germanness, but to some German. All these connoted senses

are copresent in the use of the word “Geschlecht,” they virtually appear
in that use, but no sense is fully satisfying. How is one to translate? One
can recoil before the risk and omit the word, as the French translator
did. One can also judge the word so open and undetermined by the
concept it designates, to wit, a “we” as spiritual freedom engaged to-
ward the infinity of its progress, that the omission of this word does not
lose much. The “we” finally comes down to the humanity of man, to
the teleological essence of a humanity that is announced par excellence in
Deutschheit. “Menschengeschlecht” is often said for “genre humain,” “hu-
mankind,” “human species,” “human race.” In the Heidegger text we
shall be concerned with in a few minutes, the French translators some-
times speak of genre humain for Geschlecht and sometimes very simply of
species.

For here the question is nothing less, I venture to say, than the
problem of man, of man’s humanity, and of humanism. But situated
where language no longer lets itself be effaced. Already for Fichte, it is
not the same thing to say the “humanity” of man and Menschlichkeit.
When he says “ist unsers Geschlechts,” he is thinking of Menschlichkeit
and not of Humanitéit of Latin ancestry. The fourth Discourse . . . is by
far consonant with those Heidegger texts to come on Latinness. Fichte
distinguishes the dead language “cut off from the living root”® and the
living language animated by an inspiriting breath. When a language,
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from its first phonemes, arises from the common and uninterrupted life
of a people whose intuitions that language continues to espouse, the
invasion of a foreign people changes nothing; the intruders can rise
only up to this primordial language, unless one day they can assimilate
the intuitions of the Stammwolk, of the people-stock for whom these
intuitions are inseparable from the language: . . . und so bilden nicht
sie die Sprache, sondern die Sprache bildet sie,”* they do not form the
language, the language forms them. Conversely, when a people adopts
another language [langue] developed in the designation of suprasensi-
ble things, without however totally handing itself over to the influence
of this foreign language, the sensible language [langage] is not altered
by this event. In all peoples, Fichte notes, children learn that part of the
language turned toward sensible things as if the signs for those things
were arbitrary (willkdirlich). The children must reconstitute the past de-
velopment of the national language. But in this sensible sphere (2 die-
sem sinmlichen Umbkreise), each sign (Zeichen) can become altogether
clear thanks to vision or the immediate contact with the designated or
signified thing (Bezeichneten). Here I stress the sign (Zeichen), for in a
moment we shall come to the sign as monstrosity. In this passage Fichte
uses the word Geschlecht in the narrow sense of generation: “At most,
the result of this would be that the first generation (das erste Geschlecht)
of a people which thus changed its language would be compelled when
adults/men (Ménner) to go back to the years of childhood.”s

Here Fichte is bent on distinguishing Humanitit and Mensch-
lichkeit. For a German these words of Latin origin (Humanitit, Popu-
laritiit, Liberalitit) resound as if they were void of sense, even if they
appear sublime and make etymology something of interest [rendent
curieux d’étymologie]. Besides, it’s the same in the Latin or neo-Latin
peoples who know nothing of the etymology and believe these words
belong to their maternal tongue (Muttersprache). But say Menschlichkeit
to a German, you would be understood without any other historical
explanation (okhne weitere histovische Erkldrung). Besides, it is useless to
state that a man is a man and to speak of the Menschlichkeit of a man
about whom one knows very well that he is not an ape or a savage beast.
A Roman would not have responded in that way, Fichte believes, be-
cause if, for the German, Menschheit or Menschlichkeit always remains a
sensible concept (ein sinnlicher Begriff ), for the Roman humanitas had
become the symbol (Sinnbilde) of a suprasensible (#bersinnlichen) idea.
From their origins, the Germans, they too, have joined together con-
crete intuitions in an intellectual concept of humanity, always opposed
to animality; and one would surely be wrong to see in the intuitive
relation they preserve with Menschheit a sign of inferiority with respect
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to the Romans. Nevertheless, the artificial introduction of words of
foreign origin, singularly Roman, into the German tongue risks debas-
ing the moral level of their own way of thinking (shbre sittliche Den-
kart . . . herunterstimmen). But there is concerning language [langage],
image, and symbol (Sinnbild) an “ineradicable nature” of the “national
imagination (Nationaleinbildungskraft).”s

This schematic recall seemed necessary to me for two reasons. On
the one hand, in order to underline the difficulty of translating this
sensible, critical, and sensitive [névralgique] word Geschlecht; on the
other hand, in order to indicate its irreducible bond to the question of
humanity versus animality, and of a humanity whose name, as the bond
of the name to the “thing,” if one can say that, remains as problematic
as that of the language in which the name is written. What does one say
when one says Menschheit, Humanitas, Humanitit, mankind, etc., or
when one says Geschlecht or Menschengeschlecht? Is one saying the same
thing? I also recall in passing the criticism Marx addressed in The Ger-
man Ideology to the socialist Grun whose nationalism appealed, accord-
ing to Marx’s ironic expression, to a “human nationality” better
represented by the Germans (socialists) than by the other socialists

* (French, American, or Belgian).

In the letter addressed in November 1945 to the Academic Recto-
rate of Albert-Ludwig University, Heidegger explains his own attitude
during the Nazi period. He had thought, he said, that he would be able
to distinguish between the national and nationalism, that is, between
the national and a biologicist and racist ideology: “I thought that
Hitler, after taking responsibility in 1933 for the whole people, would
venture to extricate himself from the Party and its doctrine, and that the
whole would meet on the terrain of a renovation and a gathering to-
gether with a view to a responsibility for the West. This conviction was
an error that I recognized from the events of 30 June 1934. I, of course,
had intervened in 1933 to say yes to the national and the social (and not
to nationalism) and not to the intellectual and metaphysical grounds on
which the biologism of the Party doctrine rested, because the social and
the national, as I saw them, were not essentially tied to a biologicist and
racist ideology.”” The condemnation of biologism and racism, as of the
whole ideological discourse of Rosenberg, inspires numerous Heideg-
ger texts, whether it be the Discourse of the Rectorate or the courses on
Holderlin and Nietzsche, whether it be also the question of technology,
always put in perspective against the utilization of knowledge for tech-
nical and utilitarian ends, against the Nazis’ professionalization and
their making university knowledge profitable. I shall not reopen today

J, (19

the dossier of Heidegger’s “politics.” I have done that in other semi-






