
pr eface

This edition presents the reader with a text that seemed lost 
forever.1 Scholars were long astonished by a remarkable gap in 
the project on Heidegger and Geschlecht that Derrida planned  
in the 1980s: a series of four essays forming a more or less coher-
ent whole, yet the third part of which we were denied until  

1. From the start of this preface, we would recommend that the reader 
consult the final pages of  “Heidegger’s Hand (Geschlecht II),” in  Jacques Der-
rida, Psyche: Inventions of the Other, vol. 2, ed. Peggy Kamuf and Elizabeth 
Rottenberg (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), 51– 62— where 
Derrida provides a “very cursory sketch” of the “five foci” around which he 
confined himself to indicating, “in just a few minutes” at the end of his lec-
ture at Loyola University in Chicago in March 1985, the “principal concern” 
of Geschlecht III— as the true point of entry to the “hundred or so pages” of 
Geschlecht III. We also refer the reader to the remarkable work of  David Far-
rell Krell, who has more recently contributed significantly to drawing phi-
losophers’ attention to the mystery of Geschlecht III; see David Farrell Krell, 
Phantoms of the Other: Four Generations of Derrida’s “Geschlecht” (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 2015); and Krell, “One, Two, Four— Yet Where Is the Third? 
A Note on Derrida’s Geschlecht Series,” Epoché: A Journal for the History 
of Philosophy 10:2 (2006). See also Françoise Dastur, “Heidegger and Der-
rida on Trakl,” in Phenomenology and Literature: Historical Perspectives and 
Systematic Accounts, ed. Pol Vandevelde (Würzburg: Koenighausen & Neu-
mann, 2010), 43– 57; and Peggy Kamuf, “The Other Sexual Difference,” in 
Book of Addresses (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), 79– 101.



now.2 Although Derrida himself never published the third Ge
schlecht text, he named it— as such or indirectly— multiple times 
during the two last decades of his life. As the publication of 
Geschlecht IV in 1994 already makes clear, Derrida never aban-
doned the desire to write Geschlecht III, even if that desire was 
deferred as often as the will to fulfill it was expressed. This de-
sire even “magnetized” all the other Geschlechter before or at 
the moment of their birth, as Derrida tells us from the open-
ing words of Geschlecht I, in a footnote placed after the title:

This essay [ . . . ], like the following one (“Heidegger’s Hand 
[Geschlecht II]”), will have to content itself with sketch-
ing in a preliminary fashion an interpretation to come in 
which I would like to situate Geschlecht in Heidegger’s path 
of thought. In his path of writing as well— and the imprint, 
or inscription marked by the word Geschlecht will not be 
innocent here. I will leave this word in its own language for 
reasons that should impose themselves on us in the course 
of this very reading. And it is certainly a matter of “Ge
schlecht” (the word for sex, race, family, generation, lineage, 
species, genre), and not of Geschlecht as such: one will not 
so easily clear away the mark of the word (“Geschlecht”) 
that blocks our access to the thing itself (the Geschlecht); in 
that word, Heidegger will much later remark the imprint 
of a blow or strike (Schlag). He will do so in a text we will 
not speak of  here but toward which this reading is heading, 
and by which, in truth, I know it is already being magne-

2. It could be claimed that the entirety of the four Geschlechter indeed  
constitute Derrida’s most sustained confrontation (Auseinandersetzung) with 
Heidegger, an interlocutor Derrida privileges in his deconstructive reading  
of the history of  Western philosophy. “Geschlecht I: Sexual Difference, On-
tological Difference” and “Heidegger’s Hand (Geschlecht II)” appeared in 
Psyche: Inventions of the Other, vol. 2, while “Heidegger’s Ear: Philopolem-
ology (Geschlecht IV)” appeared in French as an appendix to Politiques de 
l’amitié (Paris: Galilée, 1994), 343– 419, and in English in Reading Heidegger: 
Commemorations, ed. John Sallis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1993), 163– 218.
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tized: “Die Sprache im Gedicht: Eine Erörterung von Georg 
Trakls Gedicht” (1953), in Unterwegs zur Sprache (Pful-
lingen: Neske, 1959); “Language in the Poem: A Discussion 
on Georg Trakl’s Poetic Work,” in On the Way to Language, 
trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York: Harper & Row, 1971).3

This last text is mentioned several times in Geschlecht II, 
where Derrida explains that he had dedicated to it a “hundred  
or so pages” in the course of a seminar titled The Ghost of the  
Other— the first in a series of four seminars given under the 
general title Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism (1984– 
88). These “hundred or so pages” on Heidegger’s essay on Trakl  
do correspond in part, as Derrida himself says, to a thirty- three- 
 page text that he did not read at a conference orga nized by John  
Sallis at Loyola University in Chicago in March 1985. The 
lecture as Derrida delivered it would go on to become “Hei-
degger’s Hand (Geschlecht II )”; the text he decided to forgo 
delivering “should have been titled ‘Geschlecht III ’ ”: “I will 
not give this part of my lecture, which should have been titled 
‘Geschlecht III ’ and whose (typed) manuscript has been pho-
tocopied and distributed to some of you so that a discussion 
of it might be possible. I will confine myself then to a very 
cursory sketch of it.”4 At first glance, then, it seems legitimate 
to identify this “manuscript” as the whole of Geschlecht III. And 
yet, given the way Derrida describes it as “a first French ver-
sion, incomplete and provisional,” we might suspect that Ge
schlecht III in fact corresponds to the “hundred or so pages” of 
the seminar rather than to an “incomplete,” thirty- three- page  
typescript. The latter indeed constitutes what Derrida refers 
to, on the last page of the typescript, as a “transcription” of 
only a part of the “hundred or so pages” (or “roughly a hundred 
pages”) of Geschlecht III: “The transcription of the seminar 
had to stop here, for lack of time. Five sessions, or roughly a 

3. Derrida, Psyche, 2:7 (translation modified).
4. Derrida, 2:51.
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hundred pages, remain to be transcribed. Please do not circu-
late this sketch of a rough draft: provisional and incomplete!” If 
we compare the Loyola typescript and the text of the seminar 
where Geschlecht III begins— namely, the end of the seventh 
session of the 1984– 85 seminar— we may better understand the  
meaning of the words “transcribe” and “transcription” here: 
what is at stake is a minimal revision or editing of a text initially  
destined for those in attendance at the first seminar Derrida 
gave at the EHESS (École des Hautes Études en Sciences So-
ciales) in Paris. A comparison of these two versions of the be-
ginning of Geschlecht III reveals that the differences are limited 
for the most part to typographical and stylistic corrections, with 
several exceptions that we will indicate when called for. This 
practice of “transcribing” a text initially written for his semi-
nar so as to transform it into a work published outside of that 
immediate context was common for Derrida; the particular 
case of Geschlecht II is exemplary for us here.

Indeed, the published version of Geschlecht II is itself a 
“transcription” of the two sessions (the sixth and nearly all of  
the seventh) that immediately precede Geschlecht III in the 
1984– 85 seminar. This published “transcription” sticks very 
close to the original, such that it would be difficult here, too, 
to locate any significant differences. This is what for us justi-
fies the decision to publish Geschlecht III as such, even though 
Derrida himself never did, for reasons that are unknown. In 
addition to the fact that Derrida himself names Geschlecht III 
at least twice, still thinking of it when Geschlecht IV was pub-
lished almost ten years later (announcing Geschlecht III there 
as a “forthcoming essay”), one can assume that the complete 
transcription of Geschlecht III would also have stuck very 
close to the seminar— which justifies, then, this posthumous 
publication of the Loyola typescript followed by the “hundred 
or so pages” of the 1984– 85 seminar as indeed the text that 
“should have been titled ‘Geschlecht III.’ ”

* * *
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Beyond these philological considerations, it would also be nec-
essary to illuminate a motif belonging to the order of thought. 
We have already mentioned that Geschlecht III— and the read-
ing of Heidegger’s essay on Trakl that is developed there— 
“magnetized” Derrida’s whole project on Heidegger and Ge
schlecht from the beginning. Before spelling out the meaning 
of this magnetization, let us comment more generally on this 
word— or, rather, this “mark”— “Geschlecht,” which provides the  
general title or subtitle for these four texts. “Geschlecht” is an 
untranslatable German word, a highly charged and attractive 
polysemic amalgamation that no doubt magnetized Derrida. 
As he reminds us, the signification of this word radiates out 
toward semantic valences so diverse that “one will not so eas-
ily break through [this mark] to the thing itself,” to the Ge
schlecht beyond the mark “Geschlecht,” as it were. All the more 
so given that, in itself, this word remarks the mark, in what 
ties it to the Schlag (the blow, strike, or imprint) of every Ge
schlecht, as Heidegger recalls in his essay on Trakl. Sex, race, 
family, stock, branch, generation, lineage, species, type, peo-
ple, nation, humanity:5 these meanings make “Geschlecht” rather 
conducive and appealing to Derrida’s thought, which strives 
to speak of that which Heidegger would, to all appearances, 
have had trouble addressing— namely, the political and sexual 
themes that Heidegger no doubt considered too ontic and 
derivative to merit discussion or thought, and which, in any 
event, he tends to pass over in silence. “Geschlecht” would be 
the exception to this rule in Heidegger, and we may understand 
why Derrida— thinker of writing and the mark, of sexual dif-
ference and the democracy to come— found himself “magne-
tized” by this politico- sexual dimension of Geschlecht. Let us 
try now to discern more precisely what this magnetization 

5. The reader of Geschlecht III  will have noticed that the subtitle we have 
given to this volume (Sex, Race, Nation, Humanity) is intended to “translate” 
Geschlecht into the meanings that are most relevant for Derrida’s reading.
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may have entailed. It is itself polarized around the two poles 
of the politico- sexual axis we have just named.

First, the sexual pole: in an interview with Christie Mc-
Donald from 1982— just one year before Geschlecht I— Derrida 
speaks of his desire and his “dream” of a sexual difference (that 
is, a Geschlecht) beyond the binary opposition of man versus 
woman. Even if this latter difference seems to “set off ‘the war 
between the sexes,’ ” sexual difference determined in this way 
erases itself from the start, according to Derrida:

One could, I think, demonstrate this: when sexual differ-
ence is determined by opposition in the dialectical sense (ac-
cording to the Hegelian movement of speculative dialectics, 
the necessity of which remains so powerful even beyond 
Hegel’s text), one appears to set off the “war between the 
sexes”; but one precipitates the end with victory going to 
the masculine sex. The determination of sexual difference 
in opposition is destined, in truth, for truth, to erase sexual 
difference. Dialectical opposition neutralizes or sublates 
difference.6

In the immediate context of this interview, Derrida suspects  
Heidegger and Levinas of this type of phallogocentric neu-
tralization that “according to a surreptitious operation [ . . . ]  
insures phallocentric mastery under the cover of neutraliza-
tion.”7 “Against” such a sexual opposition— what would it mean  
to be “against” opposition?— Derrida dreams of a sexual differ-
ence “beyond binary difference”:

This indeed revives the following question: what if we were 
reaching here, what if we were approaching here (for this  
is not reached like a determined location) the zone of a  

6. Jacques Derrida and Christie V. McDonald, “Choreographies,” trans. 
Christie V. McDonald, Diacritics 12:2 (Summer 1982): 72 (translation modified).

7. Derrida and McDonald, “Choreographies,” 72.
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relation to the other where the code of sexual marks would 
no longer be discriminating? A relation that would then not  
be a- sexual, far from it, but sexual otherwise: beyond the 
binary difference that governs the decorum of all codes, 
beyond the opposition feminine/masculine, beyond bisex-
uality as well, beyond homosexuality and heterosexuality 
which come to the same thing? As I dream of saving the 
chance that this question offers, I would like to believe in 
the multiplicity of sexually marked voices, in this indeter-
minable number of blended voices, in this mobile of non- 
identified sexual marks whose choreography can carry the 
body of each “individual,” traverse it, divide it, multiply it, 
whether he be classified as “man” or as “woman” according 
to the usual criteria.8

According to the terms of this interview, Heidegger would be 
situated, to all appearances at least, on the side of the philoso-
pher who can only repress the Derridean dream in the name 
of a supposed sexual neutrality that has in truth always de-
clared “victory [for] the masculine sex.”

Yet it is unquestionably something else that “magnetizes” 
the beginning of Derrida’s project on Heidegger and Geschlecht 
in 1983. In Geschlecht I, Heidegger seems to play a much more 
equivocal role than that of simply one phallogocentric phi-
losopher among others (indeed, the word “phallogocentric”9 
nowhere appears in this text)— all the more so given that it 
is precisely Heidegger’s thought that now seems to lead to-
ward “the other sexual difference” Derrida dreamed of in the 

8. Derrida and McDonald, 76.
9. Derrida first proposed this term, to the best of my knowledge, in 

“Tympan,” first published in French by Éditions de Minuit in 1972; then in 
English in Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), ix– xxix. See also Jacques Derrida, 
Glas, trans. John P. Leavey Jr. and Richard Rand (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1990); and Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles/Éperons: Les 
styles de Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).
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interview with Christie McDonald just one year earlier. At the 
end of Geschlecht I, Derrida writes the following about a pas-
sage from a lecture course Heidegger gave at Marburg in 1928:

This order of implications opens onto the thought of a sex-
ual difference that would not yet be sexual duality, differ-
ence as dual. As we have already observed, what the lec-
tures neutralized was less sexuality itself than the “generic” 
mark of sexual difference, the belonging to one of the two 
sexes. Hence, in leading back to dispersion and multiplica-
tion (Zerstreuung, Mannig faltigung), might one not begin to 
think a sexual difference (without negativity, let us be clear) 
that would not be sealed by the two? Not yet or no longer 
sealed? [ . . . ] The retreat of the dyad is on the way toward 
the other sexual difference.10

Without embarking on a detailed discussion of Derrida’s res-
ervations about this “order of implications” in Heidegger— it is 
a question of the Heideggerian gesture that still takes the risk 
of deriving sexuality, even “with the force of a new rigor,” by 
subtracting it from the existential structures of Dasein (which 
does not mean that this gesture might not also allow for the 
“retreat of the dyad” and the path toward the other sexual 
difference)— let us underscore that the “magnetization” that 
motivated Derrida to write four texts on Heidegger and Ge
schlecht emerged out of the “dream” that Derrida seems, up 
to a certain point, to share with Heidegger.11 A dream always 
haunted by what Derrida refers to as the “implacable destiny” 
or the “merciless closure” of sexual binarism from which the 
dream protects us, perhaps:

Of course, it is not impossible that the desire for a sexuality 
without number can still protect us, like a dream, from an 

10. Derrida, Psyche, 2:26 (translation modified).
11. Derrida, 2:22.
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implacable destiny which seals everything for life with the 
figure 2. And this merciless closure would come arrest desire 
at the wall of opposition, we would struggle in vain, there 
would never be but two sexes, neither one more nor one 
less— the tragedy would have this flavor, a contingent one all 
told, that we would have to affirm and learn to love instead 
of dreaming of the innumerable. Yes, perhaps; why not? But 
where would the “dream” of the innumerable come from, if 
it is a dream? Doesn’t the dream itself prove what it dreams 
of— which must indeed be there in order to make us dream?12

* * *
Geschlecht III is no doubt the Geschlecht that most makes us 
dream of this other sexual difference beyond or on this side 
of the binary one. The reading promised in the footnote to 
Geschlecht I concerns Heidegger’s 1953 essay on Trakl that 
Derrida describes in Geschlecht III as “a grand discourse on 
sexual difference” in which “an entirely other experience of 
sexual difference” is promised.13 It would be necessary, of 
course, to specify what division is at stake, rather than letting 
one thinker simply fall into the shadow of the other. We must 
limit ourselves here to several preliminary gestures toward a 
more detailed reading.

In Geschlecht I, written roughly two years before Geschlecht III,  
Derrida alludes to his “interpretation to come” in Geschlecht III  
with the word “later.” It is a question here of reading, in the 
strongest sense of that word, the a- sexual neutrality of Da
sein— as Heidegger says, “Dasein is neither of the two sexes 
(Geschlechtern)”— as sexual nevertheless:

This clarification suggests that the sexless neutrality does 
not desexualize; on the contrary, its ontological negativ-
ity is not deployed with respect to sexuality itself (which it 

12. Derrida and McDonald, “Choreographies,” 76.
13. See below, p. 128.
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would instead liberate), but with respect to the marks of 
difference, or more precisely to sexual duality. There would 
be no Geschlechtslosigkeit except with respect to the “two”; 
asexuality would be determined as such only to the degree 
that sexuality is immediately understood as binarity or 
sexual division. [ . . . ] If Dasein as such belongs to neither 
of the two sexes, that does not mean that as a being it is 
deprived of sex. On the contrary, here one must think of a 
pre- differential, or rather a pre- dual, sexuality— which does 
not necessarily mean unitary, homogeneous, and undiffer-
entiated, as we shall be able to confirm later.14

In his reading of the 1928 Marburg lecture course, Derrida 
allows himself to read a more radical sexuality opened by 
this Heideggerian neutrality (with all the serious problems 
it entails), in particular because Heidegger specifies that this  
a- sexual neutrality is not the “indifference of an empty void (die  
Indifferenz des leeren Nichtigen) [  .  .  . ] but the original posi-
tivity (ursprüngcliche Positivität) and potency of the essence 
(Mächtigkeit des Wesens).”15 If Heidegger himself never goes 
so far as to call this potent essence “sexual,” this is no doubt 
for fear, as Derrida suggests, of “reintroduc[ing] the binary 
logic that anthropology and metaphysics always assign to the 
concept of sexuality.”16 This is what allows Derrida— in a way 
that is perhaps a bit “too violent,” as he himself suspects— to 
make the link between the binary sexuality that Heidegger 
neutralizes and an impotent, neutral, and asexual negativity 
that would thus be “on the same side”:

By returning to the originarity of Dasein, of this Dasein said 
to be sexually neutral, “original positivity” and “potency” 

14. Derrida, Psyche, 2:14 (translation modified).
15. Martin Heidegger, Metaphysical Foundations of Logic (GA 26), trans. 

Michael Heim (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 136.
16. Derrida, Psyche, 2:14.
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can be recovered. In other words, despite appearances, the 
asexuality and neutrality that must first of all be subtracted 
from the binary sexual mark in the analytic of Dasein are in 
fact on the same side, on the side of that sexual difference— 
the binary one— to which one might have thought them 
simply opposed.17

In other words, a sexuality Derrida might have called “worthy 
of this name” would be rather on the side of the Heideggerian 
neutrality that, by neutralizing binary (a)sexual difference 
(that is, not a true difference but a dialectical identity of same 
and other), would ultimately be far less neutral and sterile 
than this binary difference, and would be on the way toward 
the other sexual difference that alone would merit the name.18

Now, Geschlecht III is precisely the text where Derrida pur-
sues this sexuality opened by Heidegger’s thought that would 
be more radical than the binary one. This time, the opening 
takes place in Heidegger’s 1953 essay on Trakl, the very text 
that “magnetized” the entire Geschlecht series from the begin-
ning. Even if this magnetization (aimantation) had always re-
mained ambiguous— there are any number of signs of this in 
Geschlecht I and II— Derrida’s rupture with Heidegger comes 
perhaps the most clearly exactly where we might have antici-
pated an absolute proximity (though does this ever exist be-
tween two lovers [aimants]?). Let us attempt to locate where 
the “later” evoked above is situated in order to see how Hei-
deggerian sexual difference— “pre- dual, which does not neces-
sarily mean unitary, homogeneous, and undifferentiated”— is  
not, despite appearances, altogether compatible with Derri-
dean sexual difference.

17. Derrida, 2:15 (translation modified).
18. The discreet but absolutely crucial role of the idiom “worthy of the 

name” in Derrida has recently been thematized by Geoffrey Bennington in  
his Scatter I: The Politics of  Politics in Foucault, Heidegger, and Derrida (New  
York: Fordham University Press, 2016), 238ff.
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This moment can be situated very precisely. At the end of 
the Loyola typescript— whose thirty- three pages constitute, 
then, only the first part of Geschlecht III— Derrida seems to 
recall the “magnetization” he spoke of in Geschlecht I: “With 
some regret, I hasten toward the conclusion of this first part. 
What is said there of Geschlecht will have magnetized our en-
tire reading.”19 Derrida is clearly referring to the first part of 
Heidegger’s essay on Trakl, where a single sentence seems to 
gather the enigma of the text, as Derrida writes: “Here now 
is the formula that seems to me to carry the force and enigma 
of the text, the premises of which I attempted to indicate in 
the Marbug lecture course (1928): ‘Not the twofold as such, 
but rather discord is the curse (Nicht das Zwiefache als solches, 
sondern die Zwietracht ist der Fluch).’ ”20 Heidegger is commit-
ted to a good sexual difference that he opposes to the curse of 
the binary sexual war that has supposedly struck Geschlecht 
a second time. If the strike, blow, or imprint (Schlag) is what 
makes a Geschlecht a Geschlecht for Heidegger— who displaces  
the meaning of Geschlecht toward its etymological family ( ges 
leht and gislahti are the collective forms of the Old German 
slaht for Schlag)— another strike seems to affect Geschlecht like 
an evil come upon it from the outside, and which ought to be  
avoided. This evil is nothing less than the sexual difference that 
makes sexual difference a discord that Heidegger would like to 
neutralize in a gentle and tender difference, a two- fold (Zwie 
falt) whose duality remains that of a one- fold (ein fältig), a “fold  
without fold,” as Derrida translates einfältigen Zwiefalt.

Despite appearances, this Heideggerian sexual difference 
remains incompatible with Derrida’s thought, which is suspi-

19. See below, p. 44 (my emphasis).
20. See below, p. 47. Derrida quotes Heidegger; Martin Heidegger, “Die 

Sprache im Gedicht: Eine Erörterung von Georg Trakls Gedicht,”  in Un
terwegs zur Sprache (GA 12), ed. Friedrich- Wilhelm von Hermann (1959; 
Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1985), 46; Heidegger, “Language 
in the Poem: A Discussion of Georg Trakl’s Poetic Work,” in On the Way to 
Language, trans. Peter Hertz (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 159– 98.
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cious of differential simplicity, or simplicity as such— a sim-
plicity that, in Heidegger, will have always gathered difference 
into a unity whose value of gathering (Versammlung) remains 
problematic for Derrida and, what’s more, unequal to the many 
“powerful deconstructive movements in Heidegger.”21 Go-
ing even further, Derrida suspects Heidegger of establishing a 
Platonic- Christian polarity between a good and bad strike that 
could only be, according to Derrida, two forms of the same, 
or of death: either the absolute presence of a place struck by a 
difference “without difference,” the einfältigen Zwiefalt, or else 
the total absence of a non- place marked by disseminal errancy, 
that is, Zwietracht, unbridled dissension. For Derrida, it would 
be a question, rather, of going beyond, or stopping short of, 
this alternative and thinking the incessant compromise and 
negotiation between these two sides of death, which one must 
nevertheless try to survive— or, rather, “dream” of doing so:

It must be, then, that relations be otherwise between place and 
non- place, gathering and divisibility (différance), that a sort of 
negotiation and compromise be continuously underway that 
requires us to rework the implicit logic that seems to guide 
Heidegger. To say that there is divisibility does not come down 
to saying that there is only divisibility or division either (this, 
too, would be death). Death lies in wait on both sides, on the 
side of the phantasm of the integrity of the proper place and 
the innocence of a sexual difference without war, and, on the 
opposite side, that of a radical impropriety or expropriation, or 
even a war of Geschlecht as sexual discord.22

* * *
21. See below, p. 82.
22. See below, p. 81–82. An argument of this kind can be found across 

Derrida’s work; see in particular Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. 
Gayatari Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016). It is 
always a matter of thinking différance between the infinite and the finite, 
whose “problematic” and “conceptuality” must be “deconstructed,” as Der-
rida writes.
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In conclusion, another word on the 1984– 85 seminar from 
which Geschlecht III is drawn. This was the first seminar Der-
rida gave at the EHESS, where he had recently been named 
directeur d’études. This seminar will be the first in a series of 
four seminars given under the general title Philosophical Na
tionality and Nationalism (1984– 88). Even if Geschlecht III fits 
more closely within Derrida’s tetralogy on Heidegger and Ge
schlecht, it is perhaps not unhelpful to reconstitute the the-
matic context of the seminar that forms the (never- saturated, 
let it be said) horizon of Geschlecht III. This is all the more 
worthwhile given that Geschlecht II is also drawn from the 
same seminar— the limit between the two texts indicated in 
the seminar by way of a marginal note in Derrida’s hand to 
“stop here,” that is, no doubt, stop the transcription of the 
seminar version of Geschlecht II into the version he gave as a 
lecture at Loyola, and which would later be published in Psy
che without major revisions.

At the very beginning of Geschlecht II, Derrida alludes to 
the “invisible contexts” of this text and, by extension, of Ge
schlecht III:

For lack of time, I can reconstitute neither the introductory 
article titled “Geschlecht I” (it discusses the motif of sexual 
difference in a lecture course more or less contemporary with 
Sein und Zeit), nor all the developments that form, in my 
seminar on “Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism,” 
the contextual landscape of the reflections I will present to 
you today. Nevertheless, I will try to make the presentation of 
these few reflections, which are still preliminary, as intelligible 
and independent of all these invisible contexts as possible.23

Before delving into his long meditation on Heidegger and Ge
schlecht, Derrida attempts to situate his reading of Heidegger 

23. Derrida, Psyche, 2:27– 28.
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within the thematic of his seminar, which deals with the es-
sentially philosophical status of every nationalism and, con-
versely, the philosophical tendency that consists in support-
ing nationalism even (or especially) when a philosopher gives 
every appearance of being cosmopolitan— a tendency that 
can be quite extreme, going so far as to denounce one form 
of vulgar, biological- racial nationalism while surreptitiously 
affirming another form of nationalism. The national idiom, 
beyond the usual sense of the “linguistic” term— in particu-
lar the German idiom, or the unsere Sprache of Fichte or Hei-
degger (but also Adorno and Arendt)— will be, according to  
Derrida, the “ultimate recourse” of this more “profound” phil-
osophical nationalism, which comes down not to affirming 
a simple linguistic nativity but rather to claiming a secret 
idiom, an “idiom of the idiom,” which alone would provide 
“the sole true foundation of German nationality as German 
philosophy,”24 a philosophical nationality that claims to be the  
(only) philosophy through which the universal of humanity 
is said and thought in German. Consequently, the name of 
this humanity— or, as Marx comments ironically, this “hu-
man nationality”— this Geschlecht, then, for Derrida “remains 
as problematic as that of the language in which the name is 
inscribed.”25

In the seminar, Derrida begins to advance this hypoth-
esis through a reading of Fichte, in particular his fundamen-
tal  prin ciple (Grundsatz) that would allow the German na-
tion (or, strictly speaking, the German Geschlecht) to become  
what it must be destinally, according to the seventh of  Fichte’s  

24. Jacques Derrida, Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism I: The 
Ghost of the Other, First Session, 1 (unpublished typescript). The first ses-
sion of the 1984– 85 seminar has been published in English, in a translation 
by Geoffrey Bennington, as “Onto- Theology National Humanism (Prole-
gomena to a Hypothesis),” Oxford Literary Review 14:1 (1992): 3– 23. We 
quote this translation when appropriate; here, p. 15.

25. Derrida, Psyche, 2:31.
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Addresses to the German Nation, in which Fichte addresses 
himself to (Rede an) the Germans:

In the nation that to this day calls itself the people as such, 
or Germans, originality has in the modern age, at least until 
now burst forth in to the light of day, and the creative power 
of the new has shown itself; now, through a philosophy that 
has become clear to itself, a mirror is held up to this nation, 
a mirror in which it shall recognize with a clear concept 
that which, without distinct consciousness thereof, it has 
hitherto become through nature, and that to which it is 
called by nature (wozu sie von derselben bestimmt ist). And 
to this nation a proposal is made, according to this clear 
concept and with deliberate and free art: to make itself 
wholly and completely into what it ought to be, to renew 
the covenant and to close the circle. The principle accord-
ing to which it must close the circle we have laid before the 
nation. Whatever believes in spirituality and in the freedom 
of this spirituality, whatever desires the eternal progress of 
this spirituality through freedom— wherever it may be born 
and whichever language it may speak— is of our Geschlecht, 
it belongs to us and will join with us.26

The difficulty of this passage revolves around a problem of trans-
lation: how to translate “Geschlecht”? Or, a far more serious prob-
lem, must we or can we translate it according to Fichte? Is it in 
fact an irreducibly German word that says something essential 
about a humanity we should therefore refer to as Menschenge
schlecht, for fear of not being able to access that very thing this 
word can name only in German?

26. Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation, ed. and 
trans. Gregory Moore (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 97. 
We have modified the published translation here in accordance with Der-
rida’s own choices when translating Fichte into French. For reasons that are 
perhaps already clear, we will not attempt to translate “Geschlecht.”
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At first glance, Fichte’s gesture may seem innocent of any 
nationalism of a biological, racial, linguistic, ethnic, or even 
politico- state type. As Derrida suggests,

This Geschlecht is, then, not determined by birth, native 
soil, or race; it has nothing natural or even linguistic about 
it, at least not in the usual sense of this term [ . . . ]. The sole 
analytic and unimpeachable determination of Geschlecht in 
this context is the “we,” the belonging to the “we” to whom 
we are speaking at this moment, at the moment that Fichte 
addresses himself to this supposed but still to be constituted 
community, a community that, strictly speaking, 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 any language and from 
any birthplace whatever.27

Given the highly undetermined status of this “we” and of “our 
Geschlecht”— an “infinite ‘we,’ a ‘we’ that announces itself 
to itself from the infinity of a telos of freedom and spiritual-
ity [  .  .  .  ], a ‘we’ of spiritual freedom engaged in its infinite 
prog ress”28— one could, perhaps, forgive the French trans-
lator, Samuel Jankélévitch, who was in fact a Russian Jew-
ish emigrant translating Fichte in French “during or shortly 
after the war,” for his decision to retreat when faced with 
the risk— a political risk for him, as well— of translating the 
word “Geschlecht” (especially as “race”) and for quite simply 
omitting the word. In doing so, however, French readers no 
longer notice what Derrida calls an “essential Deutschheit ”29 
in Fichte’s text, no doubt picking up on the title of Fichte’s 

27. Derrida, Psyche, 2:29 (translation modified).
28. Derrida, 2:29.
29. Derrida, 2:29.
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seventh discourse, “A yet deeper understanding of the origi-
nality and Germanity (Deutschheit) of a people”:

How is “Geschlecht” to be translated under these conditions? 
Fichte uses a word that already has a vast wealth of semantic 
determinations in his language, and he speaks German. Say 
as he might: anyone, in whatever language he speaks, “ist 
unsers Geschlechts,” he says it in German, and this Geschlecht 
is an essential Deutschheit. Even if the word Geschlecht ac-
quires a rigorous content only from out of the “we” insti-
tuted by that very address, it also includes connotations 
indispensable to the minimal intelligibility of the discourse, 
and these connotations belong irreducibly to German, to a 
German more essential than all the phenomena of empirical 
Germanity but to something German nevertheless (mais à 
de l’allemand). [ . . . ] How are we to translate?30

In other words, how are we to translate into a Romance lan-
guage something that can be said only in German, a secret Ger-
man, as it were, that some native Germans have never heard of, 
to be sure, but a German nevertheless, the Germanity of which 
will transgress geo- politico- physical borders, yet without ever  
being confused with non- German. This is where Fichte’s ap-
parently inclusive and hospitable gesture joins up with an im-
perialist, “annexationist and expansionist” tendency, as Der-
rida reminds us:

The essence of German is not to be confused with empirical 
factuality, with empirical belonging to the factual German 
nation, any more than empirical non- belonging to that Ger-
man nation excludes non- Germans from participation in 
some originary Germanity. [ . . . ] Whence this paradoxical 
consequence, which one can consider either as an expan-
sion of generosity, or as the imperialist expansionism of  

30. Derrida, 2:29.
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a people sure of itself, and dominant: whoever shares in  
this originary philosophy— of originarity, of life, of creative  
freedom— is German, even if they apparently belong to 
another people.31

Conversely, whoever refuses to believe and to want— follow-
ing Fichte’s Grundsatz— spiritual freedom to be infinitely per-
fected does not merely have a difference of opinion, that person 
is radically excluded from a Germanity that will be conflated 
with the creative force of the new and the originary life of Ger-
man philosophy, which, in turn, is not merely one philosophy 
among others, but the best and most living philosophy, which 
must be protected and purified from harmful internal forces. 
Here is how Fichte follows the articulation of his fundamental 
principle:

Those who believe in stagnation, retrogression and cir-
cularity, and even set a dead nature at the helm of world 
government— wherever they were born and whichever 
language they speak— are non- Germans (undeutsch) and 
strangers to us, and it is to be wished that the sooner they 
completely cut themselves off from us the better. [ . . . ] What 
this philosophy that rightly calls itself German philosophy 
actually wants, and wherein it is opposed with earnestness 
and unrelenting rigor to every foreign philosophy with a 
belief in death, is finally given voice, and he that hath ears 
to hear, let him hear. And it is given voice not so that those 
who are dead shall understand it, which is impossible, but so 
that it shall become more difficult for them to distort its words 
(die Worte verdrehen).32

This would be the “ultimate recourse” of Fichtean national-
ism: what is German must be guarded and immunized against 

31. Derrida, “Onto- Theology,” 12– 13 (translation modified).
32. Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation, 97.
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any and all contamination, especially if it comes from the in-
side by way of false Germans who do not speak true German, 
and who must therefore be gotten rid of as quickly as possi-
ble for fear that these dead or ghostly foreigners corrupt the 
language.33

We find the same argument in the fourth of Fichte’s Ad
dresses, where the introduction of the foreign language into 
German, especially words of a “Roman origin,” risks “clearly 
downgrad[ing] their moral way of thinking” (ihre sittliche Den
kart offenbar herunterstimmen).34 The first word Fichte cites 
in this context is the word “Humanität,” which for a German 
remains a “completely empty noise” (ein völlig leerer Schall) 
on account of its Romano- Latin origin.35 But, says Fichte, “if 
instead of the word ‘Humanität,’ we had said ‘Menschlichkeit’ 
[but also Menschheit or Menschengeschlecht] to a German, he  
would have understood us without any further historical ex-
planation.”36 For Fichte, this is because the German word 
“Men schlichkeit” remains a sensuous concept (ein sinnlicher 
Begriff ) immediately linked to a concrete intuition— animated 
in fact by the spiritual breath of the German language, “which 
is born out of the common and uninterrupted life of people  
whose intuitions that language continues to espouse”— whereas  
humanitas was already, in a dead language, “cut off from its 

33. This “return of the phantom” in Fichte’s German no doubt inspired 
the title of the 1984– 85 seminar, The Ghost of the Other; see the handwritten 
note in the margin: “Nationalism and haunting, return of the ghost. Between  
life and death, nationalism has its proper place in the experience of haunt-
ing. No nationalism without some ghost” (Derrida, “Onto- Theology,” 15). On  
this point, see also what Derrida will say in Geschlecht III (below, pp. 54–55)  
about the “value of Geist, phantom, ghost” that Heidegger does not put to 
work but nevertheless seems in Derrida’s view to “impose itself and be mo-
tivated by the whole context”; see also Jacques Derrida, Of Spirit: Heidegger 
and the Question, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991).

34. Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation, 52– 53.
35. Fichte, 55.
36. Fichte, 55.
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living roots,” an abstract, lifeless, and ghostly symbol (Sinn
bild ) of a supersensuous Roman and foreign idea that can 
cunningly invade German in such an artificial way that it de-
natures its essential Deutschheit and its Geschlecht: once again, 
the “return of the phantom” and the nefarious ghostly evil 
that works on the idiom and every nationalism.

Starting from this reading of  Fichte, Derrida identifies what 
he calls the “paradoxical but regular association of national-
ism with cosmopolitanism and with humanism.”37 Far from 
being an empirical particularity, nationalism would consist in 
electing one nation that claims to represent or incarnate, bet-
ter than any other and most especially through its idiom, the 
essence of humanity in an exemplary way, to the point of ex-
panding and essentializing this nationality to humanity itself, 
such that access to humanity remains the exclusive privilege 
of this nationality— and its idiom— which therefore claims to 
be essentially cosmopolitico- universal and “philosophical by 
that very fact”:

This concerns the structure of national consciousness,  
feeling and demand which means that a nation posits it-
self not only a bearer of a philosophy but of an exemplary 
philosophy, i.e., one that is both particular and potentially 
universal— and which is philosophical by that very fact. [ . . . ]  
Fichte’s famous Addresses to the German Nation [ . . . ]  
wants to be both nationalistic, patriotic and cosmopolitan, 
universalistic. It essentializes Germanity to the point of 
making it an entity bearing the universal and the philosoph-
ical as such.38

This means that, despite its innocent appearance, Fichtean na-
tionalism remains at the very least equivocal with respect to a 
“reappropriation into a Nazi heritage”; as Derrida reminds us, 

37. Derrida, Psyche, 2:24.
38. Derrida, “Onto- Theology,” 10– 11.
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“It is in the name of a philosophy of life (even if it is spiritual 
life) that it sets itself apart from naturalizing biologism.”39 This 
equivocality, which Derrida characterizes as “extreme and 
threatening, worrying, murky,” would be “preparatory [ . . . ] 
of the most sinister and unavoidable modernity,” that of Na-
zism, to be sure, but also that of “today and tomorrow.”40

Nevertheless, it is necessary to make clear that for Der-
rida the “sequence of German national- philosophism” would 
not merely be one example of nationalism among others. 
Although he looks at other forms of nationalism during the 
first half of the seminar before getting to Heidegger— other 
nationalities of nationalism, as it were (like those of Hume, 
Quinet, Michelet, Tocqueville, and Adonis)— Derrida pur-
sues first and foremost a reading of several German thinkers 
(Kant, Hegel, Marx, Grün, Adorno, Wittgenstein, Arendt), 
following the motif of a nationalism smuggled into their works  
(with the exception of Marx), a very implicit and occasionally 
unavowed nationalism (especially in the case of Adorno and 
Arendt), precisely when they make every effort to critique 
the most vulgar type of nationalism, yet without dispelling 
the sinisterly ironic and nationalist equivocality their critique 
relies on without their realizing it. The German idiom will al-
ways be, even in its silence, the force that gathers even the 
most opposite ends of the philosophico- political spectrum 
together around a language believed to have an “elective affin-
ity” (Adorno’s Wahlverwandtschaft) and an exclusive privilege 
vis- à- vis philosophy, humanity, and the universal.41 And the 
word through which this philosophical nation claims uniquely 
to say humanity and the universal— “Geschlecht,” precisely—  

39. Derrida, 16.
40. Derrida, 16.
41. Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Question: ‘What Is German?,’ ” trans. 

Thomas Y. Levin, New German Critique 36 (Autumn 1985): 121– 31; quoted 
by Derrida in Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism I, Third Session, 7 
(unpublished typescript).
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becomes exemplary for Derrida with respect to the national- 
humanist problematic.

In this context, Heidegger— and Heidegger’s German, his Ger-
man that is Old and High, secret, idiomatico- poetic, which is to 
say more or less untranslatable and even silent, including his id-
iomatic appropriation of Trakl’s “Ein [One] Geschlecht,” which 
resonates perhaps with the Geschlecht or the “we” of Fichte— 
will play a central role according to Derrida when it comes to 
thinking nationalism today, “this enigmatic event [  .  .  .  ] that 
passes by way of this thing that is so difficult to think that we 
call ‘Germany’ and ‘German philosophy.’ ”42 On this point, we 
refer the reader of Geschlecht III to a Heidegger letter dated 
December 15, 1945— which Derrida quotes several times in the 
1984– 85 seminar and in Geschlecht II— addressed to Constatin 
von Dietze, the president of the Purification Committee meant 
to denazify Freiburg University:

I believed that Hitler, after having assumed the responsibility 
of the entire people (Volk), would outgrow the party and its 
doctrine, and that everything would come together on the 
basis of a renewal and a gathering unto a Western responsi-
bility. This belief was an error I recognized after the events  
of June 30, 1934. In 1933/34, it brought me to an intermediate 
position, in that I affirmed the national and the social (but not 
the nationalistic) and rejected the intellectual and metaphysi-
cal foundation laid by the biologism of the party doctrine, 
because the social and the national, as I saw it, were not es-
sentially tied to the biologico- racial worldview doctrine.43

According to Derrida, one finds in this letter “the same terms” 
as in Fichte’s nationalism, which also wants to distinguish 

42. Derrida, Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism I, Second Ses-
sion, 3 (unpublished typescript).

43. Martin Heidegger, Reden und anderen Zeugnisse eines Lebensweges 
(GA 16), ed. Hermann Heidegger (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Kloster-
mann, 2000), 489; quoted in Derrida, Psyche, 2:32.
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itself— without totally managing to do so, according to Der-
rida— from any biological or racial nationalism. In a way, all  
the weight of Derrida’s argument in Geschlecht III bears on the  
denunciation of a profound, subtle, and troubling nationalism- 
humanism in Heidegger’s thought— a thought that remains 
at the very least ambiguous with respect to the Nazism and 
humanism from which it seeks to distance itself. This would 
be the more strictly political side— or pole— of Geschlecht III, 
what Derrida calls “another, perhaps less visible, dimension 
of the same [political] drama” in Heidegger that had already 
become in France in 1985, before the irruption of the Victor 
Farías phenomenon, a “bit too academic” in his eyes.44 It goes 
without saying that today, after the publication of the Black 
Notebooks (Schwarze Hefte) and their burning political con-
tent, Derrida’s patience and prudence concerning rather po-
lemical themes in Heidegger— the “One Geschlecht” of “our 
language” that must, as the mission of its destiny and “in view 
of a responsibility of the West,” save the earth from the corrupt 
and decomposing Geschlecht (das verwesende Geschlecht)— as 
well as the rigor of deconstructive reading can only apprecia-
bly enrich the debate, to the point of upending its premises. 
The same could be said for contemporary reflection on the 
quite frightening resurgence of nationalism today.

Rodrigo Therezo
Freiburg- im- Breisgau, July 2017

44. Derrida, Psyche, 2:32.
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