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Introduction

This is a study of Jacques Derrida’s lecture course, Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism: Fantom of the Other (Nationalité et nationalisme philosophiques: Fantôme de l’autre), that was given under the auspice of the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS) during 1984–85.1 The manuscript for the course is archived at the Institut Mémoires de l’édition contemporaine (IMEC) and the Critical Theory Archive in the Langston Library, University of California at Irvine. Currently there appears to be no immediate undertaking to edit and publish the entire course in the series Bibliothèque Derrida that is published by Éditions du Seuil, though significant parts of the course are currently in print. Given the erratic history of publishing Derrida’s lecture courses, it is impossible to predict when an integral publication of Fantom of the Other will appear. A considerable delay would be unfortunate, given this course’s significance.2

In the preface to the book The Politics of Friendship (1994), Derrida talked about the possibility of redacting a multivolume work comprising lecture courses grouped under two general titles, Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism and Questions of Responsibility. Courses belonging to the Nationality rubric included Fantom of the Other (1984–85); Mythos, Logos, Topos (1985–86); The Theological-Political (1986–87); Kant, the Jew, the German (1987–88); The Politics of Friendship (1988–89); and Eating the Other (Rhetorics of Cannibalism) (1989–90). Courses belonging to Questions of Responsibility included Answering for the Secret (1991–92); Testimony (1993–95); Hostility and Hospitality (1995–97); Perjury and Pardon (1997–99); Death Penalty (1999–2001); and The Beast and the Sovereign (2002–03).3

Mentioned first, Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism: Fantom of the Other not only begins the cycle of courses that follow but can be considered foundational to them. Notable is that this is the first course Derrida gave upon accepting a position at the EHESS where he assumed the post of full professor.4 Retroactively, one notices that a new phase in Derrida’s career had been made possible at the EHESS wherein Fantom and following courses were more closely linked as an overarching project than courses of the past given at the École Normale Supérieure (ENS). The decision to give a series of courses on philosophical nationalism that would consider the social relation from the perspective of the national and the international (or what Derrida calls the cosmopolitan) set the stage for a number of inquiries, among them, an inquiry into race that would be retroactively amplified in the course of the following year in which racism in Plato would be examined. Also noticeable would be Derrida’s increased interest in the topic of “the Jew, the German,” which has an important thematic inception in Fantom of the Other. That Derrida had initiated what would be a twenty-year inquiry into topics such as philosophical nationalism and nationhood is hardly surprising, given his position at an institution of higher learning devoted to social science.

Meanwhile in America, where Derrida had been guest lecturing for years as a figure associated with Paul de Man and others of the Yale School, he had become typecast as a literary-philosophical critic concerned with the aporias of formal, textual analyses divorced from politics—activist politics in particular. By the mid-1980s Derrida had already been so much debated in the United States that most people on the left had come to agree with Fredric Jameson’s famous dismissal of Derrida as a brilliant thinker locked in a “prisonhouse of language,” whereas most people of a more conservative cast of mind, Walter Jackson Bate of Harvard University among them, had concluded publicly that Derrida was too hermeneutically extreme.5 Given that Derrida was so much in the spotlight relative to debates about methodology, the political incorrectness of close reading, and whether Yale suppressed social critique, no one was paying attention to the fact that back in France Derrida had launched a bold new lecture course that was investigating social and political issues concerning nation, nationality, and nationalism. Nor had hardly anyone paid attention to Derrida’s political activism in Paris as a founder of a new type of university, the Collège Internationale de Philosophie that was started in the early 1980s and of which Derrida was the head for a brief period. Indeed, awareness that Derrida might be a social thinker engaged in the sort of political analysis relevant to Americans schooled in social-political thinking was not imaginable for most until well into the early 1990s when readers of Derrida’s Specters of Marx and The Politics of Friendship saw a social-political thinker at work with considerable depth that had been gained over many years of researching and thinking.

In fact, well before “race theory” became an area study in American universities, Derrida was already developing this line of inquiry in Fantom of the Other as well as in the lecture courses in the following years. In the course Mythos, Logos, Topos, which immediately followed Fantom in the fall of 1985, Derrida was probing the xenophobic foundations of Western nationalist thinking in the writings of the Ancient Greeks, in particular, within the genre of the Athenian funeral oration in which one can detect the problematic ancestors of notions such as Vaterland and Heimat. Was it the case that Nazism was inscribed in the letter of philosophy since ancient times? It is a hypothesis that haunts Derrida’s inquiries from time to time and one that Derrida affirms, to some extent, when he points out that Nazism was not born in a desert, but has been nurtured in a European clime for many centuries.6

One of the nurseries for National Socialism, closer to the twentieth century, that Derrida would explicate near the outset of Fantom of the Other, was Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Addresses to the German Nation which straddles both nationalism and cosmopolitanism, given the influences on Fichte of Enlightenment thinking and Napoleonic conquest in the name of France. Essentially, Derrida treats the Addresses as a major resource for the study of philosophical nationalism. Throughout the Addresses, Fichte prominently repeats a word, central to Fantom of the Other, that will have a role to play in National Socialism, namely the word “Geschlecht,” as in the sentence “Eines neuen Menschengeschlechtes müsse zu allererst von Deutschen an Deutschen angewendet werden … (A new race of men must first be applied by Germans to Germans).”7 Geschlecht is a “complex word,” to use William Empson’s locution, that means not only race but kind, type, sex, stock, tribe, imprint, and generation, not that this exhausts the list (which will be discussed in detail later). Whereas in the quotation above Fichte probably means humankind or mankind when he invokes the word Menschengeschlecht, the National Socialists heard something else, namely “race of men,” which, interestingly enough, is how Gregory Moore renders it in the English translation provided above from the Addresses. As it happens, Fichte’s own project is to consider the education of a new man, the German, in the context of a nationalist transformation whereby loosely confederated provinces would be turned into a centralized nation state populated by Germans, as opposed to just Germanic peoples.

Fichte considers education key to such a nationalist transformation because by means of embracing Enlightenment notions of national identity, purpose, and international fraternity, future generations of people in Germany could by means of identitarian consciousness-raising view themselves as German nationals, just as Frenchmen could view themselves as French nationals, and Englishmen as English nationals, and so on. Once again the slippery word Geschlecht comes in handy, because it conveys not just a sense of mankind or humankind in general but of generations as distinct age groups, as in “das Heil der künftigen Geschlechter (the salvation of future generations).”8 Here national generational identity is given the religious nimbus of apocalyptic salvation. Compare that, however, to an interrogative locution such as “wie könnte sonst jemals ein besseres Geschlecht beginnen? (how else could a better race/generation ever begin?)” wherein the key term is again more unstable, though Moore translates it as “race” in order to show that generation and race can be improved for salvific ends, an idea compatible with Nazism.

In the first two lectures of Fantom, Derrida investigates Fichte’s Addresses because they are a sort of witches’ cauldron of nationalist rhetoric that is idiomatically problematic in a way that had made it possible for later generations of Germans to suit Fichte to their own agendas. The Nazis, ever sensitive to language, exploited the German language’s philological past in order to recover what they considered to be an originary state of Germanness in which language could be viewed as a direct expression of a racial stock apart from genetics per se. For them, Geschlecht was important as a philological idiom showing that Germans in the past, supposedly more Aryan than Germans in the present, took for granted that sex, race, kin, and generation are more identical than not. This idiomatic expression of the past conflicted with modernized German in which Rasse and Sexualität were categorically separated in the fields of medicine and the sciences more generally. Whereas Fantom initially situates the term Geschlecht in the context of Fichte, Geschlecht will be the topic of main interrogation in the last eight lectures of Fantom in which Martin Heidegger’s historical appropriation of this idiomatic word is key. Heidegger also wants to retrieve the term Geschlecht, though for purposes that are and are not compatible with a National Socialist agenda, given that Heidegger’s aim is to do battle with a nationalist metaphysics, which National Socialism uncritically embraced.

Fantom of the Other consists of thirteen lectures that could be conceived as falling into two parts. The first part (lectures one to five) covers the following main figures: Fichte, Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Karl Grün, Friedrich Schlegel, Alexis de Tocqueville, the Arabic poet Adonis, Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, and Ludwig Wittgenstein. The second part (lectures six to thirteen) is entirely devoted to Heidegger. My title, Derrida on Exile and the Nation, refers to the overarching theme of nationalism and exile. A significant portion of Fantom’s first part treats figures who hold on to or struggle with nationalistic attachments while living in voluntary or forced exile in a foreign land. Of special importance are the Jewish figures Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, and Ludwig Wittgenstein, though Derrida also devotes lengthy commentary to the Arabic poet Adonis, living in exile in Paris, as well as to Alexis de Tocqueville with whom Derrida puts himself in relation as a Frenchman living and working overseas in America. In all of these cases, language poses the possibility if not inevitability of a return to one’s native national homeland. Indeed, Adorno and Arendt’s public interviews, broadcast in post-war Germany, discussed the question of the need for such a return in much detail, despite considerable psychological ambivalence and conflict, given the events of the Holocaust.

In the second part of Fantom, it is the last six lectures that concern nation and exile, this time in the context of Martin Heidegger’s exceptionally enigmatic essay “Die Sprache im Gedicht” on Georg Trakl whose untranslatable title has to be left in the original. Heidegger’s main thematic throughout the essay is that of exile, presumably that of the poet, his relation to language, and return to a homeland. Put into question, however, is whether this homeland is to be thought of in terms of nation or as something less well defined, the Occidental (Abendland). Apparently, it was Derrida’s aim to contrast Heidegger, a German with a National Socialist history, with mainly the exilic German-Jewish figures, Adorno and Arendt. Ironically, in Heidegger’s text the return from exile leads to a dissolution of the nation and the national, whereas in Adorno and Arendt, return from exile motivates them to uphold familiar conceptions of nation and the national.

In Heidegger’s reading of Trakl, the word Geschlecht posits an erasure of the social relation that justifies the poet’s exilic retreat to an ontologically inceptual place within central Europe wherein objectified social categories do not yet obtain. Even gender dissolves. In the earlier lectures of Fantom, Geschlecht is mentioned explicitly, as in the case of Fichte’s Addresses, but is also to be inferred, as in Adorno’s question “What is German?” wherein he is asking what kind of person (Geschlecht) does one identify as German. Tocqueville’s inquiry into what makes up the American national type speaks to Geschlecht, as well, though once more we have to infer this. Mention of Arendt and Wittgenstein concerns the Jew as a bad sort of Geschlecht, however ambivalent that is for Arendt and less ambivalent for Wittgenstein. Not surprising is the precarity of the social relation for exiles. This speaks to an undercurrent that runs throughout Fantom, namely the effects of exile relative to understandings of nationality and nationhood.

Much of Fantom of the Other is currently available, albeit not integrally. Lecture one was edited and translated as “Onto-Theology of National-Humanism (Prolegomena to a Hypothesis).”9 Lectures six and seven have appeared as “Geschlecht II: Heidegger’s Hand.”10 Part of lecture seven, a revision of lecture eight (dubbed the “Loyola Typescript”), and lectures nine to thirteen have been published by Éditions du Seuil as Geschlecht III (2018).11 Most of the first part of Fantom is only accessible in manuscript form in the archive. Care has been taken to focus on major points of interest in the course as a whole. This includes some heavy stress on background information, mainly with respect to the texts Derrida was examining, given that he often cited them by way of intervention rather than by way of considerable exposition, if any at all. Because readers will require the contexts Derrida was hinting at and at times amplifying, my reading has the function of relating content seminal to Derrida’s writings from 1984 onward that are put into perspective, both in terms of Fantom itself and Derrida’s broader philosophical itineraries that are so often kept tacit.

Among the reasons there has long been an intense interest by Derrideans in Fantom of the Other is that it was known to contain materials that were never reworked into “Geschlecht III,” the essay on Martin Heidegger’s reading of Georg Trakl that Derrida had announced forthcoming at a conference in Chicago in 1985. In the book Phantoms of the Other, David Farrell Krell set out to (re)construct the four-essay monograph on Geschlecht that Derrida had announced and abandoned, despite having published three chapters of it separately: “Geschlecht I,” “Geschlecht II,” and “Geschlecht IV.”12 Given this incompletion, and Krell’s interest in Heidegger and Trakl, he set himself the task of reconstructing Derrida’s entire Geschlecht project, which required him to investigate and explicate the then unpublished lectures eight to thirteen in Derrida’s Fantom of the Other (which I spell with an “f,” in line with Derrida’s spelling, and in order to distinguish from Krell’s text). Given that an issue for Krell was really the larger project of reconstructing what Derrida probably had in mind for the major study of Heidegger that never came together on Geschlecht, Krell had to include materials in Derrida’s Of Spirit that borrowed text from the Fantom course. The extent to which Derrida compressed materials in Of Spirit that derived from and amplified Fantom’s lectures on Heidegger and Trakl clearly posed difficulties of explication that Krell boldly tackled and that readers are strongly encouraged to survey. Of course, in order that Krell could most efficiently do the work of reconstruction, it was to his advantage not to take all of the Fantom course into consideration. My study, by contrast, attempts to relate the whole of the Fantom course’s lectures and to contextualize them in terms of one another, Derrida’s published corpus, and the texts Derrida expected his auditors to know. If in fact the entire manuscript of Fantom is made available to readers, this will not alter the fact that the course is not sufficiently self-explanatory and that therefore an explication of main features of the course is very much required in order to see connections and relationships that Derrida leaves tacit.

To that end, I conclude this introduction with commentary on some major themes that recur with some frequency throughout the course, leaving aside the theme of Geschlecht, since it has already been discussed.

1. Idiom. Derrida asks whether philosophy is or isn’t inherently idiomatic and therefore nationalistic, given that philosophers are writing in a particular national language or mother tongue. The question is highly debatable, Derrida acknowledges, though he clearly sides with the case for idiomaticity. Far from being a universal language that ought to be expressed formulaically in terms of symbolic logic, philosophy is not dissociable from the mother tongue of the thinker, a view shared by Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Fichte. That Derrida should seize upon the idiomaticity of the mother tongue in relation to philosophy at this point in his career is not too surprising, considering that foundational to all of Derrida’s work has been the question of whether philosophy is translatable from one language to another. Not merely a theoretical or speculative question, it is one that pertained rather pragmatically to his own translation into French of Husserl’s writings on geometry back in the early 1960s, as well as to his numerous critical inspections of various French translations of German or Greek philosophical texts, all of which he finds to be productively problematic. At issue in the earlier and later lectures of Fantom is the philosophical occurrence of the word Geschlecht as an idiomatic marker for a nexus of highly vexed micro-macro social relations.

2. The Jew, the German. Readers of Fantom familiar with Derrida’s writings of the 1980s will notice an emerging theme of what he later calls “the Jew, the German” in the lecture courses The Theological-Political (1986–87) and Kant, the Jew, the German (1987–88). Whether this theme sprang up spontaneously in Fantom or whether it was preplanned in the sense of imagining a lengthy study on the topic of Jewish intellectuals is unclear. Certainly, the essays “Shibboleth” (1986) on Paul Celan, “Force of Law” (1989) on Walter Benjamin, and “At This Very Moment in This Work Here I Am” (1987) on Emmanuel Levinas relate to this trajectory.13 There can be no question that by c. 1990 a sizable project emerges in print and in lecture that includes Franz Kafka, Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Paul Celan, Hermann Cohen, Gershom Scholem, Franz Rosenzweig, Baruch Spinoza, Martin Buber, and Emmanuel Levinas. Fantom’s consideration of Adorno, Arendt, and Wittgenstein as exilic Jewish figures exposes their own perceived national identities and vulnerabilities relative to their Germanity and Jewishness. Of central concern is the idiomaticity of the mother tongue and the writer’s relation to it. Such concerns reappear in later courses.

3. Muttersprache. Can the thinker philosophize adequately in the absence of living within the national language into which he or she is born? For Heidegger it would be unimaginable to philosophize outside of Germany, because then he would have been cut from the idiomatic resources of the German mother tongue. But those who have been forced to emigrate for various reasons did not have the choice to remain within the mother tongue. Derrida discusses how Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, and Ludwig Wittgenstein, who lived in non-German-speaking societies, thought about what it means to function as a thinker exiled from one’s native tongue. Of interest is a radio speech by Adorno in which he talks about his need to have been reconnected with German language and culture, as well as a television interview with Arendt in which she expresses similar ideas about the fundamental importance of her identification with the German language as medium of expression. Of interest to Derrida is how close Arendt and Adorno are to one another with respect to expressing what approaches a crudely nationalized metaphysics of language akin to statements made by Heidegger in Introduction to Metaphysics (1935).

Wittgenstein, by contrast, is at war with language and tells us that he cannot find his way within it. Unlike Heidegger, Wittgenstein feels cut off from a Denkweg, a path of thinking proper to his philosophizing. Wittgenstein often asks whether the way in which one is proceeding is the only way or the right way, something that he views as hampered by the vicissitudes of linguistic ambiguities in the native German in which he writes. If Derrida detects traces of a nationalist metaphysics of language not unfamiliar to nationalism (if not fascism) in what Adorno and Arendt say, he sees in Wittgenstein a repudiation of metaphysics that carries the mentality of Kampf, an endless struggle with language that puts the Cambridge thinker at odds with himself as a Jew, which in certain marginalia has expressed itself anti-Semitically.

4. The national versus the cosmopolitan. This theme overarches Fantom and continues to be of importance in the courses that follow during the late 1980s. In terms of “the Jew, the German,” it is well known that Jewish intellectuals such as Walter Benjamin have a cosmopolitan orientation, given its promulgation of social tolerance beneficial to Jews as a minority, whereas that is not the case for Heidegger, who is orientated quite nationalistically. Additionally, in Fantom Derrida notices a paradox that characterizes nationalist self-affirmation, namely that nationalism is justified on the grounds of cosmopolitanism. A great nation is not great unless it is cosmopolitan: capable of understanding and giving direction to other nations in a spirit of humanitarianism. Fichte in his Addresses to the German People is opposed to provincialism and proclaims the advent of a new type of German who is educated and talented in ways that affiliate him and her with peoples of other nations within the common cosmopolitan cause of universal enlightenment. Fichte’s nationalism presupposes that the national spirit of a particular people transcends that people in a way that crosses over into a cosmopolitan dimension whereby everyone shares humanitarian interests, principles, and ideals. However, this is the privilege of one who happens to be German in terms of thought, someone whose surpassing of German national identity establishes it. Derrida is especially interested in a statement by Fichte in which he says someone who has never set foot inside of German territory could be German on account of how that person thinks.

Relative to the nationalism-cosmopolitanism theme, Derrida will consider French socialist thinkers of the early nineteenth century in relation to remarks made by Marx and Engels in The German Ideology. Marx and Engels, of course, are deeply skeptical of nationalism as well as cosmopolitanism. Also, Derrida will discuss Alexis de Tocqueville’s cosmopolitanism in relation to his sojourn in America where he discovers that the Americans were always already French insofar as they are natural Cartesians. This relates to Derrida’s remark elsewhere in the mid-1980s that “America is deconstruction.” The paradox of nationalism-cosmopolitanism first noticed by Tocqueville appears to be still active in the late twentieth century in terms of the question, how can Americans be more French than the French without knowing it? Here a curious exchange of identities is at stake that speaks to “spirit,” the “mentality” of a people.

In what I consider part two of Fantom (the eight lectures on Heidegger), Derrida examines Heidegger’s “Die Sprache im Gedicht” (“Language in the Poem”) from Unterwegs zur Sprache (On the Way to Language) wherein the nationalism-cosmopolitanism distinction has been subsumed by rhetoric invoking Europe as evening land (Abendland). This land is presided over by an exilic figure. This can be taken as a deconstruction of the nationalism-cosmopolitanism distinction, though precisely what this would mean in terms of a new way of thinking is not self-evident, which, of course, is what Derrida wants to explore and conceptualize. Without taking into account part one of Fantom, it is not readily apparent that Derrida’s chief long range interest is Heidegger’s implicit deconstruction of the nationalism-cosmopolitanism distinction, a deconstruction not without fascist influence.

5. Monstrosity. The theme of monstrosity emerges in lectures six and seven of Fantom where the question of the monstration
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