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Editions Galilée, 1993.)

Learning to Live Finally: The Last Interview. Trans. Pascale-
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uum Press, 1979, 62—142. (“Survivre.” In PAR, 117-218.)
“La parole soufflée.” In WD, 169-95. (“La parole soufflée.”
In Lécriture et la différence, 253-92.)
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1995.

Memoirs of the Blind: The Self~Portrait and Other Ruins. Trans.
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trans., and introd. Elizabeth Rottenberg. Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2002.

“No Apocalypse, Not Now: Full Speed Ahead, Seven Missiles,
Seven Missives.” Trans. Catherine Porter and Philip Lewis. In
PSY 1, 387—409. (“No apocalypse, not now (a toute vitesse,
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John P. Leavey, Jr. In Raising the Tone of Philosophy, ed. Peter
Fenves, 117-71. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
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Paris: Editions Galilée, 1983.)

“Nietzsche and the Machine.” Trans. Richard Beardsworth. In
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On Touching—Jean-Luc Nancy. Trans. Christine Irizarry.
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“Passions: ‘An Oblique Offering.”” Trans. David Wood. In
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Paper Machine. Trans. Rachel Bowlby. Stanford, Calif.: Stan-
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Positions. Trans. Alan Bass. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1981. (Positions. Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1972.)
“Plato’s Pharmacy.” In DIS, 61-171. (“La pharmacie de Pla-
ton.” In Dissémination, 69-197.)

“Poetics and Politics of Witnessing.” Trans. Outi Pasanen. In
5Q, 65-96. (“Poétique et politique du témoignage.” In Ca-
hiers de I'Herne: Derrida, 521-39. Paris: Editions de I'Herne,
2004.)

“The Pocket-Size Interview.” Trans. Tupac Cruz. The Late
Derrida, ed. W. J. T. Mitchell and Arnold I. Davidson, 144—
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“Psychoanalysis Searches the States of Its Soul: The Impossi-
ble Beyond of a Sovereign Cruelty.” Trans. Peggy Kamuf. In
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deliy d’une souveraine cruauté. Paris: Editions Galilée, 2000.)
Psyche 1: Inventions of the Other. Ed. Peggy Kamuf and Eliza-
beth Rottenberg. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
2007. (Psyché: Inventions de l'autre. Vol. 1. Paris: Fditions Gal-
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Psyche 2: Inventions of the Other. Ed. Peggy Kamuf and Eliza-
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Michael Naas. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
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“Le sacrifice.” First published in La métaphore. Editions de la
Différence, no. 1 (Spring 1993); rpt. as the post-face to Daniel
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Introduction

Miraculum ex Machina

In February 1994, Jacques Derrida participated in a small conference on
the island of Capri devoted to the question of the nature and role of reli-
gion in the world today. Derrida’s essay “Faith and Knowledge: The Two
Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone,” first published in
French in 1996 and then in English translation in 1998, is a revised and
expanded version of the reflections Derrida offered on that occasion.! It
is a dense and difficult, highly synthetic and sometimes elliptical essay, in
which Derrida gives us his most sustained engagement with the question
of the nature of religion in general, the two “sources” of religion, as his
subtitle puts it, as well as his most provocative and speculative interroga-
tion of the forms religion is taking today. It thus includes themes we
would expect to find in a work on religion (e.g., the nature of revelation,
faith, prayer, sacrifice, testimony, messianicity, secularism, and so on) as
well as themes that are a little more surprising and that Derrida will have
treated elsewhere (e.g., teletechnology, telecommunications, globaliza-
tion, media, sexual difference, sovereignty, democracy, literature, specters,
and so on). What began, then, as an informal discussion with a small
group of scholars, including Gianni Vattimo, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and
Maurizio Ferraris, would thus become a seventy-eight-page essay that
condenses a great deal of Derrida’s prior work and anticipates much of
his work in the decade to follow.? In other words, what began as a series
of more or less improvised remarks on religion would become, as I will
try to demonstrate in what follows, an absolutely crucial essay, a text



charniére, as one says in French, for understanding not just Derrida’s work
on religion but his work as a whole.?

Miracle and Machine is, in a first moment, an attempt to explicate and
elucidate this seemingly improvised and yet, as we will see, rigorously
structured, highly articulated, and tightly argued essay on the topic of reli-
gion. It is intended, on one level, as a kind of “reader’s guide” to Derrida’s
text, providing essential background to “Faith and Knowledge,” explain-
ing its premises, justifying its unique formatting and argumentative style,
commenting on its texts, figures, and themes, making “suggestions for
further reading,” and, of course, analyzing the claims and arguments Der-
rida makes throughout on the relationship between religion, science, and
the media.*

But Miracle and Machine is intended to be more than just a commen-
tary on a single text. It also aims to be something of an introduction to
Derrida’s work in general through a close reading of this one essay. I thus
refer throughout to many other Derrida texts, both to illuminate key
points in “Faith and Knowledge” and to show how this one essay is exem-
plary of themes, motifs, arguments, and argumentative strategies that can
be found in Derrida’s work from the beginning right up until the end.
My belief is that by reading an exemplary text such as this one as closely,
critically, and patiently as possible, in its spirit and in its letter, one will
be much better prepared to read Derrida elsewhere on other themes and
in other contexts.

If readers have generally acknowledged the importance of “Faith and
Knowledge” in Derrida’s corpus, the telegraphic and sometimes even
cryptic style of the essay has made it difficult to give a coherent reading
of the essay as a whole. Though “Faith and Knowledge has thus already
provoked a great deal of discussion about, for instance, the precise rela-
tionship between a general structure of religiosity and various determi-
nate, revealed religions, or else the role played by the Greek khora in a
text that is ostensibly about the three Abrahamic monotheisms, or the
relationship between Derrida’s and Kant’s respective views on religion,
little attempt has been made to spell out the general argument about reli-
gion in this essay and the way in which Derrida’s writing and style con-
tribute to and exemplify that argument. To carry out such a reading, one
must do something more than just distill Derrida’s positions on religion in
this work. While I will indeed develop what I believe to be a series of
philosophical claims or theses regarding the relationship between religion,
science, and the media, I will get there by looking at the Jezzer of Derrida’s
text, at its structure and form, at its mise-en-scene—aspects of the text
that are often ignored in philosophy as we attempt to strip away these
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mere “supplements” or parerga in order to get to the work itself, to Der-
rida’s position, for example, on whether revelation is more originary than
revealability, or to his claim about the role played by the media in the
dissemination or perhaps determination of the religious message. In short,
my goal is to give to Derrida’s text the kind of close textual attention that
Derrida always gave to the texts of others, in the belief that another, more
interesting and more powerful textual logic will emerge.

I thus try to move throughout this work from the greatest levels of
generality regarding Derrida’s understanding of religion, science, and the
media to the smallest details that reflect or exemplify that understanding.
I consider everything from the three principal theses that, on my reading,
run beneath the entirety of “Faith and Knowledge” to a consideration of
the structure of the essay (the reason why, for example, it is divided into
fifty-two sections), to a line-by-line, indeed word-by-word analysis, in
both English and French, of a single, brief passage near the middle of the
essay where Derrida recounts the genesis of “Faith and Knowledge™” and
where, I will argue, this genesis reflects and illuminates the overall struc-
ture of the essay and its three theses. As we will see in an exemplary fash-
ion through this reading of “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida’s most
general ideas and far-reaching claims are often developed through or re-
flected in his most rigorous attention to the details of language and of
writing. If that is always true of Derrida’s work, it is especially so in a text
that concerns the irreducible relationship in religion between the meaning
of the religious message and its expression, manifestation, or, indeed, rev-
elation in a particular language or medium.

The questions at the center of this work regarding the relationship be-
tween faith and knowledge, belief and reason, religion and science, are,
obviously, hardly new. They have been with us in this form and posed in
these terms since at least the beginning of modernity, and there seems to
be no sign of their losing any of their relevance. From debates about
teaching creationism or intelligent design to controversies over stem-cell
technology or the publication of what are taken to be offensive representa-
tions of religious figures, there has been no shortage of public discussion
or scholarly research about the relationship between religion, science, and
the media.> Few of these contemporary issues are broached directly in
“Faith and Knowledge,” but almost all of them call out to be rethought
in light of the provocative analyses and arguments Derrida offers there
concerning the relationship between religion and contemporary tele-
technoscience and the processes of globalization that are facilitated by it.
Central to these analyses will be what Derrida understands to be the para-
doxical (what he will call autoimmune) relationship between religion and
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science, and in particular the rejection of technoscientific modernity by
many so-called extremist or fundamentalist religious groups through a
hyper-sophisticated appropriation and manipulation of this very same
technoscience. Derrida attempts in this important essay to explain at once
the logic behind religion’s simultaneous rejection and appropriation of
science and the global stakes of this paradoxical relationship. Part of this
explanation will involve the claim that an originary or elementary (though
nondogmatic) faith is at the origin of both religion and science, a claim
that can shed much light on all kinds of contemporary issues regarding
the role of religion in civil society or education, the desirability or possibil-
ity of a truly secular state, or, indeed, the very possibility of clearly distin-
guishing today between religion and science.

While all these issues and questions can benefit from thoughtful reflec-
tion on Derrida’s “Faith and Knowledge” and other texts, this work does
not pretend to take on any of these questions directly, let alone the enor-
mous question of “religion itself”” or “religion today.” It does not even
pretend to treat in a comprehensive manner Derrida’s many works on
religion. Others have already carried out this task much better than I ever
could.® But because “Faith and Knowledge” was hardly the first time Der-
rida treated questions of religion, faith, belief, testimony, sacrifice, and so
on, it will be important to cast an eye back on some of Derrida’s other
important texts on religion, from, to give just a few examples, Glas (1974)
and “How to Avoid Speaking: Denials” (1986) to “Circumfession”
(1991) and The Gift of Death (1992). For reasons that should become
clear in the course of this work, however, a certain priority has been
granted to those texts written within just a year or two of “Faith and
Knowledge,” from “Sauf le nom (Post-Scriptum)” and Archive Fever to
“Demeure” and “A Silkworm of One’s Own.”

My intention here is thus to demonstrate the richness and complexity
of Derrida’s thought and writing, as well as the coherence and unity of
his corpus, by means of a single text on the topic of religion and its rela-
tionship to science and the media.” For if “Faith and Knowledge” is, as |
will argue, an absolutely unique text in Derrida’s corpus, uniquely struc-
tured and argued, if it takes on more directly than any other the question
of religion today, there is little in it that is not anticipated or announced
in earlier works, and there is, as I have already suggested, much in it that
can help us understand Derrida’s “project” more generally. If the focus of
this work is thus a single essay of Derrida and the issues raised in it, refer-
ence will be made throughout, both in the text and the notes, not only to
other Derrida texts, both early and late, but to the texts in the history of
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philosophy that are being referred to. As I will argue in the opening chap-
ter of this work, in order to understand the unique signature of “Faith and
Knowledge,” in order to understand its event, one must first understand
its context. Though the context never completely determines the event,
and the signature always breaks with the context it signs, a signature can
never be read without its context. Because Derrida is working within a
Western philosophical tradition with well-known arguments and a well-
established vocabulary with regard to religion, I have supplemented my
reading of Derrida with multiple references to, and then four supplemen-
tary “observations” on, the figures Derrida refers to most throughout
“Faith and Knowledge”—Immanuel Kant (and particularly his Re/igion
Within the Limits of Reason Alone), G. W. F. Hegel (especially Faith and
Knowledge), Henri Bergson (especially The Two Sources of Religion and
Morality), and Martin Heidegger. My intention here is thus to read “Faith
and Knowledge: The Two Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason
Alone” as my “original source,” and then to see how that single source is
immediately compromised and multiplied, automatically divided, so as to
engulf or inscribe other texts, beginning first with the historical sources of
the essay but moving then to Derrida’s own works, to all those written
around the time of “Faith and Knowledge™ and to some written by Der-
rida near the very beginning of his career and some written right near the
end.

In addition to earlier and later texts of Derrida, I also put some empha-
sis on a few lengthy and, in my view, very telling interviews given around
the same time as “Faith and Knowledge.” A 7Taste for the Secret, for exam-
ple, is a series of six interviews with Maurizio Ferraris, the organizer of the
Capri conference, which date from July 1993 to January 1995, that is,
from just months before the Capri conference to almost a year after, as
Derrida was no doubt completing his written text. A long interview with
Bernard Stiegler on questions of technology and the media that dates
from December 1993, just weeks before the Capri conference, also antici-
pates much of what will be said in “Faith and Knowledge.” In order to
understand some of Derrida’s most difficult remarks about the autoim-
munity of religion in its appropriation of the media and teletechnologies,
I will turn at several junctures to these interviews, as well as to some im-
provised remarks from December 1997, where Derrida, at a conference
in Paris on religion in the media, develops even more fully and provoca-
tively much of what is only suggested in “Faith and Knowledge.””® By
reading widely around “Faith and Knowledge™ in this way, we should be
able to see how Derrida’s views on religion and faith are inextricably re-
lated to a whole host of other concerns in his work, from questions of
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language, media, community, politics, sovereignty, technology, sacrifice,
and so on, to the entire “project” of deconstruction.

“Faith and Knowledge” is, we will see, a major philosophical text on
the great question of the relationship between faith and knowledge, or
revelation and reason, or religion and science or technology. But it is also,
precisely, a text, one that operates on many levels, some in continuity with
the great philosophical tradition on this question and some that break
with that tradition. In Miracle and Machine 1 am interested in showing
just how well Derrida’s essay works, just how well it succeeds in explain-
ing the relationship between science and religion by means of a philosoph-
ical text that exemplifies and puts that relationship to the test. Only when
we see how this text functions, how it puts to work everything from the
lifted title to the doubled subtitle to the untranslatable subtitle “ez gre-
nades,” will we really be able to understand the theses of this major work.
To invoke the name of one of Derrida’s own pedagogical influences, a
name that is rarely cited and easily forgotten alongside those of Althusser,
Foucault, or Levinas, I would like to give here a reading of Derrida that
will be, in certain ways, 4 la Guéroult, that is, in the manner of Martial
Guéroult, specialist at the College de France in seventeenth-century phi-
losophy.” In A Taste for the Secret Derrida describes Guéroult as offering a
“type of reading that reconstructed the internal concatenation of a system,
step by step and with the maximum care for detail,” with “a respect for
the way the text works, for the logic of the philosophemes.” As Derrida
goes on to argue: It was not a question of subscribing or not subscribing
to a thesis or of philosophizing for its own sake, but of seeing how things
worked—a sort of philosophical technology. At the same time, there was
an attention to the letter, to literality: not to the breath that breathes
through a text, to what it means, but to its literal working, its functioning”
(75 45).

It will indeed be the working or functioning of “Faith and Knowledge”
that will interest me most here, though this will often require, perhaps
contra Guéroult, taking the author or at least a certain signature effect
into account and, if not the text’s animating breath, at least the theme of
the breath as it is inscribed, as we will see, at the very origin of this great
text on religion. My task is thus not to try to explain Derrida’s text as he
himself might have done; it is not to reanimate some animating breath of
the text or return to Derrida’s original intentions. It is, rather, to clarify
and to analyze both the theses of this essay and its unique mise-en-scene,
to explicate not only the main storyline but the background and the back
story, the actors and the voices (even the prompters or souffleurs), the stag-
ing and the setting, even the props and the lighting. If this will involve a
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certain ventriloquy on my part, if it will resemble here and there a kind
of marionette theater, it will all be in the service of trying to demonstrate
that philosophical ideas and argumentation never come without such a
mise-en-scene and that any claim to have done away with such theatrics
is always the most theatrical and naive of all. In a 2001 interview on Ar-
taud, Derrida seems to invite just this kind of reading when he says:

[ have never written for the theater, but my feeling is that, when I
write something, even the most classical of philosophical texts, what
is most important to me is not the content, the doctrinal body, but
the mise-en-scene, its spatial arrangement [la mise en espace]. 1 have
the impression that someone is reading me well when he or she reads
the most university-like and most academic of my texts by taking an
interest in the spatial arrangement, in the mise-en-sceéne. Such read-
ings are rather rare, but, believe me, that’s what interests me and is
most important to me. (“AR” 38)

[ hope to persuade the reader of Miracle and Machine that, if “Faith
and Knowledge” invites the kind of reading I am attempting here, a read-
ing at once macro- and micro-scopic, one that attempts both to survey
the whole and zoom in on certain key arguments, passages, lines, even
words, this essay is hardly unique in Derrida’s corpus. Indeed I wish to
suggest that, despite the hundreds of books and thousands of articles on
Derrida, we still find ourselves, several years after his death, only on the
threshold of the serious, rigorous, detailed, and, yes, sometimes playful
reading his work deserves. A reading worthy of the name, that is, worthy
of the name reading but also worthy of the name Jacques Derrida—that is
what I would like to try, at least, to begin here.!

Miracle and Machine—a title that attempts to translate in its own way
a certain deus ex machina or, indeed, “Faith and Knowledge” itself—
begins by reading Derrida’s 1994 essay as a philosophical essay, to be sure,
but as one that cannot be understood without thoughtful consideration
of how it works as a discursive machine. As we will see in what follows,
the unexpected and the unforeseeable—even the miraculous, as I will
come to understand it through Derrida—can come about only within or
by means of a certain machine, the singular event only thanks to a kind
of repetition, only from within a setting or a scene that has already been
well rehearsed. If this work thus resembles in places “this very French
model of philosophy a la Guéroult” (7§ 45), if it takes an interest not
only in “the content, the doctrinal body, but [in] the mise-en-scene, its
spatial arrangement,” it will also try to remain open and attentive to a
certain displacement and relocation. For deconstruction can continue to
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work today only by being repeated, reread in its letter, and transplanted
elsewhere, uprooted and translated into other idioms, grafted onto other
contexts, reformatted according to other protocols, taken out of its origi-
nal context and, sometimes, brought closer to “home.”*! For me here,
that means bringing it closer to America—a “privileged” reference for
Derrida in “Faith and Knowledge” and elsewhere, particularly with re-
gard to the relationship between religion, globalization, global media, and
the hegemony of the Anglo-American idiom. But instead of supplement-
ing “Faith and Knowledge” with contemporary scholarship on the ques-
tion of religion in America, I have opted instead to turn to a great
twentieth-century American novel that depicts in an exemplary and per-
haps prophetic fashion the relationship between faith and knowledge, reli-
gion and science, in late-twentieth-century America, though also the
relationship between religion and the weapons industry, religion and
waste, religion and the World Wide Web, and religion and—no kid-
ding—baseball, American’s national pastime: Don DeLillo’s 1997 Under-
world. My analysis of Derrida’s “Faith and Knowledge” is thus framed by
a prologue, an epilogue, and two brief interludes on DelLillo’s extraordi-
nary novel, which not only treats many of the same themes as Derrida’s
“Faith and Knowledge” but has the additional merit of being written at
almost exactly the same time. As we will see, the lines connecting these
two texts are innumerable, and, while some are rather clear, right on the
surface of the text, some are far below, in the underworld, precisely, in a
place where phantoms roam, haunting our history and our unconscious-
ness. If this frame and these brief interruptions from DeLillo appear at
the outset to be a rather unlikely supplement to Derrida’s essay, a bit out
of left field, I hope to demonstrate by the end of this work, if not their
necessity, at least their strategic utility and interest.'”> For “Faith and
Knowledge”—or “Faith and Knowledge in America”—could well have
been the subtitle of DeLillo’s great American novel, which traces the place
of religion in American culture from a “miraculous” event on a baseball
field in 1951 to an “apocalyptic” apparition on a billboard in the Bronx
some four decades later. As for the theme of the underworld itself, we will
see that, while Derrida explores everything from the role of cyberspace
and telecommunications satellites in making religion a truly global phe-
nomenon to the relationship between religion and certain Enlightenment
values of publicity and universality, “Faith and Knowledge” also has its
subtexts, its phantoms and its specters, in short, its own underworld, a
place where the ghosts in the machine can lead not only to the miracle of
an unrepeatable event but to mass delusions or unimaginable mass de-
struction. As both Derrida and DeLillo seem to believe, we always begin
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late in the game, with men on base, behind in the count, and it really
could swing either way.

Miracle and Machine is divided into three main parts—I: The Island
and the Starry Skies Above, II: The Religion(s) of the World, and III:
Afterlives and Underworlds—corresponding roughly to Heaven, Purga-
tory, and the Underworld, a Divine Comedy in reverse that leads from
general questions of context and history to questions about what is hap-
pening to religion in the world today to, finally, a consideration of what
is “repressed” in certain religions or religious discourses, confined to some
unspoken and unseen underworld, only to resurface to haunt our dis-
courses and our history. Though I will offer only a very poor imitation of
Virgil as I try to guide the reader through Derrida’s text, the reader should
not be surprised to see shades of all kinds—if not Beatrice, at least a cer-
tain Esmeralda—emerge from out of the shadows to accompany us
through the final stages of this work.

Miracle and Machine thus begins with something of an aerial, Google-
eye view of “Faith and Knowledge,” before going down beneath the sur-
face. The three chapters of Part I all look at various conditions and con-
texts for understanding and interpreting “Faith and Knowledge.” In
Chapter 1, “Content Event Signature,” I look in some detail at the con-
text of the Capri conference, the place and the participants, along with
their languages, nationalities, and religions, since these are all essential to
understanding Derrida’s presentation at that conference and the essay
“Faith and Knowledge” that resulted from it. In the next chapter, “Du-
plicity, Definition, Deracination,” I turn to the structure and organiza-
tion of “Faith and Knowledge” and Derrida’s initial attempts to “define”
the nature of religion or the role religion is playing in the world today.
This chapter demonstrates how the first two sections of the essay adum-
brate almost everything that follows, from the sources, terms, and themes
of the essay to the significance of khora. I also turn in this chapter to the
question of language, which is never just one question among others for
Derrida, and particularly not for the theme of religion, where the Latin
origins of the word and concept religion are related to the way in which
religion is spreading across the globe through a process Derrida calls Glob-
alatinization. Finally, in the third and concluding chapter of this section,
“Three Theses on the Two Sources and Their One Common Element,”
[ attempt to develop the three principal theses I see running throughout
“Faith and Knowledge.” While Derrida does not himself identify these
three theses as such, I try to show the extent to which they structure the
entirety of his essay. It is in this chapter that I address Derrida’s claims
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regarding the autoimmune relationship between religion and science, and
particularly the techno-science of the media.

In Part I, I turn to larger questions regarding the relationship between
religion and technology as it is developed in “Faith and Knowledge.”
Chapter 4, “La religion soufflée: The Genesis of ‘Faith and Knowledge,””
begins by looking at a single, very brief passage in the essay where Derrida
recounts the origin of the Capri conference and its theme of religion. It
then goes on to demonstrate how Derrida’s approach to the question of
religion echoes—or doubles—his approach to other questions, such as the
relationship between speech and writing, or breath and the machine, in a
couple of important early texts. We also see in this chapter how, as I noted
above, Derrida’s thought always develops through a mise-en-sceéne of
other texts and other voices, in this case, the two versions of the creation
of mankind in Genesis. It is also here that I attempt to give a succinct
definition of the first key word of my title—miracle—with the definition
of the second, machine, being reserved for the following chapter. In Chap-
ter 5, then, “The Telegenic Voice: The Religion of the Media,” I look at
the distinctions Derrida makes in several places between religions on the
basis of their use of and/or reaction to the teletechnological machine and
the media. I thus consider here why Derrida suggests that perhaps only
Christianity should go by the name religion and why globalization is per-
haps first and foremost a Christian phenomenon. Chapter 6, “ ‘Jewgreek
is greekjew’: Messianicity—Khora—Democracy,” returns much more
closely to “Faith and Knowledge” in order to explain two “ ‘historical’
names,” messianicity and khara, for the opening or the promise that, on
my reading, is one of the two sources of religion as well as science. I thus
ask in this chapter why Derrida sees the need to supplement a Judeo-
Christian notion of messianicity with a thinking of the Greek khdra from
Plato’s Timaeus, a text he once called, no doubt weighing his words, a
“Bible avant la lettre” (“Av’” 12). Finally, I try to explain here a few of
Derrida’s more elliptical comments in “Faith and Knowledge” on democ-
racy and literature as the right to say everything in light of other texts
from around the same time on these same subjects. As we will see, such
themes are hardly extrinsic to the principal theses of Derrida’s essay, since
they require a rethinking of what Derrida believes to be the Judeo-
Christian origins not only of the concept of religion but of literature, de-
mocracy, tolerance, even secularism.

As I suggested a moment ago, Part III is the place where Miracle and
Machine goes underground, into the underworlds of “Faith and Knowl-
edge,” in order to explore, sometimes with Derrida and sometimes well
beyond his explicit arguments and themes, the hidden sources that will
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have motivated his text and that can be seen to be lurking just below the
surface. In Chapter 7, “Mary and the Marionettes: Life, Sacrifice, and the
Sexual Thing,” I look at Derrida’s contention that religion’s attempt to
indemnify a relationship to the holy or the sacrosanct takes the form of
an absolute respect for life that sometimes requires a sacrifice of the living
in the name of a life more valuable than life itself. This then leads to
the question of sexual difference and sexual violence in religion, to all the
attempts to indemnify the living body—and often the female body—by
protecting or safeguarding it or else, for this is the other side of the same
logic, scarifying or sacrificing it. According to the autoimmune logic we
will have seen developed throughout, religion often attacks the very things
it wants to safeguard and protect. What Derrida calls “the sexual thing”
will thus not be just one place among others to see this logic at work. It
is for this reason, I will argue, that Derrida constantly reminds us in
“Faith and Knowledge” that in today’s “wars of religion” women are
often the principal victims of violence, often by sexual assault or mutila-
tion. Awaiting us here will thus be not the divine and radiant Beatrice of
Dante’s Paradiso but Persephone and Freud’s Gradiva, the first an impor-
tant symbol in Western mythology of sexual aggression and the under-
world and the second an emblem of repressed sexual desire and the
phantasms that are likely to result from it.

If the opening chapters of Miracle and Machine look in some detail at
the opening sections of “Faith and Knowledge” before going on to read
the essay as a whole, the final chapters focus on elements from the final
three sections (§§50—52) and the unnumbered paragraph that concludes
the essay. These sections, all very brief, bring together a series of images
and themes that at once reflect back on the essay and lead it in other
directions, from the image of an opened pomegranate or of scattered ashes
to the references to calculation, violence, the Spanish Marrano, and a
cryptic recollection at the very end of Jean Genet. In Chapter 8, I explore
some of these images and issues and try to think them in relationship to
the themes of calculability and incalculability, the limits imposed by the
machine and the possibility for something unforeseen to arrive in the re-
maining “space available.” In the final chapter, “The Passion of Litera-
ture: Genet in Laguna, Gide in Algiers,” I look at two important figures
for Derrida: Jean Genet, who emerges right at the end of “Faith and
Knowledge,” and André Gide, who is not explicitly referred to in the essay
but who must nonetheless be included in any account of Derrida on reli-
gion because of Derrida’s repeated claim that Gide’s Fruits of the Earth
was—as he put it at once playfully and, I believe, in all seriousness—“the
Bible of my adolescence.” Through a reading of Genet, we will see why
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Derrida draws attention in “Faith and Knowledge” to the striking absence
not only of women at the Capri conference but of representatives of the
Muslim faith, along with all those who have been displaced by today’s
wars of religion, refugees of all sorts, and perhaps the Palestinians first and
foremost. Through a reading of Gide we will be able to ask not only about
the origins of Derrida’s affirmation of life but whether or not—for how
could this question be avoided in a book on religion>—Derrida believed
in any kind of personal immortality or any kind of an afterlife.

While Miracle and Machine does not work through “Faith and Knowl-
edge” section by section, preferring instead to find other groupings by
motif, theme, or figure, it nonetheless moves roughly from the beginning
of the essay to the end. Part I treats the overall structure and form of the
text, as well as some of its opening sections; Part II looks at a few crucial
middle sections on technology, media, democracy, and so on; and Part III
focuses primarily on the final sections, where the ghosts of religious dis-
course and of Derrida on religion emerge and are given space to roam.
The trajectory I suggested earlier of moving from the heavens to the earth
to the underworld is thus not mine, in the end, but Derrida’s, and it will
tell us a great deal about what Derrida believed any serious analysis of
religion or of the relationship today between religion, science, and the
media should attempt to understand.

If “Faith and Knowledge” was hardly the beginning of Derrida’s think-
ing on religion, it nonetheless feels like something of a new beginning for
him on the subject, complete with its own genesis story and its own messi-
anic visions. Whether read as an expression of Derrida’s most visionary
and poignant revelations about the nature of religion or, as will be my
inclination, as an extraordinarily intricate discursive machine that makes
the truth around which it then turns, “Faith and Knowledge™ is a text
that makes serious demands upon us. It demands to be read and reread,
interpreted and studied, as the unique, unforeseeable, and unrepeatable
event that it is, though also, and especially, to be taken apart and broken
down, analyzed and reassembled, “deconstructed,” if you will, so that we
might understand the machinery behind the event, the machine at the
origin of the miracle, and the miracle that will have always primed the
machine.
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Prologue

Miracle and Mass Destruction (Underworld I)

“You believe in God?” he said.
“Yes, I think so.”

“We'll go to a ball game sometime.”
—Don DelLillo, Underworld

Because there is—as I believe—no proper place to begin reading Derrida
on religion or anything else, because all one can do is prepare, calculate,
strategize, and then give it a shot, I would like to begin with a religious
tale that is rather far away from Derrida’s interests, idiom, and culture, an
American prophesy followed up by an American tale of faith and knowl-
edge, testimony and technology, the miracle and the machine. The
prophecy I am alluding to is not to be found, however, in what would
generally be recognized to be a religious text. Worse, it is not exactly a
prophecy about the future, about some future event that has not yet taken
place but is promised one day to come to pass, on December 21, 2012,
for example, to cite just the latest in a long line of Doomsday predictions.
No, the prophecy I am alluding to has in some sense already happened,
even if, as we shall see, it has never been taken fully into account and so
has never fully arrived, like a trauma that has been registered in our collec-
tive conscience but has yet to be revealed and understood. And while it
has left traces and will continue to leave traces in our history, the proph-
ecy I am alluding to was first and most clearly pronounced in literature,
in a couple of works of American fiction, which does little, in my view, to
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annul its prophetic power. For inasmuch as prophecy—and particularly
prophecies of apocalypse and a final judgment—can be uttered and heard
only in a time before the end of time, fiction has perhaps always been
their proper place.

The first attempt to voice this prophecy in American fiction is to be
found in Carson McCullers’s 1940 novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter,
where an African-American street preacher proclaims the Day of Judg-
ment to be near and even takes the risk of giving it a precise date. Speak-
ing in 1939, the time in which the novel is set, the preacher in
McCullers’s novel stands on a soapbox with Bible in hand and preaches
to the crowd that has gathered around him that the apocalypse will not
be long in coming. “He talked of the second coming of Christ. He said
that the Day of Judgment would be October 2, 1951.”" Now while it is
tempting to read this passage today with a smile as yet another example
of a mistaken or false prophecy, as one that simply never came to pass as
predicted, I would like to suggest that we not be so quick to dismiss it in
this way. If prophecy must always be thought in relation to fiction, and
fiction can never simply be measured against history, then it might be said
that the prophecy has either not yet happened, that it remains imminent,
or that it has already happened, that the end has already come, and that
our historical knowledge is simply trying to catch up to what has always
been known or registered by our fiction.

Entertaining this last hypothesis, one might speculate that McCullers’s
street preacher was perhaps not as mistaken as all that but was simply off
by a single day, that the Day of Judgment actually came not on October
2 but on October 3, 1951. This would have been the day of a true apoca-
lypse, one that, again, will have left traces in history but will have been
registered most profoundly in literature, in fiction, where a certain revela-
tion and a certain end of the world are foretold and where what comes to
pass is an event, a miracle, that so shocked those who witnessed it that
they could express little more than their disbelief, a sign of their belief
after reason, their faith in the wake of knowledge. As the announcer of
the event would say in words that live on today as a testament to the
miracle, words recorded but first pronounced “live” over the radio, as if
radio waves were the proper element for this miracle: “I don’t believe it.
I don’t believe it. I do not believe it. Bobby Thompson hit a line drive
into the lower deck of the left-field stands and the place is going crazy”
(U 44-45). In case some of you have not yet heard the good news, the
evangelist in question here is Russ Hodges, a baseball radio announcer,
and the line drive home run he is speaking of is Bobby Thompson’s
ninth-inning home run off Ralph Branca that gave the New York Giants
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a victory over their cross-city rivals the Brooklyn Dodgers to win the 1951
National League baseball pennant. Thompson’s home run, which came
to be known as the “shot heard 'round the world,” so tested the limits of
belief that it would be compared to a miracle and so shattered the horizon
of everyday expectations and events (the Dodgers had been leading the
Giants by thirteen games just six weeks earlier) that it would be compared
to the Final Judgment. Though life would go on after the miracle, and
time would continue on after the Final Judgment of that day in October
1951, the Polo Grounds in New York City would forever be remembered
as the place of a singular—I would even risk calling it a religious—
experience.?

That’s the event, the miraculous event, that was recorded and handed
down to posterity through the marvels of a tape recording of the announc-
er’s voice as it was broadcast “live” on the radio on October 3, 1951. If
there are thus fewer and fewer of the original eyewitnesses to bear testi-
mony to the event, fewer and fewer of the original disciples on the field
or in the stands, there is still the recorded voice of the announcer, Russ
Hodges, the first evangelist, as I would like to call him, and then there is
Underworld—another American fiction, another American prophecy—
Don DelLillo’s 1997 novel, which begins with this singular event and un-
folds its implications and its consequences as a way of exploring and
encapsulating the entire latter half of the twentieth century in America.
DelLillo’s novel begins with this so-called “shot heard 'round the world,”
this single moment of revelation, this single stroke of the bat, this single
instant of impact, in order to show how a singular event can ripple out-
ward to touch an entire half century and beyond. I know it may seem
heterodox or heretical, but I would like to argue that DeLillo’s Under-
world, one of the great works of literature about religion and faith in
America, about the relationship between religion, science, and the media,
calls out to be read alongside Derrida’s work on religion, and particularly
“Faith and Knowledge,” an essay written in 1994—1995 and published in
1996, just a year before the publication of DeLillo’s novel.

Underworld is a major American novel about quintessentially American
things, like baseball, conspicuous consumption, shameless waste, and
weapons of mass destruction. But it is also—and precisely through these
very things—a great work of fiction about American exceptionalism and
exceptional revelations, about both miracles and a day of reckoning that
may be looming over us all in the form of a global catastrophe of human
origin. The language of religion and miracles runs through Underworld
from beginning to end, with one of the characters in the opening pages
saying as he watches the game in the Polo Grounds, “This is the miracle
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year. Nobody has a vocabulary for what happened this year” (U 18). Or as
another puts it, “What could not happen actually happened” (U 57-58).
Though it may seem sacrilegious or quite simply banal, we must, I believe,
consider taking such pronouncements seriously, for whenever the impos-
sible happens, and even in the most seemingly secular of places, we are
somewhere in the ballpark of a miracle. If there were, quite unexpectedly,
some twenty thousand empty seats at the Polo Grounds that miraculous
day in October 1951, it was perhaps because “people had a premonition
that this game was related to something much bigger” (U 172), because
there is an “underground,” a “consciousness” of baseball (U 179) that
links this national sport to a national spirit and perhaps a national reli-
gion. One might be tempted to hear nothing more than ironic detach-
ment or postmodern cool in these references to faith and religion in
Underworld—after all, revelations take place in the desert or on deserted
islands, in the depths of some religious experience, and not during a ball-
game at the Polo Grounds—but, again, I would not be so quick to write
off the miraculous nature of these everyday things or to assume that a
baseball diamond in New York City could not be the place of a revelation
or a miraculous apparition.

As for the Final Judgment, it plays just as important a part as the mira-
cle in DeLillo’s epic novel, in this American Odyssey or Aeneid called
Underworld. The prologue to the novel, entitled “The Triumph of
Death,” recounts the miraculous win by the New York Giants over the
Brooklyn Dodgers from the home run of Bobby Thompson by cutting
back and forth, in vintage DeLillo fashion, from the voice of Russ Hodges
in the announcer’s booth doing the play by play to the action on the field
to the reactions of the spectators in the crowd, with each out, each pitch,
being drawn out as in the game of baseball itself to heighten the narrative
tension. From the game to the announcer to the crowd, that is, from the
miracle on the field to its announcement and its reception, DeLillo jump
cuts between these three moments or locations as if to demonstrate that
the event itself really depends upon—or, really, is—all three at once. It
is thus only in the crowd that the miraculous begins to merge with the
apocalyptic, the announcement of the miracle with forebodings of immi-
nent doom, the celebration on the baseball field with the fears of killing
fields and mass destruction. For among those in the crowd watching the
game are four celebrities, four almost mythic, iconic American figures,
sitting together like the four horsemen of the apocalypse, four legendary
personalities drinking beer, eating hot dogs, and yucking it up on an early
autumn afternoon: the comedian Jackie Gleason, restaurateur Toots Shor,
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singer and actor Frank Sinatra, and, finally, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoo-
ver—four kings, we might say, the King of Clubs or King of Comedy
(Gleason), the King of Diamonds (Shor), the King of Hearts (Sinatra),
and, finally, the King of Spades or the King of Death (Hoover)—the one
who will see death coming before anyone else, who will see in this miracu-
lous event at the Polo Grounds the signs of the coming Apocalypse.? For
just as Bobby Thompson is set to hit his game-winning home run, J.
Edgar Hoover is informed by one of his G-men that FBI intelligence
sources have learned that the Russians have detonated an atomic test
bomb somewhere in the Soviet Union (U 23), a bomb with a radioactive
core, as we will later learn, about the size of the baseball about to be hit
into the stands by Thompson, a “five-ounce sphere of cork, rubber, yarn,
horsehide and spiral stitching” (U 26, 176), a baseball, a simple baseball,
that begins already to look a lot more ominous in the radioactive light of
its plutonium double.

The miraculous event on the field, the singular stroke of Bobby
Thompson’s bat, is thus immediately divided in two—Ilike an event in
fission; it is immediately opposed to its other and confounded with it,
immediately linked to an atomic blast in the Soviet Union that portends
the apocalyptic underside or underworld of the Giants’ victory. As the
crowd celebrates the Giants’ win by throwing everything they can get
their hands on onto the field—ticket stubs, napkins, newspapers, torn
magazines—a picture from a recent issue of Life magazine reproducing a
sixteenth-century painting comes floating down from the upper deck and
lands auspiciously in J. Edgar’s hands. The painting is Pieter Bruegel’s
Triumph of Death, a gruesome scene of death and destruction that mes-
merizes Hoover and introduces the apocalypse into the miracle celebra-
tion on the Polo Grounds (U 41, 50). When Thompson thus hits his
“shot heard ’round the world,” J. Edgar Hoover—and, by extension, the
reader of DeLillo’s novel—hears this shot in two different ways, as a
phrase with two different origins, two different sources, to anticipate Der-
rida, one related to America’s favorite pastime and one to the Soviet war
machine, one to faith, we might say, and one to knowledge, one to life
and one to death, one to a miracle made in America and one to the ma-
chine, it too American, that might well be the engine of the apocalypse.
It is as if a single stroke, a single source, had spontaneously or automati-
cally split in two, so that perhaps, just perhaps, a fuller understanding or
appreciation of Underworld might not only benefit from but might actu-
ally require an analysis of the relationship between faith and knowledge
at the core of an essay with the subtitle “The Two Sources of ‘Religion’
at the Limits of Reason Alone.” It is as if, in short, this great novel by the
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American DelLillo called for the supplement of a text by Derrida first writ-
ten for a conference in Italy but then completed and signed in Southern
California.*

Since DeLillo (to whom we will return throughout this work) sees in
baseball a series of mystical trinities defining the game itself—three
strikes, three outs, nine innings, nine players, and so on—and since, as he
writes in Underworld, “the repeated three-beat has the force of some ab-
ject faith, a desperate kind of will toward magic and accident” (U 36), 1
have divided my reading of Derrida’s “Faith and Knowledge,” as I ex-
plained in the introduction, into three parts, each of these with three
chapters, giving me nine different chances, nine new beginnings, nine
shots at convincing you that this essay is indispensable to understanding
today both Derrida and the relationship between religion and science, the
miracle and the machine, though also between the ordinary and the ex-
traordinary, the playful and the apocalyptic, a simple horsehide baseball

and the plutonium core of a nuclear weapon.
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part [7]

The Island and the Starry Skies Above

Voir Capri et mourir.
—French proverb

This is what I want to show by deporting you as swiftly as possible to the
limits of a basin, a sea, where there arrive for an interminable war the
Greek, the Jew, the Arab, the Hispano-Moor. Which I am also (following),
by the trace [Que je suis aussi, a la trace].

—Glas 37b
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Context Event Signature

If “Faith and Knowledge” is Derrida’s most direct and ambitious attempt
to answer the question of the nature of religion in general and its relation-
ship with science and the media, it is hardly the first text in which Derrida
treats themes and topics related directly to religion or religious discourse.
Already in 1974 in Glas the question of religion is front and center in
Derrida’s reading of Hegel’s early writings on religion and Genet’s novels
and plays. One can then trace Derrida’s continuing engagement with the
question of religion in his many references to negative theology through-
out the 1980s and 1990s, particularly in “How to Avoid Speaking: Deni-
als” (1986) and “Sauf le nom (Post-Scriptum)” (1993), and in a series
of works that take up religious texts or themes in order to rethink, for
example, the question of translation in sacred texts (in “Des rours de
Babel,” first published in 1985), or else the questions of confession, faith,
and mourning (in “Circumfession” in 1991 or in “Sauf le nom [Post-
Scriptum[”), or the relationship between justice and divine violence (in
“Force of Law” in 1990), or prayer (in “A Silkworm of One’s Own” in
1996), or hospitality (in Of Hospitality in 1997 and Acts of Religion from
2002), or else forgiveness, the gift, apocalypse, or messianicity, in too
many texts to mention.

In many of these texts, moreover, from “Circumfession” to “Sauf le
nom (Post-Scriptum)” to Memoirs of the Blind, Derrida not only evokes
religious themes but actually engages in or with religious genres of dis-
course, from apophatic discourse to confessional writing and conversion
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narrative.! We must thus resist the simple narrative according to which
Derrida’s work somehow took that now infamous “theological turn” in
French phenomenology during the 1980s and 1990s, under the influence,
so speculation often runs, of Emmanuel Levinas. Derrida was from the
very beginning engaged by questions of religion, though always, as we
shall see, in his own way, and he was writing on Levinas—and never with-
out some degree of critique—as early as 1963.2 “Faith and Knowledge™ is
thus hardly a radical turn in Derrida’s earlier work, even though it ad-
dresses even more directly than these early works the question of religion
in general and the unique forms it is taking today. Though I will try in
the next couple of chapters to read the essay more or less on its own terms,
beginning with its context, with the event for which it was prepared, and
with its signature, we must constantly bear in mind these earlier texts in
which Derrida approached similar questions and themes related to
religion.

How, then, should one begin to read “Faith and Knowledge”? When
French high school or university students are given a text to read and
study, it is common for them to speak of trying to décortiquer it, that is,
to translate this French verb in this context, to try to peel off its outside
layers, to husk it, shell it, or debark it, so as to get inside, “dissect,” and
analyze it. If decortication—a word that exists in English as well as
French—is not the same thing as deconstruction, it is often a very good
place to begin, starting with a decortication of the décor or the setting.?
To read a text of Derrida it is often necessary to begin by considering the
context and the occasion for which it was written, the time and place it
was first read or published, the anticipated audience, the expectations
Derrida would have had of his audience, and the expectations he would
have expected his audience to have of him. Since, as Derrida often re-
marked, almost all if not all his texts were occasioned or occasional, that
is, since his texts were always responses to requests for a talk, paper, or
publication, the context for these works inevitably becomes part of the
works themselves, as if to mark the historical and contingent nature of all
speech acts. “Each time I write a text,” he says in a conversation with
Maurizio Ferraris in May 1994—the very person, as we will later see, who
organized the Capri conference—"it is ‘on occasion,” occasional, for some
occasion. | have never planned to write a text; everything I've done, even
the most composite of my books, were ‘occasioned” by a question. My
concern with the date and the signature confirms it” (78 62). This is par-
ticularly true of “Faith and Knowledge,” an essay first conceived as an
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improvised talk on a subject Derrida himself had a hand in “determin-
ing,” even if, as we will see in Chapter 4, he himself did not exactly
“choose” it.

In a couple of early sections of “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida points
to the context and pragmatic conditions of the essay, as if these pro-
grammed to some extent the content of the essay itself. I will thus spend
the majority of this chapter looking at some of these circumstances or
conditions, since they are absolutely critical, as we will see, to understand-
ing the themes and claims of the essay. Before looking, then, in the follow-
ing chapter, at the machinery of this text, at the way the various parts
work together, I propose looking at the circumstances or conditions of
time, place, setting, audience, subject, language, and, of course, source in
Derrida’s “Faith and Knowledge.”

First, then, #ime. In §3, Derrida himself provides the date for the origi-
nal meeting for which this text was written or first prepared. “Faith and
Knowledge” began as an improvised discussion, Derrida tells us, that took
place on 28 February 1994, a discussion that was subsequently written up
and dated in the final paragraph of the text, a brief sequence in parenthe-
ses and italics that bears the date 26 April 1995. There are, then, notice,
two dates, separated by about fourteen months, two origins, we might
already speculate, of this text that will speak about the two origins or
sources of religion.

As for the place, it too is doubled—at the very least—and Derrida ex-
plicitly marks this doubling as well. In addition to recalling in that final
paragraph the date on which the essay was completed, Derrida marks the
place, “Laguna”—that is, Laguna Beach in California, just a few miles
south of Los Angeles.* But this is, of course, the second place-name of the
text, the secondary source or origin, the second seaside setting. In §3,
Derrida recalls that the setting for the original conversation about religion
was the Italian island of Capri, just south of the bay of Naples. A place of
isolation, contemplation, even revelation, in the West, the island is the
place where religious communities throughout the world, and particularly
in the Mediterranean, have traditionally retreated from the world as if
into a kind of desert. Derrida thus compares the participants in the Capri
conference to a group of monks or hermits, to anchorites, a word that
comes from the Greek anakhores, meaning to “withdraw,” “retire,” or
“seclude oneself.”® “Faith and Knowledge” began, then, as a conversation
among a few friends or colleagues who had secluded themselves on an
island to talk about the nature of religion.

An island is thus surely not just any setting for a discussion about reli-
gion, and Capri is not just any island. A tourist destination during the
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spring and summer months, Capri would have been relatively deserted in
February, making it an appropriate setting for the conference participants
to seclude themselves so as to consider what Derrida will label this “ab-
straction’” called “religion.”® On this island or in this desert, they would
withdraw from the world or withdraw from history in order to tell them-
selves, says Derrida, a story of the sort: “ ‘Once upon a time,” just once, one
day, on an island or in the desert, imagine, in order to ‘talk religion,’ several
men, philosophers, professors, hermeneuticians, hermits or anchorites, took the
time to mimic a small, esoteric and egalitarian, friendly and fraternal com-
munity” (§3).

Though isolated and cut off from the mainland, the desert island of
Capri is nonetheless not too far from Rome, one of the four places,
says Derrida in §5, in the holy quartet Athens—/erusalem—~Rome—
Byzantium, names that right up to today evoke terrible wars of religion,
in the question, for example, of the division and control of Jerusalem and
its holy sites. But if Capri is not too far from Rome, it is even closer to
Pompeii, which is in fact visible from the island, Pompeii being not only
the site of the famous eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 A.D. but the
setting for Wilhelm Jensen’s novella Gradiva, which Freud will analyze in
Delusion and Dream and which Derrida will allude to more than once in
“Faith and Knowledge.” We will return to this theme later, or rather, this
theme will later return to us, it will resurface; for the moment, let us sim-
ply note that within eyeshot of Capri there is the scene of one of the most
famous disasters in history—a truly apocalyptic event—and the setting of
the story of the return of the dead, and particularly a dead woman, Grad-
iva, she of the “graceful walk.”

Gathered on the island of Capri in February 1994, isolated in order to
talk about this abstraction called “religion,” the setting resembles, says
Derrida, a sort of retreat, a place for religious exercises, a kind of monas-
tery for a little religious community or, indeed, fraternal order that would
exclude—and I think we are to hear in Derrida’s comments that this was
not his choice or decision—women. As Derrida will remark (in §5) as he
gazes, we might imagine, around the conference table during their gather-
ing: “Not a single woman!” to discuss a subject as important as religion, a
subject that, obviously, not only concerns women but in many respects—
and particularly with regard to the theme of respect—should place the
question of women at its center.”

As for religious affiliation or the religious culture of the participants in
the Capri conference, this too was rather limited or insular. Once again,
Derrida seems to look around the conference table before commenting:
“We represent and speak four different languages, but our common ‘culture,”

24 wm The Island and the Starry Skies Above



let’s be frank, is more manifestly Christian, barely even Judeo-Christian. No
Muslim is among us, alas, even for this preliminary discussion” (§5). Present
at the gathering, at the retreat, were, therefore, only men, and, Derrida
remarks, only European men—“we Europeans” (§§32-33), as Derrida
will say, echoing Nietzsche’s “we good Europeans” from Beyond Good and
Evil—indeed only European men with a Judeo-Christian background,
whether Jewish (Derrida), or Catholic (Gianni Vattimo), or Protestant
(Hans-Georg Gadamer).* No women, therefore, and no Muslims or rep-
resentatives of other cults in attendance to discuss a topic such as religion
or the state of religion in 1994, no Muslims to speak of or to represent
Islam, which is clearly not just one religion among others in the current
debates about the fate or place of religion in the contemporary world. And
so Derrida says they must speak for these silent witnesses without speaking
in their place, speak for them without claiming to speak as them. Women,
Islam, women in Islam—all these important figures and themes that had
been excluded at Capri will return, as we will see, by the end of “Faith
and Knowledge.” They will return, both for Derrida and for us, from the
underworld into which they might have seemed to be confined.

There are thus two times and two places, 26 April 1995 in California,
an American place—as if the supplement of “deconstruction in America”
were essential to thinking religion today—and 28 February 1994 on the
island of Capri, a European, indeed an Italian place, where Italian would
have been the language spoken around them, not just any language, to be
sure, when it comes to religion. Another important condition or context
for this more or less improvised discussion of religion was thus language,
the fact that, as we saw Derrida affirm in the passage cited above, four
languages were spoken in Capri, all of them European, namely, Italian,
French, Spanish, and German.’ In “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida will
speak a great deal about language, and especially about the relationship
between religion, the nation state, and language or the national idiom. As
he will remark early on (in §4), these questions are unavoidable insofar as
language or writing is the element of all revelation and belief and insofar
as language or the idiom is always linked to a social, familial, or ethnic
place—to a particular nation, people, or land. In thinking about religion,
therefore, in speaking about religion, one must always ask about the rela-
tionship between the national idiom and all claims to autochthony,
blood, earth, land, place, citizenship, the nation state, and so on, about
the possibility of a sacred language related to a people if not a place—
themes treated by Derrida in several texts from “Des Tours de Babel” to
“The Eyes of Language,” to name just two. It is, moreover, in “Faith and

Context Event Signature m 25



Knowledge” that Derrida will introduce the neologism mondialatinisa-
tion, or globalatinization, to remind us that it was through Latin that the
contemporary notion of religion was defined and disseminated, a thesis
that will lead him to claim, as we will see more clearly in Chapters 2 and
5, that perhaps only Christianity merits being called a “religion.”

If all these conditions or contexts for speaking about religion—time,
place, setting, religious affiliation, and language—already from the outset
exclude certain perspectives (women, Muslims, non-Europeans, non-
European languages, and so on), they would at least seem to assure that
their discussion can take place within a certain shared tradition or “com-
mon ‘culture’ (§5), in short, a Judeo-Christian culture, and by means of
what Derrida calls a certain “pre-understanding’ of their subject matter
(§3). Though they have as yet no assurance that they understand what
religion is, what the name religion means—after all, that’s what they have
gathered to discuss—there is nonetheless a kind of faith, says Derrida, in
what might be called a “preunderstanding” of what it means, a kind of
minimal “trustworthiness” or “reliability,” as he will call it, in this word
religion. They don’t know exactly what it means, but they would seem at
least to share a kind of faith in what might be called the horizon of the
question of religion: “We believe we can pretend to believe—fiduciary acr—
that we share in some pre-understanding. We act as though we had some
common sense of what ‘religion’ means through the languages that we believe
(how much belief already, to this moment, to this very day!) we know how to
speak” (§3).

One can already hear hesitation if not skepticism in Derrida’s language
(we believe we can pretend to believe, we act as though . . .). Derrida thus
goes on to link this belief to the kind of preunderstanding Heidegger
speaks of in Being and Time with regard to our—or Dasein’s—
preunderstanding of Being: “ We believe in the minimal trustworthiness [fi-
abilité minimale] of this word. Like Heidegger, concerning what he calls the
Faktum of the vocabulary of being (at the beginning of Sein und Zeit), we
believe (or believe it is obligatory that) we pre-understand the meaning of this
word, if only to be able to question and in order to interrogate ourselves on
this subject” (§3). But, Derrida continues, “nothing is less pre-assured than
such a Faktum (in both of these cases, precisely) and the entire question of
religion comes down, perbaps, to this lack of assurance” (§3). As we will see,
it will be not so much hesitation, uncertainty, or skepticism but the very
notion of faith itself that will puncture this supposed preunderstanding
and call into question all assurances with regard to religion. Faith beyond
assurance, beyond a common culture and beyond a shared horizon, will
be what makes religion possible and impossible. Though an originary or
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elementary faith will be, as we will see, the very element of religion, it will
be anything but a horizon or a shared preunderstanding.

These references to a shared horizon and preunderstanding recall yet
another condition, another shared point of reference. Though the partici-
pants in the Capri conference speak four different languages, come from
four different nation states, and have somewhat different religious back-
grounds, all of them have been formed by European philosophy, and all
of them have been attracted, says Derrida (in §10), by a certain phenome-
nology, that is, by a certain philosophy of /ight that took its inspiration
from Husserl but that also ended up taking its distance from him. More-
over, all of them had been drawn at various moments in their intellectual
itineraries toward a hermeneutics and exegesis of religious texts. Their
common horizon is thus, among other things, the phenomenological no-
tion of horizon, and their common preunderstanding that of a certain
hermeneutic conception of preunderstanding.

Politically, says Derrida, the members of this little quasi-religious com-
munity or fraternity share a common rejection of the intervention of reli-
gion in the public sphere and all of them have “an unreserved taste, if not
an unconditional preference, for what, in politics, is called republican democ-
racy as a universalizable model” (§11). Hence all of them are interested in
a kind of thinking that links philosophy to publicity and light, to a public
space freed from external powers and, especially, from all religious author-
ity. And yet, while all of them are against the imposition of religious
dogma or doctrine upon the public realm, none of them can be consid-
ered sworn enemies of religion or preachers of secularism—a notion, as
we will see in Chapter 6, that will elicit serious reservations on Derrida’s
part. Derrida thus recalls that, whatever their respective religious affilia-
tions, none of them are “priests bound by a ministry” or “theologians” or
“qualified, competent representatives of religion,” and none of them are “en-
emies of religion as such, in the sense that certain so-called Enlightenment
philosophers are thought to have been” (§11). While they would all like to
see public space freed of religious dogma and authority, none of them
would disavow faith entirely, and all of them, including Derrida, would
staunchly defend religious freedom. Indeed just three weeks before the
Capri meeting, that is, on 7 February 1994, Derrida spoke in Paris on the
occasion of a public meeting organized by the International Committee
in Support of Algerian Intellectuals in order to call for “the effective disso-
ciation of the political and the theological” in Algeria as the best way of
“protect[ing] the practices of faith and . . . the freedom of discussion and
interpretation within each religion” (AR 306). Derrida thus called for the
dissociation or separation of the theological and the political, in short, the
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separation of church and state, not in order to reject religion or religious
faith or relegate it to the margins of the state but in order to guarantee
the freedom of religious practice and expression within the state.

Thus far we have considered—and, notice, Derrida has himself explic-
itly marked—the time and setting of the meeting from which “Faith and
Knowledge” arose, the language or languages in which the meeting was
held, the gender, nationality, and the religious and philosophical back-
grounds of the participants. Derrida draws our attention to these condi-
tions and these contexts and points out the necessity of taking into
account everything that contributed to making the Capri conference “an
effective and unique situation” (§4). If Derrida is always interested, as I
suggested in the introduction, in the mise-en-scéne of a text, that is be-
cause he believes that a discourse must always be situated in order to be
understood, its specific context clarified in order to understand its unique
event. What Derrida thus demonstrates here, as he has done elsewhere,
indeed everywhere, is the “the necessity of dating, that is, of signing a
finite meeting in its time and in its space” (§36). In order to address the
question of religion today, everything about the day must be taken into
account:

Perhaps it would be necessary in addition to situate such arguments,
limit them in time and space, speak of the place and the setting, the
moment past, one day, date the fugitive and the ephemeral, singularize,
act as though one were keeping a diary out of which one were going to
tear a few pages. Law of the genre: the ephemeris (and already you are
speaking inexhaustibly of the day). Date: 28 February 1994. Place: an
island, the isle of Capri. A hotel, a table around which we speak among
[riends, almost without any order, without agenda, without order of the
day, no watchword [mot d’ordre] save for a single word, the clearest
and most obscure: religion. (§3)

These are the most obvious and immediate internal conditions and
contexts for the discussion of religion that forms the basis of Derrida’s
“Faith and Knowledge.” There were also, however, countless external
conditions for this meeting, just a couple of which should be mentioned
here. In the political or geopolitical arena, relations in the Middle East
between Israel and the Palestinians were tense and on the verge of break-
ing out into armed conflict, the phenomenon of Christian fundamental-
ism in America or Islamic extremism in the Middle East and elsewhere
was being widely discussed, and the term ethnic cleansing had become a
staple of the media to describe what was happening in the Yugoslav wars,
with an emphasis on the violence—and often the sexual violence—
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perpetrated against women.'® Finally, as might be inferred by that Febru-
ary 1994 meeting of the International Committee in Support of Algerian
Intellectuals, death threats were being issued against intellectuals by fund-
amentalist Islamic groups in Derrida’s native Algeria and violence was
threatening the fragile democratic institutions of that former French col-
ony and, especially, the place or role of women in politics and Algerian
society more generally. As we will see, all these things that form the back-
drop or the larger context of “Faith and Knowledge” will inevitably make
their appearance in one shape or another in the text—either on its surface
or deep down within it, in its underworld.

As for the choice of the theme of religion, Derrida recalls that it was
he himself, when asked by Maurizio Ferraris in the Hotel Lutétia in Paris,
who came up automatically, mechanically, almost without reflection, with
the topic. Derrida recounts their discussion this way:

In the beginning, Maurizio Ferraris at the Hotel Lutétia. “I need,”
he tells me, “we need a theme for this meeting in Capri.” In a whis-
per, yet without whispering, almost without hesitating, machine-
like, I respond, “Religion.” Why? From where did this come to me,
and yes, mechanically? Once the theme was agreed upon, discus-
sions were improvised—between two walks at night towards Faragli-
one, which can be seen in the distance, between Vesuvius and Capri.
(Jensen refers to it, Faraglione, and Gradiva returns perhaps . . .)

(§35)

This automatic or machinelike response gives us our first indication of
what, for Derrida, will be at the origin of religion, namely, an automatic
or machinelike splitting of every source in two, every single source into
two sources, an origin, then, an origin of religion, that in its automatic
duplicity will also be, as we will see, the common source of religion and
science. We will have occasion to return repeatedly to these themes and,
in Chapter 4, we will look in much greater detail at this scene from §35,
where the genesis of the Capri meeting is recounted.

But, one might ask, why religion? One of the reasons for Derrida’s
quasi-automatic or mechanical response to the question of what they
should discuss in Capri no doubt had to do with the fact that in the mid-
1990s it was common to talk about a seemingly unexpected and sponta-
neous ‘“‘return to religion” or a “return of the religious,” a surprising re-
surgence or revival in religious interests, church attendance, and so on (see
§6).!" Derrida will, however, question throughout “Faith and Knowl-
edge” whether such a so-called return to religion really is as surprising as
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so many commentators have thought and whether it really can be charac-
terized as a return. He will question the assumption that religion is today
or really ever has been on the one side while reason, the Enlightenment,
science, and critique are on the other. In other words, he will argue that
those who have assumed that secular society eschews religion and that
science or technology simply excludes faith overlook or misread the fun-
damental relationship between science and religion or science and faith.

It was also no doubt in part because of the growing interest in the topic
of religion that publishers agreed right from the start to publish in book
form the texts of the Capri conference. This meant, of course, that yet
further restrictions—yet another aspect of the context—would come to
limit what could and could not be said, an “economy dictated by publish-
ing exigencies” (§35). However improvised, speculative, or informal their
initial discussion might have been, the participants of the Capri confer-
ence knew from the very start that their discussion was destined for an
“international publication” that would be “first of all “Western,” and then
confided, which is also to say confined, to several European languages . .
German, Spanish, French, Italian” (§4)."? Nothing more ordinary, it
might be said, for a group of internationally known philosophers to be
“asked, in the collective name of several European publishers, to state a
position in a few pages on religion,” even if such a proposal, as Derrida
says, might well “appear monstrous today, when a serious treatise on reli-
gion would demand the construction of new Libraries of France and of
the universe” (§35).

“Faith and Knowledge” thus cannot be read without consideration of
the discourse of the 1990s surrounding the so-called “return” to religion.
One of the principal objectives of “Faith and Knowledge” will thus be, as
we will see more clearly in Chapter 3, to show that we misunderstand the
nature of this so-called return so long as we continue to think faith apart
from knowledge, or religion apart from science. Derrida will argue
throughout the essay that today’s “return to religion” cannot simply be
reduced to, and so written off as, “extremism,” “fanaticism,” or “funda-
mentalism.” If certain forms of Christian fundamentalism or Islamic ex-
tremism occupy a privileged but hardly unique position in this so-called
return to religion, we will have to ask about the precise relationship be-
tween such extremisms and the science they appropriate and manipulate
in particularly sophisticated ways. It was no doubt in large part to explore
this relationship between religion and science or faith and so-called secular
society that Derrida suggested that the Capri conference address the ques-
tion of religion and the putative “return to religion” in contemporary
society.

30 wm The Island and the Starry Skies Above



In an interview conducted in 1999 and subsequently published in
Paper Machine, Derrida does us the enormous favor of summarizing
much of what he argues at length and more cryptically in “Faith and
Knowledge” and, indeed, much of what he will develop in subsequent
works such as Rogues. Asked by the interviewer, “What is your explana-
tion for the return to religion that is occurring in so many parts of the
world, but not in Europe?” Derrida responds: “In Europe too! Is it a re-
turn? Church attendance isn’t the only way of measuring religion” (PM
116). This response is vintage Derrida. He begins by questioning first the
fact assumed by the interviewer’s question and then the principle or prem-
ise upon which the supposed fact relies.'? Asked to explain the return to
religion that was occurring in many parts of the world—the interviewer
no doubt had in mind the Middle East and the United States—but not
Europe, Derrida first suggests that the return is happening in Europe as
well, “In Europe too!” he says, since one cannot simply measure such a
return by citing church attendance figures. But Derrida then goes on to
question whether this really is a rezurn, as the interviewer seems to assume,
and whether such a so-called return does not invite other kinds of inter-
pretation. He continues:

What gets called for short a “return,” and is not confined to Islam,
far from it, is marked above all by the appearance of “fundamental-
isms” or “integration movements” that are aggressively “political.”
They seek either to contest the authority of the political or the state
or else quite simply to subject democracy to theocracy. The thing
needs to be analyzed in many dimensions. For instance, it would be
difficult to explain the force of these movements if the concepts of
the “political,” the state, and sovereignty especially, weren’t them-

selves concepts that are theological in origin. And hardly secularized
at all. (PM 116)

Derrida here introduces a theme that is at the center of much of his
work from at least the 1990s through 2004, and most prominently in
works such as Rogues: the theological or ontotheological origins of politi-
cal concepts such as sovereignty, and not only as it is embodied in mon-
archies but as it is identified with the nation or the people, notions that
are often considered—and quite wrongly so, according to Derrida—to be
completely secular. For Derrida, even our most seemingly secular notions
of modernity, from the sovereignty of the people to religious tolerance
to human rights and the institution of literature, contain an irreducible
theologico-political remainder.'* From this perspective, then, the rezurn
to religion is hardly a return at all, insofar as religion—in the form of
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theological concepts—continues to operate even in Western political con-
cepts that are mistakenly understood to be purely secular. We will return
to this argument in much greater detail in subsequent chapters.

After relating religion or the theological to the political, Derrida goes
on in the interview to relate religion to science, a theme that is really at
the center of “Faith and Knowledge”: “On the other hand, contrary to
what is often thought, these ‘fundamentalisms’ fit very well with the
advances in technology and science. Iran is just one example. So it is a
matter of actively opposing the modern technologies that result in delo-
calization, uprooting, and deterritorialization—and, simultaneously, of
reappropriating them” (PM 116). Derrida here begins articulating the
paradoxical—or, really, the autoimmune—relationship between religion
and science or religion and technology (a distinction we will make in
Chapter 3) that will be at the “epicenter” (an epicenter, we can already
imagine, that is always in a state of dehiscence) of “Faith and Knowl-
edge.” If religion reacts against science and technology in order to return
to what is assumed to be a prescientific, nontechnological order, it does
so only by appropriating the very technology and science it eschews. I will
treat this theme in much greater depth later, but by way of introduction
let me simply read the rest of Derrida’s response to the question of reli-
gion in the interview published in Paper Machine:

The so-called return of religion tries to go back to the literality of
idiom, the proximity of home, the nation, the earth, blood, filiation,
and so on. In order to spirit away the threat, you therefore incorpo-
rate it in yourself, by appropriating technology, telecommunica-
tions, internet access, the effects of globalization, and so on. A
process of self [or auto]-immunization. It destroys the organism that
it thereby seeks to protect, and that is why, in the end, I do not
believe in the future of these “fundamentalisms’ as such, at any rate
not in their political expression. But what is interesting to observe is
this sometimes refined marriage of rationalism, even scientism, and
obscurantism. But in the same way as I make a distinction between
justice and law, I think you have to distinguish between faith and
religion. (PM 116-17)

In this one tight little paragraph, Derrida introduces many of the
themes we will encounter in “Faith and Knowledge™: the relationship be-
tween religion and technology or religion and science, faith and knowl-
edge, the questions of democracy, globalization, and autoimmunity, and,
finally, a crucial distinction between religion and faith, which might be
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thought, Derrida suggests in a quasi-analogy, along the lines of the differ-
ence developed in “Force of Law” and elsewhere between the law and
justice. According to this analogy—which we will pursue in more detail
in Chapter 6—faith has to be thought in relation to religion or in relation
to determinate religious beliefs in the same way that justice has to be
thought in relation to law. Hence Derrida will argue that “faith has not
always been and will not always be identifiable with religion, nor . . . with
theology” (§13). If the theme of faith will have thus been of interest to
Derrida from the very beginning, it will have never been reducible to reli-
gion. To understand Derrida’s skepticism with regard to the so-called re-
turn #o religion or return of religion in 1990s, we will have to bear this
crucial distinction in mind.

Now, if religion was undergoing in the 1990s something like a resur-
gence or a reemergence on the public stage but not exactly a “return,”
“Faith and Knowledge” and other texts written around the same time
would seem to represent a similar resurgence—though, again, not exactly
a “return”—in the “life” of Jacques Derrida. This will be the last of the
conditions or contexts we will look at here, the place of religion not in
Derrida’s work but in his life, and particularly his childhood, Derrida’s
own “‘acts of religion,” to borrow the title of an anthology edited by Gil
Anidjar that brings together many of Derrida’s most important writings
on religion, including “Faith and Knowledge.”'> Though I cannot treat
the topic in any detail here, a few words seem necessary to put the discus-
sion of religion in “Faith and Knowledge” into the context of the author’s
early relationship to religion, just a few things about Derrida’s own back-
ground, and particularly his “religious background,” to help situate our
reading.'®

While it would be imprudent to want to explain Derrida’s long-
standing interest in margins, borders, borderlines and, here, /imits solely
in terms of his unique personal history, it would be just as imprudent to
claim that this history played no role in the formation of this interest. For
in terms of nationality or national affiliation, language and ethnic iden-
tity, and, of course, religion, Derrida’s position was in each case marginal
to the dominant culture in which he lived. Born on 15 July 1930 in El-
Biar, a suburb of Algiers, in what was then the French colony of Algeria,
Derrida grew up, one might say, in the margins of France, in France but
not exactly, a French citizen but not like the others. Growing up in a
French-speaking family in a predominantly Arabic-speaking neighbor-
hood, Derrida would thus have cultivated from within this marginal place
of a French colony the language of France, the colonizer, but he would
have been at the same time more or less isolated from the language spoken
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around him. From this marginal position Derrida would develop a desire
to master this French language or, better, a desire to cultivate and adore
it, to speak it better and respect it more than those born in metropolitan
France.V”

Born into a Jewish family living in a mostly Muslim community within
the colony of a predominantly Catholic nation, he would have experi-
enced firsthand not just the discomfort of being in the minority but the
pains of exclusion, marginalization, even persecution. Derrida recalls in
several places, including Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis
of Origin, being subject to individual acts of anti-Semitism as well as to
institutional and governmental anti-Semitism in 1942, when he was pro-
hibited by the French authorities from attending public schools and his
French citizenship, which had been granted to the Jews of Algeria by the
Crémieux decree of 1870, was revoked. Though his citizenship would
eventually be reinstated, Derrida says he experienced this event as nothing
less than “a fracture or a trauma” (75 37), an event, as he put it in 2000,
that “no doubt killed in me an elementary confidence in any community,
in any fusional gregariousness” and that “cautioned me against commu-
nity and communitarianism in general” (“AO” 15). In the face of this
“fracture” or this “trauma,” Derrida did not seek to identify with or seek
refuge in the Jewish community or his own Jewish identity. He began
instead to view with suspicion any kind of community bond, especially
one that would be based on religion. In an interview from January 1994,
just weeks before the Capri conference, he says: “My spontaneous or in-
fantile reaction to anti-Semitic violence consisted in saying ‘no, I am part
neither of this nor of that,” neither of this anti-Semitism nor of its vic-
tims—a haughty and affected gesture, without sympathy for the self-
protecting attitude of the Jewish community, which tended to close ranks
when endangered” (7§ 39).

If Derrida’s attitude toward this violence would become less spontane-
ous and infantile over the years and would in fact play a large role in his
seminars of the 1980s that went under the title “Philosophical Nationality
and Nationalism,” he would continue to resist identifying in full with any
particular group. Though he would leave Algeria for France in 1949 and
would not return for any extended period of time apart from his years of
military service from 1957 to 1959, it is hard not to think that these early
years of living in a Jewish family within a largely Muslim community and
speaking French in a predominantly Arabic-speaking culture did not leave
traces in the life—and thus the work—of Derrida. If, as Gil Anidjar ar-
gues in his excellent introduction to Acts of Religion, Derrida would live
most of his life in Judeo-Christian France, if he would refer to himself as
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“the last of the Jews,” he would also describe himself as “a little black and
very Arab Jew” or, elsewhere, as “a kind of African” (cited in AR 33; see
also MO 14).'% Arab, Jewish, Judeo-Christian, African, Maghrebin,
Franco-Maghrebin . . . Jacques Derrida was all of these and yet none of
them completely, just as, in The Other Heading, he would say that he was
European without being “European in every part, that is, European
through and through” (OH 82).

In terms of religion, then, Derrida grew up Jewish in a predominantly
Muslim colony of France, and he lived almost all of his adult life in the
Christian, indeed, Catholic country of France. But in addition to inherit-
ing, as we will see in the chapters that follow, various aspects of all three
of these Abrahamic religions, Derrida also—or nonetheless—cultivated a
certain atheism by means of or even through the various communities of
which he both was and was not a part. As he writes to Catherine Malabou
in Counterpath, “My atheism develops in the churches, all the churches”
(CP 95).” It is this belonging without belonging, or this atheism within
religious tradition, that makes deconstruction in general and Derrida’s
work in particular resemble, as we will explore in Chapter 6, a certain
“negative theology.”?

With regard to citizenship, Derrida would thus be French and yet not
quite French, French but because Jewish not French for a time, French
but because Algerian never really French enough. In terms of language,
he would speak French both at home and at school, putting him at a
remove from “the language of the neighborhood,” which was Arabic, as
well as from the language of the synagogue, of which he would admit to
having only a passing knowledge.?! About Arabic, which was spoken
around him but which he never really learned to speak, especially since it
was offered in school in Algeria only as “an optional foreign language,”
Derrida says in a public discussion about a year and a half before his
death, “sometimes I wonder whether this language, unknown for me, is
not my favorite language” (/W 33-34).

With regard to culture, Derrida’s schooling would have focused essen-
tially on the history and culture of France—and not Algeria.?? All eyes
would have thus been oriented from the start toward France—the métro-
pole—and particularly Paris, the capital of the colonial power and the
place from which the culture most valued would have emanated.?® As
Derrida would say in The Monolingualism of the Other and perhaps even
more poignantly in a public conversation with the Algerian intellectual
Mustapha Chérif in the spring of 2003, the community to which he be-
longed was so isolated in terms of language, culture, history, religion, and
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so on that he would come to question throughout his work the very na-
ture of community and the very notion of “belonging”:

The community to which I belonged was cut off in three ways: it
was cut off first both from the Arab and the Berber, actually the
Maghrebin language and culture; it was also cut off from the
French, indeed European, language and culture, which were viewed
as distant poles, unrelated to its history; and finally, or to begin with,
it was cut off from the Jewish memory, from that history and that
language that one must assume to be one’s own, but which at a
given moment no longer were—at least in a special way, for most of
its members in a sufficiently living and internal way. (/W 34-35)

Much more could obviously be said here about the “influence” of this
rather unique historical, cultural, and linguistic background on the
thought of Jacques Derrida, and particularly with regard to religion. It
would be very unwise, as I said, to reduce everything here to biography,
but it is hard to deny that Derrida’s interest in margins and limits, in a
certain “outside” or “elsewhere,” his suspicion of all communities based
on race, territory, language, culture, or religion, can be traced back to
some extent—even if this alone will not get us very far—to these early
years in Algeria where Derrida occupied an ambiguous and marginal place
with regard to all these categories.?* As Hélene Cixous has written some-
where, “There is only one Jacques Derrida. He’s a thousand different
things.” Or as Derrida says of himself in 7he Post Card, in a memorable
phrase that my friend and colleague David Farrell Krell adopted as the
title of an important work on Derrida, he was “the purest of bastards”
(see PC 84).%

Much more could also obviously be said about Derrida’s education and
upbringing in Algeria, as well as his attachment to the Jewish religion,
everything from his refusal to circumcise his two sons to his calling him-
self a Marrano. Let me simply conclude these very brief remarks by citing
Derrida again from his conversation with Mustapha Chérif in the spring
of 2003. The conversation took place, Chérif informs us in the introduc-
tion to the book in which these remarks are published, just hours after
Derrida had received confirmation of the diagnosis of the pancreatic can-
cer that would lead to his death less than a year and a half later, on 9
October 2004. Speaking in Paris at the Institute of the Arab World, at a
conference of French and Algerian intellectuals organized by Chérif under
the title “The Future of Civilizations,” Derrida begins: “I want to speak
here, today, as an Algerian, as an Algerian who became French at a given
moment, lost his French citizenship, then recovered it. Of all the cultural
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wealth I have received, that I have inherited, my Algerian culture has sus-
tained me the most” (/W 30). For someone who would go on to spend
fifty years of his life writing and teaching a decidedly European philosoph-

ical tradition, this is perhaps a rather surprising admission. He continues:

The cultural heritage I received from Algeria is something that prob-
ably inspired my philosophical work. All the work I have pursued,
with regard to European, Western, so-called Greco-European philo-
sophical thought, the questions I have been led to ask from some
distance, a certain exteriority, would certainly not have been possi-
ble if, in my personal history, I had not been a sort of child in the
margins of Europe, a child of the Mediterranean, who was not sim-
ply French nor simply African, and who had passed his time travel-
ing between one culture and the other. . . . Everything that has
interested me for a long time, regarding writing, the trace, the de-
construction of Western metaphysics . . . all of that had to have
come out of a reference to an elsewhere whose place and language
were unknown or forbidden to me. (/W 31-32; my empbhasis)

I would like to think that Derrida’s attention to this elsewhere, his allergy
to community, had something to do with his interest in a kind of origin-
ary or elementary faith that would be at the source of but also in excess of
all dogmatic or revealed religions, an elementary faith that would be at the
origin of every social bond but could never be reduced to any particular
community or communitarian vision.

When reading “Faith and Knowledge” we must not lose sight of these
“autobiographical” details, not only because they form the background or
context for Derrida’s discussion of religion but because they are com-
mented on in several places in Derrida’s own work. Indeed few philoso-
phers have integrated autobiographical elements into their philosophical
works to the extent Derrida has, from “Circumfession,” where Derrida
combines a reading of the Confessions of Augustine (who was also born, of
course, in northern Africa) with reflections concerning his mother’s own
impending death, to Memoirs of the Blind, Monolingualism of the Other,
and, of course, The Post Card.*® In an interview from January 1994, just
weeks before the Capri conference, Derrida says that “in literature what
always interests me is essentially the autobiographical—not what is called
the ‘autobiographical genre,” but rather the autobiographicity that greatly
overflows the ‘genre’ of autobiography.” He then goes on to speak of the
place of autobiography in philosophy, of “the wild desire to preserve ev-
erything, to gather everything together in its idiom. To gather together

even that which disseminates and, by its very essence, defies all gathering.”
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“Philosophy, or academic philosophy at any rate,” he goes on to say, “for
me has always been at the service of this autobiographical design of
memory” (75 41).2” We will want to recall this emphasis on the autobio-
graphical as we begin reading “Faith and Knowledge” in light of the cir-
cumstances for and in which it was written and as we try to interpret,
much later, what looks like an autobiographical detail—the memory of
an opened pomegranate at the end of the next to the last of the fifty-two
numbered sections of the essay.
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Duplicity, Definition, Deracination

All of the conditions we have looked at thus far form the context for Der-
rida’s choice of theme and for his treatment of it in “Faith and Knowl-
edge.” These conditions must be constantly borne in mind as we see how
Derrida on his day, in this place, with #his background, for #his audience,
and in Ais language, approaches the question of religion. If an analysis of
such conditions is always essential, as I argued earlier, to understanding
the form of Derrida’s arguments, it is even more so for “Faith and Knowl-
edge,” insofar as Derrida will not simply refer to or take account of these
conditioning factors in his approach to the subject but will transform each
one of them into a theme within his text: hence the place, the island as a
place of desertion and abandonment, will become a thinking of the space
of revelation, of khora, and so on; the time will become a thinking of
history and the historicity of religion, a thinking of the state of religion
today; the languages spoken at the conference will become a thinking of
the Latin origins of our discourse on religion; the absence of women will
become a discreet though unmistakable inscription of women’s voices
throughout the essay; and the absence of Muslims will become a series of
reminders about the role Islam must play in any serious thinking about
religion today.

After having laid out some of the conditions, both internal and exter-
nal, personal and political, national and international, for “Faith and
Knowledge,” we should be better prepared to enter even further into the
core, so to speak, of this essay, even if, as | have already suggested, this
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core is always in a constant state of fission. If “Faith and Knowledge” was
originally presented orally and in an improvised fashion on the island of
Capri in February 1994, we must now consider the fact that what we now
have before us is a written text. Let us begin again, then, by reading this
text, beginning with its title—or its titles—but then also by looking at its
form and its fonts, its numbers and numerology, all of which, we might
already suspect, will say something essential about the fundamental du-
plicity at the heart of the relationship between religion and science.

The principal title, “Faith and Knowledge”—"“Foi et Savoir’—brings
together two nouns, or, in French, a noun and a substantivized verb, into
what appears to be a fairly straightforward conjunction. But this conjunc-
tion already suggests a kind of originary duplicity or conflict, perhaps even
an antinomy, between what are commonly believed to be two very differ-
ent and perhaps even irreconcilable realms or domains: faith or religion,
on the one hand, everything that would come before or after reason; and
knowledge, science, and the reason or rationality on which these are
founded, on the other. But talk about duplicity—Derrida’s title is not
simply a play on but more or less a repetition of Hegel's Glauben und
Wissen, from 1802-3, a work Derrida refers to briefly (in §18) under its
French title Foi et Savoir and whose final paragraph he more or less para-
phrases, having cited it in its entirety some twenty years earlier in Glas.
This is the famous passage, which I will look at in more detail in Observa-
tion 2, in which Hegel speaks of the death of God and of the need to
reestablish “for philosophy the Idea of absolute freedom and along with
it the absolute Passion, the speculative Good Friday in place of the his-
toric Good Friday.”! If the title of the essay already evokes Hegel, and
thus Derrida’s reading of Hegel in the left-hand column of Glas, it may
not be insignificant that the essay concludes some seventy-eight pages
later with a reference to Jean Genet, the central figure of the right-hand
column. It is as if “Faith and Knowledge” were at once a nod toward that
monumental work of 1974 and a development or displacement of it, a
development in the direction of not only Hegel but Kant and Bergson,
and a displacement into concerns of Genet that emerged well after the
appearance of Glas.

Derrida’s title is thus not simply a play on Hegel’s but a repetition of
it or, more pointedly, a rip-off or plagiarism of it; as one says in French,
it is a title that has been—and we will look at this term in more detail in
Chapter 4—soufflé, that is, whispered to him from a distance but also
lifted, stolen. And yet Derrida’s essay has in fact not just one title but
two, one that just conjoins two words, “Faith and Knowledge,” and then
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another, a subtitle, that speaks of two sources, “The Two Sources of ‘Reli-
gion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone.” But this subtitle is itself little more
than a condensation or elision of the titles of two classic works on religion,
Kant’s 1793 Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone and Henri Berg-
son’s 1932 The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (§36).? Hence Der-
rida’s title, like the layout of his text itself, as we will see shortly, is double,
and the second of the titles, the subtitle, is itself doubled, as if Derrida
were crossing these two canonical secondary sources on the nature of reli-
gion in order to say something different about the nature of religion
today. Though “Faith and Knowledge” is not anything like a reading of
Kant or Bergson (as Speech and Phenomena, for example, is a reading of
Husserl, or “Plato’s Pharmacy” is a reading of Plato), any truly responsi-
ble reading of Derrida’s essay must take these two canonical works into
account, since they provide the terms and premises of Derrida’s
discussion.?

But here is already a first hint of how to understand deconstruction, as
opposed to other kinds of textual analysis, such as the one I referred to
earlier as decortication. While a good deconstructive reading will always
want to determine first what Bergson or Kant or Heidegger meant to say
about a particular topic, what they themselves would have said they
meant, that is, what they themselves wished to bring to light or reveal
about the topic of, say, religion, Derrida will want to ask about the noc-
turnal source of this revelation or this critical light, the source of this
Enlightenment impulse to bring the source of religion to light. Decon-
struction will thus attempt to “bring to light” or “develop” what Derrida
will risk calling here the “negative” of the text or of what is brought to
light in the text, something that might be /ike the unconscious, or /ike
some kind of latent meaning below the manifest or phenomenal meaning
of the text—analogies that must be treated with some caution but that
will perhaps prove useful later on in our analysis when themes from the
underworld well up to visit us from some invisible or unconscious source.
To approach the question of religion, then, Derrida begins with tradi-
tional philosophical approaches to the topic of religion (Kant, Hegel,
Bergson, and, as we will see, Heidegger) in order to uncover not simply
some hidden assumption or presupposition but the source—the nocturnal
source—of their reflections on religion, a source that, as we will see, could
go by many names, since it has no proper name: one could call it an ele-
mentary faith that would itself be blind, a source of revelation or light
that would itself be nocturnal, or #hdra as that which gives rise to every-

thing that might appear in the light.
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There are thus two titles, identifying two sources, Kant and Bergson,
each of whom will identify or isolate two realms for religion: for Kant,
dogmatic religion that goes beyond the limits of reason alone and true
religion or true morality that stays within those limits; and, for Bergson,
a closed morality and static religion, on the one hand, and an open moral-
ity and dynamic religion, on the other. In order to think not just the
essence of religion as such but, more importantly, what is happening to
religion today, Derrida seems to be suggesting that we return to Kant’s
great book about, among other things, “radical evil,” and to a book by
Bergson—this “great Judeo-Christian,” as Derrida calls him—who wrote
about religion after the First World War and on the eve of the Second
World War and thus on the eve of events that, as Derrida puts it, “one
knows that one does not yet know how to think” (§36). Derrida does not
name those events in this passage, but it is not difficult to imagine what
he has in mind: the horrors of the Holocaust, first and foremost, though
perhaps also advances in weapons technology that would lead to the de-
velopment of the atomic bomb and, eventually, the Cold War, events that
still haunt us today and perhaps portend the unimaginable in the form of
a truly global apocalypse.

As for the form of the text, “Faith and Knowledge” is divided into
fifty-two numbered sequences or sections, which vary in length from just
a few lines to a few pages. In the second of these sections, Derrida makes
clear that this numbering bears some relation to what he will hypothesize
to be an ineluctable relationship between religion and science, and thus
between religion and the question of calculation, technology, and the ma-
chine. Hence Derrida—already crossing the idioms of Bergson (who fa-
mously concludes 7he Two Sources with a reference to the universe as “a
machine for the making of gods”) and Kant (who wishes to think religion
within the “limits” of reason alone)—speaks of his own essay as a little
“discursive machine” (§S 2, 33), whose task is to say something about reli-
gion today “within the limits assigned us” (§2).4

In addition to this reference to the machine, which reflects the ellip-
tical, telegraphic, and calculated nature of this essay and is indicative of
the way religion is today being transformed by technology, Derrida’s use
of the term /[imits is telling. By analyzing the contexts and conditions with
which Derrida had to work in “Faith and Knowledge,” I have in effect
been looking at the limits Derrida found imposed upon him or that he
imposed upon himself. In addition to asking, then, what it means for
Kant to want to think religion “within the /Zmits of reason alone,” Derrida
asks what such a Kantian project might mean for us today, especially
when, as we will see, Derrida will want to think reason in relation to faith.
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In addition, then, to the numerous references to limits in the passages
explicitly treating Kant (§§11-12, 1416, 36, 41), there are, first, the lim-
its of time, space, and format for treating such a serious question as reli-
gion within a certain number of pages, the necessity of producing on the
topic of religion “a short treatise” (§2) within “the merciless limits of time
and space (§4; see §93, 9, and 33).> These limits of time and space are not
just the Kantian conditions of experience but a matter of “economy,” the
necessity of treating the question of religion “in a limited number of
words” because of the constraints of time, space, and, yes, publishers
(§35).

As for the exact nature of these limits, Derrida tells us much later when
he recounts the genesis of the conference and thus the genesis of “Faith
and Knowledge” that it had been agreed that everyone at the conference
would contribute an essay of about twenty-five pages, a “page limit” that
would inform the very layout of Derrida’s essay and inspire him to select

a quasi-aphoristic form as one chooses a machine, the least perni-
cious machine to treat of religion in a certain number of pages: 25
or a few more, we were given; and, let us say, arbitrarily, to de-cipher
or anagrammatize the 25, 52 very unequal sequences, as many crypis
dispersed in a non-identified field, a field that is nonetheless already
approaching, like a desert about which one isn’t sure if it is sterile
or not, or like a field of ruins and of mines and of wells and of caves

and of cenotaphs and of scattered seedings. (§35)°

Faced with a limited number of pages, with limited ink for a theme as
large and important as religion, Derrida will mark the necessarily incom-
plete and elliptical nature of his contribution by writing not a complete
or completed essay but, simply, a series of fifty-two aphorisms, sequences,
or crypts, or else, as we will see, fifty-two pomegranate seeds or pieces of
shrapnel, depending upon whether you choose your metaphor from na-
ture or culture, from a cult of life or the cultivation of death.

But if this explains why Derrida writes in aphorisms or abbreviated
sections, what justifies numbering them in this way? First, because the
question of numbers and of calculation, of the calculable and the incalcu-
lable, will return throughout this essay as it explores the relationship be-
tween faith or a certain incalculability and a knowledge that makes
possible various forms of calculation. This numbering of paragraphs or
sections is also, of course, reminiscent of the papal encyclical, a form of
religious or Catholic publication that Derrida himself explicitly evokes in
“Faith and Knowledge” (Derrida speaks in §27n17 of Evangelium
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vitae)—an essay, let me again recall, that was first presented in a confer-
ence not far from Rome. Even the title “Faith and Knowledge” sounds a
bit like the title of a papal encyclical, and, in fact, in 1998, just a couple
of years after the French publication of Derrida’s essay, Pope John Paul 11
would issue an encyclical entitled, precisely, “Fides et ratio”—"“Faith and
Reason.” If the publication of an encyclical by this name is, to be sure,
little more than a happy coincidence, the encyclical laments—without
ever mentioning, of course, Derrida—the advent of “postmodernity” and
“nihilism” in philosophy, things often (though wrongly) associated with
Derrida and deconstruction. Moreover, the thesis of the encyclical is, not
completely unlike that of “Faith and Knowledge,” that faith and reason
must be thought together and reason must rediscover its foundation in
faith. Though the understanding of faith and reason—not to mention
foundation—will be quite different in these two texts, there is, it could be
shown, more than a superficial similarity between them.”

Now, [ say that this encyclical does not “of course” mention Derrida,
but it is perhaps worth noting that in 2004 the eventual successor to John
Paul II, Pope Benedict XVI, then Cardinal Ratzinger, actually did men-
tion Derrida by name in a not unrelated way in a German newspaper
article entitled “In Search of Freedom: Against Reason Fallen 11l and Reli-
gion Abused,” in which he argued that, in a world where reason has be-
come detached from God, that is, in a word, where reason has become
divorced from faith, “all that remains is reason’s dissolution, its decon-
struction, as, for example, Jacques Derrida has set it out for us.”’® Rat-
zinger thus attributes to Derrida a distinction between faith and reason or
faith and knowledge that Derrida himself will spend a good bit of “Faith
and Knowledge” trying to question. Derrida and Ratzinger will have very
different conceptions of both faith and reason and of the relationship be-
tween them, but Derrida surely will not want, as Ratzinger suggests, to
divorce faith from reason, indeed quite the opposite, and his deconstruc-
tion of a certain kind of reason (the Greek /logos, for example, which Rat-
zinger goes on in the article to discuss) is not at all aimed at “reason’s
dissolution.”

Like a papal encyclical, then, first written on retreat on the Italian is-
land of Capri, “Faith and Knowledge” is broken up into fifty-two num-
bered sections. But why fifty-two? There are no doubt several reasons for
this choice, fifty-two being, of course, a number of chance as the number
of cards in a deck,” as well as a number of nature or necessity as the num-
ber of weeks in a year,'® each week made up of 5 + 2 or 7 days—7 being
yet another number that is dear to J-a-c-q-u-e-s D-e-r-r-i-d-a (two names
with seven letters), that is, dear to someone who will have received yet
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another name, a secret name, on the seventh day of his life during the
ceremony of circumcision.!! “Faith and Knowledge” will not have been
the first time, moreover, that Derrida used the number fifty-two, or di-
vided a work into fifty-two numbered parts. Seven years before “Faith
and Knowledge,” in 1987, Derrida published a short text on architecture
entitled “Fifty-two Aphorisms for a Foreword,” a text that begins: “I.
The aphorism decides, but as much by its substance as by its form, it
determines by a play of words” (PSY 2, 117).

But the number fifty-two is most reminiscent in Derrida’s work of the
blank spaces of The Post Card, blank spaces—each time exactly fifty-
two—that are like the very respiration of the text, the attention or breath
of a prayer, or, as he says in the preface to The Post Card, the trace of an
incineration, something (whether a proper name or just a letter or punc-
tuation mark) that has been left out of the text and risks being forgotten,
perhaps even by its author.

Whatever their original length, the passages that have disappeared
are indicated, at the very place of their incineration, by a blank of
52 signs and a
contract insists that this stretch of destroyed surface remain forever
indeterminable. . . . As for the 52 signs, the 52 mute spaces, in ques-
tion is a cipher that I had wanted to be symbolic and secret—in a
word a clever cryptogram, that is, a very naive one, that had cost me
long calculations. If I state now, and this is the truth, I swear, that I
have totally forgotten the rule as well as the elements of such a calcu-
lation, as if I had thrown them into the fire, I know in advance all
the types of reaction that this will not fail to induce all around. (PC

4_5)12

In addition to the fifty-two numbered sections, there is a particularly
baroque typographical structure that involves not only a couple of internal
divisions within the fifty-two sections but certain passages in italics and
words in bold. The fifty-two sections are thus divided evenly into two sets
of twenty-six, two times, then, the number of letters in the French or
English alphabet, with the first set not only printed in italics but actually
entitled (though the title is not in italics) “Italics,” that is, named after a
style of script first used in the Aldine press edition of Virgil published in
Venice in 1501 and dedicated to Italy.!* These italics might thus, writes
Derrida, “potentially symboliz[e] everything that can incline—at a certain
remove from the Roman in general’ (§5), everything that, from another
source, another font, would introduce a certain difference or distance
from Rome or from Latin.
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Hence there are two times of writing—at least two'*—and at least two
different kinds of “writing,” one spoken and one written. The first
twenty-six sections would correspond, it seems, to Derrida’s spoken re-
marks at Capri: “At the beginning of a preliminary exchange, around the
table, Gianni Vattimo proposes that I improvise a few suggestions”: these first
twenty-six sections would thus be “a sort of schematic and telegraphic pref-
ace” that summarizes the improvised words presented by Derrida at Capri
(§4). The second twenty-six sections, which run more than twice as long
as the first twenty-six, would correspond to Derrida’s written reflections
after the conference. Derrida says—writes: “Other propositions, doubtless,
emerged in a text of different character that I wrote afterwards, cramped by
the merciless limits of time and space. An utterly different story, perhaps, but,
[from near or afar, the memory of words risked in the beginning, that day, will
continue to dictate what I write” (§4). “Written after” the Capri confer-
ence and added on ex post facto to the earlier italic script, this second set
of twenty-six sections is appropriately entitled “Post-scriptum.”'> “Faith
and Knowledge” would thus be an essay made up of “a sort of . . . preface”
and a “Post-scriptum,” with nothing else, nothing “proper” to the essay,
between them.

As if this division or duplicity were not enough, the twenty-six sections
of the “Post-Scriptum” are themselves divided into one group of eleven
sections labeled “Crypts . . .” and a group of fifteen that are entitled or
are at least preceded by the title—let me leave it in French for the
moment—". . . et grenades,” the ellipsis here suggesting that it is the sec-
ond half of the fragmented title “Crypts . . . et grenades.” There are thus
two sets of twenty-six sections, distinguished by two different typescripts,
italics and, let’s say for the sake of argument, Times New Roman, two
different type faces, two different, as we say, fonss (a word that means, of
course, sources), and then a further division within the second set, which
is divided not down the middle into two sets of thirteen but—and this
could hardly be random—into eleven and fifteen.

As if this duplicity were not enough, Derrida introduces in §27, in the
first of the nonitalicized sections in his long “Post-scriptum,” that is, in
the first of the eleven “crypts,” yet another graphic peculiarity. Beginning
in this section, Derrida puts two different words or phrases in bold in
each section, the first of these being a repetition of the second word or
phrase in bold in the preceding section and the second becoming the
word or phrase that will be repeated in bold in the subsequent section.
We thus get a kind of braiding or interweaving of words and phrases, a
kind of textual DNA that adds yet another level of complexity to this
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already dizzying proliferation of divisions and doublings, beginning with
the one named in the subtitle “the two sources of religion.”

Now, all these divisions (into fifty-two sections, into two sets of
twenty-six, into eleven and fifteen) are not arbitrarily or randomly in-
serted interruptions of what would otherwise be a continuous or uninter-
rupted argument. The sections are, as Derrida puts it, aphoristic and
much more “improvised” than this, with themes being introduced early
on and then returned to later in the essay, broken off and then picked up
again later, a bit like the textual braiding we just recalled. Rather than
developing in a logical and linear manner from beginning to end, Der-
rida’s argument is instead distributed or indeed scattered throughout—
like a good game of fifty-two-card pickup, perhaps, where the cards have
been gathered together in a particular order but where other groupings or
configurations are not only possible but necessary. Despite this constant
doubling back on themes and motif, there is nevertheless, as I have sug-
gested, a kind of movement or progression to the essay. We see this most
clearly in the opening sections of the “Italics” and the “Post-scriptum,”
where Derrida is anticipating or adumbrating in a kind of summary or
abstract the themes and theses to follow.

Let us begin again, then, by looking at the way Derrida begins, that is,
at the first two, relatively brief sections of the essay. In these sections Der-
rida introduces a whole series of themes that will cross and mingle
throughout the essay, and he adumbrates in an economical and allusive
way the three theses that run through the essay. Here is the first paragraph
of the first section:

How ‘to talk religion? Of religion? Singularly of religion, today? How
dare we speak of it in the singular without fear and trembling, this very
day? And so briefly and so quickly? Who would be so imprudent as to
claim that the issue here is both identifiable and new? Who would be so
presumptuous as to rely on a few aphorisms? 1o give oneself the necessary
courage, arrogance or serenity, therefore, perhaps one must pretend for
an instant to abstract, to abstract from everything or almost everything,
in a certain way. Perbaps one must take one’s chances in resorting to the
most concrete and most accessible, but also the most barren and desert-

like, of all abstractions. (S1)

Derrida thus begins by evoking the difficulty of speaking of religion
today, of talking of religion, or, really, for here’s the problem, of “talking
religion”—as if religion were the direct object of the talking or, better,
the form or manner of the talking itself. The question is thus not only
how to talk of religion without generalization or perhaps even profanation
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but how not to talk religion when the language we use is perhaps already
and from the very beginning a language of religion, that is, as we will see
more clearly later, a Latin language that will have informed so many of
our words and our concepts, beginning with the word or concept religion
itself. To ask the question of what religion is by using the term religion is
thus perhaps already to have provided a kind of response.

Derrida goes on to ask how we can talk of religion in the singular—
that is, religion as a whole, religion as one monolithic entity, monolithic
and no doubt monotheistic, as if there were no essential differences be-
tween the three great monotheisms of the West, not to mention the other
“religions” of the world. Expressing what has to be a genuine respect or
reticence before such a subject, a fear and trembling before it, says Der-
rida, citing Philippians 2:12 but also already evoking Kierkegaard,'® he
introduces the notion of abstraction, which can be understood here in a
couple of different ways. Derrida is first asking whether we must abstract
from or bracket everything else in order to consider religion alone and by
itself, religion apart from everything else, and perhaps first and foremost
from reason or from science. But Derrida is also asking whether it is possi-
ble to discover a single essence of religion by abstracting from the multi-
plicity of religions, by abstracting or distilling the element that is common
to all religions. Both senses of abstraction already beg the question of what
religion 7, however, and already assume to some degree what they are
looking for—a notion of religion that, it is assumed, can be abstracted or
separated from what is assumed to be foreign to it, a common essence of
“religion” that all religions would share even when, as we will see, the
essence is perhaps defined by one religion and one alone.

The first thing to note, then, is that Derrida appears to be approaching
the question of religion as a philosopher or at least from the perspective
of philosophy. He begins in a sense by reminding us not only, as we will
see shortly, of the Hegelian notion of abstraction but of the very origins
of philosophy itself in the Platonic # esti or “What is?” question, which
is called in Of Grammatology the “instituting question of philosophy”
(OG 19). While Plato thus asks “What is justice?” in the Republic or
“What is piety (or holiness)?” in the Euthyphro, Derrida would in essence
be asking “What is religion?”” which is to say, religion in general, religion
in the abstract, religion as a concept, idea, essence, or form abstracted
from all particular or determined religions. What is it, he might seem to
be asking in good Platonic fashion, that makes all religions religions, what
essential characteristic or form is it that religions share that warrants our
giving them all the name religion? But because Derrida is always circum-
spect with regard to the “What is?” question, other questions quickly in-
tervene—and particularly when it comes to religion. Can we really ask the
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question of the concept of religion without asking about the word religion
itself? Is it really possible to think religion itself or a general religiosity
apart from particular or determinate religions? Which comes first, revela-
tion or revealability? Can one really abstract from the particulars to the
general, from the many religions to a definition of religion in the abstract,
or else from particular religions to a general structure of religiosity? And,
finally, is questioning the proper mode for considering such a thing?'”

At the very end of this first paragraph, Derrida seems to evoke yet an-
other kind of abstraction, saying in a rather elliptical fashion that he
would wager on the most concrete and accessible, the most “desert’-like,
of abstractions. In addition to the possibilities of abstraction we have al-
ready seen, possibilities instituted in Western philosophy along with the
very idea of idea, essence, or concept, Derrida seems to be alluding here
to the one thing that, on his reading, most explicitly resists or eludes the
“What is?” question in Plato, the one thing that cannot be considered an
idea, essence, or abstraction, that most barren and desertlike of “abstrac-
tions” called &hora, one of the fundamental quasi-concepts Derrida will
turn to in “Faith and Knowledge” in order to think what has always re-
sisted philosophy—and thus the movement of that first abstraction—
from within. We will return to this notion of #hdra in much greater detail
in Chapter 6, but for the moment it is important to underscore that ab-
straction is being thought here not only in relation to the idea of idea,
essence, or form, to what Plato in 7imaeus will call the “intelligible form”
or “intelligible paradigm” (48a), but to what resists such intelligibility
from within by being itself completely barren of attributes while provid-
ing the “space” within which the form or paradigm might be stamped,
imprinted, or copied in the sensible world (50a-c). Khora, it seems, would
be a form of abstraction that is already at a certain remove—that already
abstracts from—the philosophical abstraction of ideas or concepts.

There are thus, in this first paragraph, two abstractions or two concepts
of abstraction, one corresponding to the concept and one not, and “Faith
and Knowledge” will attempt to articulate the relationship between these.
One form of abstraction would thus be located squarely within philoso-
phy while the other (£hora) would resist philosophy from “within.” Re-
lated, then, to these two forms of abstraction, are two figures of the desert,
the one religious, Judeo-Christian, a place of temptation and revelation,
and the other philosophical, Greek, a figure that—as Derrida will under-
score later when he contrasts a thinking of khora with the discourse of
negative theology—has resisted all Judeo-Christian appropriation.

In the second paragraph of the first section of “Faith and Knowledge,”
Derrida relates this question of abstraction to Hegel and then—via a line
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from Hegel’s 1807 “Wer denkt abstrakt?”—to the question of salvation:
“Should one save oneself by abstraction or save oneself from abstraction?
Where is salvation, safety [Ou est le salut]? (In 1807, Hegel writes: “Who
thinks abstractly?’: “Thinking? Abstract? —Sauve qui peut!’ e begins by say-
ing, and precisely in French, in order to translate the cry— Rette sich, wer
kann"—of that traitor who would flee, in a single movement, thought and
abstraction and metaphysics: like the ‘plague.’)”'®

As in “Fichus,” a text ostensibly on Adorno that revolves around a line
written by Walter Benjamin in French in a letter that is otherwise in Ger-
man, Derrida cites Hegel in a place where he uses a French phrase in an
otherwise German text (PM 164-81). He does this, it would appear, in
order to draw attention to the irreplaceability of the French idiom used
by Hegel and to introduce a theme that will be central to Derrida’s
essay—the notion of saving or being saved, of gaining or granting salva-
tion. Having spoken of religion as abstraction, Derrida asks whether ab-
straction saves us or whether we should save ourselves from it, whether we
should thus save abstraction or save everything save it.

In this very first section of “Faith and Knowledge™ Derrida thus raises
the crucial question of salvation, or, more generally, of salut as salvation
or as safety—the English translation by Samuel Weber quite rightly dou-
bling the single French word sa/ut with two possible translations. Bringing
together, then, in a very suggestive and telescopic but not yet developed
way the notions of religion, abstraction, and salvation, Derrida begins §2:
“Save, be saved, save oneself. Pretext for a first question: can a discourse on
religion be dissociated from a discourse on salvation: which is to say, on the
holy, the sacred, the safe and sound, the unscathed [indemne], the immune
(sacer, sanctus, heilig, holy, and their alleged equivalents in so many lan-
guages)?” (§2). Derrida is here asking, in effect, whether one can speak of
religion without speaking of salut, that is, of salut as salvation or redemp-
tion in the wake of evil or sin," or else as safety, the safe and sound, the
sacred, the holy, the indemnified, or the immune. Derrida will not tire
throughout this essay of invoking this long semantic series every time the
word salut comes up. He does this, it seems, because the word sa/ur cannot
be translated into another language, or even parsed in French, with a sin-
gle word, since it carries within it so many different meanings or grada-
tions of meaning that qualify, support, and, as we are about to see, are
sometimes in real tension with one another. For Derrida wishes to draw
our attention not just to two but to three different meanings or sets of
meaning of the word sa/ut, two of which will be set over against the third:
on the one hand, sa/ut as redemption and salvation, though also as health
and safety, indemnity and immunity, and, on the other—and this would
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be a third distinct set of meanings—salut as the “greeting” or “welcom-
ing” of the other or else the “farewell” to him.?® Like the word adieu,
which Derrida works with throughout Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas, salut
is a word spoken on the threshold, at the very beginning or the end of an
encounter or a relationship.?! To put it in terms developed in more detail
in Rogues (see xv, 112-14), Derrida distinguishes a salut of sovereignty
and ipseity, a salur that affirms and sustains identity, that protects or in-
demnifies identity, that is, a salur that offers either salvation or health,
redemption or indemnity, from the sa/ut of an unconditional welcoming
that, as we will see, compromises every identity and opens it up in an
autoimmune fashion to what is beyond or outside it. Derrida sets up this
distinction in §2 by asking, “And salvation [le salut], is it necessarily re-
demption, before or after evil, fault or sin?”

There are then, we might say, two sources of salut, one seemingly
within the power or capacity of a subject or perhaps of religion to grant
safety or salvation, and one utterly dependent on the coming or visitation
of the other, a welcome without power or capacity, indeed a welcome that
just may compromise the power, capacity, and even the identity of a sub-
ject who believes him or herself capable of offering safety or salvation in
the first place, or, as we will see, the integrity of a religion that tries to
indemnify itself or protect itself from contamination. There are two
sources and, notice, two regimes of language, sa/ut as a substantive in a
phrase, something to be mentioned or invoked, the safety or salvation,
say, of a people, the redemption offered by a religion, and “salus!” as a
performative, as an address or greeting that is used and not just men-
tioned, an originary or elementary faith that is performed before or on the
threshold of any determinate or dogmatic religion. These two sources or
two strains of salut, salvation or health, on the one hand, and uncondi-
tional welcoming of the other, on the other, might thus be other names
for the two sources of religion that Derrida alludes to in his subtitle and
that he will attempt to unfold and analyze in “Faith and Knowledge.”

If Derrida thus discreetly introduces what I will identify as the first of
his three principal theses in these first two sections—namely, that there
are two sources of religion—he will go on in the second to suggest with-
out fully explaining the other two.

Where is evil today, at present? Suppose that there was an exemplary
and unprecedented figure of evil, even of that radical evil which seems
to mark our time as no other. Is it by identifying this evil that one will
accede to what might be the figure or promise of salvation for our time,
and thus the singularity of the religious whose return is proclaimed in
every newspaper?
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Eventually, we would therefore like to link the question of religion to
that of the evil of abstraction. To radical abstraction. Not to the abstract
figure of death, of evil or of the sickness of death, but to the forms of evil
that are traditionally tied to radical extirpation and therefore to the
deracination of abstraction, passing by way—but only much later—of
those sites of abstraction that are the machine, technics, technoscience
and above all the transcendence of tele-technology. (S2)

As a way of introducing the themes he will treat in the rest of the essay,
Derrida here raises a question often related to salvation, namely, evil, and
particularly radical evil. Working within a Kantian idiom but, clearly, up-
rooting it from its original context and rerooting it in the technoscience
of today, Derrida is suggesting that, in order to get to the root of the
problem of radical evil, we need to look at the root of the term radical
evil, which is, of course, the Latin radix, or “root.” Radical evil will not
be, as it is in Kant, the ineradicable impulse to act on motives other than
that of the moral law but the evil—the putative evil—of radical abstrac-
tion, of de-racination, of the uprooting and delocalizing movement
brought about by the machines of today’s teletechnology and the virtual-
ity of today’s telecommunications. As we will see, religious discourse will
react against this deracination by appropriating, through what Derrida
will call an autoimmune process, the very technological resources it rebels
against. We thus already have a hint here of the relationship between sa/uz
and radical evil: though radical evil may indeed be a deracinating, delocal-
izing movement, religion will seek its sa/ut, its health and/or salvation, by
appropriating in an autoimmune fashion these very same deracinating and
delocalizing teletechnologies. Religion will thus appropriate the essentially
unappropriable resources of teletechnology in order to try to return to and
preserve “the literality of idiom, the proximity of home, the nation, the
earth, blood, filiation,” and so on, to cite again the interview from 1999
published in Paper Machine—a title that by itself, it is worth noting now,
brings together two seemingly conflicting sources, the supposed unique-
ness and irreplaceability of paper, the organic, material support of the sig-
nifier, of this piece of paper right here now, signed by me and not another
in my own hand, and the inherent anonymity, iterability, and reproduc-
ibility of the machine. “Paper Machine”—Ilike “Faith and Knowledge”—
would thus bring together two seemingly distinct sources, one apparently
immediate and the other mediated, one related to presence and the other
to absence, one to the values of proximity that would appear to favor reli-
gion and the other to the values of distance, abstraction, and dislocation
that would seem to be so central to science.
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This brings Derrida to what I will identify in the following chapter as
the second thesis of “Faith and Knowledge,” the central thesis of the
essay, namely, the ineluctable and autoimmune relationship between reli-
gion and science: “In order to think religion today abstractly, we will take
these powers of abstraction as our point of departure, in order to risk, eventu-
ally, the following hypothesis: with respect to all these forces of abstraction and
of dissociation (deracination, delocalization, disincarnation, formalization,
universalizing schematization, objectification, telecommunication etc.), ‘reli-
gion’ is at the same time involved in reacting antagonistically and reaffirma-
tively outbidding itself” (§2). It is the relationship between salur as
salvation and health and radical evil as abstraction that leads Derrida in
this second section of the essay to identify the second and perhaps central
hypothesis in “Faith and Knowledge.” Stated in as succinct and straight-
forward a way as possible, Derrida’s hypothesis is that, when confronted
with all these forces of abstraction (disincarnation, deracination, delocal-
ization, universalizing schematization, telecommunication, and so on)
“religion” is at once in “reactive antagonism’ to these forces and in con-
stant reaffirmation of them, not simply appropriating them in a minimal
way but actually upping the ante of them through what Derrida calls a
surenchere réaffirmatrice. In other words, religion reacts against the move-
ments of abstraction, deracination, delocalization, and universalization as
they are deployed in teletechnoscience and telecommunication by appro-
priating these same movements so as to return to all those things threat-
ened by them, namely, the “literality of idiom, the proximity of home,
the nation, the earth, blood, filiation, and so on.” As Derrida will declare
in the penultimate section of “Faith and Knowledge™ (§51)—the one that
corresponds in many ways to the second as its quasi-mirror image—"“the
possibility of radical evil both destroys and institutes the religious.” Radi-
cal evil institutes the religious by identifying the evil as the deracination
that takes us away from a relationship to the sacrosanct, to the indemni-
fied and the safe and sound, and it destroys religion by appropriating tech-
nological means for protecting this safe and sound. While a// religions
react against technology in this way, some, as we will see in Chapter 5, do
so more forcefully and more successfully, or more forcefully and so less
successfully, than others.

The forces of abstraction, technoscience, telecommunication, univer-
salization, and so on are thus always at once bound to and in open antago-
nism against certain values of religion. This will be the central relationship
Derrida will interrogate throughout “Faith and Knowledge.” To ask
about “religion” itself, religion alone, religion in the abstract, Derrida
seems to be suggesting that we must consider things that would appear to
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be extrinsic to religion or outside religion properly speaking, namely, sci-
ence, technology, and, especially, the teletechnologies of communication
and language. That, it seems, is the ultimate reason for all the doublings
and duplicities we have been following here.

After this first thesis about the essential duplicity of religion, a second
thesis would claim that religion must be from the very beginning open
to science, abstraction, and deracination, its essence from the very start
compromised, opened up, in a word that we will have occasion to turn to
again later and that has no precise English equivalent, enzamé. But then,
right after this second thesis, Derrida adds what appears to be the third
major thesis of “Faith and Knowledge,” right at the very end of §2: “In
this very place, knowledge and faith, technoscience (‘capitalist’ and fiduciary)
and belief, credit, trustworthiness [la fabilité], the act of faith will always
have made common cause, bound [eu partie liée] to one another by the band
[au noeud d’alliance] of their opposition. Whence the aporia—a certain ab-
sence of way, path, issue, salvation—and the two sources” (§2). We saw just
a moment ago that religion is opposed to science, in open antagonism
against it, at the same time as it appropriates the means of science in order
to seek salvation or restore its health. But now Derrida adds that faith and
knowledge are not only in an autoimmune relationship with one another,
in a relation of attraction and repulsion, but that knowledge is always
linked to faith, that technoscience is always linked to—in an alliance
with—belief, credit, reliability, acts of faith, and so on. That is why Der-
rida will say directly later in the essay that “one would blind oneself to
the phenomenon called ‘of religion’ or of the ‘return of the religious’ roday
if one continued to oppose so naively Reason and Religion, Critique or
Science and Religion, technoscientific Modernity and Religion” (§29).

Because—as we will see more fully in the next chapter—the performa-
tivity of the machine, of science and technology in general, also depends
upon a performative, the machine cannot be thought without the miracle,
as knowledge “makes common cause” with faith. That would be the third
major thesis of “Faith and Knowledge.” After the thesis that there are two
sources of religion, the one an experience of the holy or the sacrosanct
that has to be safeguarded and indemnified and the other an affirmation
of or elementary faith in an alterity before any such experience, and after
the thesis that religion must enlist and cooperate with the powers of tele-
technology in order to indemnify the first of these two sources, there is
the thesis that science too relies upon an original performative or an ele-
mentary faith and that religion and science thus share a single source. This
originary source of both religion and science, this origin of the difference
between faith and knowledge, religion and science, the miracle and the
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machine, would thus be at the root of all those doublings and duplicities
in Derrida’s text, from the title to the subtitle to the fonts and the sources.

Before developing in greater detail what is only adumbrated in these
opening two sections concerning the relationship between science and re-
ligion, it is essential to turn briefly to the question of language. For if
Derrida begins “Faith and Knowledge” by introducing or announcing
many of the themes to follow, for example, abstraction, the desert with
the desert, salvation, the relation between faith and knowledge, and so on,
implicit in all of this is the question of language, the relation between the
rootedness of the idiom and the deracinating function of a language that
tends toward universalization, along with the question of the sources if
not the etymological roots of religion spoken of in the subtitle.

Now if, today, the “question of religion” actually appears in a new and
different light, if there is an unprecedented resurgence, both global and
planetary, of this ageless thing, then what is at stake is language, cer-
tainly—and more precisely the idiom, literality, writing, that forms the
element of all revelation and of all beliet, an element that ultimately is
irreducible and untranslatable—=but an idiom that above all is insepa-
rable from the social nexus, from the political, familial, ethnic, commu-
nitarian nexus, from the nation and from the people: from autochthony,
blood and soil, and from the ever more problematic relation to citizen-
ship and to the state. In these times, language and nation form the his-
torical body of all religious passion. (S4)

This emphasis on the supposed fixity or irreducibility of the idiom and its
relationship to the nation and the people is but the most glaring face of
the question of language and religion today. From questions concerning
the name or names of God to the question of translating a sacred lan-
guage, from the question of the iterability of language in general and of
telecommunications in particular to the question of the performative as-
pect of language in prayer, Derrida will return repeatedly throughout
“Faith and Knowledge” to the theme of language.

Here we are confronted by the overwhelming questions of the name and
of everything “done in the name of : questions of the name or noun
“religion,” of the names of God, of whether the proper name belongs to
the system of language or not, hence, of its untranslatability but also of
its iterability (which is to say, of that which makes it a site of repeatabil-
ity, of idealization and therefore, already, of techng, of technoscience, of
tele-technoscience in calling at a distance), of its link to the performativ-
ity of calling in prayer (which, as Aristotle says, is neither true nor false),
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of its bond to that which, in all performativity, as in all address and
attestation, appeals to the faith of the other and deploys itself therefore
in a pledge of faith. (§7)%

So let’s begin again—this time, once again, with the question of lan-
guage. Derrida begins “Faith and Knowledge,” recall, by asking us or ask-
ing himself, “How ‘to talk religion? Of religion? Singularly of religion,
today?” (S1). Earlier, we underscored the apparently deracinating, ab-
stracting function of such questions as they call out for translation and
universalization in the search for a definition for religion itself, religion in
general, religion in the abstract. But instead of looking at the aim or ob-
ject of these questions, let us consider the language in which they are
posed, the way in which the name refigion is used in today’s new “wars of
religion.” Derrida speaks throughout “Faith and Knowledge”—and par-
ticularly in §27, which, as the first section of the “Post-scriptum” seems
to develop the themes of §1—of what it means to speak “in the name”
of religion, that is, to speak from out of or to speak for a particular reli-
gious belief, perhaps even to be an apologist for it, or else to act in its
name, to give oneself legitimacy by using its name or speaking in its name.
Derrida argues that we must take account not only of “what religion at
present might b¢” but “what is said and done, what is happening at this
very moment, in the world, in history, 7 its name” (§27). This would be
true for everything that is said and done in the name of religion in general
but also, of course, for everything said and done in the name of a particu-
lar religion. Derrida recognizes here a certain “prerogative” of Islam on
the global stage today, though he hastens to warn us that we “not make
use of this name too quickly,” for “Islam is not Islamism” even if “the latter
operates in the name of the former” (§6). On the one hand, then, an ac-
count must be given of everything that might be said and done 7n he
name of religion as an alibi for other interests, whether political or eco-
nomic. On the other hand, we must ask whether the political and eco-
nomic discourses that seem the furthest removed from religion, those that
dare not even speak its name, might not actually harbor within them reli-
gious interests and motivations. According to this latter hypothesis, to-
day’s “wars of religion” might be waged in places and through discourses
that bracket all talk of religion but that, in the end, are about nothing
other than it. Derrida asks:

Wars or military “interventions,” led by the Judeo-Christian West
in the name of the best causes (of international law, democracy, the
sovereignty of peoples, of nations or of states, even of humanitarian
imperatives), are they not also, from a certain side, wars of religion?
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The hypothesis would not necessarily be defamatory, nor even very
original, except in the eyes of those who hasten to believe that all

these just causes are not only secular but pure of all religiosity.
(§28)>

This hypothesis would be even more compelling insofar as even our most
seemingly secular concepts, such as democracy, international law, popular
sovereignty, and so on, are, according to Derrida, marked by a certain
religious language and theological tradition.

For Derrida, then, a “war of religion” might be waged under this or
any number of other names. Insofar as the language of international law,
for example, is an essentially Latin or Latinate language, it is itself already
religious. One would thus be “speaking religion,” to return to the open-
ing phrase of the essay, even when one is speaking of other things. And
the possibility of escaping this idiom would be even more remote, it
seems, when explicitly addressing the question of “religion” itself. As Der-
rida argues (in §30), as soon as one begins to speak of religion one is
already speaking the language of a certain empire and a certain universal-
ization and, thus, a certain religious idiom. As he puts it in bold in §29
and §30 “we”—by which he means “we ‘Europeans’” (§33)—"“we are
already speaking Latin” inasmuch as he and the others are approaching
from within their various Latin idioms (Italian, French, and Spanish), and
from within a philosophical thinking informed by these idioms, the ques-
tion of “religion,” something that in this form and, especially, under this
name achieved a kind of worldwide preeminence through Latin. The fact
that Latin is today, as we say, a “dead language,” means not that it is no
longer spoken but that it speaks today through the new lingua franca of
the world, namely, English, or rather Anglo-American, which is attempt-
ing to spread its empire—in the wake of America’s loss of economic and
military power—across the globe: “the world today speaks Latin (most
often via Anglo-American) when it authorizes itself in the name of reli-
gion” (§29). This is a theme that returns in many of Derrida’s writings
from the 1980s up through 2004, the hegemony of the Anglo-American
idiom in international law and politics and in the religious language and
discourse that informs them.

For everything that touches religion in particular, for everything
that speaks “religion,” for whoever speaks religiously or about reli-
gion, Anglo-American remains Latin. Religion circulates in the
world, one might say, like an English word [comme un mot anglais]
that has been to Rome and taken a detour to the United States. Well
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beyond its strictly capitalist or politico-military figures, a hyper-
imperialist appropriation has been underway now for centuries. It
imposes itself in a particularly palpable manner within the concep-
tual apparatus of international law and of global political rhetoric.
Wherever this apparatus dominates, it articulates itself through a
discourse on religion. (§30)

Combine this theme of an Anglo-American hegemony that remains
nonetheless Latin with Derrida’s constant emphasis throughout this pe-
riod on the ontotheological origins of so many of our seemingly nontheo-
logical and even secular concepts, from sovereignty to tolerance to, finally,
the very notion of the world, and we can better understand Derrida’s
tongue-twisting neologism mondialatinisation. Fortunately we don’t have
to conjugate or decline it, just explain it, or, as suggested in the previous
chapter, decorticate it. Taking the /atin out of the word we are left with
mondialisation—at the root of which is the French word monde, “world.”
Mondialisation is the term Derrida and other French thinkers prefer to
use in place of the English word globalization and its French counterpart
globalisation. Because the idea of a world is precisely not that of a globe,
because we live or “dwell” in a world rather than simply in or on a globe,
because our being is, as Heidegger puts it, a being-in-the world and not
simply a living on the earth, because, for Kant, it is the world and not the
globe that functions as a regulative idea, Derrida and others prefer to
speak of mondialisation rather than globalisation.?* Mondialisation might
thus be translated more accurately but also more awkwardly into Eng-
lish as “worldwidization,” or as the process of “becoming-world-wide.”
Mondia-latin-isation, then, would draw attention to the way in which this
worldwidization or this process of becoming-world-wide is inextricably
linked both to religion, to Christianity, and to the language in which
Christianity spread, namely, Latin, or, today, Anglo-American. As Samuel
Weber, the translator of “Faith and Knowledge,” notes, the fact that mon-
dialatinisation has been translated throughout as globalatinization has
stakes that go far beyond those of translation: “For if, as Derrida argues
in this chapter, the major idiom and vehicle of the process of mondialati-
nisation today is precisely Anglo-American, then the very fact that the no-
tion of ‘globality’ comes to supplant that of ‘world’ in the most common
usage of this language must itself be highly significant” (§15; translators
note 7).2> By means of the neologism mondialatinisation Derrida draws
attention to the very specific and determinate origins of a concept that
would pass itself off as, precisely, global, transnational, worldwide. Mondi-
alatinisation or globalatinization, despite its rhetoric of universality,

58 m The Island and the Starry Skies Above



would thus be, for Derrida, “European-Anglo-American in its idiom”
(§37).

Now, Derrida is not arguing that we could or even should try to speak
completely outside or beyond this version of universality called mondialas-
inisation. What is essential is to recognize the particularities of this lan-
guage and to acknowledge that those things that present themselves as
universal or worldwide always rely upon a particular history, culture, and
language. For globalization, or mondialisation, might be precisely not as
worldwide and universalizing as it claims to be. Or, rather, its version of
universalization or globalization might be less universal and global—more
culturally specific—than it imagines. If certain aspects of globalization
have thus succeeded in extending such notions as citizenship and human
rights to those who were previously deprived of them, it must be acknowl-
edged that this same globalization has also led to unprecedented concen-
trations of wealth in certain parts of the world and not others, that it has
marginalized if not effectively silenced certain idioms and languages in
favor of just a couple dominant ones, and that what has been globalized
has been certain notions of law and justice, of democracy and human
rights, of economic fairness and progress, and not others. As Derrida put
it rather baldly some years later during a public discussion, “I believe that,
paradoxically, globalization hasn’t occurred. It is a false concept, often an
alibi; never has the world been so unequal and so marginally shareable or
shared” (/W 62). The worldwide domination of the word globalization
would be but a single, striking symptom of the glaring fact that this
worldwide movement is marked by particular nation states, ideologies,
languages, and not others. Globalization or “Globalatinization (essentially
Christian, to be sure)” (§30) is thus not the same thing as universality,
even though the former may present itself as being coextensive with the
latter.

If “to think ‘religion’ is to think the ‘Roman,” and if the very concept
of religion is “European” and “first of all Latin” (§5), then one must ask
about the language in which this concept was first formulated and
whether it can be translated into other languages. When Derrida asks,
near the end of §30 and the beginning of §31, “And what if religio re-
mained untranslatable?” he is in effect reminding us that the word religio
brings along with it a unique history that cannot simply be bracketed or
abstracted from in order to get at an essence of religio or religion that
might then be translated into all the languages of the world. In other
words, religio may remain untranslatable inasmuch as it is always rooted
in particular historical conditions and in a particular language. It is no
doubt for this reason that Derrida puts the word religion in the subtitle of
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his essay between quotation marks. On the one hand, this word—Ilike any
word—calls out for translation; it invites other idioms or the idiom of the
other in order to be read or even understood; on the other hand, the word
is untranslatable insofar as it is a unique Latin event, related to a particular
history and language and particular discursive practices.

Globalatinization is thus a process of universalization and translation
born out of a specific language and religious culture. As powerful as it has
been and continues to be, its birth suggests that it is finite and that it
will one day come to an end. Globalatinization—"“this strange alliance of
Christianity, as the experience of the death of God, and tele-technoscientific
capitalism”—is thus, argues Derrida, “at the same time hegemonic and fi-
nite, ultra-powerful and in the process of exhausting itself [en voie d’épuise-
ment]” (§15). Though “we no longer perceive its limits, we know that
such globalization is finite and only projected” and that it appears today
to be “running out of breath [essoufflée], however irresistible and imperial
it still may be” (§30). We must thus try to think and take what is best
from this mondialatinisation, including certain standards of international
law and human rights, a certain universality, at the same time as we recog-
nize and question the contemporary Anglo-American hegemony of such
notions and the Latin roots and origins of so many of them. That is, we
must take from this mondialatinisation certain notions of universality and
critique in order to call into question the very roots and origins of this
mondialatinisation and, thus, of all the concepts related to it.

Beginning, for example, with religion, that is, with the concept or ab-
straction “religion,” but also, and at the same time, the word “religion.”
We must at once think this abstraction by attempting to understand reli-
gion as such, religiosity as such, as a concept, and see the roots of this
abstraction in a particular language and history. That is, we must come to
understand that the very language of abstraction, of concept formation,
has a particular origin, a philosophical origin, a Greek origin, and that the
concept of religion, related inextricably to the word religion, has an origin,
a Latin origin, from which we cannot so easily abstract ourselves. If this
remains true for a// concepts, if a// concepts are in some sense tied to the
language in which they are articulated, this is all the more true for “reli-
gion,” since it is not only every discussion of religion that takes place in a
particular language but every revelation in every religion and every bearing
witness to that revelation.

If the question of language is thus important for the question of reli-
gion in general, it is absolutely essential for thinking the way in which
religion is being transformed and so must be reconsidered today. Derrida
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identifies in §33 three different kinds of resources or what he calls “dis-
cursive practices” for understanding “religion” today: (1) etymologies
(investigations into the provenance or origin of words related to reli-
gion—beginning with the word “religion” itself); (2) “historico-
semantical filiations or genealogies’ (an investigation into the way words
and discourses are transformed historically or by institutional structures,
“in the style of Nietzsche, for example, as well as in that of Benveniste
when he holds ‘Indo-European institutions” as ‘witnesses” to the history
of meaning or of an etymology”) and, finally, (3) analyses with “prag-
matic and functional effects, more structural and also more political,”
analyses that would look at the ways in which the lexicon of religious
language is being used today, at the ways in which discourse “liberates
words and meaning from all archaic memory and from all supposed
origins.”

Derrida goes on to argue that since the Capri conference would be de-
voted especially to the question of what is happening to religion today the
participants should privilege the third of these discursive practices and
look at the ways certain discourses are today using the language of reli-
gion, at once reinscribing and reinventing it. They should thus “privilege
the signs of what in the world, foday, singularizes the use of the word
‘religion’ as well as experience of ‘religion’ associated with the word, there
where no memory and no history could suffice to announce or gather it,
at least not at first sight” (§33). Hence Derrida will speak at great length
of the ways in which technology and telecommunications are today
changing and reinventing religion and religious practices and of the ways
in which the word religion—in the “return to religion,” for example—is
being used today. But in order to do this effectively, Derrida will often
employ the first two of these three resources, and particularly the first,
insofar as etymology is precisely an investigation into the putative source
or sources of a given word. While etymology never reveals some truer or
more authentic understanding of a word, while it never, as Derrida puts
it, “provides a law and only provides material for thinking on the condi-
tion that it allows itself to be thought as well” (§33), it can often help us
think what is unthought in a word or concept. That is perhaps why Der-
rida so often turns—though never uncritically and sometimes in fact very
critically (see §31)—to Emile Benveniste’s important work Indo-European
Language and Society.””

Derrida cites Benveniste in “Faith and Knowledge” on several occa-
sions, noting, for example, in §8 that the word for god in French, dieu,
apparently comes from a word meaning light or celestial—an interesting
connection, clearly, for Derrida, who is trying to find, as he puts it, the
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“undeveloped” or “negative” or “nocturnal source” of religion as it is re-
lated to light and revelation.?® He will later cite Benveniste on the etymo-
logical origins of the words sovereignty (kurios in Greek; §39n30) and
responsibility (§30), among others. But in §33 Derrida brings this interest
to bear on the word religion itself in order to note that, as if by a happy
accident that helps reinforce the duplicity he has been following through-
out, there are not one but “two possible etymological sources of the word
religio,” two sources or two theories regarding the origin of religio. Accord-
ing to etymologists, who are appropriately divided on the question, the
word religio would come either from the Latin relegere, legere, meaning to
harvest, collect, or gather, or from the Latin religare, ligare, meaning to
link or to bind. These two sources or two theories of the etymology of
religion lead to two very different lines of thought regarding the nature of
religion. On the one hand, religion would be related to gathering and
recollection, to “scrupulous attention, respect, patience, even modesty,
shame or piety,” and, on the other, by means of an “etymology ‘invented
by Christians,” as Benveniste says,” it would be linked to “the /ink, pre-
cisely, to obligation, ligament, and hence to obligation, to debt, etc., be-
tween men or between man and God” (§34). One of these etymological
sources would thus be related more to the attention, practices, and piety
of a religious subject and one more to the link or bond berween religious
subjects or between a religious community and God.

As I read him, Derrida will not come down on one side or the other of
this etymological question. He will instead reiterate his limited reliance on
etymology and then try to find an element common to both etymological
theories. After stating that “such a divergence is for us limited in scope”
since “nothing gets decided at the source”—indeed, as we have seen, ev-
erything is always already doubled at the source—Derrida suggests that
these two competing etymologies “can be retraced to the same, and in a
certain manner to the possibility of repetition” (§34). In other words, as
Derrida had suggested in the previous section, these “two semantic
sources perhaps overlap” (§33), and the sign of this overlap or repetition
would be nothing other than the re- that is found in both theories or
etymologies. Whether we are talking about re-legere or re-ligare, “what
is at issue is indeed a reunion [rassemblement], a re-assembling, a re-
collecting’” and “a resistance or a reaction to dis-junction,” that is, a resis-
tance or a reaction “to ab-solute alterity” (§34). This critique of rassemble-
ment as gathering is a familiar one in Derrida, particularly in his readings
of Heidegger, where a certain thought of disjunction or dissemination is
always opposed to this gathering or gathering together into a self or into
a community.” What Derrida finds in both etymologies is thus a reaction
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to radical alterity in the name of gathering, recollection, sameness, and so
on—notions that all need to be thought in relation to the so-called re-
turn of religion, the theme with which Derrida begins and to which he
will return throughout “Faith and Knowledge.”

Derrida thus uses etymology to lay out the semantic field in which the
word religion might be thought, but he then goes on to oppose both ety-
mologies to another thinking of religion. The re- of the two etymologies
of re-ligion will have already hinted at this third possibility: religion must
be thought in relationship not only to recollection, reflection, regathering,
rebinding, repayment, and so on, but to re-sponse and re-sponsibility, a
response and responsibility, as we will see in what follows, that precedes
any recollection of an origin or any rebinding into a religious community,
a responsibility that will be related to an originary response to the other
or faith in the other.?°

Derrida seems to be suggesting that, in order to think either religion in
its origins or what is happening to religion today, we just may have to
think a faith that comes before or after religion. The work of Benveniste
will have helped sketch out this possibility, as well. For if Benveniste “re-
calls that there is no ‘common’ Indo-European term for what we call ‘reli-
gion,”” then we just might want to conclude, contra Benveniste, who
believes that despite this lack of a common word there is nonetheless—
and these are his words—an “omnipresent reality that is religion,” that
religion—Tlike globalatinization—is marked by a history, a culture, and a
language and so has not always been and perhaps will not always be pres-
ent as such or under this name. Derrida concludes this reading of Benven-
iste: “There has not always been, therefore, nor is there always and
everywhere, nor will there always and everywhere (‘with humans’ or else-
where) be something, a thing that is one and identifiable, identical with
itself, which, whether religious or irreligious, all agree to call ‘religion””
(§34). There was not, according to Benveniste, and there perhaps will not
be again some day, suggests Derrida, a common term, Indo-European or
global, for the term religion, or a common “reality’” that would corre-
spond to it. This would suggest not only that there are determinate reli-
gions conditioned by history but that refigion itself may be a determinate
moment of faith, a determinate epoch, perhaps, of the elementary faith
that opens the possibility of religion but cannot be reduced to it. The very
turn to the etymologies of religion may thus itself be more than a scholarly
or philological exercise but already a response to the exigencies of today, a
response to the demands of a deconstruction of the theologico-political—
that is, Judeo-Christian—origins of so many of our concepts, beginning
with the notion of religion. “Henceforth, despite the ethical and political
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urgencies that do not permit the response to be put off, reflection upon
the Latin noun ‘religion’ will no longer be held for an academic exercise,
a philological embellishment or an etymological luxury” (§28).

Derrida thus appears to have done with the noun or name re/igion what
he did in the opening sections of “Faith and Knowledge” and will do in
later texts such as Rogues with the word salut. As we saw earlier, he opposes
two meanings of sa/ut to a third; he opposes salur as either salvation or
safety, redemption or health, two meanings related to one of the two
sources of religion, to sa/ut as welcoming or reception, the other of reli-
gion’s two sources. Here, he opposes the two traditional etymologies of
the name or noun religion to a notion of response and responsibility, to
the performativity of the prayer and the promise, that would first open
the domain of religion without being reduced to it. But in order to under-
stand how this promise, this second source of religion, is related to the
first, we need to develop more fully the three theses of “Faith and Knowl-
edge,” that is, the three theses on the two sources of religion and the one
element that is common to both science and religion.?!
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Three Theses on the Two Sources and
Their One Common Element

In the previous two chapters I have tried to describe and analyze the vari-
ous conditions of the essay “Faith and Knowledge” and of the Capri con-
ference where a first version of the essay was presented. We saw how
Derrida approaches the question of religion today by means of the essen-
tial duplicity of origins, and how that duplicity is inscribed into not only
the content but the form of his essay: we saw this in the two words of the
title, in the two titles, one of which names two sources of “religion,” in
the two forms or fonts of type, and in the division of the essay’s fifty-two
sections in two and then of the second half in two again. All this, I specu-
lated, was indicative of the fact that there are two sources of religion and
that religion and science are somehow related. But what exactly is the
relationship between them? Is their relation one of simple opposition or
exclusion or is it more complex than that?

Though Derrida seems to make a point oz to develop his argument in
“Faith and Knowledge” in any kind of a straightforward or linear fashion,
preferring instead to scatter or disseminate his claims throughout the fifty-
two sections like seed or shrapnel, as we have said, I would like to argue
in this chapter that there are essentially three main theses underlying the
essay and that these can and should be ordered in a particular way.! These
three theses express the fundamental duplicity of religion, the fundamen-
tal conflict or antagonism between religion and science, and, finally, the
fundamental complicity of religion and science.
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First thesis, then, first thesis of duplicity—religion has not one but two
sources. On the one hand, argues Derrida, religion has its source in an
experience of sacrality or holiness, the indemnified or the unscathed, the
safe and sound, in short, an experience of sa/ur as health or restoration,
salvation or redemption. Derrida asks, we recall, right at the outset of the
essay: “‘can a discourse on religion be dissociated from a discourse on salvation:
which is to say, on the holy, the sacred, the safe and sound, the unscathed
[indemne], the immune (sacer, sanctus, heilig, holy, and their alleged
equivalents in so many languages)?”’ (§2) In the beginning of the “Post-
scriptum” the very same language is used. After an ellipsis that is presum-
ably used to indicate the time that has lapsed between the “Italics” and
the “Post-scriptum,” that is, between Capri and Laguna, Derrida begins:
“(27) [. . .] Religion?” And then a few lines later: “Unscathed in the
experience of the unscathed that it will have wanted to be. Is not the un-
scathed [indemne] the very matter—the thing itself—of religion?” (§27)
[t is right at this point that Derrida appends a footnote on this notion of
the unscathed (indemnis), the intact, the uncompromised or the un-
spoiled, on everything this is, in French, indemne. In that note Derrida
explains that in speaking of indemni-fication he wishes to suggest “both
the process of compensation and the restitution, sometimes sacrificial,
that reconstitutes purity intact, renders integrity safe and sound, restores
cleanliness [propreté] and property unimpaired. This is indeed what the
word “unscathed” [indemne] says: the pure, non-contaminated, un-
touched, the sacred and holy before all profanation, all wound, all offence,
all lesion” (§27n16).

Indemnification is thus used to designate both the protection of what is
assumed to be unspoiled or intact and the restoration of a supposedly
original or uncompromised state. It is difficult to imagine a religion,
claims Derrida, that does not promote or promise in some fashion a resto-
ration of health, some redemption or indemnification of the self or the
community through various kinds of ritual, sacrifice, or prayer. There is
no religion without some promise either to heal and make whole the self
or the community or else to keep it safe and sound, protected from all
corruption, contamination, or desecration. Referring to Benveniste on the
term heilig, Derrida speaks of “the necessity for every religion . . . to
involve healing—#Aeilen—health, hail or promise of a cure—cura, Sorge—
horizon of redemption, of the restoration of the unscathed, of indemnifi-
cation” (§39n30). In The Animal That Therefore I Am, Derrida uses very
similar terms in his analysis of the philosophical claim that only the
human animal can feel shame: “This movement of shame, this reticence,
this inhibition, this retreat, this reversal is, no doubt, like the immunizing

66 wm The Island and the Starry Skies Above



drive, the protection of the immune, of the sacred (beilig), of the holy, of
the separate (kadosh) that is the very origin of the religious, of religious
scruple” (A7747). Indemnification is thus a process—or a drive—of im-
munization that promises to protect what is thought to be sacred or holy
by immunizing the self or the community against what is considered un-
clean, unhealthy, or unholy.

But these references to the promise already suggest another source for
religion, one related not to the object of that promise (indemnification,
sacralization, health, or redemption) but to the act of the promise itself.
For there is also, writes Derrida, “no religion without the promise of
keeping one’s promise to tell the truth—and to have already told it'—in
the very act of promising” (§30). Religion’s other source, its second
source, would thus be located not in the prospect of health, redemption,
or salvation, but in the promise that would precede, exceed, and condition
such a prospect in the form of an originary gage or engagement to the
other, an experience of faith that has to do not with the indemnified com-
munity but with credit, confidence, and the good faith of witnessing, in
a word, with a kind of elementary faith, reliability, or trustworthiness be-
fore any particular religion or any attempt at indemnification. These are,
in short, the two sources of religion: “the sacrosanct, the safe and sound
on the one side, and faith, trustworthiness [fiabilité] or credit on the
other” (§27). While the first source is thus an appeal to a certain presence
that must remain unscathed, intact, indemnified, the second source is an
appeal to a certain blindness or absence beyond all presence, “the fidu-
ciary or the trustworthy in the act of faith, fidelity, the appeal to blind
confidence, the testimonial that is always beyond proof, demonstrative
reason, intuition” (§32). The second source is thus related to the experi-
ence of faith in the testimony or witnessing of the other, that is, in an
other who is ztally other, absolutely other as an absolute source, a source
to come or a source of the to-come, a source of the future or of what
opens up the future. As Derrida put it in 7he Gift of Death, among other
places, “tour autre est tout autre,” every other is absolutely other, every bit
other. While the first source, the experience of the unscathed, may appear
to be “the very matter—the thing itself—of religion” (§27), this second
source, “the fiduciary credit of an elementary faith,” appears to be “the
elementary condition, the milieu of the religious if not religion itself”
(§37).

In §34 Derrida reiterates this distinction between the two sources. He
begins by suggesting that among the many distinctions that would need to
be made today in order to address the question of religion—distinctions
between religion and faith or piety or cult or theology or ontotheology,

Three Theses on the Two Sources m 67



or between belief and faith, and so on—one of these must be granted a
“quasi-transcendental privilege,” since it can provide us with what can be
identified as the two sources of religion: on the one hand, “the experience
of sacredness, even of holiness, of the unscathed that is safe and sound
(heilig, holy),” and, on the other, “the experience of belief (trust, trust-
worthiness, confidence, faith, the credit accorded the good faith of the ut-
terly other in the experience of witnessing)” (§34). One might recall our
earlier claim that Derrida distinguishes three different meanings of sa/ut,
opposing two of them to a third. The first of these two sources of religion,
the experience of sacrality, holiness, the indemnified, and so on, would
thus be identified with sa/ut as either salvation or health, with salvation
through health or with health as a kind of restoration or salvation, while
the other source of religion, namely, faith or trustworthiness, credit or
confidence, would be related to sa/ut as the welcoming or greeting of the
other, as a promise to the other or a faith in the coming of the other. This
second source must thus be thought before any particular promise of
health or redemption as an originary greeting or an originary turn toward
or address to the other before any attempt even to recognize the other and
affirm them within a community. It would thus correspond to that third
meaning of the French word sa/us: no longer understood as health or sal-
vation, no longer a noun to be referred to, invoked, or promised, the sec-
ond source of religion would have to be thought in relationship to the
salut! as an originary performative greeting of the other, a threshold greet-
ing that would precede and condition the constitution of any religious
community or any community in general. There would be, then, no reli-
gion without a promise of health or salvation, but also no religion without
a promise to the other for such health or salvation.

On the one hand, then, religion would have its source in an experience
of something that must remain intact or that must be restored, protected,
safeguarded, indemnified or, let me underscore the term, restituted, while
on the other it has its source in a kind of faith, promise, or, let me again
underscore the word, engagement with an other who offers no assurances,
no intact presence, and so requires a sort of credit or trustworthiness, a
kind of—we saw this word earlier—fiabilizé. While one source would thus
be turned toward a presence that must be restored or restituted, toward a
protection or indemnification of the self or the community, toward an
immunization of these from outside aggression or contamination, the
other would be turned precisely foward this outside, or toward this out-
side within, toward all the resources that, as we will see, threaten the self
or the community but also make these possible in the first place.
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Before going on to demonstrate the relationship, the dynamic, the
mechanism that links these two sources, I would like to look very briefly
at the two words I have just emphasized in my recapitulation of the two
sources, restitution and engagement, in order to suggest that Derrida had
attempted to think in many other places prior to “Faith and Knowledge”
these two sources of religion, whether under these or other names. One
such place is The Truth in Painting, where Derrida attempts, through a
reading of Heidegger, to think a kind of immunization or indemnification
drive along with a sort of trustworthiness or faith that would first open
up the relationship to the object to be indemnified or protected. Let me
turn then briefly to this earlier reading of Heidegger. The detour is justi-
fied not only by Derrida’s long engagement with Heidegger throughout
his work but by the fact that the second half of “Faith and Knowledge”
refers to Heidegger much more than to any other thinker. If the title of
the essay is borrowed from Hegel, and the subtitle is a conflation of titles
of Kant and Bergson, these figures more or less fade away in the second
half of the essay, while Heidegger (as we will see in more detail in Obser-
vation 4) comes to play a more and more central role. For the moment,
let us look at a passage in Derrida’s essay “Restitutions’ in The Truth and
Painting where the notions of restitution and gage or engagement are put
into relationship with this notion of fiabilité, which is used throughout
“Faith and Knowledge,” and almost from the very beginning. Recall Der-
rida’s first attempt in §2 to sketch out the relationship between knowledge
and faith, science and religion: “In this very place, knowledge and faith,
technoscience (“capitalist” and fiduciary) and belief, credit, trustworthiness [la
fiabilité], the act of faith will always have made common cause, bound [eu
partie liée] zo one another by the band [au noeud d’alliance] of their opposi-
tion. Whence the aporia—a certain absence of way, path, issue, salvation—
and the two sources’ (§2).

Derrida is suggesting here that there is a certain relationship or a/liance
between faith and knowledge, between these two commonly opposed no-
tions that he, following Hegel, links with a simple and in his title. To
indicate the nature of this a/liance, however, Derrida ties together several
related words in a particularly dense and condensed passage. Let’s look
closely here at the letter of Derrida’s text, since it requires more than a
little unraveling. What is translated quite elegantly by Samuel Weber as
“will always have made common cause, bound to one another by the band
of their opposition,” is auront toujours eu partie liée, dans le lieu méme, au
noeud d alliance de leur opposition.” Weber’s translation is about as good as
it gets. The phrase noeud dalliance means something like the knot or
bond of a union, covenant, or alliance; one speaks, for example, of /e
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noeud du mariage to refer to the bonds of marriage or wedlock. As for the
word alliance, it means not only alliance or covenant but wedding ring.
Weber thus neatly ties all these significations together through the polyva-
lent English word band, the band—the wedding band—that binds into a
covenant, pact, or alliance. But Derrida has also, notice, tied together in
this one sentence two words formed from the verb lier (partie liée and
alliance) in order to emphasize the pact, covenant, bond, bind, or band
between knowledge and faith or science and re-ligion, a word, as we saw
in the previous chapter, that is of Latin origin and that, according to one
etymology, at least, has the same root as the French /ier, namely, the Latin
ligare. Everything in this sentence is, precisely, /inked in a place where
what is at issue is the link, bond, or band between knowledge and faith,
science and a certain trustworthiness or fiabilité.

As for the term frabilité, it is the word used by Derrida in The Truth in
Painting to translate Heidegger’s Verlisslichkeit, a notion that is promi-
nent in “The Origin of the Work of Art” to describe, in Derrida’s inter-
pretation, a kind of reliability, engagement, or faith before use and utility,
the kind of reliance, confidence, or faith that the peasant woman in Van
Gogh’s famous painting has in her shoes as she walks slowly home from
the fields, the shoes she does not simply use like a tool, but, precisely,
relies upon, has faith in, leans on, and gives herself over to. Derrida writes
in 1978 in “Restitutions’” of this adjective verlissig:

The word is difficult to translate. I have laboriously specified
“thanks to which,” “by the force of which,” “in virtue of which”
because the relation (K74ff) is not that of a formal condition of pos-
sibility to its conditioned object or of a more profound foundation
to what it founds, but of a sort of experience. An experience, let us
say for the moment, of reliability: you can count on the product.
The product is reliable. It is useful only if we can trust in its reliabil-

ity. (TP 348)

Though one may come to rely on a product, on the shoes one wears to
tread the earth, this reliability is first of all an experience, not a relation-
ship to a particular object but an experience of openness, trust, faith, or
confidence. (Derrida speaks in §34 of the “experience of belief”” through
trust or “trustworthiness [f1abilité].”) Derrida continues, pushing this re-
liability further in the direction of what will be characterized in “Faith
and Knowledge” as a kind of originary faith or, better, an elementary
faith: ““That which is verlissig deserves confidence, faith, or credit. In this
case, the credit is anterior to any symbolic contract forming the object of
an agreement signed (explicitly or not) by a nameable subject. It is not
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cultural any more than it is natural” (7P 349). We see here, in the noeud
dalliance, if you will, of this passage, so many of the themes we have been
following throughout “Faith and Knowledge” woven together into a knot
or band. Fiabilité would have to do with an experience that is prior to any
nameable subject or community, prior to any contract some subject might
enter into; it would be what we might call a threshold relationship, a rela-
tionship of the threshold, before any symbolic relationship with another
subject or with a community. Recall Derrida’s phrase from §3 where he
spoke of the participants at the Capri conference, the members of their
little “community,” having a kind of “minimal trustworthiness” or mini-
mal reliability—une fiabilité minimale—in this word religion. 1f, in the
end, Derrida will question this reliability or fiabilizé, if he will question
their assurance or trust in some shared meaning of the word religion, some
shared horizon that will give the word a single meaning or at least a con-
trollable, countable, and accountable multiplicity of meanings, what will
make this questioning and this conversation possible, what will make their
very gathering possible, will be another kind of fiabilité, a trust or faith
not in this or that meaning, this or that community or horizon, but in “z
certain absence of horizon” (§9), in the coming of the other in the form of
a response that is unforeseeable and is thus always beyond my expecta-
tions. This frabilité or reliability would thus be something like the speech
act that engages one in a profession of faith, or, as we shall see, something
like the speech act that engages one to engage in such a profession. To cite
“Restitutions” one more time and bring things full circle back to the a//i-
ance and the band we have been following from §2 of “Faith and Knowl-
edge”: “This notion of reliability is here anterior to the opposition
between the useful and the sacred. Without reliability there would be no
usable product, but nor would there be any symbolic object. . . . This
elementary reliability [frabilité élémentaire], this fidelity that predates ev-
erything, is a sort of ring (Ring, in the German), a sort of originary wed-
ding ring [alliance originaire]” (TP 351).

Already back in “Restitutions” in 7he Truth in Painting, then, Derrida
had linked the notion of an elementary fidelity or an originary trustwor-
thiness to the covenant and the a/fiance, to the bond and the wedding
band. The link is hardly fortuitous, for as Austin has taught us, the mar-
riage bond or alliance is always brought about through nothing other than
a promise or profession of fidelity, that is, through nothing other than a
speech act that requires a certain faith. While this profession might appear
to be a very specific and limited form of speech, Derrida seems to be sug-
gesting that all speech—that all relations with the other—require it. For
in speaking of the bond or alliance between “technoscience (“capitalist” and
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fiduciary) and belief, credit, trustworthiness, the act of faith,” Derrida is
drawing attention to the way in which technoscience too—along with all
our systems of monetary exchange—is dependent on belief, credit, trust-
worthiness, that is, on this performative dimension of language.?

We will return to this reliance of science upon faith or credit in a mo-
ment, but let us note first Derrida’s emphasis once again on the performa-
tivity of language. In talking about religion—and recall that Derrida’s
very first sentence spoke not just of understanding religion but of talking
about religion or simply “talking religion”—one must consider not only
the significations, connotations, and valences of the terms and words we
use but the way in which, to cite J. L. Austin, we “do things with words”
whenever we promise, give oaths, or profess our faith. As we saw earlier
with regard to the irreducible French idiom sa/ut, this emphasis on faith,
trust, promises, oaths, and so on introduces two essential dimensions of
language, the constative and the performative, the dogmas or tenets of
belief and the performative faith that will be at the origin of all such be-
liefs—in religion but also, and this will be essential, in science.

If the first source of religion is a certain experience of the safe and
sound, of what must be protected or restituted to an original state of pu-
rity, the second source would be even more original than this original
state since it would mark the threshold of a relationship to the other, more
original, then, as the promise to tell the truth, and so more original than
all truth. Derrida writes once again of this originary alliance:

No religio without sacramentum, without alliance and promise of
testifying truthfully to the truth, which is to say, to speak the truth:
that is to say, to begin with, no religion without the promise of
keeping one’s promise to tell the truth—and to have already told
it—in the very act of promising. To have already told it, verizas, in
Latin, and thus to consider it told. The event to come has already
taken place. The promise promises izself, it is already promised, that
is the sworn faith, the given word, and hence the response. Religio

would begin there. (§30)°

This second source of religion—of religio—is thus prior to any particu-
lar religion, any particular credo or profession of faith; it is, we might say,
the opening to any such religion and the quasi-transcendental condition
for any profession of faith. It is thus “minimal” in the sense that it is
fundamental without being a foundation, essential without being a shared
essence, a kind of threshold condition that cannot be a straightforwardly
transcendental condition.
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We thus have sacralization, indemnification, immunization, self-
protection, salvation, health, the safe and sound, on the one hand, and
reliability, faith, and credit, an originary “alliance” or engagement toward
the other, on the other. These are, Derrida argues throughout “Faith and
Knowledge,” the two sources or foyers of religion, the two sources or
source points that either form the two foci of the ellipsis of religion or—
because the word e/lipsis also means to leave out or to silence, to eclipse—
the two foci that conflict with and can elide or eclipse one another. For it
can always happen that one source elides the other, with religion as salva-
tion and health, as the experience of the safe and sound, eclipsing or con-
cealing the source of religion as credit or confidence or reliability, or vice
versa. In order to understand religion, Derrida is arguing, we must under-
stand this originary duplicity of origins and this originary conflict. To
think religion itself, then, the essence of religion itself, we must think this
originary duplicity. While these two sources of religion presuppose and
reflect each other, as Derrida argues in §47, there remains an irreducible
difference between them, a gap between the possibility (as a universal
structure) of religion and the determined necessity of some religion or an-
other. It is thanks to this gap or difference that one can always criticize
the latter in the name of the former or locate the former within the latter.

The fact that there are not one but two sources of religion, one related
to the sacred or the holy and one to belief or faith, suggests that belief and
faith are not coextensive with religion and so must be distinguished from
it. A certain faith or belief is required to engage another even before or,
we might say, regardless of their religion, a kind of faith that would per-
haps be compatible with what Derrida will call—and we will look at this
in more detail in Chapter 6—"“another tolerance.” In Islam & the West,
Derrida affirms this kind of belief or faith that goes beyond any particular

culture, language, or, indeed, religion:

[ always distinguish between faith and religion. . . . If we limit our-
selves to what we have customarily called religion in the Abrahamic
universe of the religions of the Book, I will then distinguish between
the religious adherences to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and
faith without which no social relationship is possible. I cannot ad-
dress the other, whoever he or she might be, regardless of his or her
religion, language, culture, without asking that other to believe me
and to trust me [me faire crédit]. One’s relationship to the other,
addressing the other, presupposes faith. (/W 57-58)

The address to the other (the second source of religion) must thus be dis-
tinguished from every experience of the sacred (the first source). While
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the first always presupposes the second, even if this can be forgotten,
elided or eclipsed, the second is what makes possible the first, even when
this possibility is not realized.

These two veins (or two strata or two sources) of the religious should
be distinguished from one another. . . . In principle, it is possible to
sanctify, to sacralize the unscathed or to maintain oneself in the pres-
ence of the sacrosanct in various ways without bringing into play an
act of belief, if at least belief, faith or fidelity signifies here acquiesc-
ing to the testimony of the other—of the wuzterly other who is inacces-
sible in its absolute source. (§32)

If religion and faith are not coextensive with one another and can even
be opposed to one another, then not all religion follows “the movement
of faith” and not all faith “rushes towards faith in God” (§32; §13). As
an identifiable institution, religion may be related much more to health,
safety, or salvation than to faith or to God. Conversely, “not every sworn
faith, given word, trustworthiness, trust or confidence in general is neces-
sarily inscribed in a ‘religion’” (§32), that is, not every fiabilité or act of
faith is to be found in what is called religion. Not all faith, then, is reli-
gious, even if religion tends to bring together or to cross these two experi-

bbbl

ences or sources in a particularly revealing way—the experience of the
indemnified, the sacred, the health and salvation of the self or the commu-
nity, on the one hand, and the experience of belief or of an elementary
faith, on the other.

Derrida will spend a good deal of time in “Faith and Knowledge™ try-
ing to define this notion of an elementary faith that is one of the sources
of religion but is not coextensive with religion. He will identify it with
testimony or witnessing and even, as we will see, with the social bond
itself, that is, not only with the wedding bond or band but with every
bond in the socius. But it is important to note here that Derrida does
not—could not—develop this notion of elementary faith out of thin air
(or ether). Just as he uses a few pointed references to the machine in Berg-
son to develop a new sense of the mechanical, so he uses Kant’s notion of
“reflecting (reflektierende) faith” as a way of thinking this elementary
faith, a reflecting faith “whose possibility might well open the space of our
discussion” (§15). In Observation 1, I try to explain just what Kant him-
self means by reflecting faith and why it is to be found only in a moral
religion such as Christianity (I say “such as” even though there is no
other), where the emphasis is on good conduct and not on knowing or
thinking one can know what God will do for our salvation. In many ways,
Kant’s notion of reflecting faith anticipates Derrida’s distinction between
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faith and religion. Because reflecting faith “does not depend essentially upon
any bistorical revelation and thus agrees with the rationality of purely practi-
cal reason,” because—or at least this is Kant’s claim— ‘7t breaks with this
dogmatic faith’ . . . insofar as the latter claims to know and thereby ignores
the difference between faith and knowledge” (§15), we can understand why
Derrida might claim that such faith opens the space of his discussion.
Hence Derrida can say “even today, albeit provisionally, [the opposition be-
tween reflecting faith and dogmatic faith] could help us structure a problem-
atic” (§15). But while Derrida’s notion of elementary faith “breaks” in
some sense, just like Kant’s, with dogmatic faith and all determinate reli-
gions, it is not exactly in opposition to these insofar as it is, precisely, one
of its two sources, as well as the common source, as we will see, of all
knowledge and all science. It is thus only in part on the basis of Kant’s
Religion that Derrida will develop throughout “Faith and Knowledge”
what he will call, reinscribing Kant’s terminology, “a radically fiduciary
form of the ‘reflecting faith’ (S16).

Religion has, again, two sources, one related to the safeguarding of the
religious experience of the sacred and the protection and indemnification
of the self and the community, to what Derrida in Rogues and elsewhere
identifies as ipseity, and one related to a faith or trustworthiness in an
absolutely other who, at the limit, compromises all identity and interrupts
all indemnification. These are the two sources of religion that must not
be conflated, the two sources that must “mingle their waters” (§32), as
Derrida puts it, without becoming the same. In the beginning, then, there
will have been two, always already two sources of religion, one of which,
as we will see in what follows, is the common source of both religion and
science.

[t is this internal tension or even aporia—this ellipsis—between the
two sources of religion that leads Derrida to his second thesis in “Faith
and Knowledge™: in order for religion or a religious community to protect
and promote the first of its two sources, namely, the experience of sa/ut as
health, security, salvation, and indemnification, it must rely upon and en-
list the resources of technoscience and telecommunications. An analysis
of what is happening in religion today, says Derrida in 1994-95, makes
very clear what has always been the case: while religion often rejects and
tries to get beyond or before science, it can do so only by appropriating
the very means of science—from the most elementary technologies of
communication such as writing or, already, language and the voice, to
satellite telecommunication networks and the Internet. As Derrida formu-
lates this thesis already in the second section of the essay: “In order to
think religion today abstractly, we will take these powers of abstraction as our
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point of departure, in order to risk, eventually, the following hypothesis: with
respect to all these forces of abstraction and of dissociation (deracination, delo-
calization, disincarnation, formalization, universalizing schematization, ob-
Jjectification, telecommunication etc.), “religion” is at the same time involved
in reacting antagonistically and reaffirmatively outbidding itself” (§2). In
order to protect, purify, or indemnify the first of its two sources, religion
must solicit the abstracting, delocalizing, and deracinating powers of tele-
technology; in order to return to some supposed nature, idiom, family, or
filiation that would remain immune from abstraction, translation, univer-
salization, globalization, and so on, religion must appropriate the very
things it opposes and court that which compromises and contaminates it.
[t does this today through the most sophisticated forms of teletechnology
but also, and already, through the mechanical, repetitive, universalizable
nature of the most rudimentary forms of ritual, sacrifice, and prayer. For
Derrida, even the most heartfelt and seemingly spontaneous language—
even the most rudimentary prayer—involves the possibility of abstraction,
deracination, and thus, a movement that tends already toward repetition,
translation, and universalization.®

Using language from Kant’s Religion but already inscribing it within
his own lexicon, Derrida says that there are “at least rwo families, two
strata or sources that overlap, mingle, contaminate each another without
ever merging; . . . one of the two is precisely the drive to remain un-
scathed, on the part of that which is allergic to contamination, save by
itself, auto-immunely” (§28). There is, thus, an autoimmune relationship
between religion and science. The “drive to remain unscathed” is autoim-
mune precisely to the extent that it enlists the powers of the teletechno-
logical machine, that is, all those things that we might write off as
inessential or external to religion in its indemnified essence but that to-
day’s “wars of religion” rely upon to an unprecedented degree.” For as we
know better than ever today, the participants in these new wars of religion
fight not only over how one is to imagine, represent, or speak about the
celestial, about the nature of the heavens or the starry skies above, but
over who is going to control those skies. In other words, today’s wars of
religion are cyberspatialized like never before, not simply played out or
fought out and then reported and broadcast across the world but waged
through and by means of teletechnoscience and its media. Digital culture
is thus not simply the means of reporting on these wars but the battle-
ground itself.

Like others before, the new “wars of religion” are unleashed over
the human earth (which is not the world) and struggle even today
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to control the sky with finger and eye: digital systems and virtually
immediate panoptical visualization, “air space,” telecommunica-
tions satellites, information highways, concentration of capitalistic-
mediatic-power—in three words, digital culture, jet and TV without
which there could be no religious manifestation today, for example
no voyage or discourse of the Pope, no organized emanation of Jew-
ish, Christian or Muslim cults, whether “fundamentalist” or not.

(§27)

Digital culture, jet, and TV, that is, the encryption of information, the
movements of people and materials across the globe, and televisual com-
munication: all these are attempts at overcoming the constraints, the
“limits,” precisely, of time and space, attempts, as we will see in Chapter
5, at effacing themselves as media in order to give access to “the Thing
itself.” Derrida thus speaks of both the finger and the eye, the digital and
the visual, in order to suggest that today’s media and teletechnologies at-
tempt to overcome the limits of time and space by means of a vision that
touches us, that purports to provide immediate access to what comes be-
fore the machine, that is, access to the sacred and the sacrosanct, the first
of the two sources of religion.

In “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida gives several examples of this fun-
damental complicity between media and cyberculture and today’s reli-
gious “manifestations,” from the worldwide travels of a pope “versed in
televisional rhetoric” and the worldwide distribution of his encyclicals to
the Rushdie Affair and the increasing use of cyberspace by fundamentalist
groups (527n17).”> These examples could be supplemented by an endless
series of our own, from the powers (political and otherwise) of televangel-
ist churches in the United States and elsewhere to, for instance, the world-
wide debates propagated through the media and the Internet over the
publication in Denmark of what were taken to be offensive cartoons of
Muhammad. So central is this theme of technology in “Faith and Knowl-
edge” that Derrida, in §2, says he imagined the following possible titles
for his essay, “ ‘Religion and mechane,” ‘religion and cyberspace,” ‘religion
and the numeric,” ‘religion and digitality,” ‘religion and virtual space-time,””
and so on.

In a particularly apt figure, Derrida speaks of the way in which “a heav-
enly glance, monstrous, bestial or divine, something like an eye of CNN,
watches permanently’” over us (§27n17), as if God’s cyclopean eye in the
sky, his celestial and synoptic vision, had been replaced by a global net-
work of satellites that ensures not simply that “the whole world will be
watching” every battle in these new wars of religion but that this techno-
logical network will actually be the front line for these new wars. This
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celestial eye, synchronized with all the Google maps in the world, would
thus watch over everything all at once, “over Jerusalem and its three
monotheisms, . . . over airborne pilgrimages to Mecca; over so many mira-
cles transmitted live (most frequently, healings, which is to say, returns to
the unscathed, heilig, holy, indemnifications) followed by commercials,
before thousands in an American television studio; over the international
and televisual diplomacy of the Dalai Lama, etc.” (§27n17). These refer-
ences to the media and to cyberculture as the place of religion’s—let me
now emphasize the terms—rmanifestation or even revelation point out both
the novelty of the contemporary relationship between religion and tech-
nology and the continuity between these contemporary manifestations
and more traditional or even archaic forms of religion. For while such
manifestation has never been so worldwide, while teletechnoscience has
never allowed religious manifestations to be disseminated to such an ex-
tent, such manifestation or spectrality has always been the lifeblood of
religion. The figures religion now takes (tele-techno-media-scientific, cap-
italistic, politico-economic) are thus not original and without precedent.
While cyberculture has amplified the virtual powers of religious manifes-
tation to an unprecedented degree, while such powers today appear “re-
markably adapted to the scale and the evolutions of global democracy”
(§27n17), this virtuality and these powers are in fact the very element of
religion from time immemorial. As Derrida puts it in a philosophical
sound bite that would merit pages of explication, “the ether of religion
will always have been hospitable to a certain spectral virtuality” (§27n17).

Hence the “return” to religion that was the object of so much media
attention during the early to mid 1990s was not a simple return at all,
Derrida argues, insofar as religion will have always made common cause
with the virtuality facilitated by science and insofar as science, as we will
soon see, will have always encrypted an originary source that it shares with
religion. If there was, then, a “return” to or of religion, it was a becoming
visible or manifest of what was always already there, a resurgence in reli-
gion’s powers of manifestation through today’s teletechnological machine.
In what is, in many ways, the central argument of “Faith and Knowl-
edge,” the second of the three theses, Derrida claims that religion must
court the delocalizing and deracinating techniques and processes of tech-
noscience in order to protect, purify, and indemnify the first of its two
sources. Teletechnoscience is thus put in the service of a return to what
would claim to come before science, namely, the original community, an
authentic and original relation to the divine, autochthony, blood, earth,
language, sometimes even the nation—all those things that the intrinsi-
cally universalizable movement of teletechnoscience tends to disturb or
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dislocate. In order, then, to immunize itself against what is considered to
be outside it, foreign to it, and threatening for it (science, the Enlighten-
ment, modernity, the West in general), the religious community uses—
often with extraordinary skill and intelligence—the very instruments of
teletechnoscience and cyberculture it eschews and resists. '

Borrowing again Kant’s language from Religion Within the Limits of
Reason Alone, Derrida relates the deracination of technoscience to radical
evil, that is, to “forms of evil that are traditionally tied to radical extirpation
and therefore to the deracination of abstraction, passing by way . . . of those
sites of abstraction that are the machine, technics, technoscience and above all
the transcendence of tele-technology” (§2). Radical evil in Derrida’s lexicon
would thus have to do with religion’s attempt to reject the deracinating
movement of teletechnoscience by means of the very teletechnoscience
it rejects. In §37, Derrida characterizes this rejection/appropriation as a
machinal, automatic, unreflective movement. Precisely like a reflex, it re-
peats a double movement of abstraction and attraction, a movement that
at once abstracts or uproots, that deracinates and attempts to universalize,
and that attracts or is attracted to the literal and the idiom in an attempt
to return to that from which it had been abstracted in the first place. But
this second moment of attraction or rerooting can take place only through
a repetition and intensification of the initial movement of abstraction and
deracination.!” Hence Derrida will characterize this as an auto-immune
auto-indemnification, that is, as a self-indemnification, self-affirmation, or
self-protection that, through the very gesture of self-affirmation and self-
protection, opens the autos or the self up to an outside that goes beyond
the self and penetrates or compromises the self-protection that was sup-
posed to be reinforced.

The same movement that renders indissociable religion and tele-
technoscientific reason in its most critical aspect reacts inevitably 7o
itself. It secretes its own antidote but also its own power of auto-
immunity. We are here in a space where all self-protection of the
unscathed, of the safe and sound, of the sacred (beilig, holy) must
protect itself against its own protection, its own police, its own
power of rejection, in short, against its own, which is to say, against
its own immunity. It is this terrifying but fatal logic of the auzo-
immunity of the unscathed that will always associate Science and Reli-

gion. (§37)

Religion must thus reject the machine by means of the machine; it
must go out of itself in order to return to and restore itself. This rejection/
appropriation of the machine can take, says Derrida in §46, at least two
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possible paths—yet another form of duplicity: it can result in either a fer-
vent return to nationalism or patriotism, often linked to the church, or a
new universalism, cosmopolitanism, or ecumenicalism—a new Interna-
tional of anti-tele-technologism or a new worldwide ecologism.'? In either
case, however, one can reject the technoscientific machine only by appro-
priating it, only by working through it in order to return to the proper or
the safe and sound in the guise of ethnic identity, filiation, family, nation,
culture, memory, tradition, nature, language, and so on, or in order to
forge a new internationalism and humanism based on a common rejection
of the supposed dehumanization brought on by the machine.

In addition to these two possibilities of rejecting technoscience through
the inevitable reappropriation of it, there is also the possibility of a hyper-
appropriation of technoscience whose underlying aim is its rejection, that
is, a “counter-fetishism of the same desire inverted, the animist relation
to the tele-technoscientific machine, which then becomes a machine of
evil, and of radical evil, but a machine to be manipulated as much as to
be exorcised” (§45). Derrida is here evoking the possibility of a more and
more animistic, magical, mystical relation to the tele-techno-scientific ma-
chine, one that condemns the “evil machine,” uses it, and comes to have
a more and more “primitive and archaic” relation to it. According to
this hypothesis, our growing fascination with the tele-technoscientific ma-
chine and its unprecedented powers of spectrality would be in direct rela-
tion to our growing incompetence with regard to it. As Derrida justly
remarks, there has never been such a gap between our technical know-
how in everyday life and our own technical knowledge, whence the mysti-
cal relation we can have to cell phones or the Internet or any number of
machines we use on a daily basis. Indeed it would be difficult to deny
Derrida’s claim that “never in the history of humanity . . . has the dispro-
portion between scientific incompetence and manipulatory competence
been as serious” (§45).13

When Derrida thus refers in §15 to the “absolute anachrony of our
time,” he is speaking in part of this mystical relation to technoscience that
can combine the most archaic and primitive violence with the most so-
phisticated forms of weaponry and technology. There is no essential con-
tradiction—only a thoroughgoing autoimmunity—between capitalistic
techno-science and all forms of religious fundamentalism. Faced with an
“expropriative and delocalizing tele-technoscience” (§45), reaction to
the tele-technoscientific machine can appeal either to an “obscurantist
dogmatism” or to “hypercritical vigilance,” if not to both at once (§46).
Fundamentalisms or extremisms of various kinds can thus combine bru-
tal, reactive forms of violence with the most refined and elaborated forms
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of modern technoscience and critique. The simple denunciation of what
appears to be obscurantism or irrationality thus misses what is most im-
portant in religion’s reaction to technoscience. More sophisticated analy-
ses are necessary.

As for the phenomena of ignorance, of irrationality or of “obscuran-
tism” that are so often emphasized and denounced, so easily and
with good reason, they are often residues, surface effects, the reactive
slag of immunitary, indemnificatory or auto-immunitary reactivity.
They mask a deep structure or rather (but also at the same time) a
fear of self, a reaction against that with which it is partially linked:
the dislocation, expropriation, delocalization, deracination, disidi-
omatization and dispossession . . . that the tele-techno-scientific ma-

chine does not fail to produce. (§37)

What we have here, then, is a double movement of rejection and assimila-
tion, impossible indemnification and mourning, the desperate, autoim-
mune attempt by religion to protect itself by means of what always
threatens to destroy it (see §47). Derrida makes this even clearer in
“Above All, No Journalists!”

The apparent contradiction between faith and knowledge, between
religion and enlightenment, thus repeats itself. It does so because in
order to reach the light, in order to phenomenalize itself, to utter
itself, to manifest itself, the sacralizing movement, the experience of
the sacred, must cede to what I call “autoimmunity.” In it, the liv-
ing organism destroys the conditions of its own protection. Such
auto-immunization is a terrifying biological possibility: a body de-
stroys its proper defenses or organizes in itself . . . the destructive
forces that will attack its immunitary reactions. When religion
shows itself on television, wherever it manifests and deploys itself in
the “world,” in the “public space,” it at the same time increases its
power and its power to self-destroy; it increases both the one and
the other, the one as the other, to the same degree. (“AAN]” 67)

Every auto-protection of the indemnified, the safe and sound, must
thus protect itself against its own protection; religion must protect itself
against the technoscience that promotes, projects, and protects it. It is,
says Derrida in “Faith and Knowledge,” “this terrifying but fatal [fazale]
logic of the auto-immunity of the unscathed that will always associate Sci-
ence and Religion” (§37). This autoimmune indemnification of religion
through science is not something religion can simply refrain from doing
or avoid falling victim to. It is, Derrida writes, fatale, that is, as Sam

Three Theses on the Two Sources m 81



Weber has translated it, “fatal,” potentially destructive, disastrous, deadly,
though also, since this is the other sense of fazale, fated or fateful, inelucta-
ble or unavoidable. It is at once potentially deadly and the only chance
religion has for living on.

[t is important to note that this notion of autoimmunity, which had
been used by Derrida in earlier texts such as Specters of Marx and Politics
of Friendship, is really given its first full treatment only here in “Faith and
Knowledge.”'* Much of this work is done in a long footnote to §37,
where Derrida first recalls the ecclesiastical context of the term immunity,
the notion of offering someone safe haven or asylum in a church, temple,
or synagogue. Before diplomatic immunity or biological immunity, there
would have been the immunity offered by religion or by religious commu-
nities to those being pursued or persecuted. As for autoimmunity, this is
obviously a much more recent term of the biological sciences. As Derrida
will go on to develop in even greater detail in Rogues and elsewhere in
relationship to democracy (and we will see in Chapter 6 that this example
is not fortuitous), autoimmunity has to do with the way a living organism
protects itself by attacking its own self-protection and destroying its own
immune defenses, thereby making it vulnerable to what it might have oth-
erwise resisted. This attack on or protection against one’s own mecha-
nisms of self-protection is thus fatale—inevitable and always potentially
deadly—though also, as in the case of immuno-depressants, essential to
the organism’s survival, essential to its acceptance of a graft or trans-
planted organ that will allow it to survive or live on. Indeed, without auto-
immunity, without this breach in the immunitary and self-protective
systems of the organism, there would be no possibility of a supplement
that might destroy or save it, bring it to an end or allow it to live on.
Without autoimmunity, the organism would have, in short, no future be-
fore it. Autoimmunity is thus another name for the aporia of the salur
we saw earlier. Without the sa/ut! as greeting and reception, without the
welcoming of the supplement or graft of the other, the self would remain
within itself, absolutely protected, which is to say, absolutely safe and
sound and thus absolutely dead. Though the phantasm of absolute immu-
nity remains—indeed this is, in the end, the only phantasm—absolute
immunity is nothing short of absolute death.

Starting, then, from the strictly ecclesiastical notion of immunity and
then the biological notion of autoimmunity, Derrida argues that a “sort
of general logic of autoimmunization™ seems “indispensable to us today
for thinking the relations between faith and knowledge, religion and
science, as well as the duplicity of sources in general” (§37n27). For
there are always, it seems, two sources or two tendencies—a move
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toward indemnifying self-protection and another toward autoim-
mune self-destruction, or, put otherwise, a move toward complete self-
indemnification that, if successful, would put an end to the life of the
self or the community that is being protected, and an autoimmune
movement—a kind of death drive—that at once threatens any organism
or community and allows it to live on. This means that the self or the
community is never itself without its self-expropriation into the other
and the incorporation of the other into itself. In every attempt to purify,
protect, and indemnify itself, the self or the community lives off what
it is not, projecting a phantasm of life protected from all death, and yet
living on only by means of all the supplements of death or, really, of
life-death: writing, science, telecommunications, the graft, iterability,
abstraction, the machine, and so on.

By “allying itself with the enemy, hospitable to the antigens, bearing
away the other with itself, this resurgence [déferlement] grows and swells
[se gonfle],” writes Derrida, “with the power of the adversary” (§37). Re-
ligion’s power grows to the extent that it appropriates the very technos-
cience that threatens it. In order to indemnify itself, religion must take on
even more of what it opposes. Only this immune/autoimmune double
reactivity can account for the resurgence of religion today, that is, to use
Derrida’s word, this déferlement, a word often used to describe the break-
ing of waves or the spread of violence or a troop surge or insurgency (see
Derrida’s comments on this word at MO 31). Hence Derrida will speak
in his own name throughout “Faith and Knowledge” not of a rezurn to
religion but of a resurgence of it, a new wave or surge in what has been an
ever-present force or movement in European culture that has varied over
time in intensity or visibility but that has never gone away in order, one
day, to return. Religion is thus allied today as it has always been with
technoscience, but because of the growth and intensification of the latter,
the former has had to react against it with even greater force, upping the
ante in order to match and go beyond a movement that will have already
gone beyond it—fatefully.

Let me cite at length a passage from §37—just before “er grenades”—
where this second thesis of “Faith and Knowledge” is laid out in its clear-
est and most explicit form.

Religion today allies itself with tele-technoscience, to which it reacts
with all its forces. It is, on the one hand, globalization; it produces,
weds, exploits the capital and knowledge of tele-mediatization; nei-
ther the trips and global spectacularizing of the Pope, nor the inter-
state dimensions of the “Rushdie affair,” nor planetary terrorism
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would otherwise be possible . . . But, on the other hand, it reacts
immediately, simultaneously, declaring war against that which gives
it this new power only at the cost of dislodging it from all its proper
places, in truth from place itself, form the taking place of its truth. It
conducts a terrible war against that which protects it only by threat-
ening it, according to this double and contradictory structure: im-
munitary and auto-immunitary. The relation between these two
motions or these two sources is ineluctable, and therefore automatic
and mechanical, between one which has the form of the machine
(mechanization, automatization, machination or mechane), and the
other, that of a living spontaneity, of the unscathed property of life,
that is to say, of another (claimed) self-determination. But the auto-
immunity haunts the community and its system of immunitary sur-
vival like the hyperbole of its own possibility. Nothing in common,
nothing immune, safe and sound, beilig and holy, nothing un-
scathed in the most autonomous living present without a risk of
auto-immunity. As always, the risk charges itself twice, the same fi-

nite risk. (§37)

Religion is thus involved in two movements at once; it is involved, first,
in a reactive movement that tries to return to the safe and sound, to earth
and ethnicity, to the nation and the national idiom. But it is also involved
in what Derrida calls mondialatinisation, in a globalizing or, better, a
“worldwide” process that is first linked, as we saw in the previous chapter,
to the language in which Christianity first spread across the globe, namely,
Latin, though also, in a second moment, to religion’s new lingua franca,
namely, Anglo-American. Religion is thus attracted to, animated by, this
globalatinization and embroiled in a reaction against it, engaged in a war
that has been declared against that which gives religion this new power
only by dislodging it from its proper place, disrupting the relationship
between truth and place. In “Above All, No Journalists!” Derrida relates
this disruption from place, this uncanny uprooting from house and home,
to the unheimlich, which today takes on “a particularly striking form . . .
in the irreducible bond between religion and media” (“AAN]"" 68). As we
will see later, the attachment to all those things that might appear most
natural and without need of mediatization, attachments to idiom or the
home—or to their phantasms—might be read as a reactive formation
to this unheimlich or uncanny relationship to the tele-technoscientific
machine.

As Derrida writes above in one rather dense and difficult sentence, “au-
toimmunity haunts the community and its system of immunitary survival
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like the hyperbole of its own possibility” (§37). To try to parse this out:
autoimmunity is not a risk that the community may or may not run but
the necessity to which it must yield, the necessity that haunts all of its
immune structures and strategies, a necessity that haunts it from within,
from the place where its very survival is secured. This risk of autoimmu-
nity is thus the threat of radical evil, the threat of a deracination that
threatens the community and its survival and yet makes that survival pos-
sible in the first place. Whence the hyperbole involved in raising the stakes
of technoscience, multiplying and augmenting all the forces of delocaliza-
tion and deracination in order to assure the presence and life of the puta-
tively prescientific, original, or natural community.

What is truly “proper” to religion—its ineradicable allegiance and in-
curable allergy to science—is what makes it fundamentally improper. If
autoimmune auto-indemnification is indeed, as Derrida suggests, inevita-
ble, unavoidable, in a word, fazale, then what is “proper’” to religion is
both its attempt to indemnify the first of its two sources and the unavoid-
able expropriation of religion into what it is not. It is this expropriating
movement, this improper propriety—this autoimmunity—that leads to
various attempts on the part of religion to indemnify all those things that
are traditionally considered proper to the self or the community: property,
language, family, nature, blood, and soil, and, finally and most impor-
tantly for Derrida, /ife. If the French word sa/ut appeared earlier to be the
best way to identify one of the two sources of religion, it is in the name
of life that this sa/ut is always sought, life as what is restored in health or
life as what is redeemed or saved. Religion attempts to protect, indemnify,
and augment life by means of the technological supplement against which
religion then reacts with the automaticity of a machine. Derrida writes,
“The reactivity of resentment . . . indemnifies itself thus in a movement
that is at once immunitary and auto-immune. The reaction to the ma-
chine is as automatic (and thus machinal) as life itself” (§37).

If this reaction cannot but happen, if it happens with the regularity of
a machine, then such a reaction would appear to be part of religion itself,
religion in its essence. Which means that the essence of religion, the
“proper” of religion, is to be from the beginning improper, fundamentally
duplicitous.

Such an internal splitting, which opens distance, is also peculiar or
“proper” to religion, appropriating religion for the “proper’ (inas-
much as it is also the unscathed: heilig, holy, sacred, saved, immune
and so on), appropriating religious indemnification to all forms of
property, from the linguistic idiom in its “letter,” to blood and solil,
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to the family and to the nation. This internal and immediate reactiv-
ity, at once immunitary and auto-immune, can alone account for
what will be called the religious resurgence in its double and contra-
dictory phenomenon. (§37)

But the autoimmune logic by which Derrida tries to think the relation-
ship between the two sources of religion and between religion and science
would seem to apply to more than just religion “itself.” As we saw Derrida
arguing above, “the reaction to the machine is as automatic (and thus
machinal) as life itself” (§37). In the end, it is not only religion but life
itself that is autoimmune, life itself that reacts in an automatic, machinal
way, life itself that must now be thought in relation to the machine. That
is why Derrida places so much emphasis in “Faith and Knowledge” on
autoimmunity. As a biological process, it is one of those places where life
and the machine seem to intersect in a particularly palpable way, where a
biological reaction seems to happen with the regularity and automaticity
of a machine, that is, with a regularity or automaticity that is fazale, inevi-
table, predictable like a machine, and deadly, as a result, to any concept
of a life before the machine, of a self or a community that might remain
safe and sound before or without the other.

We will see in the following chapter how this machinelike and auto-
matic movement contaminates everything from the beginning, from Gen-
esis on, including the genesis of “Faith and Knowledge.” But before that
we must look at the third thesis, the third and final principal thesis, of
“Faith and Knowledge.” If religion turns to science in order to indemnify
itself, if it turns, in an autoimmune fashion, to the very thing that will
compromise what it is trying to protect, then that is because there is an
even more intimate relationship between religion and science or faith and
knowledge. Religion at once needs science and is in open antagonism
against it in spite of the fact—because of the fact—that the two actually
share a common source.'> In addition to having a source in a kind of reason,
rationality, or technological thinking, science too has another source, a
second source, it, too, in the promise or performative faith that makes
science itself performative. Indeed science, like religion, requires faith,
trust, credit, reliability, and so on, an originary or elementary faith that is
anterior to every science and is the quasi-transcendental condition of all
knowledge.

Already back in §8 Derrida gives a first indication that religion and
science perhaps share a common source when he points out that religion
is always related to light, to appearance, and, thus, to phenomena, in a
word, to a certain “phenomenology’” and a certain “enlightenment.”
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I had insisted on the light, the relation of all religion to fire and to
light. There is the light of revelation and the light of the Enlighten-
ment. Light, phos, revelation, orient and origin of our religions,
photographic instantaneity. Question, demand: in view of the En-
lightenment of today and of tomorrow, in the light of other Enlight-
enments (Aufklirung, Lumiéres, illuminismo) how to think religion
in the daylight of today without breaking with the philosophical tra-
dition? (§36)

One is reminded here of Levinas’s claim in Zotality and Infinity, as re-
formulated by Derrida in 1964 in “Violence and Metaphysics,” that phi-
losophy, and particularly “phenomenology, in the wake of Plato, was to be
struck with light” (WD 85). But it is not only phenomenology and phi-
losophy that have been struck by light but also religion, science, and,
clearly, a certain Enlightenment. In “Above All, No Journalists!” Derrida
extends this centrality of light by suggesting a relationship between all of
these and the media, particularly television, a thesis we will explore more
fully in Chapter 5: “It would be easy, but not arbitrary, to think the motif
of light—the figure of light in the llluminismo, the Aufklirung, the Lu-
mieres—with that visibility, that phenomenality from which public space,
and hence television, are constructed. From phenomenality in general,
whether from the Greek or the Evangelical light, up to the lights that
manifest themselves in television ‘news,” there is a common element”
(“AANJ” 66).

The trope of light is thus central to both faith and knowledge, philoso-
phy and science, religion and the media. While it is thus tempting to want
to see light, a certain revealability, a certain search for the “truth” as what
is unconcealed, made manifest, or revealed, to be the common source of
both religion and science, religion and the media, I think Derrida would
ask us to be critical and vigilant at precisely this point in order to expose
the assumptions behind this trope of light as well. The second source of
both religion and science is thus not a common or shared light, an even
more original light of revelation or manifestation, but the nocturnal source
of light, a source that must be thought in relationship to faith or trustwor-
thiness—to frabiliti—as we saw earlier. It will be related not to light or
illumination, to some shared quality of truth or manifestation that would
reside in the nature of things, but to a nocturnal source that is based in
the inaccessibility of the other.

We will look at this second source in relation to science in particular
in a moment, but let us simply note that it will be in part on the basis of
this shared source that Derrida will go on to argue that the Enlightenment

Three Theses on the Two Sources m 87



not only did not completely break with religion, as some have been led to
believe, but that the very origins of the Enlightenment are to be found in
religion. Indeed only by not drawing a single and indivisible line between
religion and science, or religion and the secular, can we really begin to
understand the so-called “return of religion.” Derrida asks:

Why is this phenomenon, so hastily called the “return of religions,” so
difficult to think? Why is it so surprising? Why does it particularly aston-
ish those who believed naively that an alternative opposed Religion, on
the one side, and on the other, Reason, Enlightenment, Science, Criti-
cism (Marxist Criticism, Nietzschean Genealogy, Freudian Psychoanal-
ysis and their heritage), as though the one could not but put an end to
the other? On the contrary, it is an entirely different schema that would
have to be taken as one’s point of departure in order to try to think the
“return of the religious.”(S0)

Rather than simply assume he knows what is meant by the so-called re-
turn of the religious, rather than simply explain away or write off this
return by resorting “to what the doxa confusedly calls fundamentalism,” fa-
naticism’ or, in French, ‘integrism,”” Derrida looks for another point of
departure by identifying a common source of both religion and science
(§6).1¢ As Derrida argues, we will fail to understand religion today if we
continue to believe in the strict opposition between religion and science
or between religion and reason, critique, and technoscientific modernity.
In other words, we will fail to understand religion so long as we remain
in a certain Enlightenment tradition, in that secularizing, anti-religious
Judeo-Christian filiation that would run, say, from Voltaire to Marx,
Nietzsche, Freud, and even, though this is more ambiguous, as Derrida
shows, to Heidegger (see Observation 4). We must thus question, Derrida
claims, all those who, in a certain Enlightenment tradition, believed in
the independence of reason, knowledge, technicity, philosophy and
thought with regard to religion and faith (see §48)."

Instead of opposing religion and science, then, we must ask how tech-
noscience supports religion even as religion attacks it and show that reli-
gion and technoscience have the same source, a common source—the
testimonial engagement (gage) of every performative, which commits or
engages one to respond before the other and for the performativity of tech-
noscience. Hence religion wages a war on technoscience through technos-
cience and through our faith in technoscience. Religion has two sources,
and one of these is the common source of both religion and science. Be-
yond a simple opposition between religion and science or faith and rea-
son, it would be necessary to demonstrate that “religion and reason
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develop in tandem, drawing from this common resource: the testimonial
pledge of every performative, committing it to respond as much before the
other as for the high-performance performativity of technoscience” (§29).
“Whence,” writes Derrida, “the two sources in one,” as the ‘“same
source” divides itself from itself from the very beginning—mechanically,
automatically, like the autoimmunity of life itself (§29).

It is thus not only religion but science or teletechnoscience that re-
quires and presupposes a certain reliability or trustworthiness or frabilité,
a kind of elementary faith. At the root of every institution, constitution,
law, sovereign state, and even science, there is, Derrida argues, “an irre-
ducible ‘faith,”” a “sworn faith,” the faith of a “social bond,” a promise to
tell the truth “beyond all proof and all theoretical demonstration” (§37).
Because there is “no responsibility without a given word, a sworn faith [fo:
jurée], without a pledge, without an oath, without some sacrament or its
ius iurandum’ (§29), no scientific community is possible without this ele-
mentary faith: “Without the performative experience of this elementary
act of faith, there would neither be ‘social bond’ nor address of the other,
nor any performativity in general: neither convention, nor institution, nor
constitution, nor sovereign state, nor law, nor above all, here, that struc-
tural performativity of the productive performance that binds from its in-
ception the knowledge of the scientific community to doing, and science
to technics” (§37). Derrida makes the connection between faith and sci-
ence even more explicit in “Above All, No Journalists!”:

Even in the most theoretical act of any scientific community (there
is no science without public space and without scientific commu-
nity), every organization of the social bond appeals to an act of faith,
beyond or this side of every species of proof. The “I believe you” or
the “believe me,” “sworn faith,” is at once the social bond, the eco-
nomic bond, and credit, just as truthfulness is the condition of

truth. (“AAN]J” 63)

What we discover at the “source” of both religion and science is thus
not a more originary light that reveals the truth of things but, again, an
aspect of language of a different order, one that does not reveal things in
the light but, rather, makes the light without itself being light or even the
possibility of light, in other words, a performative aspect of language.
What we identified earlier as one of the two sources of religion in a per-
formative faith, credit, or trust that is anterior to any contract of language
or exchange within language is now seen to be operative in science as well.
Though Derrida in “Signature Event Context” and elsewhere ended up
questioning the pertinence of Austin’s distinction between constative and
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performative, questioning whether the concept of the performative is not
still too determined by the notion of a subject endowed with the ability
or capacity to speak and thus bring something about, Derrida nonetheless
always maintains the usefulness of the distinction. He will thus follow
quite faithfully a distinction between, for example, credos, oaths, pledges
of fidelity, or professions of faith, on the one hand, and observations,
claims, or statements of knowledge on the other, in short, between per-
formatives and constatives. But Derrida will then go on, in a second mo-
ment, to argue that there is a kind of “performative” at the origin of both
the constative and the performative, and, thus, at the origin of both sci-
ence and religion, both knowledge and faith—a source that might be
called a kind of originary or elementary trust or confidence or an originary
engagement or commitment, an originary faith or pledge.

The origin thus doubles or divides—automatically. The event of the
origin divides into two sources; in the realm of language, the event, what
Jean-Francois Lyotard would have called the Arrive-t-il>—his translation
of Ereignis—automatically, spontaneously, divides into the constative and
the performative, into the scientific utterance that is connoted and the
religious utterance that is performed.’® But as Austin himself came to see
and Derrida develops, the constative is always a veiled performative.
When a scientist says, for example, that tellurium is a metallic element
whose atomic number is 52, he or she is not simply noting what is the
fact but athrming and vouching for this “fact,” asking us to believe him
or her, to trust in his or her experience, to rely upon his or her good faith
in declaring it. It is this faith, belief, or credit that thus opens up in a
performative fashion not only the dimension of religion but the performa-
tivity of our science, our trust in teletechnoscience and in the fiduciary in
general, our confidence not only in the other “right there” before us but
in every anonymous monetary exchange or transaction of cybercapital.
There is a testimonial performative required of all knowledge and all capi-
tal (§37).

It is no doubt this emphasis on performativity that leads Derrida in
“Faith and Knowledge” to talk less about science than about technology
or technoscience. He writes: “We associate here reason with philosophy
and with science as technoscience, as critical history of the production of
knowledge, of knowledge as production, know-how and intervention at a
distance, teletechnoscience that is always high-performance and performa-
tive by essence, etc.” (§29). Derrida argues in a similar fashion in “Above
All, No Journalists!” that his use of the term fechnoscience indicates that
“there is no science without technical apparatus, no separation possible
between science and technology, which is to say, without a profound and

90 wm The Island and the Starry Skies Above



essential ‘performativity’ of knowledge” (“AAN]” 63). The term perform-
ativity seems to be the link in Derrida’s discourse between the two sources
of science: it would refer, on the one hand, to the way in which science—
or, better, technology—performs and advances, the way it works, and, on
the other, to the performative act of faith or the promise that brings one
into a scientific community in the first place. Derrida thus uses the term
technoscience (and not just science) in order to recall that “the scientific
act is, through and through, a practical intervention and a technical per-
formativity in the very energy of its essence” and that “this elementary act
of faith also underlies the essentially economic and capitalistic rationality
of the tele-technoscientific” (§37). When we understand this double per-
formativity, the performativity of the machine and the act of faith upon
which it depends, we can see “why, in principle, today, there is no incom-
patibility, in the said ‘return of the religious,” between the ‘fundamen-
talisms,” the ‘integrisms’ or their ‘politics’ and, on the other hand,
rationality, which is to say, the tele-techno-capitalistico-scientific fiduci-
arity, in all of its mediatic and globalizing dimensions™ (§37).

Everywhere technoscience is at work, delocalizing, uprooting, distanc-
ing, or bringing near, it confirms this elementary faith, which is “reli-
gious” in vocation insofar as it is what makes religion possible. Every act
of language, then, from the most ceremonial profession of faith to the
most straightforward or seemingly transparent observation in science, pre-
supposes an “I promise the truth.” Every time I address another, “some
sort of ‘I promise the truth’ is always at work, and some sort of ‘I make
this commitment before the other from the moment that I address him,
even and perhaps above all to commit perjury’” (§29). Every time one
bears witness, therefore, and even in science, the truth is promised beyond
all proof, all perception, all imitative monstration. Even when I lie, Der-
rida argues, I ask the other to believe this other who I am. This per-
formativity or promise to tell the truth thus “conditions” like a
quasi-transcendental all sincere declarations and all lies, every profession
of faith within religion and every empirical claim in science. In Rogues,
written seven years after “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida again speaks of
“the irreducible spacing of the very faith, credit, or belief without which
there would be no social bond, no address to the other, no uprightness or
honesty, no promise to be honored, and so no honor, no faith to be sworn
or pledge to be given” (R 153).'” Derrida echoes and expands upon this
notion of a social bond in relationship to science in “Above All, No
Journalists!”:

How can we link up again with the old form of the question, “faith
and knowledge”? The “return of the religious” reintroduces a new
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sort of transcendental condition of the fiduciary. The social bond
reveals itself increasingly, in particular through new capitalist struc-
tures, to be a phenomenon of faith. No social bond without the
promise of truth, without an “I believe you,” without an “I believe.”
The development of the sciences or of the techno-scientific commu-
nity itself supposes a layer of credit, of faith, of credibility—which
is not to be confused with Good News or a determinate religious
revelation, nor with a dogmatism or religious orthodoxy, but simply
reintroduces the necessity of faith in its most rudimentary [ru:

naked, bare] condition. (“AAN]J” 63)

This reference to a rudimentary or a bare faith expresses well the ele-
mental character of this faith. Rather than a faith clothed in some religion
or religious dogma, rather than a faith in some object or other, this faith
would be the condition, milieu, or medium for any determinate faith or
belief. Derrida thus speaks of this “element of faith” (§48) as a “bare be-
lief [cette croyance nue]” (“AAN]J” 65), as the very “air that we breathe”
(IW'58) insofar as an “act of faith is implied in the social relationship, in
the social bond itself” (/W59). Like a latter-day Pre-Socratic, Derrida is,
as it were, adding a fifth “element” to the traditional four (earth, fire,
water, and air): the ether of faith that makes possible every testimony and
every social bond.

Insofar as every community, every social bond, is based upon an origin-
ary act of faith that eludes all proof or monstration, an originary “I be-
lieve” or “I believe you” that is absolutely blind, this common source of
both religion and science is compared by Derrida to a kind of miracle.
The most developed account of this originary act of faith as a miracle can
be found in §49—just three sections before the end—as Derrida draws
together the various strands of his argument and offers what is to my ears
the most striking formulation of this elementary faith: it amounts to say-
ing, he writes, “Believe what [ say as one believes in a miracle” (§49). 1
would like to follow this passage in some detail in order to see just how
Derrida relates here the secret to publicity, the singular to iterability, and
the miracle to the machine.

Derrida begins by claiming that “the experience of witnessing situates
a convergence” of what we have already seen to be the two sources of
religion: “the unscathed (the safe, the sacred or the saintly) and the fidu-
ciary (trustworthiness, fidelity, credit, belief or faith, ‘good faith’ implied
in the worst ‘bad faith’)” (§49). Witnessing or testimony would thus be
the place where the unscathed, where a singular and unshareable experi-
ence, where the secret, becomes public by means of an appeal to trustwor-
thiness, fidelity, credit, and faith. It is the place where an appeal is made
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to the other beyond all demonstration and proof, an appeal to the other
to believe not necessarily that I have the truth but that I am giving voice
to what I believe to be the truth—a belief that is completely beyond the
knowledge or perception of the other.

In testimony, truth is promised beyond all proof, all perception, all
intuitive demonstration. Even if I lie or perjure myself (and always
and especially when I do), I promise truth and ask the other to be-
lieve the other that I am, there where I am the only one able to bear
witness and where the order of proof or of intuition will never be
reducible to or homogeneous with the elementary trust [fiduciarité],

the “good faith” that is promised or demanded. (§49)

Derrida argues next that this appeal to an experience beyond all dem-
onstration and thus beyond all repetition is nevertheless “never pure of
all iterability nor of all technics, and hence of all calculability. For it
also promises its repetition from the very first instant.” Whenever one
swears to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, one
promises already to be willing and able to repeat this truth, to vouch for
and thus promise to tell again this singular truth as the irreplaceable
witness one is. As such, this irreplaceable witness must promise to re-
peatedly replace himself or herself, and he or she must give voice to a
testimony that anyone who had been in his or her shoes, who had seen
with his or her eyes, would have given.?’ The irreplaceable witness thus
promises to replace him or herself in the future and promises to be vir-
tually replaceable by anyone who would have witnessed what he or she
did. Despite my use here of the codes and rhetoric of the court of law,
this structural relation is to be found in every relation with the other—
including those in science: “It is involved [engagé] in every address of
the other. From the first instant it is co-extensive with this other and
thus conditions every ‘social bond,” every questioning, all knowledge,
performativity and every tele-technoscientific performance, including
those of its forms that are the most synthetic, artificial, prosthetic, calcu-
lable” (§49). It is at this point that Derrida says that this testimonial
faith, “the promise of this axiomatic (quasi-transcendental) performa-
tive,” which “conditions and foreshadows ‘sincere’ declarations no less
than lies and perjuries, and thus all address of the other,” “amounts to
saying: ‘Believe what I say as one believes in a miracle.”” But if this
notion of the miracle is, as Derrida here suggests, coextensive with ele-
mentary faith, then we would have to speak of miracles in relation not
only to religion but to science, and in relation not only to the most
extraordinary or sacred experience but to the most secular and banal.
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Even the slightest testimony concerning the most plausible, ordinary
or everyday thing cannot do otherwise: it must still appeal to faith
as would a miracle. It offers itself like the miracle itself in a space
that leaves no room for disenchantment. . . . That one should be
called upon to believe in testimony as in a miracle or an “extraordi-
nary story’—this is what inscribes itself without hesitation in the
very concept of bearing witness. (§49)

“Pure attestation, if there is such a thing,” thus belongs “to the experience
of faith and of the miracle,” and it is implied in every “social bond”; it is
thus as “indispensable to Science no less than to Philosophy and to Reli-
gion” (§49).

After suggesting various possibilities for this experience of faith and of
the miracle, from a “sacredness without belief (index of this algebra: ‘Hei-
degger’)” to “faith in a holiness without sacredness” that would make “of
a certain disenchantment the condition of authentic holiness (index: ‘Lev-
inas—notably the author of From the Sacred to the Holy),” Derrida makes
it clear that this testimonial faith that conditions every social bond is not
some shared relation, some adhesive sentiment, some common bond, pre-
cisely, between members of a same community or a same humanity, but a
kind of “interruption.” The “social bond [/ien]” of this originary faith or
frabilité is thus related not to a common relation with the other but to a
certain inaccessibility of the other. If, as Derrida put it in his conversation
in 2003 with Mustapha Chérif, “there is no social bond without faith”
(IW 58), faith makes of this social bond a place not of communion but
of interruption, a place not of shared ideals or a common community but
of a “shared” secret.

There is no opposition, fundamentally, between “social bond” and
“social unraveling.” A certain interruptive unraveling is the condi-
tion of the “social bond,” the very respiration of all “community.”
This is not even the knot of a reciprocal condition, but rather the
possibility that every knot can come undone, be cut or interrupted.
This is where the socius or the relation to the other would disclose
itself to be the secret of testimonial experience—and hence, of a cer-
tain faith. If belief is the ether of the address and relation to
the utterly other, it is [to be found] in the experience itself of
non-relationship or of absolute interruption (indices: “Blanchot,”

“Levinas” . . .). (§49)*

This undoing or this interruption, this caesura, is the very respiration
of every “community,” its perpetual opening to difference and surprise,
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in a word, to the future. Belief may thus be the ether of the address and
of the relation to the other, but this ether is a medium of separation and
not communion, an experience of “non-relationship or of absolute inter-
ruption.”?? Derrida’s profound suspicion of community or at least of all
communitarianism, which we saw in Chapter 1, here finds its theoretical
confirmation. Such a testimonial faith could thus never be the basis of a
new religion or a new communitarianism; indeed, even concepts such as
secularism and laicization are, it seems, too “religious’” for Derrida, “too
Christian™ in their origins to describe this interruption in the social bond
and this experience of the miracle. Derrida speaks instead of a “hypersanc-
tification” or “desacralization” of this “non-relation or of this trans-
cendence,” which would come about by way of a certain “atheism” or
else—using a distinction made by Levinas—a “holiness” decoupled from
the “sacred” (§49).?* Derrida thus concludes §49 by suggesting that this
testimonial faith, this experience of the miracle, the condition of every
social bond, is—“as the very resource of the religious’—that which dis-joins
in both space and time by introducing incommensurability and non-
contemporaneity: “This interruptive dis-junction enjoins a sort of incom-
mensurable equality within absolute dissymmetry. The law of this un-
timeliness interrupts and makes history, it undoes all contemporaneity
and opens the very space of faith. It designates disenchantment as the very
resource of the religious. The first and the last” (§49).

Derrida is quite clear about the disruptive nature of this faith. And yet
it has to be said that, in speaking of faizh at all, Derrida opens himself up
to misunderstanding on several counts. There is, first, the possibility that
one will confuse this elementary faith with a faith in some particular reli-
gion or religious dogma. But it might also look as if Derrida is sugarcoat-
ing an experience of the other that is anything but reassuring. Indeed it
might appear as if he is willing, we might say, to “drop the F-bomb” here
in order to appear more amenable to those of various religious faiths, and
perhaps even to gain good conscience for himself. In “Above All, No Jour-
nalists!” Derrida himself worries about just this, that is, about what might
appear to be a rather comforting or reassuring use of this term faizh:

[ should “avow,” without Christian confession, that I often find my-
self in a situation where, accused of diabolical, inhuman, and mon-
strous discourse, I pretend to beat a hasty retreat in saying that “for
my part, | believe in faith.” And, of course, this sounds reassuring.
[t reassures those who don’t want to listen. . . . Blushing invisibly, I
ask myself, “What am I doing? Am I not in the process of reassuring
them? In view of what?” But as soon as one pronounces the word
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“faith,” the equivocation is there, disastrous and deserted. When,
for my part, [ yield to it, it is not simply out of opportunism, to
please those listeners I would otherwise want to shock and to trou-
ble. It is because I believe that the equivocation is undeniably
there. . . . The religious, in its equivocal relation to faith (it is and it
isn’t faith, and faith supposes, in its purity, that nothing is assured,
probable, or believable), is the equivocation in which we are.

(“AAN]J” 69)

Well, if the word faith poses potential problems for Derrida, the name
God would seem to pose even graver ones. And yet Derrida does not shy
away from this word either. In “Faith and Knowledge,” he will go so far
as to declare with regard to the elementary faith we have been following
here that even in a secular oath God is called upon as a witness, called
upon as the nameable-unnameable, present-absent witness of every oath.?
It is thus not simply the truth that is made through testimony but, curi-
ously, “God himself,” God himself who is engendered in every oath and

in every attestation:

Presupposed at the origin of all address, coming from the other to
whom it is also addressed, the wager [gageure] of a sworn promise,
taking immediately God as its witness, cannot not but have already,
if one can put it this way, engendered God quasi-mechanically. A
priori ineluctable, a descent of God ex machina would stage a tran-
scendental addressing machine. . . . For in taking God as witness,
even when he is not named in the most “secular” [lzigue] pledge of
commitment, the oath cannot not produce, invoke or convoke him
as already there, and therefore as unengendered and unengen-
derable, prior to being itself. . . . God: the witness as “nameable-
unnameable,” present-absent-witness of every oath or of every possi-
ble pledge. As long as one supposes, concesso non dato, that religion
has the slightest relation to what we thus call God. (§29)

Derrida thus does not shy away from speaking of either fzith or God,
but he does so only by reinscribing these names into his own idiom. Be-
fore rushing to conclude, therefore, that this is some starry- or weepy-eyed
return to religious faith on Derrida’s part, one must recall that these terms
cannot be thought without all the references we have seen throughout this
chapter to the machine, automaticity, autoimmunity, the death drive, and
so on. Even before the beginning, then, as we will see in the following
chapter, there is the promise to respond, and this promise is from the
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beginning compromised by the machine. In the beginning, before the be-
ginning, there is the quasi-mechanical engendering of God in the promise
to tell the truth and bring to light.

Derrida thus uses the words faith, God, and, as we shall see later, messi-
anicity in ways that court misunderstanding, even though a closer and, I
believe, more “faithful” reading would demonstrate where Derrida is tak-
ing his distance from traditional uses and understandings of these terms.
But, then, what about the term miracle, which Derrida uses in this passage
and which I have even used in the title of this book? This is the last term
we need to look at in this chapter in order to draw this analysis of the
three theses of “Faith and Knowledge” to a close.

Derrida says that we are called upon to believe every testimony—every
claim to the truth, every claim that one is telling the truth about what one
knows, believes, or sees—as an “extraordinary story”’ or a miracle. How
are we to understand the word miracle here and throughout this work? As
is always the case with Derrida’s terminology, it must be read both in
relationship to its traditional meaning and as a radical interruption of that
meaning. If the very notion of a miracle entails just such a radical inter-
ruption of our habitual or predictable ways of interpreting events, then
the reinscription of this term would perhaps be something like a miracle
of meaning itself . . .

From the Latin miraculum, the term miracle typically refers, of course,
to a marvelous event or an event that causes wonder, an extraordinary
event that remains inexplicable in terms of ordinary natural forces, an
event that violates natural law and so is usually attributed to some super-
human or divine cause or else is used as evidence for the superhumanity
or divinity of that cause. One thinks immediately of the miracles of the
Bible, those that took place, for example, during the Exodus—the burn-
ing bush, the ten plagues of Egypt, the parting of the Red Sea and the
crossing of the Jordan, the fall of Jericho—or those that occurred in the
time of Elijah and Elisha. Or else one thinks of all the miracles performed
by Christ in the New Testament, his healing of the blind or the lame, his
multiplication of the fish and bread, the miracle of the “languages” on
the day of Pentecost that marks the beginning of the ministry of the apos-
tles, and so on. The Gospels record close to forty so-called miracles per-
formed by Christ, miracles that are supposed to act as signs to believers
and nonbelievers alike of God’s divinity or divine plan (John 10:37, 38;
20:31).

For Derrida too the miracle must break with all expectations, all hori-
zons of preunderstanding, all “laws of nature,” though it would be diffi-
cult to say that, for him, miracles are “performed” in the way they are
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in the Gospels. Miracles happen, and—miraculously—happen every day:
nothing more ordinary, more extraordinary, than the miracle. If the mira-
cle is thus to be read as a sign, it signals not some supernatural or superhu-
man presence or power but the extraordinary relationship to an absolute
other, not some miraculous event within the world but the miracle by
which a world first opens up. The miracle is thus not an event within
history but the condition of history itself. As opposed to all those things
we can see coming on the horizon, the miracle—what Derrida also calls
the evenr—is what falls upon us from above, what befalls us without ex-
pectation or warning. Derrida says in an interview from 2001, “An event
worthy of the name, the arrival of what or who arrives [[arrivée de ['arri-
vant(e)] is as extraordinary as a miracle” (A4 62).

As we have seen, elementary faith is related to a belief in the other and
to a kind of testimony to which I have no access, a belief in the other as
belief in a miracle. In an essay in Sovereignties in Question entitled “Poetics
and Politics of Witnessing,” Derrida writes:

“I bear witness”—that means: “I affirm (rightly or wrongly, but in
all good faith, sincerely) that that was or is present to me, in space
and time (thus, sense-perceptible), and although you do not have
access to it, not the same access, you, my addressee, you have to be-
lieve me, because 1 engage myself to tell you the truth, I am already
engaged in it, I tell you that I am telling you the truth. Believe me.

You have to believe me.” (5Q 76)

But what is it, exactly, in the testimony of the other that remains inacces-
sible to me? In one sense, it is the “consciousness” or “intentionality” of
the other, the relationship of the other to the objects of his or her experi-
ence, that to which, as Husserl argued in his fifth Cartesian Meditation, |
can have no direct access but can relate to only through “appresentation”
or “analogical apperception.”® Even if I can and do, on one level,
“know,” “perceive,” and “understand” what the other says, does, and
thinks, the intentionality or consciousness of the other—this opening of
the world in the other—remains absolutely secret and beyond all measure.
“No calculation, no assurance will ever be able to reduce its ultimate ne-
cessity, that of the testimonial signature (whose theory is not necessarily a
theory of the subject, of the person or of the ego, conscious or uncon-
scious)” (§37). In “Above All, No Journalists!” therefore, Derrida will
speak of this relation to the other as nothing less than a miracle, as a “rela-
tion” to that with which I can have no relation insofar as it takes place on
“the other side.”
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The primary miracle, the most ordinary of miracles, is precisely “be-
lieve me!” When one says to someone, “believe me!,” the appeal to
proof is itself not provable. What I think in my head, in my inner
sanctum, will, for infinite structural reasons, never be accessible to
you; you will never know what’s going on on the other side [de [au-
tre coté]. You can simply “believe.” Well, to tell someone “believe
me!” is to appeal to the experience of a miracle. (“AAN]J” 76)

The miracle is thus a relation to #he other side, to l'autre cété—yet another
phrase that Derrida is borrowing from the tradition and remarking within
the context of his own idiom. For this autre coté refers not to some “‘other
world” or some ‘“afterlife,” as it sometimes does in French—and as we
will see in the final chapter of this work. Invisible or imperceptible to me
in this world or in this life, the other side is that which takes place on #he
side of the other. What appears from out of this other side thus appears to
me without any common horizon or foundation and so is, as such, noth-
ing short of a miracle. Derrida continues:

Everything that exceeds the order of originary perception or of proof
presents itself as miraculous: the alterity of the other, what the other
has in his head, in his intention or in his consciousness, is inaccessi-
ble to an intuition or to a proof; the “believe me” is permanently
inhabited by the miracle. To believe—what is called believing—
what I tell you, to relate to what I say in the mode of belief, having
faith in my good faith, as in something that surpasses the order of
knowledge, of the ordinary or of the probable, is as if you were to
believe in a miracle. It is always as extraordinary to believe someone
who tells you “believe me” (to believe him unconditionally, with
one’s eyes closed, without any means of verification, without guar-
antee of probability, without index of confirmation, etc.) as to be
present at a miracle. (“AAN]” 76)

Derrida’s use of the term miracle is thus no mere figure or metaphor: inso-
far as [ have no access to the testimony of the other, no shared horizon to
assess it, no common world in which to access it, it is as if that testimony
comes from a source beyond the natural world or beyond my world. “Be-
lieve what I say as one believes in a miracle,” says Derrida, because, for
you, / am the nocturnal source to which you have no access beyond my
attestation, beyond what I bring to light.

“The pure ‘relation to the other,” there where the alterity of the alter
ego deprives me forever of proof and originary intuition,” is thus, for Der-
rida, nothing other than an elementary “faith,” and this faith is the ele-
ment or the milieu of the miracle not only in religion but in science

Three Theses on the Two Sources m 99



(“AAN]J” 64). Whereas Derrida in his second thesis located technoscience
at the very heart of religion, and so made the machine central to any
thinking of religion today, he has now, by means of this third thesis, put
the miracle and an elementary faith into the very heart of science. In the
end, he has placed both the miracle and the machine at the origin of both
religion and science. By opening the future through an elementary faith
in the other, the miracle begins already from the origin to repeat itself, to
promise to repeat itself—yet another miracle—like a machine.

To put the entire argument of “Faith and Knowledge”—or at least to
put its three principal theses—into a single breath: from a single common
source or element comes two, at least two, the two sources of religion
but then also the duplicity of religion and science and the autoimmune
relationship between them. As with America’s favorite pastime, then, it is
absolutely essential, when it comes to religion, to know where you are in
the count.
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The Religion(s) of the World

He is the divided, the one who—it took me so long to fathom this mys-

tery—strikes the mountain fwice yes, yes, twice, the one who makes the

heart of belief tremble, the philosophical divider, the one who knows that

one cannot say I believe without doubting, without crossing out 7 and be-
lieve and doubt.

—Heélene Cixous, Portrait of Jacques

Derrida as a Young Jewish Saint
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Interlude I

Waste, Weapons, and Religion (Underworld II)

Technology is our fate, our truth. It is what we mean when we call our-
selves the only superpower on the planet. The materials and methods we
devise make it possible for us to claim our future. We don’t have to depend
on God or the prophets or other astonishments. We are the astonishment.
The miracle is what we ourselves produce, the systems and networks that
change the way we live and think.

But whatever great skeins of technology lie ahead, ever more complex,
connective, precise, micro-fractional, the future has yielded, for now, to
medieval experience, to the old slow furies of cut-throat religion. Maybe
this is a grim subtext of their enterprise. They see something innately de-
structive in the nature of technology.

—Don Delillo, “In the Ruins of the Future”

As we have seen, Derrida demonstrates throughout “Faith and Knowl-
edge” the irreducible relationship between religion and science, that is,
between the miracle and the machine. I would like to begin this second
part of Miracle and Machine with just a few words about Don DelLillo’s
Underworld, since it is precisely this relationship that motivates, inspires,
or moves DeLillo’s novel from beginning to end. The novel in effect
mushrooms out of its ground-zero setting in New York City’s Polo
Grounds, that miracle moment immortalized by Giants announcer Rus-
sell Hodges (a name with thirteen letters) when Bobby Thompson (also
thirteen letters) of the New York Giants hits a baseball off #13, Ralph
Branca, of the Brooklyn Dodgers, into the stands on October 3—that is
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10/3—1951 (four thirteens that, for anyone who is counting, do indeed
add up to fifty-two) (see U 678).! We then follow the unlikely voyage of
that infamous memorabilia ball as it passes from one hand to another,
finally coming to be owned by Nick Shay, the main protagonist of Undler-
world, who as a kid listened to the legendary baseball game on his portable
radio in Brooklyn.? By the mid-1990s, Shay has moved out west—just
like the Dodgers and the Giants—and is living in Phoenix, in the deserrt,
working as a dealer for a waste containment and disposal company. From
the magic of baseball and that miracle year of the Giants, we seem to have
come—or fallen—a mighty long way, from the sacred to the very profane,
from heroism and belief to waste and trash.

But if this really is a fall, the profane will not be without its own reli-
gion. It all depends on how you look at it, for in Underworld one man’s
trash is another man’s religion. As Nick Shay says, “Waste is a religious
thing” (U 88): “We were the Church Fathers of waste in all its trans-
mutations” (U 102). For Nick Shay, for Don DeLillo, it seems, we mis-
understand our relationship to waste, our growing preoccupation, even
obsession with it—that is, with our garbage, our recyclables, our sewage,
our landfills, our nuclear materials, and so on—so long as we consider
them a mere nuisance to be jettisoned, disposed of, recycled, or trans-
formed. As Nick later speculates, deep down “maybe we feel a reverence
for waste, for the redemptive qualities of the things we use and discard”
(U 809). That’s because waste is, in some sense, just the underside of our
inventions and teletechnology, not just the by-product but in many ways
the main product of entire industries that do not just result in waste but
aim at creating it through consumption, conspicuous and otherwise, and
sophisticated machines of death and destruction. I am speaking, of course,
among other things, of our contemporary arms industry, which produces
everything from grenades and laser-guided missiles to nuclear weapons.

It is no coincidence, then, that Nick Shay’s younger brother, Matt,
works in weapons research and that one of his worksites is an isolated
research lab in the desert, one of the privileged sites of religion and revela-
tion (U 211), as Derrida recalls in “Faith and Knowledge,” but also, as
we know, of nuclear technology. The first nuclear-bomb test site in New
Mexico was thus called “Trinity” (U 529), and the desert around that area
is still, we read in Underworld, a place of “awe and terror” (U 71). “This
was the supernatural underside of the arms race. Miracles and visions,”
says the narrator (U 452). As Matt’s wife, Janet, says to her husband
one day when he is describing his work, “You make it sound like God”

(U 458).
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Waste, weapons, and the godhead, the mushrooming landfill, the
mushroom cloud, and the cloud of unknowing: this is the sacred-profane
trilogy of Underworld, three emanations that haunt one another or are co-
or trans-substantial with one another. As we ourselves thus consider not
only how to dispose of our own nuclear waste, how we will not just dis-
arm our nuclear stockpiles but dispose of the fissionable materials within
them, we would do well to consider the secret connection between waste
and weapons: “waste is the secret history, the underhistory” (U 791), says
the narrator of Underworld, for ‘“‘what we excrete comes back to consume
us” (U 791). This sounds already like a first definition of what Derrida
will refer to as the terrifying law of autoimmunity; the by-products of our
consumption, which we believe we can simply discard or slough off, be-
come the very things that consume us. What both DeLillo and Derrida
seem to signal is the end of the dream already dreamed in Plato’s T7macus
of a universe that could effectively manage or even live off its own waste,
that could consume its own excrement as its only food or fuel, the dream
of a perfectly autonomous, self-enclosed system with nothing outside it, a
self-sufficient cosmos rather than that absolutely open, autoimmune re-
ceptacle in the same Plato dialogue that goes by the name of £/hdra. From
Nick’s visit to the desert cemetery of corroding B-52s (that number
again!), which used to carry nuclear weapons around the globe 24-7
(U 70), to his inspections of gigantic landfills, from stories of freighters
containing unspeakable toxins drifting aimlessly across our oceans to the
dream or fantasy of vaporizing nuclear waste through nuclear detonations
in a remote site in Kazakhstan (U 788), the connection between waste
and weapons is central to Underworld—waste, weapons, and religion, in
other words, the impending environmental crisis, weapons technology,
and the faith that animates and makes these possible.

If one of the main characters of an early DeLillo novel can say that
“weapons have lost their religion,” I think it is fair to say that in Under-
world they get it back, and with a vengeance.> There are guns, the gun
with which Nick, in a strange kind of underworld ritual or initiation, un-
wittingly kills George Manza; there are the B-52s; there’s agent orange—
linked to the color orange, to the baseball about the size of an orange, and
to Minute Maid orange juice, as we will see later;* there’s the Cuban mis-
sile crisis and Lenny Bruce’s paranoid but so paranoid rants about it in
October 1962; and then there is the bomb itself, as we already saw in the
prologue, where J. Edgar Hoover receives word of a nuclear blast right
around the same time Bobby Thompson is hitting his miracle home run
at the Polo Grounds. If “all technology refers to the bomb” (U 467), as

the narrator says, then the apotheosis of technology is the mushroom
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cloud, an “almighty piss-all vision” (U 614), “the godhead of Annihila-
tion and Ruin,” the ultimate way—or at least that is the illusion—for
the state to control not only the means of production but the “means of
apocalypse” (U 563).

The mushroom cloud thus gathers into itself religion and science, faith
and knowledge—"‘an underworld of images known only to tribal priests”
(U 466): the atomic bomb, the hallucinogenic mushroom, and 7he Cloud
of Unknowing—this important fourteenth century, anonymously au-
thored text of a certain negative theology, which Nick Shay studied as
an adolescent. If the story of Underworld is essentially Nick’s attempt to
understand himself and what happened in that underworld basement
where a gun went off in his hands when he was a kid, what happened to
his father who one day disappeared, killed, Nick thinks, by the mob or
the underworld, then what Nick is ultimately after is not knowledge but
faith. He thus moves according to the movement sketched out in 7he
Cloud of Unknowing from the Cloud of Forgetting (from the self, from
identity) to the Cloud of Unknowing, from the forces of forgetting that
define the self to God as an unknowable force.>

At the origin, then, there is duplicity, a sort of splitting or fission, a
single stroke that divides in two, into a game-winning home run and a
nuclear blast, into faith and knowledge, religion and science, a baseball
and a uranium core, an orange that sustains life and the agent orange that
incinerates it, 2 miracle and a machine, and, as we will see much later,
into two very different Edgars, one male and one female, one who wishes
to protect himself from all contamination by being buried in a lead-lined
coffin and one who exposes herself in the end not only to contamination
and infection but to a miraculous event.

DeLillo seems to believe that in order to learn about ourselves we need
only look at the weapons we build and the waste we leave behind. For
“weapons reflect the soul of the maker” (U 790).° And the same goes for
learning about the future—our future, we might add, as we think today
about everything from climate change to the prospects of nuclear disarma-
ment to the Yucca Mountain project for storing nuclear waste, our nuclear
waste, our excretion and excrescence, and perhaps our own impending
Vesuvius.”
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La religion soufflée

The Genesis of “Faith and Knowledge”

As I argued in the Introduction, one must always try to understand how
the form, style, and even the format of Derrida’s texts reflect the theses
within them. “Faith and Knowledge” would be a truly exemplary text in
this regard. The three theses developed in the previous chapter concerning
the nature of religion and the unprecedented forms it is taking today will
thus have played, as we have already seen, a determining role in the form
and writing of Derrida’s essay. The many textual and graphic doublings
and divisions noted earlier can all be read as reflecting the fundamental
complicity between religion and science, as well as the duplicity at the
heart of religion itself. Apart from the title “Faith and Knowledge,” which
is in effect a translation or double or mere repetition of a 1802-3 essay by
Hegel, not to mention a work of Franz Rosenzweig with exactly the same
title, and apart from the fact that the subtitle, which speaks of two sources
of religion, is little more than a condensation of two canonical sources on
the question of religion, almost every other source divides in two—at least
two—from the very beginning: hence Derrida marks the essay with two
places, one European and one American, the Italian island of Capri where
an early version of “Faith and Knowledge” was first delivered and Laguna
Beach in California where the essay was completed and signed; and these
two seaside places correspond to two times, 28 February 1994, in Capri,
and 26 April 1995, in Laguna Beach. As for the form of the essay itself, it
has fifty-two sections that are themselves divided into two sets of twenty-
six, the first set entitled “Italics” and printed in italics and the second,
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entitled “Post-scriptum,” printed in roman font and divided into two un-
equal sections, with two distinct though seemingly related headings,
“Crypts . . . et grenades,” the latter evoking, as we will see later, either a
fruit that plays a major role in religion, and particularly in Judaism, a
translation of grenades that inscribes it on the side of life, or a little, hand-
held war machine, a translation that inscribes it on the side of a certain
knowledge and a certain science, though also on the side of death.

That is just a small sampling of the many repetitions, doublings, and
moments of duplicity in this at once improvised and highly constructed
and organized text. But just as important as all these formal or structural
duplicities, which underscore the fundamental duplicity within religion
itself and the irreducible complicity between religion and science, is the
way in which this duplicity influences Derrida’s method or approach to
the question of religion “itself.” Note, for example, how Derrida begins
both the essay itself (§1) and the first section of the second set of twenty-
six sections (§27): in both places Derrida asks about the possibility of talk-
ing “of religion,” ““Singularly of religion, today” (S1), the possibility of
speaking “here and now, this very day,” of religion, of the “essence” of
religion and “with a sort of religio-sity”” that tries “not to introduce any-
thing alien, leaving it thus intact, safe, unscathed” (§27). Derrida’s empha-
sis in both places on the day, on what is happening to religion today,
already suggests that the “essence” of religion, the seemingly ahistorical
essence of religion, must be broached by means of the way religion mani-
fests itself today, which is to say, by means of the question of the relation-
ship between religion and science. Indeed, Derrida will assert in the
passage from §35 where he recounts the origin of the conference at Capri:

Of course, it would have been madness itself to have proposed to
treat religion izself, in general or in its essence; rather the troubled
question, the common concern is: “What is going on today with it,
with what is designated thus? What is going on there? What is hap-
pening and so badly? What is happening under this old name? What
in the world is suddenly emerging or re-emerging under this appel-

lation?” (§35)

Even if, as he will go on to say, “this form of question cannot be separated
from the more fundamental one (on the essence, the concept and the his-
tory of religion izself, and of what is called ‘religion’),” his approach, he
says, would have to be “more direct, global, massive and immediate, spon-
taneous, without defense, almost in the style of a philosopher obliged to
issue a brief press release” (§35)—yet another way of explaining the tele-
graphic and sometimes almost breathless pace of “Faith and Knowledge,”
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yet another way of demonstrating that one cannot write about the nature
or essence of religion at the end of the twentieth century as one could in
1793 (like Kant), or 1802 (like Hegel), or even 1932 (like Bergson).

In his claim that there are two sources of religion, Derrida already
seems to be suggesting that any analysis that attributes to a religion a sin-
gle source will miss what has always or from the beginning been the case
about religion and what is most striking about it today. Here too, then,
we see that two times (from the beginning and today), the archaic and the
contemporary, are necessary to think religion “itself,” that is, religion as
it has been from the beginning, divided from itself because of its two dis-
tinct sources and because of its complicity with what might appear to
oppose it—reason, science, technology, telecommunications, and so on.
In a word, in two words, religion must be understood today in relation to
both faith and knowledge. For it just may be that the technoscientific
forms religion is taking today will help us to define—in seeming violation
of the very essence of essences—the nature of religion itself.

“What is religion?” “What is . . .?”” which is to say, on the one hand,
what is it in its essence? And on the other, what is it (present indica-
tive) at present? What is it doing, what is being done with it at pres-
ent, today, today in the world? So many ways of insinuating, in each
of these words—being, essence, present, world—a response into the
question. So many ways of imposing the answer. Of pre-imposing
it or of prescribing it as religion. (§33)

[t might have been thought that to speak of religion one would have
to speak with respect, with scruple (religio), with a kind of religiosity that
would leave religion, in accordance with one of its two sources, intact,
safe and sound, indemnified or unscathed. But in “Faith and Knowledge”
Derrida will precisely not leave religion intact but will introduce all kinds
of things into the discussion that might seem to be foreign, even antitheti-
cal, to it, beginning with science and technology and today’s unprece-
dented use of these. Derrida seems to be suggesting that, in order to speak
of religion today, it is necessary to interrupt the religiosity (though always
in the right way), to introduce what may seem foreign to religion in order
to understand everything that is happening to religion and in the name
of religion today. He does this by thinking together the two themes or
two sources we have identified, the indemnified presence of religion or of
the religious community, an emphasis on the sacrosanct, the safe and
sound, on the one hand, and faith or belief, reliability and credit, the
promise or the gage that is at the origin of science as well as religion, on
the other.
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How is one to speak of religion in the singular? Of religion itself? Reli-
gion in its essence? In posing such questions, it is as if Derrida wished, as
was his wont, to question or modify the themes of the conference or the
terms in which it was couched, themes and terms that Derrida typically
did not himself choose but on which he agreed to speak. But “Faith and
Knowledge” is a rather particular case, because Derrida himself, it seems,
chose the theme—religion in the singular—for the conference in Capri,
and so he himself was the origin of this conference on the origins or the
sources of religion. Derrida tells us as much in §35 of the “Post-scriptum”
of “Faith and Knowledge,” where he relates the origins, indeed the gene-
sis, of this conference of February 1994 on the isle of Capri. Though it has
the appearance of being a mere anecdote, a playful biographical gesture, I
would like to demonstrate in this chapter that it is necessary to read this
apparently simple and banal little passage in light of the three theses of
“Faith and Knowledge” we have just developed.

As we will see, when asked by Maurizio Ferraris for a topic for the
conference in Capri, Derrida seems to have blurted out, almost without
hesitation, without taking a breath, a single word—"religion.” But to hear
Derrida speak in the same breath of religion and the breath should cause
us to pause for a moment in order to consider not only the question of
religion in this passage but the question of the breath. For Derridean de-
construction will have been, among a thousand other things, and already
from the beginning, a story of breath. In early texts such as “Plato’s Phar-
macy,” Derrida demonstrates the centrality of the breath in Plato’s privi-
leging of speech or logos over writing, or, in Speech and Phenomena, he
shows the importance of breath in Husserl’s privileging of meaning or
meaning-to-say, of the living present and thus of life, over the repetitive
processes of signification. In each case, breath is shown to be related to
life, presence, and spontaneity, as opposed to mere mechanical reproduc-
tion and automaticity and the loss, absence, and death that results. For
more than forty years, then, Derrida will have followed the destiny of this
breath in the history of philosophy from Plato to Heidegger and beyond.
For more than four decades he will have shown, in effect, how and why
the breath is most often on the side of the miracle, and breathlessness, the
loss of breath, artificial breathing, on the side of the machine.

As one of the privileged themes of Derridean deconstruction, the
theme of breath cannot be avoided in a work that treats Derrida’s analysis
of the origins or sources of religion in “Faith and Knowledge.” For it
could well be said of the one who once wrote in “Circumfession” “I post-
hume as [ breathe” (periphrasis 5, “C” 28) that i/ déconstruisait comme il
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respirait, that is, “he deconstructed as easily as he breathed,” he decon-
structed as if by second nature, effortlessly, spontaneously, almost miracu-
lously. But in order to make such a claim we would first need to come to
an agreement about what nature is and, of course, what the breath is.
Unable to reconstitute here even the general lines of this extraordinary
trajectory in Derrida’s work, I will content myself with analyzing here a
single breath in this entire story, a breath that will have had the merit of
actually taken place one fine day in Paris in 1993, a real, genuine breath,
a simple, single breath, that then became, as I will try to argue, a real
event. It has the appearance, [ realize, of a simple anecdote, but the anec-
dote is his, and it is published, in “Faith and Knowledge.” It is thus a
matter of a real breath, just one, but of a breath that divides in two—at
least two—from the very beginning, that is, already at its genesis. If I thus
restrict my analysis in this chapter to this single breath, to a single, seem-
ingly nonphilosophical moment within what I have tried to argue
throughout this work is a great philosophical text on religion, it is in order
to show how Derrida deconstructed more or less as he breathed, decon-
structed even when he was not deconstructing.

The passage in question recounts a meeting in Paris between Derrida
and Maurizio Ferraris to discuss the theme of the upcoming conference
in Capri, where Derrida would deliver a first version of “Faith and
Knowledge.” The meeting took place, we are told, at the Hotel Lutétia in
Paris, right across the street from Derrida’s office at the Ecole des Hautes
Etudes en Sciences Sociales on the Boulevard Raspail. Here are the cru-
cial—though at first seemingly pedestrian—lines, first in French and then
in the English translation of Sam Weber:

Or il faut bien répondre. Et sans attendre. Sans trop attendre. Au
commencement, Maurizio Ferraris au Lutétia. ‘Il faut, me dit-il, il
nous faut un theme pour cette rencontre de Capri.” Je souffle, sans
souffler, presque sans hésiter, machinalement: “La religion.” Pour-
quoi? D’ou cela m’est il venu, et oui, machinalement? . . . Il me
faudrait donc apres coup justifier une réponse a la question: pour-
quoi ai-je nommé d’un seul coup, machinalement, “la religion”? Et
cette justification serait alors, aujourd’hui, ma réponse a la question
de la religion. De la religion aujourd’hui.

But, one still must respond. And without waiting. Without wait-
ing too long. In the beginning, Maurizio Ferraris at the Hotel Lu-
tétia. “I need,” he tells me, “we need a theme for this meeting in
Capri.” In a whisper, yet without whispering, almost without hesi-
tating, machine-like, I respond, “Religion.” Why? From where did
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this come to me, and yes, mechanically? . . . I had thus subsequently
to justify an answer to the question, why I had named, all of a sud-
den, machine-like, “religion”? And this justification would have be-
come, today, my response to the question of religion. Of religion

today. (§35)2

Almost everything about this seemingly simple, deceptively simple pas-
sage is double—at least double—and duplicitous. Notice, first, that, even
before the beginning there is response—the re- of response coming even
before the re- of religion, as we saw in Chapter 2. Before the beginning
there is an obligation to respond, an obligation that is itself already di-
vided in two by means of the double valence of the word bien—il faur
bien répondre: on the one hand, one must respond, one has well (bien) to
respond, and on the other hand, one has to respond well (bien).> One
must respond, and one must respond well, respond, for example, to the
invitation to go to the Capri conference and respond well to the request—
which always comes from another—for a theme. Because the response is
always an affirmation, the freedom it entails originates not in the self but
in the other to whom one is responding. As Derrida writes elsewhere,
“When you say yes, it’s a free gesture, it is an absolute initiative, but it is
already a response. When I say yes, the structure of the yes is the structure
of a response” (/W 60).

But then Aow is one to respond in such a situation? Derrida argues that
there are a least two possible responses, one of which can always contami-
nate the other, so that one is never able to prove in a theoretical way
which is which. Either one’s response will be an address to the absolute
other as such, “with an address that is understood, heard, respected faith-
fully and responsibly,” or else it will be a response that ripostes or retali-
ates, that “compensates and indemnifies itself in the war of resentment and
of reactivity” (§29). Derrida’s own response to the invitation to go to the
Island of Capri cannot avoid this aporia of the response. In the beginning
is the response, but since, as we will see, the beginning is already double,
the response to or for the other can always turn into a response only to
ourselves. Derrida writes in §33:

however little may be known of religion in the singular, we do know
that it is always a response and responsibility that is prescribed, not
chosen freely in an act of pure and abstractly autonomous will.
There is no doubt that it implies freedom, will and responsibility,
but let us try to think this: will and freedom without autonomy.
Whether it is a question of sacredness, sacrificiality or of faith, the
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other makes the law, the law is other: to give ourselves back, and up,
to the other. To every other and to the utterly other. (§33)

The beginning is thus preceded by a response, by an affirmation, by a
certain responsibility to respond, a certain engagement or promise even
before the beginning. As Derrida succinctly puts it in “Ulysses Gramo-
‘In the beginning was the telephone” (“UG” 270). Hence the
beginning is itself already a response to what will have come before it,

» <

phone,

a response to or a call for a response that will thus have been the “real
beginning’—a beginning not in oneself but in the other, to whom I can
only respond. In the beginning, then, was the response. As Derrida put it
carlier, “The promise promises itself, it is already promised, that is the
sworn faith, the given word, and hence the response. Religio would begin
there” (§30).

Now, because of this irreducible delay in the beginning, because the
beginning is always already a response to itself, just about everything in
this passage is doubled—repeated, iterated, but in each case with a differ-
ence: one must respond, says Derrida, “without waiting / without waiting
too long [trop]”; Ferraris says, “I need [i/ faut]/we need [i/ nous faut] a
theme for this meeting in Capri,” and Derrida responds, “in a whisper/
yet without whispering,” “almost without hesitating, machine-like [mach-
inalement],” “Religion.” And Derrida then asks himself, or responds to
himself, after what seems to be a brief time of reflection, “Why? From
where did this come to me, and yes, mechanically [machinalement]?”
More or less everything is thus doubled here save the response itself, “Re-
ligion,” which, as we have seen, will be defined by Derrida in the confer-
ence to come in terms of two sources and an irreducible relationship to
the machine. Six sections earlier Derrida writes: “Religion, in the singular?
Response: ‘Religion is the response.’ Is it not there, perhaps, that we must
seek the beginning of a response? Assuming, that is, that one knows what
responding means, also responsibility. Assuming, that is, that one knows
it—and believes in it. No response, indeed, without a principle of respon-
sibility: one must respond to the other, before the other and for oneself”
(§29).4

But how are we to understand the one phrase that is not simply re-
peated and qualified but seemingly negated—"in a whisper, yet without
whispering [je souffle, sans souffler]”? Everything revolves, everything piv-
ots, around what appears to be a way of qualifying the response and then
negating that qualification. Since we are talking about a certain genesis
of religion, it might appear that Derrida is repeating here—in an almost
machine-like way—the language of negative theology, the language he
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analyzes so closely in “How to Avoid Speaking” and “Sauf le nom (Post-
Seriptum).”’> One might also be tempted to hear in this “in a whisper but
without whispering” the kind of logic Derrida finds in Blanchot’s narra-
tives, where, as he writes elsewhere, the syntax of the withour “comes to
neutralize (without positing, without negating) a word, a concept, a term
(X withour X)” (“LO” 87).° Je souffle, sans souffler might thus indeed be
heard as a way of qualifying Derrida’s response in one breath and then
negating that qualification in the next, or else as a way of neutralizing this
notion of souffler as breathing or whispering: I breathe without breathing,
or, indeed, I whisper without whispering. For when used with the prepo-
sition 2 and a direct and an indirect object, as in “Je souffle un mot a quel-
guun,” “je lui souffle un mot,” souffler does indeed mean not so much to
breathe but to whisper, to whisper, for example, a secret or word of con-
fidence to someone, as when we sometimes say in English, “Don’t breathe
a word of this to anyone.”

But between these two breaths, between souffle and souffler, in the silent
but graphically visible scansion of this phrase in the form of “X without
X,” one might also hear not only negation or neutralization but displace-
ment and dissemination. For the second souffle or souffler perhaps means
something other than the first one, in which case there would be neither
the negation nor the neutralization of meaning but a displacement of it.
Hence one might want to translate this phrase in two different breaths,
with two different words, as “I whisper without breathing,” that is, I
whisper without taking the time to breathe, or “I breathe without whis-
pering,” that is, I breathe but without whispering anything to anyone.

But there is another, even more likely meaning of sans souffler in this
context: in its most common, idiomatic meaning this phrase might simply
be translated as “without pause,” “immediately, “right away,” “without
taking a breather,” if you will. In other words, sans souffler is more or
less synonymous with what follows it, namely, “without hesitation” or
“machine-like.” One would thus translate the phrase: “I breathe (or I
whisper) without hesitation—religion.” But if we are to read sans souffler
as meaning not “‘without breathing” or “without whispering” but more
simply and idiomatically “without pause,” “immediately,” “without hesi-
tation,” then we might well want to translate the first souffle, the je souffle,
more simply or more naturally as “I answered, I responded,” that is, I
answered or responded without pausing or without hesitating—religion.”
But were we to translate the phrase in this way, notice, we would be tak-
ing the “breath” right out of it. Derrida would have thus whispered with-
out whispering, or whispered without pausing, or confided without
hesitation, “religion.” But then what will have happened to the souffle—
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this irreducible French word that does indeed mean to whisper, to con-
fide, even to blow into and animate, though also simply “to breathe™?
What does je souffle, sans souffler mean exactly? How is one to translate
this phrase? Is it a coincidence that we have such difficulty translating,
and first of all understanding, this text in the precise place where Derrida
speaks of a souffle, of a breath, that is in the philosophical tradition linked
to meaning, to a vouloir dire, to life, and not to dissemination or undecid-
ability, to the machinelike or the machine? How is one to determine Der-
rida’s animating intention here, that is, his meaning, what he wanted to
say, his vouloir dire—the animating breath behind this phrase now that
Derrida is no longer around to answer for it?

This would obviously be the place—had we time and breath
enough—to undertake a rereading of Derrida’s entire corpus on this
theme of breath and respiration in his work. As I suggested earlier, a text
such as Speech and Phenomena would be central to this rereading, since
Derrida there demonstrates how, in the work of Husserl, meaning or in-
tention, the vouloir dire, is always attached to a concept of life linked to
breath, to the souffle.” But let me cite instead a few lines on the question
of breath and writing from another text written right around the same
time as Speech and Phenomena, Derrida’s 1968 essay “Plato’s Pharmacy,”
a text I choose among so many others because of what Derrida says a bit
later in the same section of “Faith and Knowledge™ we are reading: “The
response that I gave almost without hesitation to Ferraris must have come
back to me from afar, resonating from an alchemist’s cavern, in whose
depths the word was a precipitate. ‘Religion,” a word dictated by who
knows what or whom: by everyone perhaps™ (§35). Without wanting to
claim that this “alchemist’s cavern” is the same as the back room of
“Plato’s Pharmacy” where, says Derrida, Plato is “searching for gold . . .
and the philosopher’s stone” (“PP” 170), and without wanting to argue
for a strict relation between the way Derrida reads the breath in Plato
in 1968 and the way the breath is mise-en-scéne in 1995 in “Faith and
Knowledge,” this earlier text can nonetheless help us to understand how
the breath—the souffle—marks almost everything in Derrida’s essay, from
the syntax, the letter, even the punctuation of his text to the largest stakes
of this work on the subject of religion.®

Let us consider, then, for a moment some of the things Derrida says
about writing in his 1968 essay “Plato’s Pharmacy,” that is, some of the
accusations made against writing by Plato and others following him. Each
time, we see, the accusation against writing is made in the name of life,
an accusation against what is mechanical and deadly in the name of what
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is living, animated, and full of breath, an accusation against what is auto-
matic and mechanical in the name of what is living and spontaneous. If
one of the essential attributes of life and particularly human life is the
living breath of speech, we will want to see how Plato opposes this speech
and this life, the spontaneity of speech and life, not simply to death but
to the automaticity of the machine. Let me emphasize again that what I
am looking for here is not some strict comparison between Plato’s notions
of speech and writing, on the one hand, and religion and science, on the
other, but a structural analogy in Derrida’s reading. In both cases what we
see is a contamination of something that would claim to be “proper,” safe
and sound or unscathed, that is, in the end, an ineluctable contamination
of /ife by means of a technoscientific supplement that comes to inscribe
repetition, duplicity, and death into the heart of life or the living present.

In “Plato’s Pharmacy,” Derrida makes a case that writing is con-
demned in the Platonic corpus because it threatens the living present of
speech, because what is proper to living speech is contaminated, exposed,
and expropriated, uprooted or deracinated, we could say, by means of the
lifeless signs of writing. Writing would thus be the name of the technical
supplement that sucks the breath—and thus the life—right out of the
spoken word. Whereas, on Derrida’s reading of Plato, logos or speech is
“a living, animate creature” (“PP” 79), writing “substitutes the breathless
sign [le signe essoufflé] for the living voice” (“PP” 92), “the passive, me-
chanical ‘by heart’ for the active reanimation of knowledge, for its repro-
duction in the present” (“PP” 108). Writing is thus condemned for its
“breathless impotence [impuissance essoufflée]” (“PP” 115), for its substi-
tution of the dead letter for the living voice. It is dangerous and should
be avoided because it contaminates speech with thoughtless and impotent
repetition, with breathlessness—in a word, with death, though also, and
perhaps especially, because it is a simulacrum that gives the appearance or
the image of life and thus of breath. Though it is but a “breathless impo-
tence,” a “weakened speech,” writing is “something not completely
dead”; it is, writes Derrida, “a living-dead, a reprieved corpse, a deferred
life, a semblance of breath [un semblant de souffle]” (“PP” 143), a techni-
cal supplement that looks like a living being but that has had all the wind,
all the breath, and all the life knocked out of it. Though breathless and
lifeless, writing gives the impression of being alive; though dead, it is a
living, breathing simulacrum.

As Derrida will go on to argue in “Plato’s Pharmacy,” Plato condemns
writing in order to protect and, so to speak, indemnify speech, the living
breath of speech. In order to do so, however, Plato must borrow the re-
sources of the technology called writing, namely, a system of differential
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and nonunivocal signs that can never be controlled by the living speech
that Plato is trying to protect or indemnify. Just as life can be protected
and indemnified in religion only through the autoimmune appropriation
of the technoscientific supplement, so the life and spontaneity of logos can
be safeguarded only through the lifeless, mechanical supplement of writ-
ing. In this text, which predates “Faith and Knowledge” by almost three
decades, speech is thus related not only to breath and fertility but to life
and spontaneity, while writing is related not only to breathlessness and
impotence but to death and the automaticity of the machine: “Writing
would be pure repetition, dead repetition that might always be repeating
nothing, or be unable spontaneously [spontanément] to repeat itself, which
also means unable to repeat anything buz itself: a hollow, cast-off repeti-
tion” (“PP” 135). And elsewhere, he writes, using a word that is at the
center of the passage from “Faith and Knowledge” that we have been
commenting on throughout this chapter: “Writing would indeed be the
signifier’s capacity to repeat itself by itself, mechanically [machinalement],
without a living soul to sustain or attend it in its repetition, that is to say,
without truth’s presenting itself anywhere” (“PP” 111).

But since, as Derrida will go on to show, living speech needs writing
and, in the end, is but a species of writing or of arche-writing, it is as if
Derrida were saying back in 1968 in “Plato’s Pharmacy” that live speech,
inner speech, the living breath, is autoimmune, a source that has need al-
ways of another source, of the other, in order to expropriate itself but also
to express itself in the first place. In order for speech to express itself, in
order for it, in the end, to be itself, that is, in order for a signifier to be
understood as the same, it must court the powers of repetition and tech-
nique, in short, the powers of writing and the machine. Hence the only
way for speech to live on, the only way for it to grow, swell, or multiply
beyond itself, is for it to graft itself onto what is outside it, welcome and
greet what is foreign to it and thus threatening for it, namely, the powers
of death that go by the general name of “writing.” In order for speech to
respond spontaneously, then, it must answer without reflection, without
hesitation, in short, without breath. The only chance for living, organic
speech is thus to be contaminated by the expropriating powers of writing;
the only chance for the living organism, the powers of the machine.

Derrida would thus seem to be suggesting in “Faith and Knowledge”
that the source of religion, the “living’” source of religion, cannot be
thought without automaticity, repetition, and the machine, that is, with-
out an immediate, automatic duplicity. Though it might seem that the
one topic that should 7oz be treated without hesitation or scruple, without
deliberation and thoughtful reflection, would be religion, Derrida tells us
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that the topic of religion suggested itself to him in precisely this kind of
automatic or mechanical way. Should we call it a revelation? Suffice it to
say that a topic that would have to concern itself with /ife, with the salva-
tion and preservation of life, imposed itself upon him in an automatic or
machinelike way, and that just after these lines in which Derrida speaks of
the automaticity of his response he makes his first allusion to Jensen’s
Gradiva, who seems to come to him, like the word religion itself, he will
go on to say, “from an alchemist’s cavern.” At the heart of religion, at its
source, Derrida has thus identified not unity but duplicity, and not life or
purposeful creation, not living spontaneity and the indemnification of
life, but repetition and reaction, an autoimmunity that turns every indem-
nifying movement against itself automatically or mechanically—like a
machine.

This is perhaps the moment, in a work entitled Miracle and Machine,
to specify exactly what a machine is for Derrida. Having seen in the previ-
ous chapter what Derrida understands the miracle to be, we need to look
now at its counterpart, the machine. In For What Tomorrow . . . Derrida
says that the machine is simply another way of speaking about calculation
and repetition, but about a calculation and repetition in relationship al-
ways to the incalculable and the unforeseeable. In other words, in order
to think the machine one must always consider what exceeds the machine,
call it the event, the incalculable, or the other.

There is some machine everywhere, and notably in language. . . . 1
would define the machine as a system [dispositif ] of calculation and
repetition. As soon as there is any calculation, calculability, and rep-
etition, there is something of a machine. . . . But in the machine
there is an excess in relation to the machine itself: at once the effect
of a machination and something that eludes machinelike
calculation. . . . The event—which in essence should remain unfore-
seeable and therefore not programmable—would be that which ex-
ceeds the machine. What it would be necessary to try to think, and
this is extremely difficult, is the event wizh the machine. (FW7 49)

But how, then, are we to think or have access to the event that exceeds
the machine and thus exceeds every system of calculation or repetition,
beginning with language? Derrida appeals here not to some mystical expe-
rience in an abandonment of reason or calculation but precisely to calcula-
tion and the machine. In order to have access to the miracle, one must
work through the machine:

To accede, if this is possible, to the event beyond all calculation, and
therefore also beyond all technics and all economy, it is necessary
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to take programming, the machine, repetition, and calculation into
account—as far as possible, and in places where we are not prepared
or disposed to expect it.

[t is necessary to track the effects of economic calculation every-
where, if only in order to know where we are affected by the other,
that is, by the unforeseeable, by the event that, for its part, is incal-
culable: #he other always responds, by definition, to the name and
the figure of the incalculable. No brain, no neurological analysis,
however exhaustive it’s supposed to be, can render the encounter

with the other. (FWT 49)°

These passages should help us understand Derrida’s comments in §38
about the relationship between the machine, repetition, and iterability,
on the one hand, and an unforeseeable future, on the other. Notice in
what follows the way in which Derrida links elementary faith—or an “ele-
mentary promise’—to the confirmation and, thus, repetition of the
promise, and thus to some machine.

Of a discourse to come—on the to-come and repetition. Axiom: no
to-come without heritage and the possibility of repeating. No to-
come without some sort of iterability, at least in the form of a cove-
nant with oneself and confirmation of the originary yes. No to-come
without some sort of messianic memory and promise, of a messian-
icity older than all religion, more originary than all messianism. No
discourse or address of the other without the possibility of an ele-
mentary promise. Perjury and broken promises require the same
possibility. No promise, therefore, without the promise of a con-
firmation of the yes. This yes will have implied and will always imply
the trustworthiness and fidelity of a faith. No faith, therefore, nor
future without everything technical, automatic, machine-like sup-

posed by iterability. (§38)

In an interview entitled “Nietzsche and the Machine,” Derrida speaks
quite explicitly of the relationship between the repetition and contamina-
tion of an originary “yes”:

There is a time and a spacing of the “yes” as “yes-yes”: it takes time
to say “‘yes.” A single “yes” is, therefore, immediately double, it im-
mediately announces a “yes” to come and already recalls that the
“yes” implies another “yes.” So, the “yes” is immediately double,
immediately “yes-yes.” . .. With this duplicity we are at the heart
of the “logic” of contamination. One should not simply consider
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