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Introduction

By Way of Beginning:
The Heterogeneity of the (Un)Conditional

The question will always be one of beginning, of beginning anew, of a preoriginary opening (sentence) by which a beginning can be had. In this opening, albeit
only a beginning, there is always already a promise, an advent, an awaited movement that
coincides with that of the gift. In this opening, there is a promise-a promise that the gift
will be given, that the impossible will come to pass, that the wrapping paper will be tom
off. There is, in the beginning, a hope-a hope that, like the opening sentence itself, is still
open to the possibility of the question, to the questioning of the question, to the question
without return. It is here, at this place of beginning-of a beginning in question, of a
beginning as question-that we begin, that we begin in promise.
There is a certain urgency to the topic at hand. Forgiveness, if it is anything at all,
is a matter of pertinence, of necessity, of an immediacy that cannot be done away with.
That which needs to be forgiven-the yet unforgivable-cannot be silenced; it cannot be put
off or quieted down; it is forever stirring within us, amongst us. Forgiveness arises out of
a restlessness; it demands our attention; it calls for a response-a response that must be
given articulation not only in our lives, but also in our philosophical, theological and
political arenas.
The question of forgiveness, which is always a question of beginning, of
beginning again, is, first of all, a matter of personal immediacy. Each and every one of us
is faced with the question of reconciliation, of being forgiven and of forgiving the other.
Renewed relationships depend upon the extension of this gift-a gift that is never easily
given, a gift that gives itself away. When we reach for it, it seems to elude our grasp;
when we think we have it, it absents itself; when we long for it, it seems so far off.
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Forgiveness is a matter of beginning again and again by way of the question. It is not a
simple seven-step procedure; it is far more difficult, far more urgent, a matter than that.
Even in certain philosophical and political arenas, forgiveness is being spoken of,
asked for and granted on a scale unprecedented in geopolitical history. The Pope has
asked for forgiveness on behalf of the Roman Catholic Church and the sexual offenses
done in its name; Archbishop Desmond Tutu has orchestrated an experiment in national
forgiveness worked out by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission; and Jacques
Derrida has turned to the structural paradoxes of forgiveness in his recent philosophical
texts, lectures and symposiums.
It is as if forgiveness has taken hold of us, as if forgiveness is beginning again, as
the beginning, to draw us in, to call us to a place of responsibility and to speak its word of
promise. Forgiveness, as the beginning, offers a word of hope, of questioned hope and of
hope as question.
Put otherwise: Forgiveness is the impossible-a promise and a promise unfulfilled,
a promise always already in question. Forgiveness stands in the shadow of Auschwitz, of
September 11th, of the unforgivable. Forgiveness demands more than our attention; it
demands that the unforgivable be forgiven, that the gift of forgiveness be extended not
only to those who are repentant, but especially to those who are not, to those who do not
deserve it and who may never warrant it. Forgiveness must be given without conditions,
before any debt has been accumulated; it must be given without a balancing of accounts.
Forgiveness, as such, is a gift—a pure gift given away in reckless abandon, filled with
promise.

And yet, in order to begin at all, the gift of forgiveness must arrive in some
concrete situation; it must be invoked by a repentant heart and given away as a turn
toward reconciliation. Forgiveness is always already part of a context-a context in which
a certain urgency calls forth its promise, in which a certain situation demands its
attention. Within that situation, the gift is given with a lengthy list of conditions-a list
that puts the promise itself into question. Apologies are sought out; recompense is
demanded; gratitude is expected. The gift of forgiveness is, in its very arrival, annulled,
annihilated, left out to dry in the barren desert.1
By way of introduction, I want to begin with a lengthy quote by Jacques Derrida,
Sometimes, forgiveness (given by God, or inspired by divine prescription)
must be a gracious gift, without exchange and without condition;

’it is already here that one can begin to sense the despairing messianism at work, weaving its way
in, and through, this thesis. Forgiveness, on the one hand, is filled with promise; there always already
exists the possibility o f beginning again and again. Forgiveness is a gift given away without conditions.
The other hand, however, comes up empty. Forgiveness is not only a gift given away in reckless abandon,
it is also a non-gift given in despair, subject to a particular context, contingent upon certain conditions,
including the apology. Forgiveness is annulled by its very arrival. As the impossible, forgiveness is filled
with both hope and despair; it is both the announced arrival o f a certain messianic hope and a yet
unfulfilled promise. This convolution o f both hope and despair-despairing messianism-is used throughout
this thesis to denote the impossibility o f the gift and o f its stated arrival. In Specters o f Marx, Derrida says
o f this despairing messianism, “[W]ithoi>t this . . . despair and if one could count on what is coming, hope
would be but the calculation o f a program. One would have the prospect but one would not longer wait for
anything or anyone. Law without justice.. . . Some, and I do not exclude myself, will find this despairing
‘messianism’ has a curious taste, a taste o f death. It is true that this taste is above all a taste, a foretaste,
and in essence it is curious. Curious o f the very thing that it conjures-and that leaves something to be
desired.” It is this despairing messianism, as a foretaste that leaves much to be desired, that is put into
question in this thesis. The use o f this philosophical (non)concept will be dealt with at length throughout
the chapters that follow. It should be noted, however, that the usage o f this term coincides with that o f the
quasi-transcendental, the beyond/not beyond and similar other philosophical (non)concepts, like
deconstruction itself. John D. Caputo echoes Derrida’s understanding o f despairing messianism and the
usage o f the term in a passage in The Prayers and Tears o f Jacques Derrida, “The messianic in
general-this “quasi ‘messianism,’” this quasi-transcendental ‘messianism,’” this desert-like khora, this
“despairing ‘messianism’”-would then seem quite fragile and impoverished. On the other hand messianic
hope has to mix with despair, otherwise it is the program for a calculated future.” See both Jacques
Derrida, Specters o f Marx: The State o f the Debt, the Work ofMourning, and the New International, trans.
Peggy Kamuf, (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 169, and John D. Caputo, The Prayers and Tears o f
Jacques Derrida: Religion Without Religion, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1997), pp. 136.
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sometimes it requires, as its minimal condition, the repentance and
transformation of the sinner. What consequence results from this tension?
At least this, which does not simplify things: if our idea of forgiveness falls
into ruin as soon as it deprived of its pole of absolute reference, namely its
unconditional purity, it remains nonetheless inseparable from what is
heterogenous to it, namely the order of conditions, repentance,
transformation, as many things allow it to inscribe itself in history, law,
politics, existence itself. These two poles, the unconditional and the
conditional, are absolutely heterogenous, and must remain irreducible to
one another. They are nonetheless indissociable: if one wants, and it is
necessary, forgiveness to become effective, concrete, historic; if one wants
it to arrive, to happen by changing things, it is necessary that this purity
engage itself in a series of conditions of all kinds (psychological, political,
etc.). It is between these two poles, irreconcilable but indissociable, that
decisions and responsibilities are to be taken. Yet despite all the
confusions which reduce forgiveness to amnesty or to amnesia, to acquittal
or prescription, to the work of mourning or some political therapy of
reconciliation, in short to some historical ecology, it must never be
forgotten, nevertheless, that all of that refers to a certain idea of pure and
unconditional forgiveness, without which this discourse would not have
the least meaning. What complicates the question of ‘meaning’ is again
what I suggested a moment ago: pure and unconditional forgiveness, in
order to have its own meaning, must have no ‘meaning,’ no finality, even
no intelligibility. It is a madness of the impossible. It would be necessary
to follow, without letting up, the consequence of this paradox, or this
aporia.2
This thesis is an attempt to do just that, to “follow, without letting up, the consequence of
this paradox.” Derrida argues that the gift of forgiveness must be unconditional at the
same time that it finds itself interwoven with, indissociable from, a whole series of
determining conditions. Forgiveness is always already caught up in this irreconcilable
heterogeneity, this structural paradox. And it is from this point that this thesis begins:
Forgiveness is the impossible that comes to pass from time to time.
The first chapter of this thesis is a ‘falling into’ the structural paradox of

2Jacques Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, trans. Mark Dooley and Michael
Hughes, (London: Routledge, 2001), p. <4.
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forgiveness. As a gift, forgiveness is the impossible, that which must be given in reckless
abandon, that which must be given in secret, at the same time that it is always and already
found out, caught up in certain conditions, entangled in an economy of exchange,
circulation and distribution. The gift of forgiveness is, at the same time, both gift and its
counterfeit-an unconditional gift caught up in certain conditions, a gift given away in its
announcement.
The second chapter is but an attempt to speak of the impossible, of the impossible
that comes to pass from time to time. It is an attempt to bear witness not only to the
difficulty inscribed in the act of forgiveness, but also to the madness involved in testifying
to the giving that happens to take place. The gift of forgiveness is not something that can
be logically accounted for, adequately known or spoken of; it is, rather, something that
exceeds the testimony one gives or the testimony one attempts to give. Forgiveness is
something that must be experienced; its arrival must be announced as the coming-to-pass
of the impossible, as an experience that loses itself in its very announcement.3
In the final chapter, the question of undecidability is raised. If the gift must be
given in secret, anonymously, with no strings attached, at the same time that it must be
given rigorously, as a calculated response to the one who seeks forgiveness, how is one

It is precisely for this reason that I have chosen to conclude this thesis as I have. By way of
conclusion, I have chosen not to speak o f forgiveness logically or philosophically, as if to announce its
conditioned arrival, but have chosen, instead, to share with you an experience o f forgiveness-an experience
only poetry can begin to do justice to and, then, only tentatively. This entire thesis is a building up not to
further explanation, but to an opening-a pre-originary opening marked out by the space that exists between
the>>0Mand the I, between Elaine and myself, between God and his people. It is in that opening that
forgiveness can be experienced; it is in that opening that one undergoes an experience not o f a certain
despairing messianism, but o f covenantal promise, o f hope. Therein lies the difference between Derrida
and myself.
-
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supposed to distinguish between true forgiveness and a troubling, disruptive, conditioned
giving? How is one supposed to begin to give the gift in the midst of such an uncertain
beginning, a beginning always already in question?
The final chapter is an exploration of Derrida’s response to this line of
questioning. For Derrida, the gift of forgiveness, and our discernment of that gift, arises
out of an excessive beginning-an interpretive experience of a given situation in which the
gift of forgiveness is invoked, demanded, called for. This excessive beginning is one of
both faithful and rigorous response to the other-a response that is unique and indivisible
not only to the situation, but also to the individual. Conjured up in the interpretive
experience is a certain despairing messianism, a sense of unfulfilled promise, a spirit of
hopelessness. It is in the final chapter that the central question of this thesis is raised (and
left unanswered): Is the excessive beginning that Derrida leads us toward really an
experience that is undergone alone, uniquely and indivisibly? Is not the excessive
beginning of forgiveness the very space that exists between the you and the I, the space of
covenantal partnership in which discernment is made possible? Is it not in that opening
that the gift of forgiveness is extended and received in gratitude, conditioned without
annulment?
That which follows upon this introduction, this beginning of beginnings, is a
travelling with Jacques Derrida into the aporetic lands of the gift and of forgiveness.
Along the way, there is a certain crossing of paths; philosophy intersects with literature;
theology is intermixed with the music of Pink Floyd; art work is placed in dialogue with
certain philosophical concepts. There is a crossing of paths throughout this thesis that,
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together, leads to the question of discernment. How does one know if the gift of
forgiveness has been given? How does one distinguish the gift from its counterfeit? And
by way of conclusion, we are led into the pre-originaiy opening of promise, of
faithfulness and of covenantal partnership-a place in which we dwell poetically,
artistically, authentically.4
And so we begin; we begin with the question of beginning, of forgiveness, of
impossibility, of beginning again and again without return.

4For some, this thesis will appear unfinished. It leaves the philosopher hanging; it begs the
question: What is meant by covenantal faithfulness, promise, partnership? I believe that the answer to this
question lies not in further explanation, but in an experience o f such an excessive beginning. Forgiveness
is a gift that must be experienced, not simply accounted for philosophically or announced theologically.
The question that this thesis raises is a question that must be left unanswered, unadulterated, not unlike the
question: What is death? The depth o f this question and its unfailing promise will be dealt with further in
the final chapter.
-
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I

The Coming-to-Pass of the Impossible:
Giving at the Mad Bugger’s Wall
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All alone, or in twos,
The ones who really love you
Walk up and down outside the wall,
Some hand in hand,
Some gathered together in bands.
The bleeding hearts and the artists
Make their stand,
And when they’ve given you their all
Some stagger and falter; after all, it’s not easy
Banging your heart against some mad bugger’s wall.1

'Pink Floyd, “Outside the Wall,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
-
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The wall is too high-a within and a without, a border crossing that marks the
place or the site of the gift, the gift of oneself. It is the place of giving, the space between;
it is both opening and enclosure. Each brick is a structural impossibility; each brick: a
foreclosed opening, an aporetic (dis)closure, a site of the impossible.2 Outside the wall,
the ones who really love you pace back and forth, banging their hearts against some mad
bugger’s wall.
1 begin by way of the wall or, rather, The Wall. And although a certain street and
a certain journal are not here in question, there is much to be said about a certain
interconnectedness. The Wall and the site of the gift, Wall Street and The Wall Street
Journal: These are our points of departure.
Forgiveness is caught up, entangled, in these non-determinative points;
forgiveness is ensnared in the logic/a-logic of the gift, of giving, of a giving that extends
beyond the confines of a certain economy, that interrupts without interruption.
Forgiveness-to be forgiving-is always already a posture, a giving of oneself, an opening
of oneself to the gaze of the other. It cannot be understood apart from the necessity of
secrecy, the possibility of perjury and the call of responsibility. Forgiveness is a gift, an
impossible possibility, an aporia requiring much explanation.3

2
,
The wall is as much a site o f the non-gift, o f that which stands in the way o f the gift, as it is a
place o f giving. The wall is both a point o f contact, o f disclosure, and a point o f separation, o f enclosure.
This “both/and” is what defines the wall, or the space between the you and the I, as aporetic, as impossible.
The chapter at hand is but an exploration o f this aporia.
3Throughout this thesis, an aporia is understood as a point o f disjunction. An aporia is a place
from which there is “no way to go”-a dead end, a site o f undecidability from which no decisions can be
made. It is the gift—the aporetic-that confronts us throughout this thesis. See John D. Caputo and Michael
J. Scanlon, “Apology for the Impossible: Religion and Postmodernism,” God, the Gift, and
Postmodernism, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1999), p. 3.
-
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Again, I begin by way of the wall or, rather, The Wall, as if a beginning were
possible.
Before us, on stage, stands an imprisoned man-a microphoned man. His name is
Pink; his lyrics are a testimony. He begins, “So ya thought ya might like to go to the
show to feel the warm thrill of confusion, that space cadet glow.”4 He continues, “Is this
not what you expected to see? If you’d like to find out what’s behind these cold eyes,
you’ll just have to claw your way through this disguise.”5 And so, I too begin by way of
the disguise; I too begin by way of the wall.
Below the surface of this two-album set, beneath the post-war European
commentary, a certain current can be felt; a certain narrative can be made out. Pink’s
testimony begins where it concludes. The penultimate song, “The Trial,” is as much the
album’s point of departure as it is its destination. In “The Trial,” the microphoned man
stands before a jury. “Good morning Worm, your honour. The crown will plainly show
the prisoner was caught red-handed showing feelings, showing feelings of an almost
human nature.”6 Found guilty, Pink is read his sentence: “My friend, you have revealed
your deepest fear. I sentence you to be exposed before your peers. Tear down the wall.”7
The microphoned man, from the beginning, presents us with a disguised
testimony-a statement of defense, a final plea before the judge, a satisfaction of the

4Pink Floyd, “In the Flesh?” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
5Ibid.
6Pink Floyd, “The Trial,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
1lbid.
-
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sentence itself.8 Between the two albums, there is a shift that takes place-a movement
from democracy to fascism, from openness to closure, to withdrawal and back again. In
the between, Pink is left exposed. His senses are numbed by the elements, and he is left
crying, “Hey you, out there beyond the wall, breaking bottles in the hall, can you help
me?”9 There is a certain desperation in his voice, an overwhelming feeling of being
caught in the between. It is the oscillatory movement between openness and closure,
between democracy and fascism, that defines the contours of the wall, that gives shape to
the desperation, the impossibility, that resides there.
Pink begins the first album by opening himself to the gaze of the other, by
exposing himself to the other. Pink begins in brutally honest disclosure. “Day after day,
love turns grey like the skin of a dying man. Night after night, we pretend it’s alright, but
I have grown older and you have grown colder and nothing is very much fun anymore.”10
His testimony is an expression of fear, an honesty with which no one else can live.
“Don’t leave me now. Don’t say it’s the end of the road. Remember the flowers I sent. I
need you, Babe, to put through the shredder in front of my friends.”11
Brick by brick, the wall is tom down; Pink offers himself, without hesitation, to

Q
The timing o f the testimony is o f particular interest. Is the testimony-the album-a precursor to
the sentence, as it should be in a court o f law? Is it a final attempt at a legitimate defense, a final plea after
the sentence has been read? Or is it a concurrent satisfaction o f the sentence itself, an exposure o f himself
before his peers? All these questions hinge on the nature o f the disguise, and for the time being, I leave
them unanswered.
9Pink Floyd, “Hey You,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
l0Pink Floyd, “One o f My Turns,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
u Pink Floyd, “Don’t Leave Me Now,”77»e Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
-
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the other. There is a certain freedom in the expression of oneself, a certain democratic
liberation there at the site of the gift. What Pink finds, however, at this border
crossing-at this site-is emptiness; vulnerability leads to desolation. His openness-his
disclosure-pushes eveiyone away, and he closes the first of the two albums with these
words: “Goodbye cruel world, I’m leaving you today . . . . Goodbye all you people,
there’s nothing you can say to make me change my mind. Goodbye.”12 And with these
closing words, he offers himself the gift of death; he has given himself away.
At the opening of the second album, one can hear Pink pounding on the wall. He
returns, this time from within, this time deep from within the wall. The reverberations of
his pounding haunt the second album. He cries out again and again, “Is there anybody out
there?”13
Brick by brick, the wall is reconstructed; the divide is erected. On the one hand,
there is a feeling of security that Pink finds within-an easing of the vulnerability. The
other hand, however, comes up empty. The intimacy he once experienced has absented
itself; the childlike dream is gone.
When I was a child, I caught a fleeting glimpse out of the comer of my eye.
I turned to look, but it was gone. I cannot put my finger on it now. The
child is grown; the dream is gone; and I have become comfortably numb.14
The intimacy has been replaced; the childlike dream has come to a close and, in its
place-in the void-is drug-induced apathy.

,2Pink Floyd, “Goodbye Cruel World,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
13Pink Floyd, “Is There Anybody Out There?” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
14Pink Floyd, “Comfortably Numb,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
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The tune throughout the two-album set remains the same, but the lyrics change. A
surrogate steps in, and the difference in Pink’s opening lines of the second album are
worth noting:
So ya thought ya might like to go to the show to feel the warm thrill of
confusion, that space cadet glow. I’ve got some bad news for you
sunshine. Pink isn’t well. He stayed back at the hotel, and they sent us
along as a surrogate band and we’re going to find out where you fans really
stand.15
Division is erected by the surrogate; difference is sentenced to stand against the wall; the
fascist walls of self-preservation are heralded as the final solution. The surrogate band is
heard leading the masses, constructing the walls, “waiting . . . to strengthen the strain,. . .
waiting to turn on the showers and fire the ovens, waiting for the queers and the ’coons
and the reds and the Jews, waiting to follow the worms.”16
But just as those ovens are fired, we hear, deep from within the surrogate, Pink’s
microphoned, gut-wrenching whimper, “Stop, I wanna go home, take off this uniform and
leave the show. And I’m waiting in this cell because I have to know: Have I been guilty
all this time?”17
On the other side of the wall, within its boundaries, there is no such thing as
home. Within the fascist cell, there is only homelessness; there is no one to whom to give
oneself or even share oneself. Democratic vulnerability is replaced with fascist selfpreservation, but both, for Pink, lead to isolation and loneliness.

15Pink Floyd, “In the Flesh,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
16Pink Floyd, “Waiting for the Worms,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
17Pink Floyd, “Stop,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
-
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The wall is too high . . . either way-a within and a without, a border crossing that
marks the place or the site of the gift, the gift of oneself. Its height is troubling. There
exists at this site the (im)possibility of gift-giving, the giving of oneself. Whether the
wall is tom down or built up, whether the gift is given or kept, Pink is always already
alone. The wall is too high either way, and the ones who really love him, who have given
him their all, pace back and forth, banging their hearts against the mad bugger’s wall.
The site of the gift-the wall-is a place of the impossible, a place caught up in a
certain undecidability. If one gives oneself entirely to the other, there is nothing left to
give, nothing left to hold onto. At the close of the first album, the only thing left for Pink
to offer himself is the gift of death; he has given the gift-himself-away. At the close of
the second album, the wall has become so high that there is no one to whom to give
oneself; there is no one but on the other side. The wall is itself a site of the impossible, of
the gift, of the gift that cannot, but must, be given; each brick is a foreclosed opening, a
(dis)closure that leads only to further (dis)closure, a gift indistinguishable from its
disguised counterfeit.
The timing of The Wall is of significance; the terms of undecidability depend on
it. We are invited at the outset to claw our way through the disguise, to look beyond the
surface, to step beyond the wall. In so doing, we stumble upon the impossible; we find
ourselves in the border-lands, in the space between giving and hoarding, in the space
between gift and counterfeit. Perhaps, however, we have penetrated that space more
deeply than initially expected.
If read as a chronological narrative, The Wall circumscribes the contours of the
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impossible, of a certain Catch 22. Pink is caught between the vulnerability of disclosure,
of gift-giving, and the isolation of a certain self-preservation, and, in the end, there is no
choice to be made. No choice can be made; the wall is too high either way. The gift must
be given; it must be held back; it is the impossible.
The narratalogical tenses are, however, far more disruptive than that. There is
more to The Wall than a certain Catch 22, a certain desperation in the face of the
impossible. There is more than despair.
The microphoned man presents us, from the beginning, with his testimony.
Chronologically, it precedes “The Trial” and the resulting sentence to be exposed before
his peers. His testimony-the album itself-convinces the judge that Pink had, indeed, been
caught red-handed showing feelings, showing feelings of an almost human nature. Pink’s
testimony led to the sentence; the giving of the gift—the opening of himself-led to his
condemnation.
And yet, it is important to remember that Pink began by way of the disguise.
Within the wall-77ze Wall-little is disclosed, nothing can be taken at face value. It is as if
Pink is pleading with the judge throughout the two-album set, attempting to convince him
that his testimony was, and is, always already veiled or, at least, open to that possibility.
As such, The Wall is more a final plea bargaining attempt, something that followed
directly upon the judge’s final sentence. “Please judge, I have kept everything secret,
nothing has been disclosed. It’s all been part of the disguise.”
The album’s conclusion is as much its point of departure. “The Trial” situates that
which precedes it. Pink’s testimony can not only be understood as a final plea bargaining
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attempt, it can also be understood as a satisfaction of the sentence itself-a forced
exposition of himself before his peers. Pink’s testimony is as much a non-gift, as much
its counterfeit-a gift given away, a gift given against his will.
Narratalogically, there are multiple interpretive possibilities. Pink’s testimony
may have led to the final sentence; the whole of the album may be self-disclosure-a gift
given to the other. His testimony may also have been a final attempt to enclose the
feelings within, to keep the gift hidden within the disguise. And one cannot ignore the
fact that Pink’s testimony may also have been a concurrent satisfaction of the sentence
itself-a forced disclosure of the gift of oneself held captive within. All this hinges on the
question of the disguise, of the wall.
The underlying narratalogical uncertainty can be heard in the microphoned, gutwrenching whimper, “Stop, I wanna go home, take off this uniform and leave the show.
And I’m waiting in this cell because I have to know: Have I been guilty all this time?”
Pink has taken us into the abyss of this question. Is his testimony a disclosure, an opening
of himself to the other, to us? Is his testimony a gift? Did it lead to his condemnation?
Did the gift betray itself, give itself away? Or was Pink’s testimony a satisfaction of the
sentence itself, a non-gift extrapolated against his will? And what of the disguise? What
of the counterfeit? His answer is but another question-a question without return: “Have I
been guilty all this time?”
All this is to say that the site of the gift, the gift of oneself, is couched in the terms
of a certain undecidability. Is the wall-772e Wall-the site of the gift, a giving of oneself to
the other, or is it merely the place of its disguised counterfeit, another attempt at
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enclosure? Is it an album of hope, of gift-giving, or is it an album of despair? “Have I
been guilty all this time?” One will never know; one has to believe that there is more than
despair; one has to work toward a better understanding of the wall, of the impossibility
that resides there.
One has to look for hope.
Forgiveness is nonetheless troubling, especially for those of us who desire it, who
desire to offer it, who desire to give it away. It too is caught up or ensnared in the
problematic of the gift, of gift-giving, of the impossible; it too is couched in the terms of a
certain undecidability-an undecidability within which one must believe, within which one
must work toward a better understanding especially of the gift.
I began by way of The Wall, by way of the site of impossibility. From this point
of departure, we have stumbled upon the site of the gift, the giving of oneself to another,
and the impossibility that resides there. Forgiveness, The Wall and the site of the gift:
One has to believe that there is a certain interconnectedness.
Forgiveness, like The Wall, cannot be understood apart from the question of the
gift and of gift-giving. At its root is the verb to give. Forgiveness: to forgive, to be
forgiving, to give the gift of forgiveness, to be all for gift-giving. Forgiveness has
everything to do with the gift. The Wall, albeit indirectly, has directed us toward the site
of the gift and the giving that takes place there; it has directed us toward the impossible.
And so, I begin, again, this time by way of the gift.
In Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, Jacques Derrida outlines the process of giftgiving with this formula: “ . . . some ‘one’ (A) intends-to-give B to C, some ‘one’ intends
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to give or gives ‘something’ to ‘someone other.’ . . . These three elements. . . look like
what is presupposed by every gift event.”18 There is in gift-giving an exchange that takes
place, an event, a giving of “something” by someone to another.
The event of gift-giving-the transfer of the “something”-almost immediately
implicates itself in a larger problematic-a problematic concerned with the laws of
distribution, of sharing or partition and of circulation.19 The event of gift-giving is
conditioned by an understanding of the “something” and the manner-the economy-in
which that “something” is transferred from one person to another. The gift event requires
a prior understanding of identity (of person), of the nature of the “something”; that is, of
property, and of the laws of distribution within which the exchange takes place. The gift
event cannot be understood apart from an understanding of the laws of distribution, of
exchange, of circulation; it cannot be understood apart from the economy within which it
is situated, the economy by which it is conditioned.20
And so we have arrived at our second point of departure-Wall Street. The gift
and the event of gift-giving are caught up in all the regulations, all the laws of distribution
and of circulation that continue to drive the artifice we call “Wall Street.” The gift is
conditioned by the economy that resides there; it is part and parcel of that economy. The
gift cannot be understood apart from the happenings of the DOW or the World Trade

18Jacques Derrida, Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1992), p. 11.
19Ibid., p. 6.
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Derrida uses the term “condition” not simply to refer to a system o f premises upon which the
gift is properly grounded. The gift, in that sense, is unconditional. The term “condition” noted here is
more appropriately understood as a set o f traits that define the event o f gift-giving; that is to say, a set o f
traits that describe the situation within which the event occurs. See Ibid., pp. 17-8.
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Centre; it cannot be understood apart from its September 11th collapse.
As Derrida notes, however, the three elements that are presupposed by-that
condition—every gift event are incomprehensible apart from a “precomprehension of what
gift means.”21 This precomprehension-an unsigned but effective contract-has to do with
the nature of the gift. The three elements of the gift event-donor, donee and the
“something” transferred-cannot be understood apart from a prior understanding of the
gift, of the gift given freely, without circulation, without reciprocity.
Herein lies the aporia. In Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money, Derrida begins by
way of the impossible; he begins by way of the gift, by way of the event or the site of giftgiving. Almost immediately, it is noted that the gift,
. . . the given of the gift (that which one gives, that which is given, the gift
as given thing or as act of donation) must not come back to the giving ....
It must not circulate, it must not be exchanged, it must not in any case be
exhausted, as a gift, by the process of exchange, by the movement of
circulation of the circle in the form of return to the point of departure.22
The gift, if there is any, must not be exchanged; it must not come back to donor; it must
never be exhausted or reciprocated. Put otherwise: the gift must exist outside of the very
economy that conditioned the event in which it was extended. The laws of circulation
and of exchange must be breached. The gift, in that sense, must be aneconomic, foreign
to the movement of circulation and of exchange, foreign to the World Trade Centre itself.
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The circularity within which the gift is caught follows the logic o f correlativity. The event of
gift-giving is defined by the three elements that are involved in the transfer o f the gift, which are, in turn,
incomprehensible apart from a precomprehension o f that very same event. This circularity-this
tautology-plays itself out in the section that follows. See Jacques Derrida, Given Time: I. Counterfeit
Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1992), p. 11.
22Ibid„ p. 7.
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This precomprehension of the gift, as aneconomic, gives shape to our
understanding of the three elements of the gift event; it gives shape to the very same
elements that condition the gift event itself. The gift, as such, interrupts without
interruption.
There is a layered circularity-a tautology-to which the gift falls prey, an
impossibility within which it finds itself. The gift is tautological, dependent upon a
precomprehension of its defining terms. The gift, as an event, is conditioned by the laws
of distribution, of exchange, of circulation-the very same laws from which it must
differentiate itself. Herein lies the aporia, the impossible from which there is no place to
go; herein lies the crux of Derrida’s later work and the crux of this thesis, for that matter.
How does one begin by way of the impossible? How does one escape the tautology?
How does one give the gift, give the impossible gift of forgiveness, give that which is
both cause and effect?
The aporia at hand disturb:, the assumed logic of possibility/impossibility.
[The] conditions of possibility of the gift (that some ‘one’ gives some
‘thing’ to some ‘one other’) designate[s] simultaneously the conditions of
the impossibility of the gift. And already we could translate this into other
terms: these conditions of possibility define or produce the annulment, the
annihilation, the destruction of the gift.23
As Derrida notes, a gift cannot occur outside of the economy within which it is situated.
At the same time, however, it must, and can only, be a breach of that economy; it must
not be exchanged. The gift is made possible by that which renders it impossible. Put

23

Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1992), p. 12.
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otherwise: A gift given must necessarily displace itself, annul itself, give itself away.
Remember: At the close of the first album, Pink has nothing left to offer; he has given the
gift-himself-away.
This aporia-this impossibility-is central to much of Derrida’s work, albeit under
different names: differance, supplement, language, hospitality. To some these aporias
seem forced, even misguided in their logic of correlativity-each aporia being an
extrapolation of a set of determining conditions that must, but cannot, be breached.24
What Derrida is driving at, however, is certainly not that foreign to our experience of the
gift event. Gift-giving, especially at Christmas, is more appropriately called giftexchange. Even an innocent gesture anticipates, requires, a nod or appreciative remark.
“From the very moment that the gift is given as a gift, it begins to annul itself and undo
itself as a gift by weaving a chain of debt and gratitude and congratulation around the
donor and recipient.”25 A gift given to someone else necessarily obligates the other
person to respond; it sets the donor apart; and, in that sense, it sends the gift itself
spiralling down, always already caught within the laws of distribution, exchange and
circulation.
And yet, the gift, if there is any, must not return to the giver, either in substance or
in symbolic recognition; it must not be exchanged. No debt must be accumulated by the
donee; no “Thank-you” should be required. “At the limit, the gift as gift ought not appear

24Kevin J. Vanhoozer argues that, on this point, Derrida complicates matters unnecessarily. See Is
There a Meaning in This Text?, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), p. 63-5..
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John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon, “Apology for the Impossible: Religion and
Postmodernism,” God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1999), p. 8.
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as giß: either to the donee or to the donor.”26 It must catch both by surprise, unsolicited
and unawares. The gift must not be recognized as such; it must be kept secret or veiled; it
must be forgotten, annulled; that is, if it is to remain a gift. The gift must be absolved,
given away, always already before it is given.
As an aneconomic interruption, the gift must come by way of the disguise, as it
did in The Wall. In the instant the gift is given, it must appear, it must expose itself as a
gift given. Put otherwise: The gift, in order to be gift, must be given; it must be given
without hesitation, in reckless abandon. In the very same instant, however, the gift must
breach the economy by which it is conditioned; it must be aneconomic, not capable of
being grasped or accounted for by the laws of distribution and of circulation. The gift
must not appear, it must be forgotten, veiled, lest it give itself away entirely, lest it reenter
the economy from which it is distinct. Secrecy, in the instant of the gift, is a necessity;
the gift must not be given knowingly; it must always and already present itself in disguise.
Anonymity and secrecy are central to any and every gift event. A gift extended to
anyone who knowingly receives it or who conditionally deserves it risks reentering the
circle of distribution, of exchange. Like hospitality, the gift is more than reciprocal
exchange, more than a pact entered into by two parties.
To put it in different terms, absolute hospitality requires that I open up my
home and that I give not only to the foreigner (provided with a family
name, with the social status of being a foreigner, etc.), but to the absolute,
unknown, anonymous other, and that I give place to them, that I let them
come, and that I let them arrive, and take place in the place I offer them,
without asking of them either reciprocity (entering into a pact) or even

26Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1992), p. 14.
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their names.27
Like hospitality, the gift requires tnat it be given, that it arrive in some form or another.
At the same time, it cannot be recognized; it cannot simply be given to a friend or a
person of social standing. The gift must be given without regard for the return it could
bring. Reciprocity must not be sought out, nor should the gift’s acknowledgement by a
named individual. The gift must be given in secret, disguised; anonymity must be
maintained both by the donor and by the donee.
The gift, if there is any, is caught up in the logic/a-logic of giving, conditioned
logically by that which it must breach, by that from which it must separate itself alogically. The gift then must arrive without being detected; it must arrive and not arrive
at the same time, in the same instant. The gift must be given without being found out.
There is in the gift an underlying necessity-the necessity of secrecy. The secret must not
be let out. The gift must always already be open to the necessity of secrecy, of
anonymity, of forgetfulness; it must arrive by way of the disguise; it must be open to the
possibility of the surrogate.
But what does it mean to be open to this possibility? What are the implications of
secrecy, of its necessity?
The gift, as secret, resists description; it resists being defined or accounted for; it
is an excess that is difficult to speak of. In On the Name, Derrida speaks of the secret, of
the secrecy of the secret, the secret that goes by different names, including that of the gift.

27Jacques Derrida, O f Hospitality, trans. Rachel Bowlby, (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2000), p.25.
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There he writes, “This secret is not phenomenalizable.”28 It cannot be accounted for,
categorized or defined, not by religion, philosophy, politics or any other system of
thought. The secrecy of the secret, of the gift, is inviolable.
This is not to say, however, that the secret cannot be spoken of or that our
attention cannot be directed toward it. The secret, as Derrida notes, “ . . . does not
conceal itself. It remains inviolable even when one thinks one has revealed it. Not that it
hides itself forever in an indecipherable crypt or behind an absolute veil. It simply
exceeds the play of veiling/unveiling, dissimulation/revelation,.. ..”29 It is as if the secret
exceeds, as an excess, that which attempts to capture it. It is the unanswerable to which
all questions, all systems of thought, are a response.
That said, the secret is not, however, itself secret. While its contents are veiled,
the secret itself announces itself to the other; it demands a response. “There is something
secret.”30 We can say to one another: I have more than nothing to tell you; I have a secret.
We can speak from within the secret; we can and must respond to it; the secret must be
given its place. But it must be recognized that our response to the secrecy of the secret
can never capture or unveil the secret itself, not in public discourse or in private
conversation.31

Jacques Derrida, “Passions: ‘An Oblique Offering,’” On the Name, trans. David Wood,
(Stanford: Stanford UP, 1995), p. 25.
29Ibid., p. 26.
30Ibid., p. 24.
31

The secret, as secret, demands a response-a response that does not attempt to capture, to
adequately account for, the secret itself. The gift, as secret, demands a similar response. The secrecy of
the secret, o f the gift, begs this question: How is one supposed to speak o f the gift, without attempting to
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The same can be said for the gift. It too does not conceal itself; it is not hidden in
an indecipherable crypt; it does arrive from time to time. The gift, however, arrives by
way of the disguise. It is open to the disseminating question, “Have I been guilty all this
time?” The gift is the unanswerable-an offering that must, but cannot, be kept secret, that
must, but cannot, be revealed, that must, but cannot, give itself away.
As excess, the gift exceeds the logic of a certain economy; it exceeds all systems
of thought, both physical and metaphysical. The gift is the beyond, the pre-originary
opening that orients the subject at hand-the beyond, the site, that gives shape to this
thesis.
And yet, the gift is also the not beyond, the very thing that can never, and will
never, step beyond that within which it finds itself. The gift cannot step beyond Wall
Street; it cannot escape its suffocating tentacles.
The gift, ensnared as it is in this aporia, is, as Derrida would have it, a quasi transcendental illusion-the beyond that is always already embedded in that which is not
beyond, caught up in the laws of distribution, circulation and partition.32 The gift is the
beyond/not beyond that Heidegger was in search of in Being in Time—\he Being-in-the
world that was of such importance to Dasein. But this beyond/not beyond is more elusive
than Heidegger thought; the quasi-transcendental deconstructs itself; it is the impossible.
The gift is both transcendent and immersed, both other and same, always and already

account for it, to define it, to subordinate the secret within? How is one to speak o f forgiveness, to speak
from within its silence? This is the question that is addressed in the second chapter o f this thesis-a chapter
that speaks o f madness, o f testimony.
32

Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1992), p. 30.
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deferred, always already held in abeyance. The gift is the impossible-the illusion—by
which we have begun.
As a quasi-transcendental, the gift opens itself to the possibility of perjury, to the
possibility of being something that it cannot be, that it must not be. The gift, as
transcendent, cannot-it must not-be dependent upon a certain economy, a certain
circularity; and yet, the gift, conditioned by a certain economy, cannot-it must not-exceed
that by which it is conditioned. And yet, it happens. The impossible comes to pass,
passes by, leaves its trace; the gift happens from time to time.
The gift, as secret, is always already open to the other, to the other side of “quasi.”
The gift is always already open to the possibility of perjury, of being that which it cannot
be; the gift is indistinguishable from its counterfeit, its surrogate, the non-gift given in the
gift’s place.
And so, here we stand at the site of the impossible, at a foreclosed opening of the
wall. There is at this site a certain undecidability-a questioning without return. Again we
hear the microphoned, gut-wrenching whimper, “Have I been guilty all this time?” Have
I given the other the gift? Have I given it away, displaced it, disclosed its secret location?
Is there nothing left but the gift of death? And what of the surrogate? Have I given the
other a non-gift, the gift’s counterfeit, keeping the gift to myself? Gift/counterfeit: How
is one supposed to tell the difference between the two? How is one supposed to tell the
difference between the gift, as interruption, and September 11th, as collapse?33

33The question o f the gift and its counterfeit will remain a constant presence throughout this
thesis. It will, however, be more thoroughly developed in the final chapter. It is important to keep in mind,
already now, that the question o f the gift and its counterfeit is always already addressed in narrative, in a
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The logic/a-logic of the gift has brought us, again, to this point of undecidability,
to this point of impossibility from which there is no place to go. In the giving of the gift,
the gift appears; it is exposed; its presence is made known. In the giving of the gift, the
gift is, at the same time, annulled, displaced, given away. The impossibility of the gift is
caught up in a certain Catch 22, an aporia that begs the question of responsibility, of
responsible response. How is one supposed to give the impossible? And, more
importantly, why?
There is more to the gift than desperation or despair; the narratalogical uncertainty
of the gift is far more disruptive than that. Implied in the gift event, in the gift itself, is a
call to responsibility. The secrecy of the gift event opens up the gift itself to the
possibility of being given, of being given authentically, non-reciprocally. The gift event
is a veiled encounter, an opening of oneself to the other, to the other we may not even
know. Within the encounter itself, an injunction can be heard: Give, give the gift, give
the gift that cannot be given.
The secrecy and anonymity within which the gift must be given is central to the
injunction at hand; the call of responsibility depends on it; it is conditioned by it.
Recognized by Derrida in his work on the gift, and on hospitality, is the need to
emancipate the gift from the stranglehold of reciprocity. Hospitality must be extended to
the anonymous other, to the nameless other, to the unknown; the gift must be given
without recognition, without recognizing what is being given and who it is being given to.

context that cannot be disassociated from language, history and meaning. It is for this reason that the
fourth point o f departure-The Wall Street Journal, itself an ongoing narrative-is deferred until the final
chapter.
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The gift, as aneconomic, must surface only as a secret; it must be given anonymously to
the anonymous other, extended without hesitation to the mad bugger hidden beyond the
wall.
There is in the very event of gift-giving, in the secrecy of the secret, an injunction
to give, to give the impossible. It is there at the site of the gift, in the encounter with the
other, that anonymity is given its place; it is at the site of the gift that “every other is every
other.”34 In the face-to-face encounter with the other, every other is quite possibly wholly
other, perhaps even the Other. There is an undecidability that exists between the two.
The event of gift-giving is an encounter with the undecidability; it is an encounter with
anonymity and with secrecy. “Tout autre est tout autre.”35 And it is there at the site of the
gift, in our encounter with the other, that we are called to respond, that we are called to
responsible action, even if the other is not known, especially if the other is not known, if,
and only if, the other is other. The injunction to give the gift arises out of the encounter
with the other; it arises out of the undecidability-the secrecy-of the event itself.
Of significance are the terms of undecidability. In the encounter with the other,
“every other is every other.” There is a convolution of, an undecidability that exists
between, the singular, alterior other and the universal, every other. The call to
responsibility hinges on an understanding of both the singular and the universal,
singularity and the possibility of repetition. In response to both Kierkegaard and Levinas,

34Derrida uses this phrase to bring to light the undecidability that presides over our encounter with
the other. Tout autre is a term that means both wholly other and every other. See Jacques Derrida, The
Gift o f Death, trans. David Wills, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1995), p. 82.
35Ibid., p. 82.
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Derrida argues that the other to which we must respond is both an absolute singular and a
generalized universal-an infinite other demanding a unique response and a universal
other calling for a response that can be repeated again and again.36 The oiher-tout
autre-to which we must respond is both singular and universal, both wholly other and
every other, in the same instant. As Derrida notes, “That is what makes the event, the
structure of the event, so difficult to describe, because it is at the same time absolutely
singular and unique while carrying in itself the promise of repetition.”37
The call to give the gift arises out of an authentic encounter with the other; it
arises out of the undecidability that resides at the site of the gift. Derrida’s notion of
responsibility-his answer to the question: Why give the gift?—is caught up, ensnared, in
both the calculated, ethical response to the universal, every other and the faithful, unique
response demanded by the singular, infinite Other. The call of responsibility is always
already caught up in the convolution of both calculation and faith, both ethics, as science,
and religion, both repetition and singularity.
But the effort to think the groundless ground of this quasi-“transcendental
illusion” should not be either-if it is going to be a matter of thinking-a sort
of adoring and faithful abdication, a simple movement of faith in the face
of that which exceeds the limits of experience, knowledge, science,
36Derrida recognizes in both Kierkegaard and Levinas an attempt to determine the limit o f both the
ethical and the religious, particularly in terms o f responsibility toward the other. It is pointed out that
Kierkegaard understood the ethical in terms o f the universal and the religious as a response to absolute
singularity, making a clear distinction between the two. Levinas, on the other hand, challenged this,
conflating the infinite singularity o f the wholly other and the absolute alterity o f every other. Derrida
points out that the call o f responsibility invoked by the gift requires that both perspectives be held in
conjunction with one another. The limits o f the ethical and the religious are blurred; the call o f
responsibility issued in the encounter with the tout autre is both a matter o f ethics and o f faithful response.
See Jacques Derrida, The Gift o f Death, trans. David Wills, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1995), p. 84.
37Jacques Derrida, “On the Gift: A Discussion Between Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Marion,”
God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1999), p. 67.
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economy-and even philosophy. On the contrary, it is a matter-desire
beyond desire-of responding faithfully but also as rigorously as possible
both to the injunction or the order of the g ift. . . as well as to the injunction
or the order of meaning (presence, science, knowledge): Know still what
giving wants to say, know how to give, know what you want and want to
say when you give, know what you intend to give, know how the gift
annuls itself, commit yourself. . . even if commitment is the destruction of
the gift by the gift, give economy its chance.38
The encounter with the other demands not only a faithful response, but a rigorous
response to the calculation-the ethics-involved in giving the gift. Derrida notes that we
are called not only to believe, but also to know that the gift can be given, to know what
the gift gives, that it annuls itself, "hat it necessarily deconstructs itself even as it is given.
We are called to pursue the gift, to give the gift even as it gives itself away, even if it
never comes back to us, even if there is no gift. The injunction is there, in the encounter;
our response must be both faithful and rigorous. We must give the gift.
Much has been said about the gift, about secrecy and perjury, even responsibility.
But what of forgiveness? What does it mean to give the gift of forgiveness, to give the
impossible? To whom is the gift of forgiveness to be given? How does one give the gift?
And why?
Forgiveness is caught up, ensnared, in the structural paradoxes of the gift, of giftgiving, of the impossible. Forgiveness is the impossible. It arises out of-it is conditioned
by-the every same economy at work in the gift event; forgiveness is conditioned by the
laws of distribution, exchange and circulation. It cannot escape the questions of
restitution, sanctification and evaluation.

38

Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1992), p. 30.
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At a glance, forgiveness is always already tied to a certain calculation. Has an
apology been given? Has an attempt been made to correct the wrong? Is there remorse?
Forgiveness is given if, and only if, certain conditions are met, if, and only if, it never
happens again, if, and only if, there is reason to believe that the other is truly apologetic.
More often than not, forgiveness is not given, but exchanged, caught up in the
happenings of Wall Street and of the World Trade Centre. The secret within is treated as
a commodity, indexed against so many other misgivings, so many other counter-gifts
hoarded by so many other mad buggers. And yet,. . .
Forgiveness, if there is any, must be a disruption of that type of calculation.
Forgiveness is a gift—a gift that must be given with no strings attached, a gift that must not
be calculated, that must not be determined by the other’s willingness to apologize.
Forgiveness must catch the other by surprise; it must be veiled; it must arrive by way of
the disguise. Forgiveness must be given to the other, to the anonymous other that we may
not even know; it must be given without even knowing it; and it most certainly must
never arrive directly upon an apology, because of that apology. Forgiveness must always
already be extended to the other, to the anonymous other, given in secret even before an
apology is offered, even as nothing changes.
Forgiveness, in that sense, is more a posture than a single act, more an openness to
the other than an isolated response to that other. It is an excess, a secret, an offering of
oneself to the other, whoever that other may be. Forgiveness is a giving away of oneself
to that other-a giving away of oneself in the encounter with the tout autre.
As a secret, forgiveness resists determination; it eludes the question: What is
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forgiveness? Forgiveness arrives by way of the disguise; it must be spoken of hesitantly.
Forgiveness is more a posture than a single event, an openness to the possibility of the
gift, to the possibility of the impossible. It is a matter of faith, of believing that the gift
has been given without knowing or receiving it.
It is on this point that I think John D. Caputo has lost sight of the derridean trace.
In his essay, “The Time of Giving, the Time of Forgiving,” Caputo seems to lose sight of
the pre-originaiy opening that is forgiveness. His efforts are centred upon not the posture
of forgiveness, but the event, the act, of forgiveness. In his essay, he defines forgiveness
as “a gift in which I give away the debt that you owe me, the ‘for-’ in ‘forgive’ having the
sense of ‘away’ or ‘forth.’39 Forgiveness, for Derrida, is both an event and a posture, both
an act and an opening. Forgiveness is a response not only to the debt the other owes, but
also to the other always already before any pain has been inflicted, before any hurt has
been incurred. Forgiveness is a gift given always already before any debt has been
accumulated. It is not just an act of relinquishing debt, it is also the quasitranscendental-the beyond-that precedes such an act, that opens up the possibility of such
an act, just as differance opens up the possibility of the text. It is the act itself-the gift
given-in response to accumulated debt-that conjures up so many derridean misgivings,
that is involved in so much calculation. Forgiveness is also an encounter, a pre-originary
posture, in which the gift of oneself is given to the other, in which the gift of oneself is
inevitably given away, caught up in all the laws of distribution, circulation and

39Caputo begins his yet unpublished essay, “The Time o f Giving, the Time o f Forgiving,” with
this working definition o f forgiveness. Although much o f Caputo’s work is affirmed in this essay, I do
believe that Caputo here limits the scope o f the impossible, o f that from which we begin.
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exchange-Caputo seems to lose sight of this demdean opening, this opening that is no
less a closure.
Therein lies the aporia; therein lies the logic/a-logic of the gift. Forgiveness is,
indeed, conditioned by the economy within which it finds itself; it is a matter of
calculation, of ethical response to an accumulated debt, of doing the best with what we
have. But it is also, and more importantly, a breach of that economy; it marks out its
collapse; it interrupts as if it were a beginning. Forgiveness is a pre-originary opening-an
interruption-that I would call grace; a pre-originary opening from which all things begin,
albeit in a troubled way. Forgiveness is the impossible-the gift and its counterfeit, the
beyond and the not beyond, grace and its surrogate.
Forgiveness is caught up in both the secrecy of the secret and the openness of the
opening. It is the space of unconditioned giving, the space between the you and the I.
But it is also the giving away of oneself, the annihilation of the gift-an annulment of
certain wedding vows. Forgiveness arrives despite, and in spite of, any offense.
Forgiveness is an opening of oneself, a secret, a gift that has already arrived, that arrives
as we speak, that is yet to come. It offers hope at the same time that it instills despair; it
gives and it takes away; and yet, it is for this gift that we pray: Come.
Forgiveness is the impossible; there is an undecidability that exists between gift
and non-gift, between blessing and curse, between hope and despair.
And yet, the impossible happens; the gift of forgiveness is given from time to
time. We are called upon, in the encounter with the other, not only to locate the gift, to
situate it, but also to look for it, to place our hope in it. Forgiveness requires calculation
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and faith, a willingness to wrestle with non-determinative points and a desire to continue
looking for hope. One will never know if forgiveness has taken place; one must work
toward a better understanding, even of The Wall, one has to believe in the impossible.
One has to look for hope.

All alone, or in twos,
The ones who really love you
Walk up and down outside the wall,
Some hand in hand,
Some gathered together in bands.
The bleeding hearts and the artists
Make their stand,
And when they’ve given you their all
Some stagger and falter; after all, it’s not easy
Banging your heart against some mad bugger’s wall.40

40Pink Floyd, “Outside the Wall,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
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II
The Madness of Testimony:
With Eyes (Not) Yet Glazed
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For more than half an hour [the child] stayed there, struggling
between life and death, dying in slow agony under our eyes. And we had
to look him full in the face. He was still alive when I passed in front of
him. His tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed.
Behind me, I heard the same man asking:
“Where is God now?”
And I heard a voice within me answer him:
“Where is He? Here He is-He is hanging here on the gallows...
That night the soup tasted of corpse.1

1Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Stella Rodway, (New York: Bantam, 1960), p. 62.
-
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The brick and mortared buildings still stand; the streets have remained defined,
tree-lined; the gates have etched themselves into the memory of all who have passed by.
Crematoriums I and II have been dismantled; some of the fencing has been removed;
there are signs of a hurried evacuation: clusters of unkept toilets, a multitude of shoes,
chimneys. But all this is secondary, a certain perspectivity, a hallway within which one
encounters, within which one runs up against, the . . .
Silence.
The word itself has become a sentence, a paragraph, perhaps even a defendable
dissertation; it needs no verb, no preposition, no predicate. It is complete unto itself-a
death sentence for the Jews, a response of non-adequation for those who survived, the
only thing left for those who speak of Auschwitz.2
It was early October when I entered the camp, when I saw the Birkenauean
silhouette and the tracks running beneath its tower. It was not quite cold. As I walked the
streets, the silence overwhelmed me. I offered no prayers, no tears; I heard no voices,
although there were some; and I experienced no laughter. I knew not how to respond.
Upon returning to Budapest and, later, to Canada, I rarely spoke of my visit. I had

2

t

Alluded to here is the levinasian notion o f non-adequation. For Emmanuel Levinas, the face-toface encounter with Infinity, with the Other, with God, is not something that can be objectively spoken o f
or adequately known. Such an encounter is not to be spoken of, or defined, in terms o f adequacy or
inadequacy. It is something that is experienced, not something that can be rendered in the objective. A
response o f non-adequation is one in which no attempt is made to adequately account for the face of the
Other. That face is something we bear witness to, testify of, without closure. In this thesis, a response o f
non-adequation is understood as the only response possible for those who survived Auschwitz. For them,
Auschwitz is an encounter that can never, and will never, be adequately or even inadequately explained. It
is something they experienced, lived through and will never forget; no words or explanation will ever
account for it. The levinasian notion o f non-adequation is developed more fully in his essay on exteriority:
Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso Lingis, (Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 1969).
-
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written nothing down; I had not taken a single picture. It is difficult to speak of that
which unravels, of that which unravels one’s worldview; it is difficult to speak of that
which could not possibly have happened-an absurdity, an impossibility, an impossibility
even for those Jews cued up for execution in 1944. And yet, the impossible happened;
Auschwitz happened.
In all that has been said thus far about Wall Street, about the gift and about giving,
little has been said about how one is to speak of forgiveness, how one is to respond to the
giving that takes place, the impossible that comes to pass, the impossible that passes by in
secret. Thus far, it has been said that forgiveness gives, that it gives the gift, gives the
impossible. Forgiveness is caught up in that which it must breach. Throughout the first
chapter, the gift of forgiveness has only been testified to; it has eluded the question: What
is forgiveness?
Forgiveness must be, and has been, spoken of in, and in terms of, the silence that
hovers over Auschwitz, that hangs on the gallows. Forgiveness stands in its shadow.
There are no words, no concepts, no systems of thought which adequately answer the
question: What is forgiveness? What does it mean to give the gift? What does it mean to
give in secret? There is no answer to the question: What is Auschwitz? There is always a
remainder, an excess, when attempts are made to define forgiveness, to speak about
Auschwitz; there is always something more to be said, something that escapes what has
been said. Forgiveness and Auschwitz share this in common.
It is because of this excess, this remainder, that I am not concerned with defining
forgiveness or adequately accounting for the horrors of Auschwitz. Our response to them
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is not, should not, and can never be an attempt to enclose, to adequately account for, that
excess. To speak in, and in terms of, the silence is not to keep silent, but to speak of our
experience of forgiveness, to recognize the giving of the gift, to bear witness to the
flaming ditches of Auschwitz and to testify to the absurdity of both, without any claim to
certainty or completeness, without any closure. To speak in, and in terms of, the silence
is not to speak about forgiveness or Auschwitz, to define them, but to speak from within
our experience of them. The only response possible to forgiveness, to Auschwitz, to the
coming-to-pass of the impossible is to bear witness to the possibility of the impossible;
the only response possible is that of testimony.
The question that continues to haunt this thesis has not to do with forgiveness
itself, its definition, but with the possibility of forgiveness, our response to the giving that
takes place and the double-bind-the logic/a-logic-by which it is rendered impossible, as
the impossible. Like Auschwitz, the possibility of forgiveness, of the absurd, is
something one must testify to; it happens; it requires a response. In this chapter, I hope to
look more closely at the absurdity of Auschwitz, the shape testimony takes, and the extent
to which a certain madness is echoed in one’s testimony to the giving of the gift.
On that note, I begin, again, this time by way of testimony, by way of testimonial
madness.
Auschwitz happened.
In 1944, two ghettos, one larger than the other, were set up in the Hungarian town
of Sighet. The yellow star was imposed upon all the Jews settled there. Elie Wiesel was
fifteen. “Little by little life returned to normal. The barbed wire which fenced us in did
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not cause us any real fear. We even thought ourselves rather well off; we were entirely
self-contained.”3 Despite the warnings of others, like Moshe the Beadle, most Jews in the
ghetto believed in the goodness of humanity or, at least, in the eventual defeat of Hitler-a
defeat that would come long before the threat of deportation was realized. For them, life
was merely put on hold-an advent, almost an adventure, a holiday.
A few months passed before the Jews of Sighet were ordered to remove
themselves from their homes. As they stood cued up for roll call, there was little talk of
resistence. The sun beat upon their heads, and the children cried for a glass of water. Elie
Wiesel wrote of that day:
Then, at last, at one o’clock in the afternoon, came the signal to leave.
There was joy-yes, joy. Perhaps they thought that God could have devised
no torment in hell worse than that of sitting there among the bundles, in the
middle of the road, beneath a blazing sun; that anything would be
preferable to that.4
Little did they know that beyond the gates, at the end of the tracks, night had already
fallen and children were hanging on the gallows.
Their train came to a halt at Birkenau; its passengers were unloaded. Not far from
where Wiesel stood, babies were being thrown, by the truckload, into a ditch engulfed in
flames. A second ditch had been dug for the adults. “I pinched my face. Was I still
alive? Was I awake? I could not believe i t . . . . No, none of this could be true. It was a
nightmare.”5 Elie Wiesel never awoke; he watched in disbelief and awaited his turn. But

3Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Stella Rodway, (New York: Bantam, 1960), p. 9.
4Ibid., p. 14.
5Ibid., p. 30.
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his turn never came; he survived, working in various camps until the end of World War
II.
Auschwitz happened; the absurd came to pass. All had believed it to be
impossible, a fable, a myth inclined toward control. On that day in 1944, Wiesel told his
father that he could not believe that the Gestapo could bum innocent children and that
humanity could stand by and watch indifferently. His father’s response: “Humanity?
Humanity is not concerned with us. Today anything is allowed. Anything is possible,
even these crematories... .”6 Even the absurd, even the impossible.
Alluded to by Wiesel, and put into question by his father, is a certain
economy-the economy of basic human rights, of human dignity, of certain crimes against
humanity.7 Within such an economy, the holocaust is inconceivable; it could not possibly
have happened, not in the twentieth century. And yet, it did; the holocaust did happen; it
broke free from the prevalent economy. The impossible came to pass.8

6Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Stella Rodway, (New York: Bantam, 1960), p. 30.

7

The economy alluded to by Wiesel is o f historical consequence. It has been reaffirmed at various
points in history, but especially by the extraordinary events o f World War II that led up to the Nuremburg
Tribunal. Derrida says of the tribunal and its historical significance, “Even if words like ‘crime against
humanity’ now circulate in everyday language. That event itself was produced and authorised by an
international community on a date and according to a figure determined by its history. This overlaps but is
not confounded with the history o f a reaffirmation o f human rights.” It is because o f the tribunal’s overlap,
its reaffirmation o f a certain economy, that forgiveness, both personal and geopolitical, stand in the shadow
o f Auschwitz, played out in the ‘theatrical space’ structured by the events that followed upon the horrors o f
Auschwitz itself. The events o f World War II, particularly those o f the holocaust, reaffirmed and marked
out the limits o f the economy o f basic human rights. See Jacques Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and
Forgiveness, trans. Mark Dooley and Michael Hughes, (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 29.

8The holocaust, like
• the gift, is• the impossible; it too is caught up in a certain double-bind.

Our
understanding o f the holocaust-the holocaust itself-is dependent upon a precomprehension o f certain
laws-laws o f self-identity, o f property, o f equitable treatment. The holocaust was conditioned, made
possible, by this economy, by the economy o f basic human rights. At the same time, however, Auschwitz
was, is and will always be an interruption o f that economy. The holocaust, like the gift, is a breach o f that
which makes it possible; it is conditioned by a certain economy at the same time that it stands outside o f it,
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The holocaust itself was an absurdity. According to Wiesel, “It had no meaning.”9
The premeditated murder of six million Jews, gypsies, and other prisoners of war is not
something that is easily understood, easily reconciled or justified; it is sheer madness.
“Even from the German point of view it had no meaning. When they gave ,priority to
trains with Jews, carrying Jews to the camps, priority over military trains carrying troops
to the front-it was madness! Sheer madness!”10 Made note of by Wiesel is the fact that
this madness cannot be understood; it is not logical. Auschwitz happened; the absurd
came to pass; madness walked the face of the earth.
The question we are faced with is this: How does one respond to Auschwitz?
How does one bear witness, testify, to the absurd, to madness? What shape does
testimony take?
Response-testimony-is an impossible necessity.11 On the one hand, something
must be said; some mention must be made of the holocaust, and not only in passing. On
the other hand, one must do justice to the lives lost, to the children burned, to the gypsies
tortured. The question at hand still remains: How does one speak of the holocaust
without making of it a statistical mass of impersonal data, without defining it in such a
way that tears are not evoked, that individual lives are not remembered? For Wiesel,

that it is aneconomic. The holocaust, as such, is the impossible, the impossible that came to pass.
9Elie Wiesel, Harry James Cargos in Conversation with Elie Wiesel, (New York: Paulist, 1976),
p. 91.
i0Ibid., p. 91.
1'Robert McAfee Brown, Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All Humanity, (Notre Dame: U o f Notre
Dame P, 1989), pp. 19-49.

“The issue is memory. And memory is double-edged.”12
To respond to the holocaust is to become a messenger, a prophet, a sage.
Response has everything to do with what one has seen or what one has envisioned to
come; it has everything to do with memory and with prophecy. The respondent is one
who attempts to honour those buried at Auschwitz, who tells their story without
prostitution, without blasphemy; the respondent is a storyteller.
The tales that Elie Wiesel tells of Auschwitz, of Birkenau, of Buna, the tales he
tells of their survivors in Dawn, Twilight, The Town Beyond the Wall, are stories told in,
and in terms of, the silence therein. Of this, Wiesel is fully aware. “Silence in the word:
that’s part of [what I am] trying to speak out of literature.”13 His stories speak of the
impossible, grope for an excess that has yet to be accounted for, whisper a secret into ear
of the reader-“a secret which only the teller knows and sometimes the reader receives
without knowing it.”14 His stories are not an attempt to render Auschwitz in all its
fullness, to define it, to speak about Auschwitz as if something past; his stories are an
attempt to weave the dead into our present consciousness, to speak from within the
experience o f those who died there, from within their silence.
There is always a risk involved in doing so, in speaking of the impossible. Wiesel
notes, “A novel about Treblinka is either not a novel or not about Treblinka. A novel

12Robert McAfee Brown, Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All Humanity, (Notre Dame: U o f Notre
Dame P, 1989), p. 19.
13David Patterson, In Dialog and Dilemma with Elie Wiesel, (Wakefield: Longwood, 1991), p. 11.
14Elie Wiesel, Harry James Cargos in Conversation with Elie Wiesel, (New York: Paulist, 1976),
p. 85.

about Majdanek is about blasphemy. Is blasphemy.”15 The key word here is about. To
speak in, and in terms of, the silence is not to speak about Auschwitz, but to speak from
within its walls, to let its silence speak through the words chosen.
We do not remember about; we remember from within. If literature is to
be an expression of remembrance, then it must move within the Event, and
the Event must move within literature, lurking ineffably in its every word
and in the space between the words.16
The double-edge of memory, and the risk involved in speaking of the impossible, is the
difference between, and the convolution of, the about and from within}1
Response-testimony-is an impossible necessity in as much as it is always and
already caught up in this difference, in as much as it is always and already about and from
within the silence. In order to do justice to those buried in mass graves, to their individual
lives, one must speak from within their experience, without speaking about Auschwitz.
The silence must be incorporated, woven, into one’s speech, without taking centre stage,
without being the focal point of one’s address.
Testimony, according to Wiesel, is absurd, hamstrung. Like Auschwitz, it is the
impossible; it requires a certain madness.18 For how can one speak from within, without

I5Elie Wiesel, Dimensions o f the Holocaust, (Evanston: Nortwestem UP, 1977), p. 7.
16David Patterson, In Dialog and Dilemma with Elie Wiesel, (Wakefield: Longwood, 1991), p. 13.
17.
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This is the wieselian version o f the levinasian notion o f non-adequation. In speaking about
Auschwitz, an attempt is made to objectify the encounter one has had, or continues to have, with the
silence. For Wiesel, speaking about Auschwitz is a violation; it does injustice to the loss o f millions o f
lives. To speak from within, however, is an attempt to honour the silence o f Auschwitz and the lives lost; it
resists defining or accounting for the horrors o f Auschwitz; it speaks from within their experience; it
speaks in the singular.

18
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Wiesel says o f this madness: “When I speak o f madness I mean a mystical madness. I am
against insanity, generally speaking-----One has to be mad today, in this time and age, to say certain things
and believe that they could make a difference.” Harry James Cargos in Conversation with Elie Wiesel,
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speaking about Auschwitz, without getting caught up in the difference between the about
and from within? And yet, it happens; testimony happens, despite, and in spite of, the
injustice that it does in speaking about those who died at Auschwitz, despite being caught
up in the about.
In 1944, on the train to Birkenau, Madame Schächter went mad-a madness devoid
of insanity. She was a prophet, a women who saw visions, who saw flames and a furnace.
She was a teller of tales, a messenger, a respondent; she spoke from within, she spoke
about Auschwitz. At night she would scream, “Fire! I can see a fire!. . . Jews, listen to
me! I can see a fire! There are huge flames! It is a furnace!”19 Her screams were a
testimony-a testimony to what she had envisioned, to what was yet to come. On the train
to Birkenau, testimony happened; it happened, despite the fact that her cries did not do
justice to those already engulfed by the flames, despite, and in spite of, the fact that she
spoke about Auschwitz.
The same can be said of the testimony of Raphael in Twilight. He too had seen
Auschwitz, the flames and the gallows; he too witnessed and testified to the silence
therein. But Raphael was no prophet; his testimony was a work in progress, an on-going
journal addressed to a dead man, Pedro. In it, he spoke of his experience at Auschwitz, of
its aftermath, of his madness. This was his testimony: “I am going mad, Pedro. Now I
am sure.”20

(New York: Paulist, 1976), p. 3.
19Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Stella Rodway, (New York: Bantam, 1960), pp. 22-3.
20Elie Wiesel, Twilight, trans. Marion Wiesel, (New York: Summit, 1988), p. 14.
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But what is this madness that makes a claim upon the testimony one gives of
Auschwitz; what is this madness that exists beyond the absurdity of Auschwitz already
noted? In his journal, Raphael wrote, “[It] is a question, not an answer. Madness lies not
in the acceptance of time, but in the wish to alter it. Madness lies not in solitude, but in
the person confronting it.”21
Testimony, according to Wiesel, is caught up in the difference between the about
and from within. There is, in testimony, an undecidability; both manners of speech come
to the fore simultaneously, and it is difficult, impossible, to decipher between the two.
This undecidability is without closure-a speaking in, and in terms of, the silence therein.
In being without closure, testimony is more a question than an answer, more a
questioning without return. Testimony, as such, implicates itself in a larger
problematic-a problematic concerned with a certain dissemination, of a questioning
without return, beyond measure or reproach.
It has also been noted that £lie Wiesel’s stories are not an attempt to render
Auschwitz in its fullness, to define it as if something past, but to weave the dead into our
present consciousness. His testimony is an attempt not to accept the passing of time, but
to alter it, to weave the past into the present and the present into the past. This too
implies a certain madness, a certain temporal, even narratalogical, madness.
It is important, however, to differentiate between madness and insanity. For
Wiesel, insanity implies flight, avoidance, institutional withdrawal. The testimony that
Wiesel gives, or speaks of, is nothing if not a confrontation with the silence of Auschwitz;

21Elie Wiesel, Twilight, trans. Marion Wiesel, (New York: Summit, 1988), p. 71.
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testimony is not a withdrawal, but a face-to-face encounter with what was and what is yet
to come. To bear witness to this encounter, to allow it to speak through one’s testimony,
requires a certain madness, a certain capacity to greet and confront that which is to be
testified to, a certain capacity to alter time.
But to what extent is Wiesel’s understanding of the impossible, of testimony, of
madness, echoed in the giving of the gift, in our response to the gift of forgiveness? What
does Elie Wiesel have to do with Jacques Derrida, with the giving of the gift at the mad
bugger’s wall?
This is a question that I am not willing to answer directly. They are not next of
kin; they rarely, if ever, have spoken to one another. I am also not willing to say that
Wiesel is a closet derridean or thai Derrida’s notion of testimony is, first and foremost,
concerned with the holocaust. There are, however, certain similarities, certain
reverberations, that can be registered on the Richter scale; there are certain points of
contact with which one could encourage a dialogue between the two.
In the preceding chapter, much has been said about a certain economy, an
economy of circular exchange and the giving of the gift, of the impossible, as that which
breaks free from this economy; much has been said about forgiveness, about the
possibility of the impossible. The same language is used by Wiesel to speak of
Auschwitz. It too is the impossible; it too is caught up in, and set apart from, a certain
economy, from the economy of basic human rights; it too happened. Both forgiveness
and Auschwitz are the coming-to-pass of the impossible; both forgiveness and Auschwitz
must be testified to, spoken of, without closure, in the silence that resides therein.
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There are, however, some obvious dissimilarities between the giving of the gift
and the development of Auschwitz, between forgiveness and Auschwitz itself. Although
both represent the coming-to-pass of the impossible, they do so in opposition to one
another. Forgiveness is a blessing; Auschwitz: a curse. For now, this apparent problem
need not concern us. It does, however, foreshadow what is to come; it does, however,
draw us into the coming chapter on the undecidability of the impossible possibility. For
who is to say whether our testimony bears witness to the blessed gift or to the curse of
indifference?
There is, however, much to be said about testimony before this question can even
be asked, before we can allow ourselves to fall into its depths.
Although Derrida says little about the holocaust, less than Wiesel, he begins at the
same point of departure-the instant, the event. An instant is untranslatable; it implies an
irreplaceability, a singularity, that is central to any given moment. The instant is, for
Derrida, instantaneous, a blink of an eye, an “indivisible unicity.”22 There is nothing that
can divide an instant into two; it is a singular, united front, here for less than a second, a
nanosecond, and then gone. The holocaust is a collection of so many instants.
Not only is an instant singular, without timing, it is also deeply personal, private,
solitary; it is not something that can be. shared by a community. The instant in which Elie
Wiesel first saw, heard, and smelt the flaming ditches of Auschwitz is a moment he
experienced alone, despite the presence of so many bodies around him, including that of

22Jacques Derrida, Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg, (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 2000), p. 30.
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his father. The manner in which an instant, an event, is experienced is particular to that
instant, to the individual; it is always unique.
The word instant, however, is problematic, particularly when understood as an
instance, “from which it is inseparable.”23 The word instance has embedded within it a
referential quality; it is used when referring to an instant past, to a moment no longer
present. Instance, to put it otherwise, is the past perfect tense of a particular instant.
Testimony, for Derrida, is the speaking of, and about, an instant past. “In
principle, to testify-not being a witness but testifying, attesting, ‘bearing witness’-is
always to render public.”24 To testify is to speak of an instant, a singular event, as an
instance, as something past, completed, but also as something repeatable.
In saying: I swear to tell the truth, where I have been the only one to see or
hear and where I am the only one who can attest to it, this is true to the
extent that anyone who in my place, at that instant, would have seen or
heard or touched the same thing and could repeat exemplarily, universally,
the truth of my testimony.25
Testimony is concerned with both the singular, the instant, and with the universalization
of that singular instant. In order for testimony to be valid, in a court of law for example,
the singular instant must, in theory, be repeatable and not only by oneself, but by
anybody, by all present in the courtroom. For testimony to be valid, it must be both
singular and universal, singular and universalizable.
Certain reverberations can be felt at this point. Remember: Testimony is an

" Jacques Derrida, Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg, (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 2000), p. 39.
24Ibid., p. 30.
15Ibid., p. 41.
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impossible necessity in as much as it is always and already caught up in the difference
between the about and from within. To speak from within Auschwitz is to honour the
lives of those lost, to speak from within their experience, to let their silence infiltrate the
words chosen; to speak from within is to make space for the singular, to speak of the
instant. To speak about Auschwitz is to speak of the singular as if universal, as if anyone
in Wiesel’s place would have seen or experienced the same thing, as if Wiesel need not
have been there.
Testimony, for Derrida, is caught up in the difference between the singular, the
from within, and the universal, the about, being neither one, nor the other, but both at the
same time, in the same instant. Testimony is, as such, an impossible necessity, made
possible by the very thing that it destroys-the instant.
When I commit myself to speaking the truth, I commit myself to repeating
the same thing, an instant later, two instants later, the next day, and for
eternity, in a certain way. But this repetition carries the instant outside of
itself. Consequently the instant is instantaneously, at this very instant,
divided, destroyed by what it nonetheless makes possible-testimony.26
In destroying that which makes it possible, in speaking of the singular as universal,
testimony isolates itself, frees itself from the instant, not the instant per se, but the instant
carried outside itself; it frees itself from the economy of instant/instance, of truth, and
establishes itself, as testimony, instantaneously as an instant.27

26Jacques Derrida, Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg, (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 2000), p. 33.
27Care must be taken here. In fl eeing itself from the economy o f truth, here understood as an
economy that universalizes the singular instant, testimony is not Derrida’s means o f doing away with truth
altogether. He is, however, critical o f those systems o f truth that propound to universalize the singular
without doing the least bit o f violence to its singularity. The structure o f truth which Derrida has elsewhere
argued for is open-ended, prophetic, something that has to be testified to. His essay “On a Newly Arisen
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This movement-the destruction and subsequent construction of the instant-is a
matter of supplementation. Testimony does two things: it speaks of the instant in order to
address it, draw attention to it, at the same time that it withdraws itself from the
singularity of the instant, speaks about the instance as universal, and establishes itself
instantaneously as an instant. Testimony, as such, is a supplement. Not only is it “a
surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude, th&fullest measure of presence,” it is
also “an adjunct, a subaltern instance which takes-(the)-place,” of the instant.28 On the
one hand, testimony does justice to, furthers the cause of, empowers the instant; on the
other, it violates, subordinates, stands in the place of that very same instant.
As a supplement, testimony is always already open to the possibility of
subordination, of standing-in-the-place-of, of peijury. If it were possible to commit
oneself to speak the truth, to repeat the same thing again and again, to universalize the
singular, without carrying the instant outside of itself, without destroying the instant, then,
indeed, there would be no risk involved in testimony. But because testimony necessarily
destroys the instant, because it destroys that which makes it possible, and because it
establishes itself as an instant, taking the place of the instant, testimony opens itself up to
the possibility of supplementation, of subordination, of perjury, to the need to be testified
to once again. The result: Testimony “is already a repetition, at least a repeatability,”

Apocalyptic Tone in Philosophy” attends to this point and can be found in: Peter Fenves, Raising the Tone
o f Philosophy: Late Essays by Immanuel Kant, Transformative Critique by Jacques Derrida, (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins UP, 1993).
28

•

Jacques Derrida, O f Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1997), pp. 144-5.
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open to the possibility of peijury.29
All this is to say that testimony, for Derrida, is neither fiction, nor truth; it is
situated between the two. It is always already open to both possibilities; testimony is, in
the same instant, both true and false, both surplus and subaltern. In the same instant,
testimony, as supplement, does justice to its referent, empowers it, tells the truth about it
and puts it under erasure, calls it into question, violates it as if raped, murdered. There is,
in testimony, a certain undecidability, a certain resistance to closure, to certainty; it is
both empowering and disabling at the same time; there are no clear and distinct
boundaries between the two, between the about and from within.
This lingering undecidability that supplementation invokes calls forth a certain
madness-a madness that lies not in the acceptance of time, but in the desire to alter it, to
temporalize permanently the instant, without it becoming another instance or
in(stant)dental casuality.
Testimony, for Derrida, is Initiated by the desire to speak of the instant, to
empower it, to supplement it, to speak of it as if present, despite the fact that it must, and
will always, in the same instant, undergo a certain erasure. This desire to alter time, to
instantiate the instant; this desire that initiates testimony into certain rites of passage, rites
that will in the end violate and erase the instant-this desire is a certain madness,.. .30
a madness devoid of insanity. Like Wiesel, Derrida understands the madness

29Jacques Derrida, Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg, (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 2000), pp. 41-2.
30Jacques Derrida says o f this desire: “To desire . . . to think the impossible . . . -this is obviously
madness.” Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1992), p.
35.

associated with testimony not as flight, avoidance or institutional withdrawal, but as a
confrontation, as an encounter with the instant that seeks to supplement, address and give
voice to that instant. To testify to this encounter without any claim to certainty, without
closure, is to speak in, and in terms of, the silence not of Auschwitz, but of the instant, of
the event itself. Testimony is a response of non-adequation-a response in which no
attempt is made to speak about, to account for, the instant, despite the fact that the books
are inevitably being balanced. To believe in the possibility of such a response, to place
one’s hope in the hopeless, requires a certain madness, a certain willingness to fall into
the disseminating depths of the question that has no return.
Called for is a degree of humility. In bearing witness to the instant, a response of
non-adequation attempts to resist the desire to close in upon, to account for, the instant.
The failure of such an attempt is imminent. Testimony is always and already both an
empowering and an absolving of the instant, a blessing and a curse. Of this, one must be
fully aware. To be a witness is to embark upon a project doomed to fail, to violate that
which one seeks to further, to rape a loved one.31
In the face of this imminent violence, faith and belief become all the more
important, not only for Wiesel, but also for Derrida. On the train to Birkenau, testimony
happened; it took place, despite, and in spite of, the fact that Madame Schächter spoke

31

As disturbing as this image is, it is necessary to drive home the point. To bear witness to
something is to speak about it, to encapsulate it, necessarily, in a conceptual framework-a framework
which suffocates that which is being testified to. Even to speak o f one’s love for another, which is
typically understood to be a good thing, is inherently violent. When I speak o f my love for Elaine, I
necessarily constrict the flow o f oxygen to what is, and should be, a vibrant and healthy relationship.
There are no words or concepts which can adequately account for, or pay tribute to, the love I have for her.
To speak o f our love is both empowering and belittling simultaneously.
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about Auschwitz. Most considered her mad, but there were a few who, despite their trust
in humanity, despite the absurdity of which she spoke, despite the irrationality of it
all-there were a few who believed her testimony. And more importantly, she believed it.
To believe is to put one’s trust in the possibility of the impossible, to continue to
hope in what may be, in what is, hopeless, to trust that the good, in the end, will outweigh
the bad; to believe is to humbly acknowledge the difficulty in deciphering between the
about m d from within, between the surplus and subaltern, to step forward tentatively,
with caution, believing oneself, despite all odds, to be moving in the right direction.
The believer believes, that is, construes dark shadows, reads traces, hopes
without seeing, trusts in an operation that is no less a poverty of intuition
than a surfeit of intuition, no less a desert aridity than an intuitive flood, no
less a dark night than a bedazzling light.32
Belief is that which continues to stand, continues to stand in the face of a certain
uncertainty, of a poverty unbeknown to the modem mind, of a questioning without
return.33
Testimony, if it is anything at all, is both a faith statement, a stepping forward in
faith, and a calculated response to, a rigorous response to the instant, to the event itself; it
is a faithful response to something or someone and a response driven by a sense of
calculable responsibility. Testimony, like the gift, is caught up in the convolution of faith
and ethics, of belief and calculation, of the instant and the instance. It “can indeed only

32John D. Caputo, “God is Wholly Other-Almost: Differance and the Hyberbolic Alterity of
God,” The Otherness o f God, ed. Orrin F. Summerell, (Charlottesville: UP o f Virginia, 1998), p. 203.
33
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There is, in postmodern philosophy and literature, an openness to belief and the structures o f
faith. The prevailing openness to both radical uncertainty and the bedazzling light is certainly
characteristic o f the derridean trace and is arguably characteristic o f the postmodern turn. In some sense,
Derrida has opened philosophy’s front door and allowed faith, as a surrogate, to enter.
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assert itself in the mode of a ‘perhaps.’”34 It is caught up in a certain uncertainty, an
.undecidability, a “perhaps,” within which one must make a decision, in which steps must
be taken toward that which does the least violence, the least harm. Each step taken is a
risk, but “without that risk, without the threat of contamination, there could not possibly
be a genuine response.”35 Response-testimony-is only genuine in the midst of
uncertainty, in the face of an undeniable risk, in the convolution of the about and from
within.
Testimony, for Derrida, is an impossible necessity. One must speak of the instant
both faithfully and rigorously; one must universalize the singular in order to draw
attention to it, to further its cause, to engage what was, is, and is yet to come. But to do
so is necessarily to instantiate the :nstant, to put it into question, to calculate its
whereabouts, as if it were universally accessible. To continue to bear witness to the
instant, despite the inherent violence, despite the annulment that takes place, is to belief,
to place one’s hope in the hopeless, to seek out the good in all that stands before us; to
continue to bear witness is to respond faithfully and responsibly, to do justice to the
instant by continuing to speak of it, despite the irreparable harm that may be done.
Much has been said in the previous chapter about a certain economy, about the
giving that takes place, about the gift; much has been said about forgiveness. The gift, as
the giving o f the impossible, participates in the economy of exchange in as much as it is a

34Rodolphe Gasché, Inventions o f Difference: On Jacques Derrida, (Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1994), p. 228.
35Ibid., p. 248.
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breach of the economy, in as much as it is aneconomic. The giving of this
gift-forgiveness-is itself impossible, something that cannot be adequately accounted for,
something that must be testified to. The same can be said of Auschwitz. In the coming
chapter, we will look more closely at the relationship between forgiveness and
Auschwitz, between the gift and its counterfeit.
The burden of this chapter, however, has been to come to terms with the
relationship between the giving of the gift and our response to that gift; the burden of this
chapter has been to outline the contours of testimony.
To testify to the coming-to-pass of the impossible is itself impossible, caught up
in the double-bind of an impossible economy, situated between the about and from
within, between the singular and the universal; to bear witness to the giving of the gift—to
speak in, and in terms of, the silence therein-requires a certain madness, a certain ability
to maintain one’s sanity in the midst of radical undecidability, in the presence of inherent
violence; to bear witness is to speak of the instant of the gift as if present, as if presently
encountered, to strip it of all its vitality, to put it into question, to absolve it, and to leave
it lying on the highway, nude.
I believe in forgiveness, in the possibility of the impossible, in the hopelessness of
the gift. I have seen it at work. This is my testimony of which I am less than certain; this
is my faithful and calculated response to the giving that has taken place, that has been
given place in my life.
This entire thesis is a testimonial; in it, I have spoken of forgiveness and opened
myself up to the possibility of perjury, of absolving the gift I so much long for. I know
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not where to find forgiveness or even where to begin looking; I am not much of a witness.
The instant I acknowledge it, I absolve it; the instant I desire it, I reenter the economy of
exchange; the instant I have it, it’s gone. Forgiveness is the impossible; it will never
arrive; and, for all I know, it may not even exist.
And yet, I believe in it; I believe it happens from time to time, every once and
awhile. I put my trust in it, not knowing whether I do so because I see it or because I
hope I see it, not knowing whether it is real or just a figment of my imagination. This is
the risk that I am willing to take; this is the condition of my faith. I believe in the midst
of disbelief.
Forgiveness, like God, is hanging on the gallows, struggling between life and
death, caught up in a certain economy, our economy. Perhaps tonight, the soup will taste
of corpse; perhaps not.
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For more than half an hour [the child] stayed there, struggling between
life and death, dying in slow agony under our eyes. And we had to look
him full in the face. He was still alive when I passed in front of him. His
tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed.
Behind me, I heard the same man asking:
“Where is [forgiveness] now?”
And I heard a voice within me answer him:
“Where is He? Here He is-He is hanging here on the gallows___ ”

Ill

The Excessive Beginning of Undecidability:
Faith Beyond the Surrogate
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The dust has settled; the clean up has come to a close; and yet, the void remains.
September 11th has etched out a permanent place for itself on the New York skyline; the
World Trade Centre has been reduced to nothing; thousands of lives have been taken.
The events of September 11th will never be forgotten, especially for those who stapled
pictures on the “Wall of Prayers,” especially for those to whom the other never returned.
There remains at that site a questioning-a questioning without return, without doxology.
Throughout the morning, millions sat in disbelief-a barrage of images flashing
repeatedly before them: the impact of each plane, the structural implosion, the hurried
evacuation and the dust. Newspapers printed special editions; regular scheduled
programs were taken off the air; travel came to a halt. September 11th demanded a
response; thousands of lives were lost.
The events of that morning fractured a nation, put its security into question and
imploded the distinction between hope and despair. There was a questioning without
return; no answers could be given, and the dead would not come back. Like Auschwitz,
September 11th was inconceivable, it marked out the coming-to-pass of the impossible, of
the impossible that came, that arrived in secret passage.
Forgiveness, ensnared in the logic/a-logic of the gift, is caught up in a certain
undecidability; it too is a coming-to-pass of the impossible-a gift that arrives by way of
secret passage. The gift of forgiveness is always already open to the possibility of
perjury, of the surrogate, of its counterfeit. As an opening of oneself to the other, as
other, forgiveness annuls itself, gives itself away, gets caught up in the laws of
distribution, of exchange, of circulation. Imploded there, at the site of the gift, is the
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distinction between gift and non-gift, between forgiveness and indifference, between hope
and despair. And yet, forgiveness happens even as it annuls itself, even as it gives itself
away. The impossible arrives, passes by in secret, eludes certain security measures.
The arrival of the impossible, of forgiveness, demands a response. In the
encounter with the other, one is called not only to give the gift faithfully and rigorously,
but also to speak of it, to speak from within its silence, to respond to it. To forgive and to
bear witness to the gift of forgiveness are both impossible, the impossible; both are
caught up in a certain undecidability-gift/counterfeit, from within/about.
Certain parallels exist between September 11th and forgiveness, between
Auschwitz and the gift. Both forgiveness and September 11th, as the coming-to-pass of
the impossible, are caught up in a certain undecidability; both break down the distinction
between hope and despair. Both forgiveness and September 11th demand a response; they
must be testified to, spoken of without closure, without any need to enclose. And both
beg this question: How does one know if one is responding appropriately to what has
come to pass? How does one know if one’s testimony bears witness to the hope instilled
or to the despair invoked? How does one tell the difference between forgiveness and
indifference?
This entire thesis hinges on the question of response. The gift of forgiveness, in
the first chapter, is understood as an event-an event that arrives in response to the other,
to the tout autre. Testimony, in the second chapter, is understood as a response to that
event, to the gift given in secret. And now we are faced with the question of how to
respond to the undecidability that has riddled both event and response, both gift and
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testimony, and not only independently. We are still attempting to come to terms with a
certain impossibility, a certain undecidability; we are still attempting to work through the
impossible, to begin by it. This requires beginning again and again, tentatively, by way of
the narrative, by way of further undecidability, by way of the opening of covenantal
faithfulness.
And so I begin again tentatively, this time by way of the World Trade Centre and
its September 11th collapse.
September 11* demanded a response; thousands of lives were lost.
In the time that has elapsed since the initial impact, a variety of responses have
been offered: gasps of fear and tear-stained prayers, offensive action in Afghanistan,
philosophical symposiums and art exhibits. Attempts have been made to speak from
within the events of that morning, to respond to them, to give voice to the voiceless and
give place to-taking the place of-those who can no longer respond themselves.
In George Langbroek’s work of art entitled, “Everything has a crack in it, that’s
how the light gets in,” a number of these responses have been given articulation; a
number of these responses have been given place.1 An older, tired woman looks on in
disbelief, in quiet reserve, in prayerful consideration. There are people standing in silence
at the “Wall of Prayers,” and there are those whose mouths are covered by trembling
hands. People of “all faiths” are kneeling in prayer. There are women and children,
children and men, men running for their lives. A number of responses appear prominent

'The title o f this art work speaks volumes; it gives an initial indication as to the piece’s direction.
The title itself is taken from the one o f the lyrics o f Canadian song writer and artist Leonard Cohen.
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in this piece-disbelief, fear, loss, reconstructed faith.
There are, however, less prominent responses that are also given articulation. The
american flag is flying; there is a show of nationalism, of unity, perhaps of political
indiscretion. A yellow box is being held high-a box of dreams, of the american dream, of
freedom. There is even mention made of the future, of where the future lies. And in the
left-hand comer, a mime looks on sarcastically, “Oops, did I do that?”
There appears to be a divide in this work of art. On the left hand side, the events
of the morning are captured on film: the horror, the collapse, the people running on the
streets. On the right, various responses are being offered to the events of that
moming-responses of self-sacrifice, of assistance, of generosity. Prayers are being lifted
up; words of consolation are being extended; rubble is being sifted through.
On both sides, however, it is as if no one knows exactly how to respond, as if no
one knows what can or should be done. How can one respond to the impossible, the
impossible that comes-to-pass? How can one make sense of September 11th? How can
one be of assistance? There is, in this piece, a certain undecidability-an undecidability
that revolves around the question of response, of responding appropriately, in either hope
or despair. The events of that morning demanded a response-a response that is always
already caught up in the undecidability that exists between the two, between hope and
despair, between promise and demise.
Each and every one of the responses given articulation in this piece arrives in the
wake of the destruction of that day: the initial impact, the blood-red explosion, the
fractured glass, the structural implosion and the dust that followed. The events of that
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morning, captured in so many images, called for-demanded-an appropriate response.
The one follows upon the other, almost immediately.
In this work of art, however, it is difficult to tell the difference between the two; it
is difficult to tell the difference between event and response. The boundaries are blurred,
intertwined with one another, often indistinguishable. Images of both are set on top of
one another; they interrupt one another; there is confusion between the two. Are the
people running in response to the events of that morning or are they part of the event
itself? Is the event limited to the initial impact of each plane or is that too a response to
some other event or some other series of events, perhaps even the american dream? And
even further: Is this work of art itself a response to the events of that morning or part of
the event itself, that which gives it meaning, articulation?
The timing of this work of art is troubling, disruptive, fragmented. Candles are
being lit while the buildings have yet to come down; prayers are being offered as the
plane punctures the glass.

This work of art begs the question: Can the various responses

be distinguished from the event itself? Can the event be understood apart from the
response that followed? Even further: Does the event determine-call for-an appropriate
response? Or does the response announce the arrival of the event? Is one distinguishable
from the other?
There exists between the event and the response an undecidability; both are held
in abeyance. Not only is there an undecidability inscribed in the response itself, but that
same response is itself indistinguishable from the event. In this work of art, September
11th is both a moment of destruction and a clearing away of debris, both the collapse and
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reconstruction of the american dream, both despair and renewed hope. Imploded is the
distinction between the two, between event and response, between hope and despair. The
events of that morning are indistinguishable from the response that followed: the fear, the
loss, the disbelief, the renewed hope.
This work of art is less a response to the event itself and more a response to the
undecidability that resides at the site of the World Trade Centre. It is more than a didactic
articulation of the various responses that arrived in the wake of the events of that
morning; it is more than another barrage of so many images. September 11th is
understood here as both event and response, both instant and instance (that which refers
back to, that which comes in response to the instant); it is both . . . always and already at
the same time. This work of art comes in response; it arrives in response to the
undecidability that continues to exist at Ground Zero; it arrives in response to the
convolution of the instant and instance, of event and response.
There is, in this piece, a rummaging through, a sorting of, the terms of
undecidability-an undecidability that distorts one’s perspective, that fractures one’s
worldview. September 11th is both a moment of destruction and a clearing away. It is
characterized by both collapse and by reconstruction, by despair and by hope, both at the
same time. The question at hand, however, remains: How does one respond to that
undecidability? How does one know if one’s testimony, one’s artwork, bears witness to
the hope instilled or to the despair invoked? How does one begin to make sense of
September 11th? Of this work of art?
In response to the undecidability, in an attempt to make sense of September 11th,
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George Langbroek’s artwork directs us toward the narrative, toward history, context and
meaning. The events and varied responses that are given articulation in the piece cannot
be understood in themselves; they have been captured on film, printed in various
newspapers, commented on by journalists. Each image presented is part of a larger
narrative, of many narratives, of a history and a context. They cannot be understood apart
from the media mechanisms by which they were produced, the political context within
which they took place or the spiritual climate in which they are given articulation.
At the epicentre of so many interconnected narratives is the ongoing struggle
between good and evil, between hope and despair; at the epicentre of undecidability, of so
many narratives, is further undecidability, yet another narrative. In the centre of this work
of art, Christ hangs on a cross and the devil is at work. Note the crucifix and the caption,
“The Devil With.” There are those carrying burdens and those for whom they have been
lifted; there are shadows and there is light.2 The struggle between hope and despair-itself
an ongoing narrative-is the stage within which all the other narratives-the events and the
responses of September 1lth-take place, within which the events of September 11th are
understood.
This almost-meta-narrative, however, is fractured, distorted, fragmented. There is
a rift that runs through the sacrifice, through the cathedral, through the oscillation of both
good and evil. There is an undecidability that exists between burden and joy, hope and
despair, comfort and death-an undecidability, a fracture, that opens into yet another
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The etching that lies at the centre o f this piece is an earlier work o f Langbroek’s entitled “Free
from the Burden.”
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narrative, into yet another series of images.
It is as if Langbroek’s work of art attempts to capture the derridean notion of free
play, of so many narratives, so many signifiers, being understood against and deferred by
so many other narratives.3 It is as if there is a layering of narratives, a never-ending
reversion of meaning from one narrative to the next; it is as if there is no hope of being
able to distinguish between event and response, between hope and despair.
In the fracture, however, there is more than just another narrative. There is, ily a,
an opening, “that’s how the light gets in.” The narrative opened up by the fracture,
painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, is the story of covenantal promise, of God’s
faithfulness, of the giving of the Other, of grace. It is concerned both with our response
to the Other and with the Other’s response to us.
This work of art directs our attention not to yet another narrative, but to the preoriginary opening marked out by that fracture, opened up by the undecidability that
resides there. Covenantal faithfulness is an opening-an offering of light that breathes life
into us, that gives shape to all our narratives, to all our responses, to all the undecidability.
Covenantal faithfulness, captured in the painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, is
an opening, a clearing, in which our response to the Other and the Other’s response to us
is given place, maintained in the difference, in the deferral, that exists between the two.

3The derridean notion o f free play arises out o f his work on différance- a non-conceptual
philosophical concept that understands signification-meaning-as both a matter o f being different from and
o f being deferred by. Signifiers are both identified by their difference from one another and by their
dependence on one another. Signification or meaning is always already deferred, open to the possibility o f
being dependent on yet another signifier or narrative. See Jacques Derrida, “Difference,” Speech and
Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory o f Signs, trans. David B. Allison, (Evanston:
Northwestern UP, 1973), pp. 129-160.
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This pre-originary opening-covenantal faithfulness-provides the space within which we
dwell poetically and artistically.4
The undecidability that exists between event and response, and within the
response itself, is opened up, given place, by that opening; it is opened up by the
covenantal faithfulness of the Other. In that place-in the open-undecidability itself is
held in abeyance. Undecidability is not done away with, but opened up. It is in the open
that one can begin to decipher the difference between hope and despair, between
forgiveness and indifference; it is in the open that our efforts toward discernment are
given direction. Hope becomes less shadowed; the way becomes more clear; the
impossible becomes possible.5
Undecidability has riddled all that has transpired thus far, not only in this work of
art, but also in this thesis as a whole. Before an attempt is made to begin again, this time
by way of the narrative, it is necessary to follow Derrida into the depths of undecidability.
Forgiveness has been caught up, ensnared, in its web, almost from the beginning.
As a gift, forgiveness is conditioned by the laws of distribution, exchange and
circulation-the veiy same laws from which it must differentiate itself. Forgiveness is the

4Perhaps unknowingly, George Langbroek’s art work puts the heideggerian notion o f
language-language being the clearing or opening within which we dwel l. . . poetically-into question. It is
not language within which we dwell; we dwell in the opening o f the Other, in the promised gift of
forgiveness-a gift offered to us by the Other in a covenantal relationship. See Martin Heidegger,
“Language,” Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter, (New York: Harper & Row, 1971),
pp. 189-210.
5It should be noted that this revisited heideggerian opening will be dealt with, not in this chapter,
but by way o f conclusion, recognizing that there can be no substantive conclusion to a thesis caught up in
the aporetics o f the gift. Suffice it to say for now: This revisited heideggerian opening-the space of
covenantal promise-can only be spoken o f poetically, tentatively. More important than an analysis of this
pre-originary opening is an experience o f it, and it is for this reason that the close o f this thesis is a sharing
of, and in, such an experience.
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gift of oneself given away, annulled, forgotten; it is both gift and its counterfeit, both
surplus and surfeit of giving. Even the injunction to give the gift is troubled by the
undecidability that exists between singularity and universality, between faithful response
and calculated ethics. There remains at the site of the gift a questioning without retum-an
undecidability that leaves much to be desired.
The same can be said for testimony. In response to the gift event, testimony gets
caught up in the difference between the from within and the about. Testimony is an
attempt to speak from within the event, the instant, without speaking about that event,
without closing in upon it, without violating the event itself. It is a supplement, both
surplus and surfeit, an adding to and a taking away from the instantaneity of the instant.
Testimony is always already caught up in the undecidability that exists between the two.
Derrida, however, pushes the terms of undecidability even further than that.
Problematised is the relationship between both event and response, between both the gift
of forgiveness, or the instant, and testimony. The boundaries between the two are blurred
in his texts, intertwined with one another, put under erasure. The giving of the gift is both
an event without history and a response to some other event; that is, a testimony to some
other instant. Testimony, in the same vein, is both a response to the event, to the giving
of the gift, and part of that event, determinative of it. Not only are both the gift and
testimony, individually, caught up in a certain undecidability, the relationship that exists
between the two succumbs even further to the undecidability always already at work in
the difference between event and response.
In commenting on Maurice Blanchot’s text, “The Instant of My Death,” Derrida
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speaks of this undecidability that exists between the event, or the instant, and testimony,
as response. He notes that death, as an instant, is incomprehensible apart from the
testimony that announces its arrival. Death would have no meaning if one had to wait for
an experience of it. If one experienced death, it would simply be too late to understand its
significance. Death, then, arrives “insofar as it announces itself as what must inescapably
arrive.”6 Death arrives, is given meaning instantaneously, insofar as it is exposed,
brought out into the open, testified to, announced as something to come. Death is a
matter of testifying to a deferred imminence. Such a testimony is caught up in a certain
impossibility: Death is an unexperienced experience to which no testimony can be given,
an experience that must yet be testified to.
Therein lies the terms of a certain undecidability. The instant of one’s death is
determined by, given meaning in, the announcement of its arrival; it is dependent upon
testimony, given articulation by the response it invokes. And yet, death is an
unexperienced experience to which no testimony can be given. The instant of one’s death
must be both an instant, incapable of being repeated, at the same time that its arrival must
be announced, open to the possibility of being yet to come, open to the possibility of
being repeated. The instant of one’s death cannot be disassociated from its
announcement; the event cannot be separated from the response.
Both forgiveness and testimony, as event and response, are caught up in a similar
double-bind. Forgiveness, like death, cannot be given, appear as given or arrive on its

6Jacques Derrida, Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg, (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 2000), p. 64.
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own; if given, forgiveness gives itself away; it is no longer there. Forgiveness can arrive
insofar as it is announced as something to come-a secret, a disguise yet lifted.
Forgiveness is an unexperienced experience; it cannot arrive without having put itself
under erasure, without having annulled itself already before it is given. Forgiveness, then,
determines and is determined by the response it invokes; the gift gives and is given away
by testimony.
Derrida’s texts on forgiveness open up several of the questions that continue to
weave their way in and out of this chapter: Can the response be distinguished from the
event itself? Can the event be understood apart from the response that followed? Even
further: Does the event determine-call for-an appropriate response? Or does the response
announce the arrival of the event? Is one distinguishable from the other?
The work of Jacques Derrida is a response-a response to the undecidability that
exists between event and response, between gift and testimony, between a gift given and a
gift given away in its announcement. His work can be seen as an attempt to come to
terms with this undecidability, to give undecidability its place. “Everything has a crack in
it.” Derrida’s work on forgiveness opens itself to the question of differance, of difference
and of deferral, of undecidability, of both hope and despair; it is a “way to keep questions
in question,” to question without return.7
There is, however, more to forgiveness, more to Derrida, than deferral, free play
and a host of impossibilities. The question that has been at work in both Derrida’s texts

7John D. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, Deconstruction, and the Hermeneutic
Project, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1987), p. 188.

-75-

and this thesis is the question of beginning: How does one begin by way of the
impossible? How does one give place to a certain undecidability at the same time that
one works through it, begins by it?
In Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, Derrida directs us toward the narrative as a
quasi-beginning. He writes, “The gift is on condition of the narrative, but simultaneously
on the condition of possibility and impossibility of the narrative.”8 The narrative is both a
place of beginning and of false-starts, of possibility and of impossibility, and it is on
condition of the narrative that the giving and the deferral of the gift arrives, is given place.
Put otherwise: The undecidability of forgiveness, of both event and response, is on
condition of yet another undecidability-the narrative. This is the point of connection
between the earlier and later Derrida, between the textual critic and the (almost) negative
theologian ensnared in a certain despairing messianism.
And so, I begin, again, this time by way of the narrative, by way of the
undecidability that has worked its way into textual interpretation, that renders the
narrative (im)possible. In beginning again, we have arrived at our fourth point of
departure-77ze Wall Street Journal-an ongoing narrative that is always already caught up
in interpretation, in a certain narratalogical undecidability that exists between stock
market growth and Black Tuesday decline. It is important at this point to look more
closely at the narratalogical uncertainty that resides there, not only on Wall Street, but
also in the narrative that give shape to the economy that presides over its happenings and

8Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1992), p. 103.

-76-

daily transactions.
Perhaps the most familiar, albeit misguided, interpretation of Derrida’s notion of
narratalogical undecidability is the assumption that all interpretation is open,
indeterminate, playful beyond any limits-a stock market guessing game. Derrida has
been misconstrued to say that “the text is a network of signs and of other texts, radically
open and indeterminate.”9 Texts open upon other texts; signification is deferred
indefinitely; nothing can be determined or advanced as a claim; there is only play.
Undecidability, however, is understood and used differently by Derrida than
indeterminacy; it is used differently than radical openness. The term undecidability is
used intentionally. “I say ‘undecidability’ rather than ‘indeterminacy’ because I am
interested more in relations of force, in differences of force, in everything that allows,
precisely, determinations in given situations to be stabilized through a decision of
writing.”10 Undecidability, or differance, opens up, attempts to unveil the relations of
force that allow the determinations of meaning to have been given place. Undecidability
is an unveiling of determinate meaning and the relations of force that have brought it into
existence, that have stabilized it, at least temporarily.
The interpretation of any given text is not radically open, but, rather, opened up,
unveiled in a careful analysis of the relations of force at work in the text. Interpretation,
for Derrida, is a matter of paying close attention to textual references, power relations,

9Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There Meaning in This Text?, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), p. 111.
10Jacques Derrida, “Afterword: Toward an Ethic o f Discussion,” Limited Inc., trans. Samuel
Weber, (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1988), p. 148.

-77-

interwoven narratives and deferred meanings; interpretation is a matter of paying close
attention to history and context, to the “guardrails” of any given text.” Undecidability is
not understood by Derrida to be a license to do as one wills, but a call to do one’s work
thoroughly, so that the remainder of each text, as determination, can be brought out into
the open, understood universally. Undecidability is a call to respond to market volatility
with educated caution and calculated risk-taking.
The remainder, however, that is brought out into the open by undecidability also
marks out the limits of narratalogical impossibility. Différance opens up the text;
signification and meaning are deferred, always already held in abeyance. The remainder,
as determination, is, indeed, brought out into the open, but it is not enclosed; it is testified
to, but not spoken of exhaustively. The remainder must remain hidden, veiled,
undecidable; determinations must deconstruct themselves. Textual interpretation, as
such, is caught up in the necessity of secrecy, the possibility of perjury and the call of
responsibility.
Although the reverberations have not gone unnoticed, it is important to make the
connection between the earlier and later Derrida, between the text and the gift of
forgiveness. Derrida notes that “every referent, all reality, [even the gift] has the structure
of a differential trace, and that one cannot refer to this ‘real’ except in an interpretive
experience.”12 The giving of the gift, like the text, cannot be referred to, spoken of or

1Jacques Derrida, “Afterword: Toward an Ethic o f Discussion,” Limited Inc., trans. Samuel
Weber, (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1988), p. 147.
12

The insertion is an intentional addition to Derrida’s work-an attempt to bring to light the
connection between text and gift. See Ibid., p. 148.
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testified to, apart from an interpretive experience of that event; the giving of the gift is
dependent upon that experience, dependent upon an interpretation that is textual in
respect to the experience that takes place, that is given place by the event of the gift. This
interpretive experience, like the instant itself, is always already unique and particular to
an individual and given context.
At the epicentre, then, of Derrida’s work, both early and late, is the struggle not
between good and evil as it was in Langbroek’s piece, but between the possibility and
impossibility of that interpretive experience, of the narrative. All other impossibilities,
including forgiveness and testimony, are opened up by the différance that resides in, and
presides over, that interpretive experience. And interestingly enough, although not
surprising, the epicentre is itself fractured, caught up in certain undecidability, a certain
derridean différance.
The question at hand then still remains: How does one begin by way of the
impossible? How does one work through the undecidability that exists not only in the
giving of the gift, but also, and more importantly, in the narrative on which it is
conditioned?
At issue here is the nature of the response, of one’s response to the undecidability
that is at work not only in the gift, but also in the narratalogical text; that is, in the
interpretive experience of the gift event in this case. Undecidability marks out the limits
of both the possibility of that experience and of its impossibility, and it blurs them
together. At issue here is the nature of one’s response to that (im)possibility; at issue is
the nature of one’s response to the narrative itself. How does one work through the
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convolution of both possibility and impossibility, both hope and despair, both
determination and playful laughter? How does one differentiate between the two? And
even further: How does one get beyond the despairing messianism of the later Derrida
that renders it impossible to distinguish the one from the other?
The undecidability of the narrative, of the text, calls for two responses, both of
which must be held in conjunction with one another. Both responses have already been
alluded to. On the one hand, the possibility of the narrative, of so many determinations,
calls for a response of calculation, of careful analysis, of responsible interpretation. One
must pay close attention to the guardrails; one must be economically responsible. On the
other hand, the impossibility of the narrative-the site of so many deferrals-calls for a
response of faith, of belief, of speaking of the secret without knowing it. One must
believe in the impossible; one must have faith in the giving of the gift.
Narratalogical undecidability lies at the epicentre of Derrida’s work; the
interpretive experience-the encounter with the text-demands an appropriate response.
For Derrida, there is, il y a, a response-a response that is caught up in the difference
between responsibility and faith, between calculation and remainder, between the
universal and the singular. This is the impossible opening that Derrida directs us toward.
Response is a “marriage of responsibility and faith,” of calculation and excess. The
interpretive experience of the gift and of testimony depends on this “excessive
beginning.”13 In order to begin by way of the impossible, in order to work one’s way

13Derrida uses these two phrases in a different, but intimately connected, context. The marriage o f
responsibility and faith is constitutive o f the gift o f death, which is understood as an irretrievably singular
and irrevocably unique response. A similar response is demanded by undecidability. The “excessive
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through the undecidability, one must allow oneself to be caught up in the undecidability
of the response itself; one must allow oneself to be caught up both in the calculation and
enclosure of responsibility and in the openness and the excess of faith; one must allow
oneself and the other (text) to be given place by differance.
Undecidability calls for such an excessive beginning-a beginning that cannot be
programmed or calculated, a step that must be taken in faith, that is always already
misplaced by a certain calculation. The difference between faith and calculation renders
response impossible, as the impossible; differentiation-discemment-is then a matter of
placing one’s hope in the hopeless; it is a certain despairing messianism, a certain lost
cause.
The derridean trace, in that sense, leaves much to be desired; it is a prayer sent out
to the Other-the Other that does not seem to be listening. Derrida seeks to begin by way
of the impossible, to give the gift, to speak from within the event and to allow oneself to
get entangled in the difference between the two. And he seeks to do so in faith and in
calculation, knowing that both are always already caught up in yet another undecidability.
For Derrida, this undecidability is without end, without promise of fulfilment.
Calculation is a matter of paying close attention to history, meaning and context;
calculation is a matter of responsible interpretation-interpretation of an interpretive
experience. The interpretive experience, however, is opened up by differance', it is a

beginning” also noted is constitutive o f history in its original context-history being understood as the
“real” that requires an interpretive experience. The undecidability o f the narrative also requires an
interpretive experience; it too is dependent upon such an excessive beginning. See Jacques Derrida, The
Gift o f Death, trans. David Wills, (Chicago: U o f Chicago P, 1995), p. 6.
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matter of differing from and of deferral; it requires further calculation and faith. And so,
the excessive beginning from which we began is caught up in a certain repetition-a non
identical, but never-ceasing repetition. It is without end, without hope of closure. There
is, ily a, a certain despairing messianism that one cannot escape.
But just as that oven is fired, I hear deep from within the derridean surrogate a
microphoned, gut-wrenching whimper, “Stop, I wanna go home, take off this uniform and
leave the show. And I’m waiting in this cell because I have to know: Have I been guilty
all this time?”14
The microphoned, gut-wrenching whimper is mine.
Deep from within the derridean surrogate, I find myself clawing at the disguise; I
find myself longing for more than a despairing messianism, for more than the
narratalogical undecidability that Derrida has to offer us. The uniform of the philosopher
and that of the literary critic have got to go. And I’m waiting in this cell, at the close of
this thesis, because I have to know: Have I been guilty all this time?
Faith and calculation are, for Derrida, a necessary and invoked response to the
prevailing narratalogical undecidability; the two come together to form but another
fracture-an opening, an excessive beginning from which no beginning can be had.
Interpretation is, for Derrida, a matter of faith, of believing, of trust. One has to believe
that context and history are relatively stable; one has to place one’s faith in the
“guardrails”; one has to trust that the work one does is done responsibly and that the gift
happens from time to time. One also has to recognize that the “guardrails” are never

I4Pink Floyd, “Stop,” The Wall, (Columbia Records: Pink Floyd, 1979).
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secure, that context and history are always deconstructable and that the gift also annuls
itself from time to time. The later Derrida directs us toward an excessive beginning-an
excessive beginning which must be both faithful and rigorous. This beginning is
dependent upon an interpretive experience, an indivisible unicity, unique and singular,
particular to a given context, to a particular individual. The excessive beginning is
always already an interpretive experience that must be experienced alone. But in a
microphoned, gut-wrenching whimper, I want to ask the question: Is such an instant
possible? Is the interpretive experience, or the excessive beginning itself, always and
already unique, singular, experienced alone? Are the glasses through which I peer mine
and mine alone to have and to hold?
This entire thesis has hinged on the question of response. How is one supposed to
respond to the impossible? How is one supposed to give the gift? Respond to the other?
Bear testimony? Distinguish between forgiveness and indifference?
The prevailing narratalogical undecidability has opened up the possibility of faith
and of calculation, of an excessive beginning; it has deemed such a beginning necessary.
The excessive beginning which Derrida offers us is, however, an indivisible instant, an
interpretive experience, unique and particular, without partnership, without the promise of
fulfilment, devoid of hope, cold. But is not faith, as an excessive beginning, always
already a response to the Other, to the Other or other that has responded to me? Does not
faith give place to the difference between the Other’s response and my response to that
Other, to the covenantal promise that exists between the two, between the you and the ƒ?
Is not faith more than the cold space of a despairing messianism? Does not faith direct

our attention to the warmth of covenantal promise and the possibility of the impossible?15
Again, it is the derridean surrogate that cries out. Narratalogical undecidability
has opened up not only the despairing messianism of the later Derrida, but more radically
the possibility of covenantal faithfulness, of a truly excessive beginning and of a
partnership. The excessive beginning of faith is itself an opening-a pre-originary,
covenantal, opening marked out by the limits of the fracture, opened up by the
undecidability that resides there.
Note the circularity: Narratalogical undecidability opens up the possibility of faith,
of covenantal promise, at the same time that faith opens up, as a pre-originary opening,
the possibility of undecidability. The pre-originary opening is an opening up to the Other,
to the Other that has opened up to me. Covenantal faithfulness, as such, is an opening, an
excessive beginning, an offering of light, of warmth, that breathes life into us, that gives
shape to all our narratives, to all our responses, to all the undecidability within which we
find ourselves. Faithfulness is an opening, a clearing, in which our response to the Other
and the Other’s response to us is maintained in their difference, in the deferral that exists
between the two. This pre-originary opening of covenantal faithfulness provides the
space within which we dwell poetically and artistically. It is the space of unprecedented

15Although this thesis is more a question than a statement, more a response than an answer, I do
hope to share with you an experience o f the coldness o f Derrida’s excessive beginning and the warmth o f
the covenantal faithfulness that I would call grace. This will be done by way o f conclusion in the chapter
that follows; it will be done by way o f a poetic rendering o f the space that exists between the you and the I,
between Elaine and myself, between the Other and me. It is, after all, in that opening-at the site of the
wall-that this thesis began; it is in that opening that we dwell poetically, artistically, authentically. It has
been with significant hesitation that I have spoken o f forgiveness thus far. I have risked peijury,
annulment, disenfranchisement. By way o f conclusion, I want simply to offer not a philosophical argument
or justification for the covenantal promise that I have experienced, but rather a testimony to the gift, to the
miracle, to the impossible that comes to pass from time to time.
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promise.
In the opening of faith, undecidability itself is held in abeyance, not done away
with, but opened up. It is in the open, because of the promise, that one can begin to
distinguish the difference between hope and despair, between forgiveness and
indifference; it is in the open that our efforts toward discernment are given direction.
Hope becomes less shadowed; the way becomes more clear; the impossible becomes
possible.
Covenantal faithfulness is the opening-the pre-originary, excessive
beginning-from which we begin, from which we began so many pages ago. After all, you
placed your faith in me from the beginning, didn’t you? The space between us has been
one of promise. We’ve been beginning time and time again. . . together.
You are now invited to begin with me again, this time by way of the opening of
covenantal promise.
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Conclusion

By Way of Conclusion:
The Opening of Covenantal Faithfulness
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The Gift (Given Away)
The imprint still existsThe concrete remains of an asphalt worldA world still sea-sick in motion,
Its aftertaste still with me now.
I emptied myself there
Literally, metaphorically
Sprawled out, intoxicated, burnt
By the acid of my own vomit,
And I have yet to laugh;
I have yet to pass over that which hurts.
My words reverberate within:
“Let me go! Let me go! Let me go!”
But I cannot let go,
Not of the gift, the gift given away,
Not of the concrete remains ... .
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The Comer
I am in a comer,
60.000 people running around.
While flies are buzzing in my ear,
I listen to the prominent soundThe sound of my cold heart
Beaten by the pressures that beckon me.
And I am caught in the between,
In the midst of uncertainty.
I question the question,
But I’ve begun to doubt my asking,
And I sit here quietly alone
For it’s my feelings I am masking.
It’s a feeble attempt
To speak of the unforgivable,
But my nose continues to run
And I am feeling quite miserable.
Too many questions asked,
But not enough of the answers sufficed.
As I look deep into the wall
I see the ancient brick has been sliced,
Sliced into my cold heart.
I am standing at two walls-a comer
60.000 people around.

The Risk
A bright colour of orange
Intertwined into my mindA tear, a laugh, and a smile,
And I’m somewhere past gone
Is it really all a game?
Or something of its kind?
Is it all a gamble
On this morning’s dawn?
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Fragility
The paint enwraps these wallsA fragile coating of beauty,
And now, there before me,
Deconstructed, that same paint falls.
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Elucidation and Enclosure
I stand in here (there) among the undeserving masses,
Confined by these six walls, above, below and beside;
And while, with clouded eyes, we aimlessly pace side to side,
We so enunciate profundities of asses;
And with no place to begin and with nothing left to do,
Our books of programmable truth build up residue;
And like the whitened sand that leaves condemned hour glasses,
The fragile wooden floor is stripped from under our feet;
And never to be caught, we fall in unyielding defeat.
The gift exchange is exposed-To death the masses!
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Faith (Beyond the Surrogate)
Illusions dark and promising trip through our shapeless mind,
And standing in this wasteland, all perception’s twisted.
Inside here, there’s no credence we can stand on two fistedNo reality that lightens the questions that blind.
Yet, I see, through the aporia, a door of escapeAn unnameable relief from life’s formless landscape.
The space of giving is not “real,” so utterly confined,
That we, in thinking, can conceivably stand secured.
Unless of course, it’s thought the gift of forgiveness obscured,
And that, so trapped, it’s faith our giving defined.
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The Opening
In that space, there is hope;
In the between, there is promise;
In the beginning, there is covenantal faithfulness.
Forgiveness begins there;
It can begin nowhere elseNowhere else but by grace.
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The Beginning
I looked into her eyesThe concrete remains of an asphalt world.
Anticipating a coldness,
I saw in them but a reflection.
There was a certain warmthA madness, an openness to what may come,
A promise almost forgotten,
Demarcated realization.
I am not yet alone;
The gift is not mine to open on my own.
And as I stand before you now,. . .
There is promise-a touch, an embrace.
There is a beginning.
I looked deep into the concrete remains
And I saw more than an asphalt world.
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Beyond the Beginning
I am leaving.
I can’t make it over the walls,
And I’m not going to try anymore.
I’m in between.
The opening no longer seems that far;
It’s the promise that’s brought it closer than before.
And so good-bye.
I guess this is it then, my friends,
I’m free to stumble upon that open door.
So now I’m here,
Never to pace this floor again.
Good-bye now, I guess I’ll see you some more.
Forgiveness.
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