
g e n e r a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n

As of the publication date of the volume for this course, Heidegger: The Ques-
tion of Being and History (October 2013 for the French edition), the edition of 
Jacques Derrida’s seminars at the EHESS (École des hautes études en sciences 
sociales) comprises three titles, corresponding to three years of teaching.1 
As we wrote in the general introduction to those volumes, the aim of the 
publication of Derrida’s courses and seminars is to give readers access to his 
teaching as a sort of working laboratory in which his oeuvre was developed. 
Here we present the new series opened by this volume: Derrida’s teaching 
prior to the EHESS, at the Sorbonne from 1960 to 1964, and at the ENS 
(Ecole normale supérieure– Ulm)2 from 1964 to 1984. Contrary to the series 

1. Jacques Derrida, Séminaire La bête et le souverain: Volume I (2001– 2002), ed. 
M. Lisse, M.- L. Mallet, and G. Michaud (Paris: Galilée, 2008); Séminaire La bête et le 
souverain: Volume II (2002– 2003), ed. M. Lisse, M.- L. Mallet, and G. Michaud (Paris: 
Galilée, 2010); Séminaire La peine de mort: Volume I (1999– 2000), ed. G. Bennington, 
M. Crépon, and Th. Dutoit (Paris: Galilée, 2012). The publication of the EHESS semi-
nars has taken place in reverse chronological order. [Jacques Derrida, The Beast and the 
Sovereign: Volume I, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009); The Beast and the Sovereign: Volume II, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011); The Death Penalty: Volume I, trans. Peggy Kamuf 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).]

2. Regarding the terms course and seminar: For quite some time, it had become cus-
tomary for Derrida, his students and his auditors, to refer to his “seminar,” a practice 
that persists today, as concerns other authors of a similar vein of teaching. In the French 
university system, however, this term is not as ordinary as it could elsewhere be —  par-
ticularly in Germany, where the religious valence of the word had found its way into the 
university milieu since the nineteenth century. This practice was adopted earlier and more 
widely in the Anglo- Saxon world than in France, where the term course has remained 
alive in the university (even at the Collège de France). At the time when Derrida was 
beginning to work at the Sorbonne as a teaching assistant, the term seminar was used to 
refer only to meetings headed by a professor and devoted to presentations and exchanges 
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of EHESS seminars, these courses or seminars have lengths and formats 
that differ, sometimes greatly, from year to year, and their material presen-
tation —  handwritten until 1967, then typed until the move to computer in 
1987 —  presents particular difficulties (decipherment and transcription, etc.) 
for those publishing them. For these reasons, the order of appearance of this 
part of Derrida’s teaching will not necessarily follow a chronological order.

H

At the Sorbonne (1960– 64), as the only assistant in General Philosophy and 
Logic, Derrida was, as he wrote later, “free to organize [his] teaching and 
seminars as [he] wished, depending only in a very abstract way on all the 
professors whose assistant [he] was: Suzanne Bachelard, Canguilhem, Poir-
ier, Polin, Ricoeur and Wahl.”3 So he alone decided on subjects and syllabi; 
his courses were so successful that he was obliged to double or even triple 
the number of sections. The archive contains written- out courses, but also 
courses that take the form of detailed plans and lectures or model essays. 
The courses vary between four and seventeen sessions, not always of the 
same length from one year to the next. One lecture or model essay can fit 

between selected participants (so in the 1960s, for example, Paul Ricoeur’s seminar was 
attended by teaching assistants, such as Derrida and Levinas, as well as masters’ and doc-
toral students). This practice without clear institutional definition remained quite distinct 
from teaching per se. When he taught, Derrida offered courses. Or, more idiomatically, 
he gave courses —  the latter verb implying an ex cathedra dispensation in itself different 
from the freer and more egalitarian nature of a seminar.

As Derrida began to work at the École normale supérieure (a mixed- character estab-
lishment aiming at both university- professional education and free research), he had to 
deal both with the agrégation curriculum —  which dictated the authors and themes to be 
treated —  and with the freedom to share his own work. At this point, it seems as though the 
terms course and seminar began to be confused with one another. Later, at the École des hautes 
études en sciences sociales, Derrida had nothing more to do with the university curricula.

It follows that, up until 1984, it is both useful and pertinent to differentiate between 
these two levels of teaching (the word teaching itself meaning different things at one 
level or the other). Even if there is no consistency in using strictly one term over another 
on the part of Derrida and his auditors, it still seems fitting to designate as courses what 
gets taught under the umbrella of a university and a professor (be it as part of a curricu-
lum —  such as the agrégation, for example —  or as a selection of certain themes, authors, or 
periods). The term seminar would thus be left to indicate other kinds of teaching, it being 
naturally understood that this distinction is only applicable to the French teaching system.

3. Jacques Derrida, “La parole —  Donner, nommer, appeller” in Paul Ricoeur: Cahier 
de L’Herne (Paris: L’Herne, 2004), 21. See the pages devoted to this subject in Benoît 
Peeters, Derrida (Paris: Flammarion, 2010), 145– 47. [Translator’s note: Benoît Peeters, 
Derrida: A Biography, trans. Andrew Brown (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), 65– 67.]
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into one or several sessions. As at the ENS between 1964 and 1969, some 
courses were given in more than one year. A list of courses given at the Sor-
bonne appears in table 1:4

H

In 1964– 65, at the ENS, before an audience of between twenty and forty 
people —  ENS students, university students, and auditors —  Derrida began 
a new stage in his teaching career, after the four years spent as an assistant at 
the Sorbonne. At the ENS, a first period, up to 1969, contains some courses 
aimed not at the ENS audience, but at American students in Paris, coming 
from the graduate schools of Johns Hopkins University and Cornell Univer-
sity. During this first period —  for which part of the archive has lacunae5 —  

4. This list and the following list from the ENS were put together on the basis of 
data collected up till now. Both thus call for future revisions and improvements. We have 
included therein only courses or seminars that are either completely written out or, as 
is the case in 1960– 61, outlined in notes while nonetheless retaining all the features of a 
course (excluding notes for only one or two sessions).

5. As the ENS does not possess anything like a real archive, we were unable to gather 
any further information from it. Nevertheless, invaluable insights were gained with the 
assistance of four different eyewitnesses from this period, to whom we would like to 

tabl e  1.  Courses given at the Sorbonne, 1960– 64

Year Course title Number of sessions

1960– 61 “‘Evil is in the world like a slave who draws  

the water’ —  Claudel”

8

“To Think Is to Say No” 4

“Substance” 9

“Reason” 10

 “The Sensory” 15

1961– 62 “What Is Appearance?” 8

 “The Meaning of the Transcendental” 17

1962– 63 “Husserl’s Fifth Cartesian Meditation” 5

“Method and Metaphysics” 11

“Phenomenology, Teleology, Theology: 

Husserl’s God”

4

“Can One Say Yes to Finitude?” 6

1963– 64 “Irony, Doubt, Question” 15

“Phenomenology and Empiricism” 6

“History and Truth” 6
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Derrida taught one course corresponding to the agrégation curriculum, and 
one course independent of that curriculum.

In the second period, from 1969– 70 to 1983– 84, the title of the course refers 
to the topic specified in the agrégation curriculum for that year, although Der-
rida was completely free in how he chose to develop it.6 During these same 
years, Derrida taught for several weeks at Yale, usually before the beginning 

extent our warmest gratitude: Étienne Balibar, François Galichet (ENS student, 1963– 
68), Alain Gigandet (ENS student, 1968– 1972), and Bernard Pautrat (ENS professor 
since 1968). In 1966– 67, Derrida also gave a seminar on art, as part of the agrégation 
curriculum; in 1967– 68, a Hegel course was definitely given, even though no archive 
of it remains; in 1968– 69, Derrida also gave a seminar on Hegel and one on French 
epistemology.

6. We would like to thank our colleague Philippe Sabot for providing us —  regarding 
the period in Derrida’s French career that concerns us here —  with a list of the curric-
ulum concepts from 1970 onward; the essay subjects since 1949 and the History of Phi-

tabl e  2 .  Courses given at the ENS, 1964– 69

Year Course title

Number of  

sessions

Institutional  

context

1964– 65 “Heidegger: The Question of Being and 

History”

9 ENS

“The Theory of Signification in the 

Logical Investigations and Ideen I”

12 ENS (agrégation)

1965– 66 “The Dialogues on Natural Religion and 

the Concept of Religion in the 18th 

Century”

6 ENS (agrégation)

“Nature, Culture, Writing; or, the Violence 

of the Letter: from C. Lévi- Strauss to J- 

J. Rousseau; Writing and Civilization”

13 ENS

1966– 67 “The Foundations of Critique” 5 (?) JHU, CU (Paris)

1967– 68 “Course on Hegel” ? ENS

1968– 69 “Literature and Truth: The Concept of 

Mimesis”

9 JHU

“Writing and Theater: Mallarmé/Artaud” 9 JHU

Note: Tables 2 and 3 use the following abbreviations: CU = Cornell University; San Sebastián = Univer-

sidad Zoroaga, Spain; UT = University of Toronto; UM = University of Minnesota; UCB = University 

of California– Berkeley; UG = Université de Genève; UC = University of Chicago; NYU = New York 

University (Paris); FUB = Freie Universität Berlin; UZ = Universität Zürich; OU = Oxford Univer-

sity; JHU = Johns Hopkins University (Baltimore); YU = Yale University.



tabl e  3 .  Courses given at the ENS, 1969– 84

Year Course title and institutional context

Number of  

sessions

Agrégation  

topic

1969– 70 “Theory of Philosophical Discourse: Meta-

phor in the Text of Philosophy” [ENS]

10 “Language”

1970– 71 “Theory of Philosophical Discourse” [ENS] 5

“Lautréamont” [JHU (Paris)] 8

 “Psychoanalysis in the Text” [ENS, JHU] 11 “Matter”

1971– 72 “Hegel’s Family” [ENS, JHU, OU] 14 “Right and 

Politics”

 “Philosophy and Rhetoric in the 18th 

Century: Condillac and Rousseau” [ENS, 

JHU, UZ]

8

1972– 73 “Religion and Philosophy” [ENS, UZ, JHU] 8 “Religion and 

Philosophy”

1973– 74 “Art (Kant)” [ENS, FUB, NYU, JHU (Paris)] 8 “Art”

1974– 75 GREPH (“The Concept of Ideology in the 

French Ideologues”) [ENS, JHU, YU]

10 “Society”

 “Life Death” [ENS, YU, UG, UCB] 14  “Life and 

Death”

1975– 76 “The Thing (Heidegger/Ponge)” [ENS, YU] 3

“Theory and Practice” [ENS, YU] 9 “Theory and 

Practice”

GREPH (“Seminar on Gramsci”) 1

1976– 77 “Benjamin” [YU Paris, ENS] 3

“The Thing (Heidegger/Blanchot)” [ENS, YU] 6

“Blanchot —  Thomas the Obscure” [YU Paris, 

ENS]

8

1977– 78 “The Thing (Heidegger and Heidegger’s 

Other)” [ENS, YU, UCB, ENS]

4 “The Idea of 

Order”

 “To Give —  Time” [ENS, YU, UC] 15

1978– 79 “The Right to Literature” [ENS, YU, UCB, 

UT]

6 “Time”

1979– 80 “Hegel’s Aesthetics” [= “Representation”] ? “Art and 

Nature”

 “The Concept of Comparative Literature 

and the Theoretical Problems of 

Translation” [ENS, YU, TU, UCB, UM]

6
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of the ENS academic year. He would repeat at Yale the previous year’s ENS 
teaching, but would sometimes present a new research seminar conceived espe-
cially for the Yale audience. For example, in 1979– 80, he presented “The Con-
cept of Comparative Literature and the Theoretical Problems of Translation.”7 
What also changes is the number of other institutions at which Derrida pre-
sents his teaching.8 Further seminars at the ENS take place in the framework 
of the GREPH (Groupe de recherche sur l’enseignement philosophique).9

The period during which Derrida taught at the ENS- Ulm coincides with 

losophy exams from 1949 to 1969; the subjects for textual commentary, and the authors 
included in each year’s curriculum (from 1970 onwards).

7. The first two sessions of this seminar, as well as the beginning of the third, were 
published in English translation in the special, double- volume issue of the American 
journal Discourse under the title “Who or What Is Compared? The Concept of Com-
parative Literature and the Theoretical Problems of Translation”; see Discourse, “Who” 
or “What?” —  Jacques Derrida,” ed. Dragan Kudjundzic, trans. E. Prenowitz, Discourse 
30, nos. 1– 2 (2008): 22– 53.

8. It is also worth mentioning that during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (up until the 
new millennium), Derrida was in the habit of responding to numerous international 
invitations by delivering, usually during a one- to- five- week time frame, samples of his 
regular seminar teaching. As for the years concerning us here, Derrida taught at the fol-
lowing universities: Johns Hopkins– – Baltimore (1968, 1971, 1974); Alger (1971); Oxford 
(1971– 72); Zürich (1972); Berlin (Freie Universität, 1973– 74); Yale, winter or spring, 
uninterruptedly (1975– 1986); California (Berkeley, 1978); Geneva (1978); Minnesota 
(Minneapolis, 1979); and Toronto (1979, 1984).

9. For more information on the GREPH, see the first session of the 1974– 1975 sem-
inar, published under the title “Où commence et comment finit un corps enseignant,” in 
Du droit à la philosophie (Paris: Galilée, 1990), 111– 53 [“Where a Teaching Body Begins 

tabl e  3 .  (continued)

Year Course title and institutional context

Number of  

sessions

Agrégation  

topic

1980– 81 “Respect” [ENS, YU] 12 “Morality”

“Representation” [ENS, YU] 8

1981– 82 “The Language and Discourse of Method” 

[ENS, YU, San Sebastián]

13 “Method”

1982– 83 “University Reason” [ENS, YU, CU] 13 “The Rational 

and the 

Irrational”

1983– 84 “The Right to Philosophy” 4 “Right”
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major publications, especially in 1967, which saw the appearance of De la 
grammatologie, La voix et le phénomène, and L’écriture et la différence. Even 
though the teaching and writing form two different fields, several analyses 
will be found in the courses taught during this period that will inform or 
prepare works such as Glas, La Vérité en peinture, or La Carte postale. When 
it is possible to establish a link between a course, or part of a course, and 
subsequent publications, we systematically point this out.

Geoffrey Bennington
Marc Crépon
Marguerite Derrida
Thomas Dutoit
Peggy Kamuf
Michel Lisse
Marie- Louise Mallet
Ginette Michaud
Jean- Luc Nancy

and How It Ends,” in Who’s Afraid of Philosophy? trans. Jan Plug (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2002), 67– 98.]
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Jacques Derrida’s course, “Heidegger: The Question of Being and History” 
was held in nine separate sessions every other Monday at the ENS- Ulm, 
from 16 November 1964 to 29 March 1965, with some Saturday discus-
sion sessions. 1964– 65 was the first year that Derrida occupied the post of 
“caïman” —  agrégé- répétiteur —  in philosophy, alongside a single colleague 
in philosophy, Louis Althusser.1 It must be emphasized that at that time, in 
that post, and in this particular place within higher education, Derrida could 
choose his subject freely. “Heidegger: The Question of Being and History” 
is thus a course that emerges from his own research and teaching work, and 
not a course on that year’s agrégation topic, for which he otherwise prepared 
his students.2

H

The original of the manuscript is in the Jacques Derrida papers in the Critical 
Theory Archive, in the Special Collections of the University of California– 
Irvine. The manuscript comprises around four hundred pages of text (both 
sides of two hundred sheets). A photocopy is held at the Institut Mémoires 
de l’édition contemporaine (IMEC) at the Abbaye d’Ardenne near Caen. 
The transcription of the manuscript was done on the basis of a black- and- 
white photocopy I made for Jacques Derrida in the 1990s and the electronic 
file scanned from that photocopy in 2007. This transcription owes much to 

1. [Translator’s note:] The term caïman is an example of the distinctive slang specific 
to the Ecole normale supérieure. It refers to an agrégé- répétiteur: a professor specifically 
charged with preparing or “rehearsing” students for the agrégation examination.

2. We would like to thank Michel Tort and Françoise Dastur for their insights into 
the teaching milieu at the ENS- Ulm and Sorbonne during the period concerning us here. 
See above, “General Introduction,” ix–xii.
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the patience and clear- sightedness of Marguerite Derrida’s deciphering. We 
also benefited from Marc Goldschmidt’s checking of our initial transcription 
during the academic year 2009– 10, and from the help of Jean- Luc Nancy. 
I thank all three warmly.

As the original manuscript —  mainly written in blue ink, sometimes black, 
with additions in red or in pencil —  has not yet been digitized by the Spe-
cial Collections of the University of California, only twenty or so pages [of 
which sixteen are reproduced in this volume] were obtained at our request 
in color scans.3 The reproductions we provide, even in reduced format, give 
a good idea of the manuscript as a whole —  the visual aspect of the page, 
some of the graphic effects —  and show some pages on which some illegible 
or uncertain words remain.

Note that the composition of the manuscript does not enter into our edition, 
any more than its colors: for, apart from the written- out pages of the course, 
the manuscript sometimes contains —  following a system he commonly used 
before he started typing (in 1968– 69) —  note cards used to insert additions 
or transcribe quotations. This edition reconstitutes on the basis of these com-
posite materials the continuous and complete course as Derrida delivered it.

The manuscript appears to have been written rapidly, with a pen that 
sometimes scarcely touches the paper. For the illegible or uncertain words 
that remain in spite of all our efforts, we have adopted the following pro-
cedure: [illegible word], in brackets, is placed where the word in question 
belongs. If there are several illegible words, we specify the number: for ex-
ample, [three illegible words]. To the extent that this is possible, we also 
specify whether the illegible word is added between the lines. For words 
whose transcription is doubtful, the indication [uncertain word] appears in 
brackets immediately after the word concerned. The number of uncertain 
words is specified when there is more than one. It happens (rarely) in the 
manuscript that subject- verb agreement is or seems to be incorrect, or that 
a sentence is incomplete. When necessary, a note specifying “thus in the 

3. We would like to thank University of California– Irvine librarian Stephen E. 
MacLeod (Special Collections and Archives) for providing us with these pages —  
requested owing to the specific reading challenges they posed —  the deciphering of which 
was thereby significantly assisted. There is no doubt that the deciphering process of  
other Derrida manuscript courses will be, as it was here, dramatically abridged by their 
availability in complete, color- scanned digital versions —  thereby also diminishing, as it 
would have here, the number of illegible or uncertain words.
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manuscript” is added, and sometimes a missing word is added to the text, 
always in angle brackets (<>). Quite often, Derrida does not put the final 
s on plural nouns, and writes no more than l for masculine, feminine, and 
plural definite articles: in such cases we put the correct form. Additionally, 
he regularly uses abbreviations for common words and philosophical vocab-
ulary. In this transcription we have kept the signs he uses for “equals” and 
“different from,” namely, = and ≠. But when he resorts to unusual shorten-
ings (he often reduces words to one letter or a vague sign), we have tried to 
decipher and transcribe them. Thus, for example, we transcribe the sign ⇔ 
as “comment,” and we transcribe the abbreviation H. used for Heidegger, 
Husserl, and Hegel each time by the complete proper name, just as we spell 
out abbreviated titles of books. Derrida makes sparing use of commas, which 
gives rise to a syntax that suspends and sometimes challenges reading, with-
out ever being unclear. We did not judge it necessary to modify this stylistic 
effect, except in cases where confusion was possible.

The transcription of the quotations given by Derrida in the manuscript 
follows normal rules. The quotations are transcribed as he wrote them, but 
we point out when he modifies a quotation or a quoted translation. Many 
of these quotations are his own translations, in which it sometimes happens 
that he does not exactly transcribe the German punctuation: for example, he 
underlines what is in quotation marks in the German, omits the German 
italics, omits quotation marks around a word, or displaces the beginning 
or end of quotation marks from one word to the next. Sometimes, Derrida 
does not copy out the quotation (as he explains, in such cases we are deal-
ing with translations read rapidly and not examined closely), but marks 
it in his copy of the book quoted: we have framed such quotations with  
asterisks (*).

When Derrida announces a quotation he is about to read out, he often 
gives the German title, but the page number is often that of the French trans-
lation (where it exists). For example: “Einführung, p. 80,” where page 80 in 
fact refers to the French translation. We have kept his way of announcing 
quotations and give necessary details in a footnote. Contrary to the manu-
script, in which bibliographical references are kept to a minimum (title, page 
number, or paragraph number), and in which there are no notes, complete 
references are here given systematically in footnotes, which are therefore 
without exception editor’s notes.4

4. [Translator’s note:] I have modified some editor’s notes in light of corrections to 
the transcription, and added translator’s notes in brackets where necessary. After the 
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H

In “Heidegger: The Question of Being and History,” Derrida does not pres-
ent a commentary on Sein und Zeit, but performs on Heidegger’s book an 
almost surgical reading- operation, guided by the very title of the course.5 
While identifying skillfully and accurately various articulations in Heideg-
ger, Derrida simultaneously sets himself the task of constructing clearly Hei-
degger’s difficult project, largely on the basis of parts of Being and Time 
that were not then translated into French. Even the translated parts had 
been published only in April 1964 (Derrida’s course begins in November 
1964). In other words, in the academic year 1964– 65 we are still at the very 
beginning of the study of Heidegger’s work in French higher education.6 
By almost always translating for himself, Derrida gives a reading, his read-
ing, of Heidegger.

This course also heralds the analyses of Heidegger’s work that Derrida 
would go on to propose, not only in the years immediately following (in 
Of Grammatology, of course, published as a book in 1967, or in “Ousia and 
Grammè,” written and published first in 1968 and then again in 1972), but 
also others that come much later —  for example, Of Spirit: Heidegger and the 
Question (1987). His 1983 article “Geschlecht I, Sexual Difference, Ontological 
Difference” returns to §72 of Sein und Zeit,7 so important in this 1964– 65 
course, and Aporias (1992; published as a book in 1996) is another sustained 
exchange with Heidegger, whose central theme of inauthenticity is clearly  
broached here. On the other hand, we can observe in this course how Derri-
da’s thinking is settling into place and elaborating its major operative “con-
cepts.” Let us emphasize rapidly that “writing,” “text,” and “graft,” are elab-

first complete reference in a note, subsequent citations may appear in shortened form 
parenthetically in the text.

5. The course is throughout faithful to each title word —  except perhaps for the word 
question. In the last sentence of the course, Derrida comments on the fact that the single 
title word not tackled by the course was precisely the word question (to which he comes 
back in his 1987 book Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question) [trans. Geoffrey Bennington 
and Rachel Bowlby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989)].

6. The publication of this course will enable us moreover to fill in the gaps of —  if 
not to correct —  the overall picture we hitherto have as concerns the history of Heideg-
ger’s reception in France. See, for example, Dominique Janicaud’s Heidegger en France: 
Entretiens (Paris: Albin Michel, 2001) and Marlène Zarader’s Lire “Être et temps” de Hei-
degger (Paris: Vrin, 2012).

7. Reprinted in Psyché: Inventions of the Other, ed. Peggy Kamuf and Elizabeth Rot-
tenberg, 2 vols. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), 2:7– 26.
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orated at length here. The very term deconstruction, explicitly proposed as 
a translation of Destruktion, is several times put aside here in favor of other 
translations such as “solicitation” and “shaking up,” which will, with a few 
exceptions, not be retained to describe Derrida’s thinking. It is only much 
later that Derrida will lay claim to the word deconstruction and devote many 
developments to it.

H

This publication takes its place not only in the publication project of Jacques 
Derrida’s seminars, but also in the wake of other publications of writings 
from the beginnings of his career as a student and a teacher.8 Finally, we 
might also be making good on a wish of Derrida’s. It appears that he had 
conceived of a book that would take up this course again, as he explained 
to Dominique Janicaud: “When I began as a caïman at the École, my first 
course, that has never been published, was on ‘History in Heidegger;’ this 
was in 1965– 66. What’s more, at that time I planned to write a book on Hei-
degger, which was announced by the Éditions de Minuit. I never wrote it. 
The title announced was The Question of History. You can find the ad for it 
in the journal Critique. Axelos was going to publish it. I never wrote it, but 
the course is entirely written out.”9

Thomas Dutoit

8. The publication —  initially supported by Françoise Dastur and Didier Franck, and 
brought to fruition by Elisabeth Weber —  of Jacques Derrida’s 1953– 54 master’s thesis 
entitled The Problem of Genesis in Husserl’s Philosophy [Translator’s note: published in 
French in 1990; English translation by Marian Hobson (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003)] already attests to the high caliber of Derrida’s early writings, dating back 
more than a decade before the present course.

9. “Jacques Derrida,” in Janicaud, Heidegger en France, 96. Jacques Derrida’s memory 
here (the incorrect course date aside) appears to be inexact: a search through the 1966– 74 
published volumes reveals that the Éditions de Minuit never announced the forthcoming 
publication of a book with such a title. However, a Derrida piece by the name of “Les 
questions de Heidegger” did appear among the articles yet to be published by the journal 
Critique —  listed at the beginning of each monthly issue —  from volume 272 (January 
1970) to volume 295 (December 1971). However, no article with such a title was ever 
published under Derrida’s name. There is also the announcement of the forthcoming 
publication of a Derrida article called “L’é- loignement de Heidegger” —  which never 
saw the light of day either —  in all the Critique volumes between December 1972 (vol. 
307) and June 1973 (vol. 313).
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As Thomas Dutoit explains in more detail in his editor’s note, the original 
French text of the course here printed is the result of the transcription of 
around four hundred handwritten pages. As anyone who has seen Derrida’s 
handwriting can attest (and as is readily confirmed by a glance at the pages 
reproduced here), this was an immensely arduous and time- consuming task, 
which might well have been simply impossible without the help of Margue-
rite Derrida, who is able to decipher her late husband’s handwriting with 
less difficulty than most. We owe them both an immense debt of gratitude 
for their very many hours of care and perseverance in managing to produce 
anything approaching a publishable text.

When the French edition was eventually published in October 2013, how-
ever, it rapidly became clear to me that a number of problems remained. I 
was able to check suspect transcriptions (passages that seemed incoherent or 
that simply did not “sound like Derrida”) against the PDF file of the manu-
script, which I had originally scanned for Tom and Marguerite in 2007, and 
after twice carefully rereading the published text against the manuscript, I 
was able to confirm that a significant number of errors had made their way 
into the French edition. These errors are of many kinds, ranging from mis-
identification of the H that Derrida often uses to refer to Heidegger, Hus-
serl, or Hegel, through presentation as part of Derrida’s discourse what are 
in fact direct quotations from Heidegger, and through omissions of legible 
words and misconstruals of syntax, to inaccuracies in registering Derrida’s 
underlinings and punctuation marks, more or less adventurous conjectures 
as to the reading of words not flagged in the published text as “uncertain” or 
“illegible,” and many misspellings of German words. Pending publication 
of a corrected edition of the French text by the Éditions Galilée, Marguerite 
Derrida has graciously agreed to the publication of this translation, based 
on the text as I have corrected it rather than on the French original. As pub-
lication of that corrected edition will make the detail of those corrections 
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otiose, however, I did not think it advisable to signal every departure from 
the French that I have been led to make here.

H

I have used published translations of the texts Derrida discusses where these 
exist. I have on occasion modified these translations in light of the French 
translation Derrida uses or supplies himself (often with greater accuracy than 
the published versions), and I have not systematically pointed out discrepan-
cies in the use of italics, spaced characters, and quotation marks within the 
quotations that Derrida gives. Interpolations within quotations are in almost 
all cases his, usually supplying German words (in parentheses), or provid-
ing glosses on the translation [in brackets]. In cases where Derrida’s text is 
paraphrasing rather than quoting, I have supplied references to the relevant 
passages in the published translations. I have followed the French edition in 
letting stand some inconsistencies in Derrida’s own practice (notably in the 
choice to hyphenate or not the German Da- sein). For many details involv-
ing tracking down incomplete references or identifying misspelled German 
words in the French original, and for a number of more humble but crucial 
editorial tasks, I am extremely grateful to Rodrigo Bueno Therezo for his 
vigilance, rigor, and patient hard work. Finally, I am indebted to all the par-
ticipants in the 2014 Derrida Seminar Translation Project summer work-
shop for their uncompromising commitment to accuracy in the translation 
and their help in avoiding a fresh round of errors and omissions. Remain-
ing mistakes and infelicities in the final translation are, of course, my own 
responsibility.

Geoffrey Bennington
new yor k,  march 2 015



I must first explain myself as to the title of this course, as to its very letter, 
which is important to me.

(1)1 I say: the question of Being and not ontology, because the word ontol-
ogy is going to appear more and more inadequate, as we follow Heidegger’s 
tracks, to designate what is in question in his work when the question is that 
of being. Not only is Heidegger not here undertaking the foundation of an 
ontology, not even of a new ontology, nor even of an ontology in a radically 
new sense, not even, in fact, the foundation of anything at all, in any sense 
at all —  what is at issue here is rather a Destruction of ontology. Section 6 of 
Sein und Zeit establishes as a primordial task the destruction (Destruktion) 
of the history of ontology. Here —  only here —  the destruction is destruction 
of the history of ontology. That is, of ontology as it has been thought and 
practiced throughout its entire history, this history being already described 
by Heidegger, from the beginning of Sein und Zeit, as a covering- over or a 
dissimulation of the authentic question of Being, under not ontological but 
ontic sedimentations.

We understand this task as the destruction of the traditional content of 
ancient ontology which is to be carried out along the guidelines of the ques-
tion of being [literally: taking the question of being as guiding thread : am 
Leitfaden der Seinsfrage]. This destruction is based upon the original experi-
ences in which the first, and subsequently guiding, determinations of being 
were gained.2

1. The numbering begun here does not continue in the manuscript.
2. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. Joan Stambaugh, revised by Dennis 

Schmidt (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010), 21– 22. Translations from 
Being and Time are based on Stambaugh, with occasional modifications to reflect Der-
rida’s own version. (In the manuscript, Derrida most often provides his own French 
translations from Sein und Zeit, which he quotes from the 10th German edition (Tübin-
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As to this notion of destruction, a few remarks are necessary. (1)3 Destruc-
tion does not mean annihilation, annulment, rejection into the outer dark-
ness of philosophical meaning. It does not even mean critique or contestation 
or refutation within a theory of the knowledge of Being. The point is not to 
say that all the thinkers of the tradition were wrong or committed an unfor-
tunate error that would need to be corrected. We shall see later that what 
might superficially be interpreted as an error about being or a forgetting of 
being has its basis in a fundamental errancy that is a necessary movement of 
the thinking of Being and of the history of being. In destroying the history 
of ontology, Heidegger never refutes. Refutation in the sense in which it can 
be understood in the sciences or in common parlance has no meaning for 
thinking. And here, already, we have broached the very content of our prob-
lem. The concept of refutation belongs —  implicitly —  to an anti- historical 
metaphysics of truth. If it is possible to refute, this is because the truth can 
be established once and for all as  an object, and only particular conceptions 
of truth, more or less valid approximations to this ahistorical truth, belong 
to history. Only knowledge, and not truth, would on this view be historical, 
and it would be so only to the extent of its distance from truth, that is in its 
error. But, as Hegel had already shown, there is no simple error in philos-
ophy once truth is historical. The metaphysics of refutation thus floats on the 
surface of a truth without history, which is to say that it is futile. Refutation 
is futile in Heidegger’s view. But that does not mean that on this point Hei-
degger simply agrees with Hegel. You know that Hegel meditated a great 
deal on this difficulty of refutation (Widerlegung) in philosophy. He was led 
naturally to do so by his fully historical concept of truth and of philosophy. 
“Philosophy,” according to the Lectures on the History of Philosophy, “draws 
its origin from the history of philosophy, and conversely. Philosophy and 
history of philosophy are mirror images of one another. The study of the 
history of philosophy is the study of philosophy itself, and especially of its 
logical aspect.”4 And especially of its logical aspect.

gen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1963). He also refers to the partial French translation then 
available (which ends at §44 of Heidegger’s book) by R. Boehm and A. de Waelhens 
(Paris: Galllimard, 1964).

3. The numbering begun here does not continue in the manuscript.
4. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, trans. R. F. Brown and J. M. Stewart 

with the assistance of H. S. Harris, ed. Robert Brown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 55. [Translator’s note: I have modified the translation of this and the following 
Hegel citations to reflect the French translation Derrida used: Hegel, Leçons sur l’histoire 
de la philosophie, trans. J. Gibelin (Paris: Gallimard, 1954). As the aforementioned En-
glish and French translations are each based on a different German edition of Hegel’s 
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And it is precisely because, for Hegel but not for Heidegger, philosophy 
is, in a profound and radical sense of the word, a logic, that, even while rad-
ically historicizing meaning, Hegel cannot purely and simply abandon the 
notion and value of “refutation.” Being unable to abandon it, he extends its 
signification, inflates it to the point of making it signify the moment of neg-
ativity in general. And we know that this negativity is essential to historical 
production, to the production of history in general, to production, to pro-
ductivity in general:

The philosophies have not only contradicted one another, but also refuted 
one another. To what extent? What in them is open to refutation? What is 
the meaning of this reciprocal refutation? The answer is given by what has 
just been said. Only the fact that some principle or some concrete mode of 
the idea, the form of the idea, now has validity as the highest idea, and as 
the idea as such. In its own era it is, to be sure, its highest idea; but because 
we have grasped the activity of thinking as self- developing, what was high-
est steps down, no longer being the highest, although it remains a necessary 
element for the following stage. So the content has not been refuted; all that 
has been refuted is the philosophy’s status as the highest, the definitive, stage. 
So the refutation is just the demotion of one determination to a subordinate 
role, to being an element. Thus the principle of a philosophy has not been 
lost, for it is essentially preserved in what follows, except that its status is now 
different. Nothing gets lost; only the relative position changes. This refuta-
tion occurs in all development, hence also in the development of a tree from 
the seed. The blossom is refutation of the leaves, such that they are not the 
highest or true existence of the tree. Finally, the blossom is refuted by the 
fruit. The fruit, which is the last stage, comprises the entire force of what 
went before. In the case of natural things these levels occur separately [Derrida’s 
emphasis], because there nature exists in the form of division. In spirit too 
there is this succession, this refutation, yet all the previous steps remain in 
unity. The most recent philosophy, the philosophy of the current age, must 
therefore be the highest philosophy, containing all the earlier philosophical 
principles within itself. (Lectures, 59)

Let me pause for a moment in the middle of this quotation. You have seen 
that the natural example, the example of the tree, functions here only by anal-
ogy. In truth we have here only an inferior form of refutation, refutation in 
the form of division. Nature is the form of division, and what is left behind or 
refuted, the seed for example, has simply expired, and is not present as such 

Die Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie, it was necessary both to omit sentences 
appearing only in the English translation and conversely to add in translation sentences 
appearing only in the French translation from which Derrida quotes.]
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in the tree, the flower is not present in the fruit. In spirit, on the contrary, and 
philosophy is the highest form of spirit thinking itself, refutation is preserved 
in presence —  what one can call by a term that is not Hegelian, but that does 
not, I believe, betray Hegel’s intention, sedimentation —  and the sedimenta-
tion of forces (Hegel talks here of forces) is a phenomenon not natural but 
spiritual. It is spirit itself. With this passage from Hegel, and many other 
passages (those from the phenomenology on error, for example) the sense 
of what in general is meant by last philosophy is clarified. Last philosophy 
as highest philosophy, superior philosophy, does not of course mean the last 
in date in the contrived succession of systems. In this regard, the recent is 
far from being always the last, and Hegelian philosophy is much more last 
than many philosophies that have followed it “in history,” as they say. The 
Hegelian concept of “last philosophy” does not translate an empiricism of 
the fait accompli that leaves the last word to the one who speaks last. If one 
speaks to no purpose, or without understanding what has already happened, 
without following the philosophical conversation from its origin, one may 
well continue to hold forth, but one is not representing the last word or the 
last philosophy. The last philosophy, in the authentically Hegelian sense, is 
a philosophy that comprehends in itself the totality of its past and inquires 
after its origin or endlessly attempts to. To have the last word, one must truly 
speak last, and not just chatter on after the last speaker.

And it could well be that the philosophy that was the first to understand 
as such what is meant by the last, the being- last of the last philosophy, it could 
well be that such a philosophy —  that of Hegel —  was not only the last phi-
losophy in its time but the absolutely last philosophy. This is often said, but 
we still have to understand what it means without giving in to the stupidi-
ties circulating around and about on the death of philosophy, on Hegel who 
believed that history would stop with him and the Prussian people, whereas, 
as people do not fail to add in this case, he was wrong since history contin-
ued after him, there have been several world wars, twenty- five systems of 
philosophy, and —  ultimate proof that history continues —  we are here, we 
exist and we are speaking and doing philosophy, as if all that were obvious, 
as if all that were important, and as if it had the slightest refutational rele-
vance where Hegel stands when he declares the Last. It suffices to read him 
and to see in him something other than —  let’s say here precisely —  a retard: 
it goes without saying that the end of history and of philosophy does not 
mean for Hegel a factual limit after which the movement of history would 
be stopped, arrested, but that the horizon and the infinite opening of histo-
ricity has finally appeared as such, or finally been thought as such, that is, as 
infinite opening —  the absolute infinite opening being thought as such. This 
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is indeed the end and the closing of something, but of anything but history. 
To come back to our specific theme of refutation, it is perhaps possible that 
the last philosophy is indeed the one that, not content to refute, tries to think 
the essence of refutation and the essence of the last. Hegel’s philosophy was 
not the last philosophy in the same way that Aristotle’s, Descartes’s, or Kant’s 
(perhaps) were in their time the last philosophies; Hegel’s philosophy as last 
philosophy was the philosophy that thought in itself the essence of last phi-
losophy in general, of what “last” meant in philosophy. The last is not the 
last so long as it does not appear as such. The eschaton as such is thus said in 
Hegel’s philosophy of refutation, and Hegel’s logic is indeed an eschatology. 
This eschatological logic of Hegel’s is, as you know, an ontology. To say that 
ontology is here eschatology is to say that the essence of being, the appearing 
of being in its essence is eschatological. This is what Heidegger says in Der 
Spruch des Anaximander (a text from 1946 collected in Holzwege, where it is 
translated as “Anaximander’s Saying.” Spruch, in fact, is a sentence, a judg-
ment pronounced, Decision, in the strong sense of this word). In particular, 
Heidegger writes this:

As geschicklich [translated as destining, being as destining, dispensating Des-
tiny] being is inherently eschatological. We do not, however, understand 
the word “eschatology” in the phrase “eschatology of being” as the title of a 
theological or philosophical discipline. We think of the eschatology of being 
in the sense in which the phenomenology of Spirit is to be thought, i.e., from 
within the history of being. This phenomenology itself represents a phase in the 
eschatology of being inasmuch as being gathers itself, in the extremity of its 
essence hitherto struck by the seal of metaphysics, as the absolute subjectivity 
of the unconditioned will to will.5

I make no commentary on that last sentence to which we shall return a 
little later.

So let me pick up again the reading of Hegel’s text where I left off 
([French] pp. 150– 51).

The most recent philosophy, the philosophy of the current age, must there-
fore be the highest philosophy, containing all the earlier philosophical prin-
ciples within itself. Refutation is the negative side. Hence it is far easier 
than justification; to “justify” means [to] discern the affirmative element in 
a determination and to call attention to it. So, on the one hand the history of 
philosophy displays the limitation, or the negative, of the principles, but on 

5. Martin Heidegger, “Anaximander’s Saying,” in Off the Beaten Track, trans. Julian 
Young and Kenneth Haynes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 246– 47; 
Derrida’s emphasis.
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the other hand, the affirmative side too. There is nothing easier than exhib-
iting the negative side. Doing so gives one satisfaction, or the consciousness 
of one’s superiority to that on which judgment is passed, which flatters one’s 
vanity. In contrast, it is more difficult to recognize the affirmative side. By 
refutation one disposes of something easily, that is, has not fathomed it. The 
affirmative consists in fathoming the object and justifying it, which is far 
more difficult than refuting it. Insofar, then, as the philosophies are shown to 
be refuted in the history of philosophy, they are also shown to be preserved. 
But what has been refuted is not the principle, but the fact that it is the ulti-
mate, the absolute and that it should have as such an absolute value; the point 
is to reduce a principle to the rank of a determinate moment in the whole. 
The principle does not disappear, but merely its form as absolute, ultimate. 
That is what refutation in philosophy signifies. (Lectures, 60)

In spite of the immense progress marked by this concept of refutation, as 
soon as one wishes to take seriously what a history of truth and a history of 
philosophy can be, in spite of  the proximity between this Hegelian relation 
to the history of philosophy and the Heideggerian relation to the history 
of philosophy, there remains a decisive difference over which I would like 
to pause for a moment, to verify for the first time but not the last that, as is 
indicated by Heidegger’s itinerary and the increasing number of his refer-
ences to Hegel, it is in the difference between Hegel and Heidegger that our 
problem is situated.

The Destruction of the history of ontology is not a refutation even in the 
Hegelian sense.

First of all because the Hegelian philosophy of refutation, that ontological 
extension of a refutation that is usually understood as a discursive and log-
ical operation (refutation is properly speaking a discourse, a dispute), that 
extension is dictated by a logic and a philosophy of the Idea or the Concept 
in which Heidegger himself sees a moment in the history of ontology, the 
last moment, the moment of blossoming and of “summation” but which 
still remains a dissimulation of being beneath beings. Already in the first 
paragraph of Sein und Zeit, Hegel’s logic is invoked as the last moment in a 
tradition of classical ontology that goes back to Plato and Aristotle, but as a 
last moment belonging to that tradition, recomprehending it, summing it up, 
but not taking that step beyond it —  i.e., just as much back from it —  that 
Heidegger wants to take. Speaking of the necessity of an explicit repetition 
of the question of being, Heidegger writes,

This question has today been forgotten —  although our time considers itself 
progressive in again affirming “metaphysics.” All the same we believe that 
we are spared the exertion of rekindling a γιγαντομαχία περί τῆς οὐσίας [“a 
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Battle of Giants concerning Being” (Plato, Sophist 245e6– 246e1)]. But the 
question touched upon here is hardly an arbitrary one. It sustained the avid 
research of Plato and Aristotle but from then on ceased to be heard as a the-
matic question of actual investigation. What these two thinkers achieved has 
been preserved in various distorted and camouflaged forms down to Hegel’s 
Logic. (Being and Time, 2)

And a little later, examining the three prejudices that up until that point 
had obscured the question of being, he cites first the prejudice that makes of 
being a concept and the most general concept, and he accuses Hegel not only of 
having determined being as the poorest concept, as the indeterminate imme-
diate at the beginning of the Phenomenology and the Logic, and as a basis for 
all the later developments, but even, in doing this, of having neglected or for-
gotten, “given up” he says, the problem posed by Aristotle as to the unity of 
being as a non- generic generality, as transcending generality, as transcenden-
tal in the forced sense the scholastics gave to this expression to express what 
Aristotle understood by the analogical unity of being (Being and Time, 2).

And later, in paragraph 6, devoted precisely to the destruction of the his-
tory of ontology, Heidegger insists on this belonging of Hegelianism to the 
ontological tradition that he wishes, precisely, to destroy. The history of ontol-
ogy that emerged from Greek ontology shows that (I quote) “the ontology 
that thus arises deteriorates into a tradition, which allows it to sink to the 
level of the obvious and to become mere material for reworking (as it was 
for Hegel)” (Being and Time, 21). And further on: “In the scholastic mold, 
Greek ontology makes the essential transition via the Disputationes meta-
physicae of Suárez into the ‘metaphysics’ and transcendental philosophy of 
the modern period; it still determines the foundations and goals of Hegel’s 
Logic” (Being and Time, 21).

Why is Hegel’s enterprise, so close for that matter to Heidegger’s, still 
enclosed in the circle of classical ontology? This is a question that will not 
leave us in peace throughout these reflections, but already the reply has 
peeped through in the two passages I have just read: (1) the passage on the 
prejudice one could call conceptualist, the prejudice that makes of being a 
concept, or of the thought of being a concept, and (2) the passage on the 
eschatology of being in “Anaximander’s Saying,” the last sentence of which 
I read again:

This phenomenology itself represents a phase [so only a phase, in other words 
the access to Absolute Knowledge in the Phenomenology of Spirit, when spirit 
is finally gathered into itself] in the eschatology of being inasmuch as [this 
is why it is only a phase] being gathers itself, in the extremity of its essence 
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hitherto struck by the seal of metaphysics, as the absolute subjectivity of the 
unconditioned will to will. (Off the Beaten Track, 247)

What does this mean? It implies that the gathering of being, what passes 
itself off as the gathering of being, is still only the gathering of an ontic deter-
mination of being, in the form of the subjectivity of the will. On the modern 
foundation of Cartesianism, Hegel determined the absolute as subject. Sub-
stance becomes subject as he says himself —  and as voluntarist subjectivity, 
deciding, willing its manifestation. Subjectivity and voluntarism stamp with 
their seal Hegelian teleology: the Idea wants to manifest itself, and spirit is 
this will to epiphany. Being is the Idea, Being is subjectity, Being is the will 
to will, Being is God as totality and the determinations of Being are still 
epochal dissimulations (Comment: read Holzwege [French], p. 275: *“This 
illuminating, keeping to itself with the truth of its essence, we may call the 
ἐποχή of being. Here, however, this word which is taken from the language 
of the Stoics does not mean, as it does for Husserl, the methodological setting 
aside of the act of thetic consciousness in objectification.  The ἐποχή of being 
belongs to being itself. We think it out of the oblivion of being.”*)6 of the 
meaning of being itself (Off the Beaten Track, 254). Why is this seal the seal of 
metaphysics: why does “being gather itself in the extremity of its essence hith-
erto struck by the seal of metaphysics” (Off the Beaten Track, 247)? Because 
metaphysics is, for Heidegger, the name of the determination of the being in 
general or of the excellent eminent being par excellence, that is, God, meta-
physics is onto- theology. Hegel’s logic did indeed, moreover, present itself 
as Metaphysics. In paragraph 18 of the Encyclopedia (among other places) 
Hegel writes, “Die Logik fällt [ . . . ] mit der Metaphysik zusammen” (Logic 
thus coincides with metaphysics).7

One might be tempted to think that what Heidegger says here about the 
Phenomenology of Spirit as a phase, as only a phase in the eschatology of 
being, would no longer be valid for the Logic . . .8 since the Phenomenology 
of Spirit represents the moment of the becoming- phenomenon of spirit, the 

6. Derrida sometimes gives the German title and French pagination or the French 
title and German pagination. We have placed asterisks (**) around the quotations not 
copied out by Derrida in the manuscript, reproducing them: (1) when they are clearly 
signaled by the brackets Derrida typically uses in indicating a quotation to be read aloud 
during his courses and (2) when they fit clearly into the context of the present course.

7. G. W. F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline, Part I: 
Science of Logic, trans. and ed. Klaus Brinkmann and Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 58. [Translator’s note: The paragraph in question 
is in fact §24.]

8. Thus in the manuscript. We often find ellipses inserted in this way into a sentence.
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moment of consciousness —  in truth, this moment of reflection or the sub-
jective articulation of the Idea. This would explain why the dialogue that 
Heidegger undertakes with Hegel always privileges the Phenomenology of 
Spirit. In truth, this determination of Being as subjective, as Idea in itself for 
itself, persists (in the Logic). We shall return to these problems.

Thus, to the extent that Hegel persists in obscuring the question of the 
meaning of being under onto- theo- logy, the destruction of the history of 
ontology is also a destruction of Hegelianism,  is even especially a destruc-
tion of Hegelianism as the “summation” of this whole history; and in spite 
of troubling resemblances, Heideggerian destruction is not Hegel’s “recol-
lecting” refutation. It is distinguished from it by a nothing, a slight trem-
bling of meaning that we must not overlook, for the whole seriousness of the 
enterprise sums up in this its fragility and its value. A slight trembling, for 
Heidegger says nothing else after the Hegelian —  that is, Western —  ontol-
ogy that he is going to destroy. He says nothing else, he does not propose 
another ontology, another topic, another metaphysics, and his first gesture 
is to claim that he is not doing so. In this sense he does confirm the Hegelian 
consciousness of the end of philosophy. But he confirms it by adding no other 
proposition, that is to say he surrounds it with an ontological silence in which 
this Hegelian consciousness will be put into question, will be solicited (i.e., 
shaken); will tremble and let be seen what it still dissimulates in that trem-
bling, will let be heard that on the basis of which it can still be questioned 
from a place that is neither outside it nor in it.

The difference between interiorizing refutation, between refutation as 
Hegelian Erinnerung and Heideggerian destruction, is thus as close as pos-
sible to nothing. Like Hegelian refutation, Heideggerian destruction is neither 
the critique of some error, nor the simply negative exclusion of some past of 
philosophy. It is a destruction —  that is, a deconstruction, a de- structuration, 
the shaking that is necessary to bring out the structures, the strata, the system 
of deposits. As Heidegger said in the passage from a moment ago, sedimen-
tations of the ontological tradition —  sedimentations that have, according to 
a certain necessity, always covered over the naked question of being —  cov-
ered over a nudity that in fact never unveiled itself as such.

It is, then, while remaining attentive, with the most acute vigilance, 
to this slight, flimsy, almost immaterial but decisive displacement that hap-
pens between Hegelian refutation (Widerlegung) and Heideggerian De struc-
tion, that one must hear the few lines I am going to read, in which Hei-
degger, playing as Hegel does with the concepts of positive and negative, 
forewarns against a misinterpretation of his project of destruction. You will 
see how this passage resembles the Hegel passage I read a moment ago. I 
quote §6:
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This demonstration of the provenance [Nachweis der Herkunft, search for, 
justification of the provenance] of the fundamental ontological concepts, as 
the investigation which displays [Ausstellung: ostention, monstration] their 
Geburtsbrief [letter of nobility, says the [French] translation, letter of birth, 
civil status, mark of origin] has nothing to do with a vicious relativizing of 
ontological standpoints. The destruction has just as little the negative [empha-
sized] sense of an Abschüttelung [the [French] translators say rejection, but it 
is much more concrete and eloquent: of the demolition which brings down, 
which brings to ruin by blows brought to bear from outside: a Cartesian 
operation and metaphor of a methodical destruction to find new foundations, 
to begin again a primis fondamentis on the unshakeable ground and security 
in certainty]. The destruction has just as little the negative sense of such a 
demolition of the ontological tradition. On the contrary, it should stake out, 
measure [ab- stecken: here the [French] translation makes a pig’s breakfast 
of the text: ab- stecken becomes “unveiling”] the positive possibilities in that 
tradition, and that always means to stake out its limits. These are factically 
given each time [not translated] with a specific formulation of the question 
and the prescribed demarcation of the possible field of investigation. Destruc-
tion does not relate itself in a negative way to the past: its critique concerns 
“today” and the dominant way we treat the history of ontology, whether it 
is conceived as the history of opinions, ideas, or problems. Destruction does 
not wish to bury the past in nullity; it has a positive [emphasized] intent. Its 
negative function remains tacit and indirect.

The destruction of the history of ontology essentially belongs to the for-
mulation of the question of being and is possible solely within such a formu-
lation. Within the scope of this treatise, which has as its goal a fundamental 
elaboration of the question of being, the destruction can be carried out only 
with regard to the fundamentally decisive stages of its history. (Being and 
Time, 21– 22)

Which means that the principles of a systematic and exhaustive destruc-
tion are here present and that Heidegger does not exclude this possibility.

The development I’m bringing to an end here was supposed to explain 
in the most preliminary way why I had entitled this course The Question of 
Being and History and not Being and History or Ontology and History. But 
this explanation is only beginning. For what we have invoked to support it 
is the Destruction of the history of ontology and not the destruction of ontol-
ogy itself. One might imagine, at this point, that Heidegger, destroying the 
tradition of ontology, would have to save or found an authentic ontology and 
that he would thus think that there is some chance for ontology outside the 
tradition or beyond the tradition, that ontology has been obscured and that 
one can at last return it to its true light.
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Well, this is not the case; the destruction of the history of ontology is a 
destruction of ontology itself, of the entirety of the ontological project itself. 
What I’m saying goes against appearances and against public rumor, and 
it is true that it is in the name of an ontological point of view and, especially 
in Sein und Zeit, using the word ontological, that Heidegger destroys the 
tradition and conducts his analyses. But if these destructions mean to be 
ontological, what he wants to constitute is anything but an ontology. Here 
we must consider Heidegger’s thought in its movement; or here, rather than 
his thought, his terminology. There is no doubt that in Sein und Zeit the 
term ontology is taken positively and what Heidegger wishes to awaken is a 
fundamental ontology slumbering beneath special or general metaphysics, 
which is interested only in beings and does not ask the question of the being 
of beings. He wants to awaken the fundamental ontology under metaphysical 
ontology and the ontological under the ontic. But immediately after Sein und 
Zeit, and increasingly as he advances, the word ontology will seem more and 
more dangerous to him, both because of its traditional use and the meaning 
that at bottom legitimates this traditional use, ontology meaning not thought 
or logos of being (double genitive on which he will insist in the “Letter on 
‘Humanism’”) but discourse on the on9 —  that is, on the being in general, on 
the being qua being (general metaphysics).

To follow this progressive abandonment of the notion, and this destruc-
tion of the history of ontology as destruction of ontology itself, I will pick out 
three reference points in the path of Heidegger’s thinking in this regard.

First reference point: The opening of Sein und Zeit (1927). In §3 of Sein 
und Zeit, Heidegger defines the primacy of the question of the meaning of 
being in relation to the regional disciplines, the particular regional ontolo-
gies, each of which concerns a particular type of being. To each science, to 
each particular discipline, mathematics, physics, biology, historical sciences, 
theology and . . . ,10 there must correspond an ontology that determines in 
advance the meaning of the being, the being of the being that is its object. 
A particular positive science can unfold its theoretical field and determine 
the unity of its theoretical field only by presupposing that clarity has been 
achieved as to the meaning of the being or of the particular type of being 
that it has as its object. One must know what is the meaning of the being 
of the physical being, of the being as physical thing, in order to constitute 
a physics. Knowledge is in fact for the physicist always a foreknowledge, a 

9. In the manuscript, Derrida writes the Greek word for “being” either in Greek let-
ters (ὄν) or in Roman letters (on). We adopt transliterations throughout.

10. Thus in the manuscript.
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non- thematic pre- comprehension, but one that is indispensable, and this pre- 
comprehension must be brought into the light of the explicit. Each regional 
science will therefore have to be the object of an ontological question as to 
the meaning of the being it treats. A movement parallel to the one speci-
fied by Husserl himself. And the reference to Husserl is almost explicit in 
§3. Husserl also defined the need to fix the meaning of the objects corre-
sponding to each regional or material ontology. The difference here, and it 
is decisive, is that the material regions or ontologies that Husserl is talking 
about delimit domains of objects; beings are objects determined by a tran-
scendental consciousness, a transcendental subject. The regional ontologies 
constitute the domains of objectivity. The world is the totality of regions, 
and thus the totality of objects appearing to a nonworldly consciousness, 
the region of consciousness not being one region among others but the UR- 
Region, the UR- Kategorie. And formal ontology concerns not the structure 
of objectivity of a region but the structure of objectivity in general, referred 
to something like an object in general for a consciousness in general. Clearly, 
Heidegger claims to be more radical in refusing to take on all this transcen-
dental idealism, the whole thematic of the reduction, and so forth, which 
predetermines the being in general as an object in general. For Heidegger, 
the object in general is merely a determinate type of being and the same goes 
for its correlate, the subject or consciousness in general. We shall return to 
this. With the exception of this fundamental difference, the movement he 
effectuates here is analogous, if not identical, to that of Husserl. Once par-
ticular ontological questions have determined the meaning of the different 
regions of the being, it will be necessary to pose the question of being itself, 
of nonregional being itself. Regional ontological differences presuppose, 
whether they speak of the being of such and such a being or such and such  
a domain of beings, they presuppose the meaning of being; they have an 
implicit knowledge of what the word being means when they ask what is 
the physical being, the biological being, the mathematical, historical, being, 
and so on. This implicit knowledge must become explicit.

This question of the meaning of being in general (which is not a con-
structed generality) is what, in Sein und Zeit, he calls fundamental ontology. 
In Sein und Zeit, he accepts the word ontology to designate this endeavor.

See for example the end of §3. (Comment.)

But such inquiry —  ontology taken in its broadest sense without reference 
to specific ontological directions and tendencies —  itself still needs a guide-
line. It is true that ontological inquiry is more original than the ontic inquiry 
of the positive sciences. [Comment.] But it remains naïve and opaque if its 
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investigations into the being of beings leave the meaning of being in general 
undiscussed (unerörtert). And precisely the ontological task of a genealogy of 
the different possible ways of being (a genealogy which is not to be construed 
deductively) requires a preliminary understanding (Vorverständigung) of 
“what we really mean by this expression ‘being’ (‘Sein’).” (Being and Time, 10)

And here is the articulation of fundamental ontology with the regional 
ontologies, and of these latter with determinate ontic sciences.

Die Seinsfrage thus aims not only at an a priori condition of the possibility 
of the sciences, which investigate beings as this or that kind of being and 
which thus always already move within an understanding of being, but also 
at the condition of the possibility of the ontologies which precede the ontic 
sciences and found them. (Being and Time, 10)

And now notice that in this first text, Heidegger while accepting for the 
moment ontology and the term ontology, nonetheless begins to refer it to the 
higher authority that is the question or the thinking of the meaning of being. 
This movement, which will be confirmed later, is here only announced. I 
continue my translation:

All ontology, no matter how rich and tightly knit [tightly interlocked: fest 
verklammertes] a system of categories it has at its disposal, remains funda-
mentally blind and perverts its innermost intent if it has not previously clar-
ified the meaning of being sufficiently and grasped this clarification as its 
fundamental task. (Being and Time, 10)

Some eight years later —  and this would be our second reference point —  
the same movement is repeated, but this time it presents itself as a movement 
beyond. Beyond ontology and the word ontology.

In the Einführung in die Metaphysik, which is a course from 1935 that Hei-
degger considers as a sort of complement to Sein und Zeit, Heidegger again 
poses the question of the meaning of being, and again, this time directing 
his protest against Nietzsche (being = illusion) rather than against Hegel —  
Nietzsche and Hegel being the two thinkers in the privileged proximity of 
whom Heidegger makes his own difference heard —  he shows that the think-
ing of being is not the concept of being. Just as any general concept can be 
constructed and fixed only if it is guided by a pre- comprehension of the mean-
ing of that of which one wishes to form the concept, here too the concept of 
being, for there is a concept of being, refers to a prior thinking of the meaning 
of being itself. And this is the moment at which, restricting the extension of 
the word ontology to its signification and its de facto usage in the tradition, he 
proposes to abandon it. I will read you this passage, [French] pages 49– 50.
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*Of course, one can show oneself to be very clever and superior, and once 
again trot out the well- known reflection: “Being” is simply the most univer-
sal concept. Its range extends to any and every thing, even to Nothing, which, 
as something thought and said, “is” also something. So there is, in the strict 
sense of the word, nothing above and beyond the range of this most univer-
sal concept “Being” in terms of which it could be further defined. One must 
be satisfied with this highest generality. The concept of Being is an ultimate. 
And it also corresponds to a law of logic that says: the more comprehensive 
a concept is in its scope —  and what could be more comprehensive than the 
concept “Being”? —  the more indeterminate and empty is its content.

For every normally thinking human being —  and we all want to be nor-
mal —  such trains of thought are immediately and entirely convincing. But 
now the question is whether the assessment of Being as the most universal 
concept reaches the essence of Being, or whether it so misinterprets Being 
from the start that questioning becomes hopeless. The question is whether 
Being can count only as the most universal concept that unavoidably presents 
itself in all particular concepts or whether Being has a completely different 
essence, and thus is anything but the object of an “ontology,” if one takes this 
word in its established meaning.

The term “ontology” was first coined in the seventeenth century. It des-
ignates the development of the traditional doctrine of beings into a philo-
sophical discipline and a branch of the philosophical system. But the tradi-
tional doctrine is the academic analysis and ordering of what for Plato and 
Aristotle, and again for Kant, was a question, though to be sure a question 
that was no longer originary. The word “ontology” is still used this way 
even today. Under this title, philosophy busies itself with the composition 
and exposition of a branch within its system. But one can also take the word 
“ontology” “in its broadest sense without reference to specific ontological 
directions and tendencies” (cf. Being and Time, 1927, p. 11, top). In this case 
“ontology” means the effort to put Being into words, and to do so by passing 
through the question of how it stands with Being [not just with beings as 
such]. But because until now this question has found neither an accord nor 
even a resonance, but instead it is explicitly rejected by the various circles 
of academic philosophical scholarship, which pursues an “ontology” in the 
traditional sense, it may be good in the future to forgo the use of the terms 
“ontology” and “ontological.” Two modes of questioning which, as is only 
now becoming clearer, are worlds apart should not bear the same name. We 
ask the question —  How does it stand with Being? What is the meaning of 
Being? —  not in order to compose an ontology in the traditional style, much 
less to reckon up critically the mistakes of earlier attempts at ontology. We 
are concerned with something completely different.*11

11. Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, trans. Gregory Fried and Richard 
Polt (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 42– 44.
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Third stage. This time Heidegger is no longer content to give up on the 
term ontology because it is charged with an equivocation due to a certain 
usage that was in fact made of it in history. This time Heidegger will con-
sider that the concept of ontology itself can only be inadequate, for reasons 
not of fact but of essence. The very word ontology cannot designate anything 
other than a discourse directed toward beings, either the totality of beings or 
beings in general, or the being of beings (beingness, étantité) but not being 
itself. Ontology concerns the on and not the einai. Ontology has therefore no 
privilege with respect to metaphysics, at least with respect to general meta-
physics. Whereas at the beginning Heidegger wanted to ground metaphysics 
in ontology, he now thinks that onto- logy is metaphysical. Now —  that is, 
eight years again after the Einführung, sixteen years after Sein und Zeit, in 
the lecture given during the war, in 1943, entitled “Nietzsche’s Word: ‘God 
Is Dead,’” on the basis of the Nietzsche lectures given from 1936 to 1940. 
This is a meditation on Nietzsche’s Metaphysics. In spite of Nietzsche’s 
demolition of classical metaphysics, there is a metaphysics in Nietzsche, and 
one that is not simply to one side of his aesthetics, of his theory of knowl-
edge, and so forth.

This metaphysics, like all metaphysics, wants to determine being qua 
being; here it is a metaphysics of being as value, a metaphysics of value, and 
pursuing the explication of this metaphysics of value, Heidegger tries to show 
that being as such in its essence is will to power and in its existence “Eternal 
Return of the Same.” But this dissociation between essentia and existentia 
has not been meditated on by the metaphysics that lives off this inheritance 
without posing the question of the unity of the meaning of being before the 
rupture of the ens qua ens, of being as being, as essence and existence. A rup-
ture that came about after Aristotle and his [illegible word]. And Nietzsche 
is imprisoned in this metaphysical limitation.

The essential relation between the “will to power” and the “eternal return of 
the same” must be thought in this way; however we cannot yet represent it 
here directly because metaphysics has neither considered nor even inquired 
about the origin of the distinction between essentia and existentia.12

Well, this metaphysics as determination of the being qua being, and 
blind to the originary question of being, this traditional metaphysics that 
Nietzsche wanted to demolish but was unable to destroy —  Heidegger also 
calls it ontology in this text, consecrating this time not the depreciation (for 
there is none) but the limitation attributed to this concept: read [French] 
pages 173– 74:

12. Heidegger, “Nietzsche’s Word: ‘God Is Dead,’” in Off the Beaten Track, 178.
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