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This is a rich and nuanced study that operates with multiple layers
of reading texts. David Farrell Krell, long one of the most interesting
readers of Heidegger, Nietzsche, Derrida and others, studies one of
Derrida’s most intriguing projects in detail. This project was one of
the many readings of Heidegger developed by Derrida in his career,
which focused on two unusual points in Heidegger’s writings: his 1928
course Metaphysical Foundations of Logic and his 1953 essay on the
poet George Trakl. Derrida was interested in what Heidegger did with
a complicated word, Geschlecht. As Krell notes, this is a word that
cannot be easily rendered into other languages, because its senses are,
‘roughly, clan, tribe, race, generation, genus, lineage, coinage, sex, and
a few things more’ (ix). The word has complex etymological roots, but
relates to the Old High German gislahti, and the verb schlagen, to beat,
strike, imprint, stamp. The English words ‘slay’ and ‘slaughter’ come
from the same root (1).

Derrida published three texts directly on this topic. ‘Geschlecht:
Sexual Difference, Ontological Difference’, ‘Geschlecht II: Heidegger’s
Hand’, and ‘Philopolemology: Heidegger’s Ear (Geschlecht IV)’. He
never collected these in a single volume himself. The first two appeared
as essays in French, and then were later reprinted in the collection
Psyché: Inventions de l’autre, as well as in the pocket edition of De
l’esprit: Heidegger et la question. They appeared in English translations
first separately, and recently in the second volume of the translation of
Psyché. The fourth first appeared in English in a collection edited by
John Sallis, Reading Heidegger: Commemorations, and then in French as
an appendix to Politiques de l’amitié. The English translations Of Spirit
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and The Politics of Friendship, in contrast, do not include the essays. The
third text, which was never published, was distributed in typescript to
attendees of the conference in Chicago in 1985 where Derrida presented
‘Geschlecht II’, but only in a fragmentary and unfinished form.

Krell makes a compelling case for treating these texts together, as well
as bringing Of Spirit into the conversation. The first four chapters of
his study are on texts I, II, Of Spirit and IV, respectively. The next
two chapters are on text III. To analyze ‘Geschlecht III’ he does not
just work with the transcript, but also draws on his correspondence and
conversations with Derrida, and with the notes from Derrida’s 1984–85
course on ‘Philosophical Nationality and Nationalism: The Phantom
of the Other’, from which the fragmentary essay is taken. Like many
of Derrida’s papers, these notes are available to consult at the Institut
Mémoires de l’édition contemporaine. (Krell says he will give a copy
of his annotated ‘Geschlecht III’ to the archive for future researchers to
use.) While Derrida’s seminars are being published by Éditions Galilée
and being translated by University of Chicago Press, so far only four
volumes have been published: the very early 1964–65 course Heidegger:
la question de l’Être et l’Histoire, and the final three (one of the volumes
on The Death Penalty and two volumes on The Beast and the Sovereign).
Among other themes, The Beast and the Sovereign treats Heidegger’s
work on the animal question in some detail. While we can expect, in
time, the 1984–85 course to be published and then translated, this is
not likely to be anytime soon. Projected volumes for the next few years
indicate that the team will be working backwards from the last courses.
(For more on the project, see http://derridaseminars.org/project.html). It
is perhaps not coincidental that Derrida’s seminars begin and end with
Heidegger, given the importance he has to his overall work. Krell of
course makes use of these and other texts by Derrida on Heidegger,
though the focus is squarely on the Geschlecht series and Of Spirit. For
more on Derrida’s The Beast and the Sovereign, Krell’s own Derrida
and our Animal Others (reviewed in Derrida Today Vol 7, Issue 2), is an
excellent guide.

This is a book in which we are reading Krell reading Derrida reading
Heidegger reading Trakl. But it also jumps some of those steps: as
a long-time reader of Heidegger, and a translator of some of his
works including, most notably, his book on Nietzsche, Krell is well
equipped to read him directly. This is a discussion which is right up-
to-date: Krell begins to take account of the already-notorious ‘Black
Notebooks’ of which four volumes have appeared so far. Krell has an
extensive review essay of the first three volumes in a recent issue of
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Research in Phenomenology, and his study of Heidegger entitled Ecstasy,
Catastrophe, which juxtaposes readings of Being and Time with the
notebooks, is forthcoming from SUNY Press later this year. Yet we
also have accounts of Derrida’s direct engagement with Trakl, for which
Heidegger is his essential though partial guide. And Krell himself engages
with Trakl, both in the text itself (Chapter 7) and in its lengthy appendix,
where he provides his own translations of Trakl’s poems on facing pages
to the German texts. If, as Heidegger repeatedly stressed, translation is
an interpretation, Krell is continuing the work here too.

It is impossible to summarise the rich themes explored in this reading
of readings. Let me merely outline some of the questions at stake. In
the first Geschlecht essay, there is a specific focus on the question of
sexuality, as opposed to neutrality, in relation to Heidegger’s Dasein.
Is there a difference which cuts through, and undercuts, Heidegger’s
focus on the ontological difference? How does this relate to Heidegger’s
translation of Latin into German? The second essay deepens the inquiry
with questions of writing, corporeality, race and spirit. The hand is
both the term embedded in present-at-hand and ready-to-hand, and the
peculiar discussion of hands in What is Called Thinking? Heidegger’s
hand and the human hand then, which he denies to the animal. In the
third text – and we can only hope at least the ‘truncated typescript’ is one
day published – there are questions of rhythm and reading, particularly
its type; placing and pointing; and the ‘strangeness’ (143) of Trakl’s
complex interrelations with his sister, the pianist Grete. The strange,
the stranger, and estrangement become important themes. In the fourth
essay, the ear is used to explore issues of hearing and listening, which are
‘for Heidegger early and late, the very essence of speech and language’
(107). Yet it is also a political question: the constitution of a community
through language, through the speech and its reception. This community
is also constituted through Kampf, struggle, a term which relates not just
to Hitler but also to Carl Schmitt. Schmitt, of course, would be a major
figure in Derrida’s contemporaneous exploration of friendship.

Krell, like Derrida, is aware of the interrelations of philosophy, poetry,
language and nationalism: this is an American reading a Frenchman
reading a German reading an Austrian. While Austrian, Trakl was, for
Heidegger and others, a German poet, both linguistically and nationally,
which shows the politics of these questions endures. He served in the
First World War as a medical officer, and what he saw on the Eastern
front in Galicia exacerbated his depression, leading first to a failed
attempt at suicide and then an overdose which killed him. His sister
Grete died three years later. Heidegger’s valorization of the war dead
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is well-known. Poetic, philosophical and political nationalism cannot be
easily disentangled. The old claim made by many Heidegger scholars
was that Heidegger’s nationalism was linguistic rather than racial; a
suggestion which the ‘Black Notebooks’, with their ‘metaphysical’ anti-
Semitism, render untenable. And yet, Krell clearly does not think this
means we should abandon reading Heidegger, nor reading those who
read, and gained so much, from him.

In all this Krell is a generous, patient guide and critic. He unpacks
the vocabulary of the texts with care and attention to nuance, reading
the French and German directly and working on English equivalents or
attending to the polysemous nature of terms. In this text he thankfully
curbs the stylistic excesses from which some of his other works suffer. He
has provided an invaluable service in reconstructing the third Geschlecht
essay, and his work with the 1984–85 course is extremely interesting.
But above all, it is a work of close and careful reading. This is a major
contribution to work on Derrida, Heidegger and Trakl; a significant
addition to his influential work; and the very model of intellectual
history.
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Resisting Resistance

The thought elaborated by those imposing personalities in France, between
1960 and 2000, has left their heirs unarmed, and a certain way of inheriting
them has doubtless led to a genuine sterilization of thought itself – often giving
the impression of rationalizing and legitimating the renunciation of thinking
an alternative, for example, by positing that there is no alternative to the state
of affairs that leads to universal unreason, other than ‘resistance’ to a kind of
inevitable fate of stupidity and performance, imposed on us as a new regime
in which knowledge has become an ‘information commodity’.

(Bernard Stiegler, States of Shock, 2015: 78 [§30])

As Bernard Stiegler would have it, resistance is almost diametrically
opposed to the positive project of creating alternative futures. A kind of


