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On Derrida From Now On 
Micheal Naas’ latest book Derrida From Now On is comprised of several essays on Derrida’s late philosophy of politics, taking up the questions of nation state, secularism, globalization, democracy and Derrida’s latest assessments of Europe and United States. The title of the book is interesting for even though it locates itself in the “now” it performs not only a break with the past, but also perhaps with the present in order to open the future for a new philosophical engagement with Derrida. What about the now of Derrida, the now in which he lives on in the memories of family, friends, and students, and for others the now in which his signature no longer represents a living body but an immense corpus? As Micheal Naas notes, with the completion of the corpus some of its readers may be eager to hear or produce the last word, an epithet, a last judgment on its presumed totality. The totalisation of a disseminating corpus is definitely not what Micheal Naas aims at doing. He notes that at least since 1990’s Derrida appears to be more willing to respond, and sometimes in oblique ways, to the political events of his own time. Even though he does not become a public figure, he makes himself a contemporary philosopher in the genuine sense. Now after his death, our task is to make him live on by making his texts relevant to our own political context, perhaps to the contexts of which Derrida himself knew nothing about. Derrida From Now On sheds light on the fundamental questions that call for thinking in Derrida’s late works on politics and political philosophy. Naas connects the new directions that Derrida’s thought took with the concepts and strategies which are found in Derrida’s early works such as Speech and Phenomena, Dissemination and Glas. At a time dominated by the academic tendency to present deconstruction as a phenomenon of a bygone age, Derrida From Now On attempts to show why Derrida’s corpus is still one of the best philosophical resources for thinking through the political problems of our time. According to Naas, the most important question of our times concerns sovereignty. In our age, transnational sovereignties of international organizations, multinational corporations, and non-state terrorist networks challenge the sovereignty of the nation state and call for a rethinking of the notion of sovereignty. Derrida’s way of questioning of the political, theological, and philosophical heritage of sovereignty can help us make sense of what we recently experience in US, Europe and perhaps in other non-Western places in the world.  Naas understands Derrida’s aporetic notion of sovereignty as “constitutive auto-immunity”, a notion developed in Rogues and other texts, as a response to the call for rethinking sovereignty. Derrida explores the aporias of sovereignty, freedom and democracy
 which have already surfaced in the classical discourses of Rousseau, Pascal, Montaigne, Schmitt, Benjamin etc., and shows that their irreducibility implies that “the traditional notion of sovereignty always harbors within it or always in fact produces, secretes, so to speak, the very forces that threaten to compromise or undermine it”(p.124). 
Naas ties the term “auto-immunity” which appears in Derrida’s writing in the mid 1990’s, and most notably in “Faith and Knowledge”, to the ancient term of “deconstruction”. This will not come as a surprise if we remember that Derrida did not describe deconstruction as an action exerted on something from the outside, but an attention paid to the way in which “something deconstructs itself” (ça se deconstruit), and in whatever deconstructs itself there is always something that turns against its own defenses. But what is it that deconstructs itself? Not only the texts which suffer from metaphysical fantasies deconstruct themselves, but all sovereign identities do so.  So Naas writes: “…not only the bodies that we call discourses or texts but psychic systems and political institutions, nation states and national contexts, and perhaps even though this is the most contentious, God himself, God in his sovereign self, or God in his phantasmatic theologico-political body.” This questioning of sovereignty reminds us of Nietzsche’s characterization of the illusion of sovereignty as another means for man to wage the battle for existence by controlling the forces of life, thereby reducing life’s possibilities. Indeed for Nietzsche religion, nation state and sovereignty of the subject are manifestations of the will to power. Derrida agrees with Nietzsche that a sovereign self is based on the presupposition that the self is a substance or subject who precedes its deed. A sovereign nation state is, according to Derrida in Force of Law, founded by a performative coup de force which is neither legal nor illegal, nor just nor unjust at the moment of its institution and which legitimates itself only after the fact by a power that aims at its conservation. Nonetheless, such a legitimating auto-conservation reveals itself to be inevitably auto-immune for it does not merely preserve the existing laws, but institutes new laws, thereby opening itself to new performatives in its very effort to prevent them. In following Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence” Derrida puts into question the violence inherent in the logic of sovereignty of the nation state as such. Finally, according to Micheal Naas, Derrida goes as far as questioning the sovereignty of God. Derrida agrees with Carl Schmitt who pointed out that the transcendent, all powerful and sovereign God of theology has in fact always been the model for political sovereignty. He adds to this remark that the notion of sovereign God served to keep the phenomena of auto-immunity out of sight. Since Derrida’s essay, “Declarations of Independence”, the name God serves not only to overcome the diversity of states and people and helps to strengthen “political unity”, but also ends the infinite chain of representatives, hides the movement of their differing and deferring. God can do all this by guaranteeing the goodness of the people’s will, he validates the signature that makes them sovereign. Thus even a transcendent God embodies or bodies forth phantasmatically in the politics of nation states. Assuming that God is not transcendent, but all things are immanent to Him, auto-immunity is that which will eventually undo all unity, producing the differences which resist for example the Hegelian dialectic of the essence that produces the differences in order to take them back into the unity of its progression. Thus auto-immune forces may not only attack the natural lives of the living bodies, but also the safe and sound self-production of the spirit. In other words, the concept of auto-immunity serves to put into question not only a transcendent God, but also the God of a philosophy of immanence, the unity of God with nature and spirit. At this point the question arises whether Derrida is not leaving us solely with non-dialectical differentiation or creative and arbitrary dissemination? And if this is the case, how can such a position be reconciled with the possibility of ethics? For Derrida ethics will be possible if there is unconditional responsibility. How would an unconditionally responsible ethical subject not be sovereign? Naas suggests that Derrida is dissociating the idea of unconditionality and the idea of sovereignty. According to his reading of Derrida, the “autoimmunity” lies at the heart of every sovereign identity and thus sovereignty reveals itsef sovereignty to be a fantasy. Autoimmunity is that which happens to life itself, opening it to the unconditional event, good or bad. It opens one to the unconditional event as well as to the unconditional responsibility for it without promising or guaranteeing salvation. 
Here I shall concentrate only on an example of the phantasm of sovereignty, i.e., secularism. Generally secularism of the modern nation state is understood in terms of a divorce between religion and politics. Derrida’s recent work on politics deconstructs this understanding of secularism by showing that the founding political concepts that lay at the foundations of the institutions of the modern nation state are in fact secularized theological concepts. At this point, Derrida returns to Carl Schmitt who had argued that political sovereignty has theological origins. In so far as sovereignty refers to omnipotence, self-determination of the will, unlimited and unconditional power, it belongs to a political onto-theology. But how could these concepts be secularized at all? This is perhaps, as Heidegger notes, due to the fact that ontology and theology in an extra-religious or extra-Christian sense were never separated in the first place. Heidegger emphasizes that the question concerning all beings was not separated from the question of the foundation of being, i.e., the question of theion. This is why to him, philosophy meant onto-theology.
 Derrida is without doubt right when he says “The opposition between sacred and secular is naïve… contrary to what we think we know, we have never entered a secular era. The idea of secular is religious through and through – Christian really (Paper Machine, 14)”. However, this critique does not amount, as Naas argues, to a rejection of the possibility of secularity at all. Derrida’s term “radical secularity beyond secularism” inscribes an originary faith, at the heart of the inseparable relation between the political and the religious. Such a faith haunts and disturbs the modern, non apparent, non-manifest, secret marriage of the state with religion, behind the veil of secularism. Whether the state is secular or religious, its phantasm of sovereignty is haunted by faith, for example by a figure such as Socrates in The Apology who had an originary faith in Apollo. Socrates believes in a self who constantly puts itself in question in its effort to attain a good life and this faith disturbs Athens’ political sovereignty.  And Hallaj disturbed the political sovereignty by denying a transcendent God, by finding God in himself, a God that is not only my soul but also my own vulnerable, exposed, and persecuted body. An originary faith is not necessarily faith in a transcendent or immanent divinity, it can also be atheism, a groundless openness to the event, the democracy to come, or messianicity without messianism, relation to an undefined alterity. 

Derrida claims that the act of originary faith is not only at the foundation of religion but also of science. This is not just because the axioms on which scientific demonstrations rest cannot themselves be demonstrated. For Plato, for instance, they are the objects of nous, of an intellectual vision. The problem concerns the relation of this vision to an originary belief, a belief more original than the epistemological distinction between doxa and episteme. “Believe what I say as one believes in a miracle,” writes Derrida in Faith and Knowledge (Faith and Knowledge 83-84) what is at stake here is the miracle of the performative. The term belief here makes me rethink the term “opinion” in Plato’s Allegory of the cave. Indeed the whole Allegory is a performative instituting the distinction between the sensible and the intelligible by means of which the possibility of knowledge is accounted for. We are led to think that opinions are of sensible things which are generated and corrupted, arbitrary and changing, whereas knowledge is of unchanging, eternal and intelligible things which can only acceded by way of intelligence.  However, as soon as we pay attention to the mode in which Plato is making Socrates to make this fundamental metaphysical distinction between the sensible and the intelligible, and the epistemological distinction between opinion and knowledge, we come across something very much like what Derrida wants to bring into view:  Socrates says: 

“..you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your desire, I have expressed—whether rightly or wrongly God knows. But whether true or false, my opinion is that in the world of Knowledge the idea of the Good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would act rationally either in public or in private life must have his eyes fixed.”(Plato, Republic, book VII, 517). 

Now why is the distinction between the sensible and the intelligible on which the distinction between opinion and knowledge is grounded comes as “an opinion”? What is the status of this opinion which precedes and remains irreducible to the distinction between doxa and episteme. Indeed it comes as a performative and offers itself to the other to believe or not to believe. How could Glaucon believe in the reality of the intellectual world if he is not going to believe it as if he believes in a miracle? Hence a certain faith is inscribed into the very heart of what we call knowledge. Both religious faith and knowledge are fundamentally related to belief in so far as “belief” is the ether of the address and the relation to the utterly other”. Secularity beyond dogmatic secularism and religious dogmatism is then an act of originary faith to a miraculous opening of the world, concludes Naas. This is obviously not a defense of religious faith but a reevaluation of belief as originary faith.      
As Naas points out Speech and Phenomena traces the phenomenon of phantasm back to the phantasm as phenomenon, “to the fact that différance, iterability, indeed spectrality –is the condition of all hearing-oneself-speak.” There are phantasms that underlie phenomenality and they seem to be mechanisms that keep auto-immunity out of sight. Following Naas, we can take a step further and relate this originary faith to that which is creative of analogy. Perhaps the anagram in Plato’s Pharmacy can be read also as this address to the other. Originary faith beyond the religious dogmas disturbs both secular and non-secular states because such a faith can be a manifestation of spectral auto-immunity. At the foundations of the originary faith may lie the anagrammatic beyond the analogy between theology and politics because the originary faith carries in itself the possibility of a new performance, it makes an appeal to justice beyond law.

In concluding, I shall ask three questions: 

1) Micheal Naas argues the same phantasmatic immunity manifests itself in metaphysics, religion and the politics of the nation state, even though at the final analysis it reveals itself to be nothing else than a spectral auto-immunity. My question is whether phantasmatic immunity a Nietzschean illusion? If the phantasm of a self-same self that can act, that has the power as opposed to force points to the metaphysical desire for a life beyond life, a life in which we are completely safe, can we ever or who can get rid of that phantasm and that desire? It seems that in freeing oneself from the phantasm and its power one can open oneself to a language that comes from the other or to the play of forces which precedes the distinction between inside and outside. However, if the distinction that Derrida is making between force and power is Nietzschean, and if the phantasm of sovereignty belongs to the will to power, shall we also say with Nietzsche that that this is a “necessary illusion” because it is useful for the survival of human beings? If phantasmatic immunity is always exposed to the play of forces, the will to power, despite all its necessity for our own perseverance in being, is always, and will always be undermined. In other words, is it possible for all humanity and not only for the philosopher-artist to get rid of this phantasm of sovereignty? 
2) My second question concerns history? Even though Micheal Naas says that “the notion of truth as objectively determined and independent of me is precisely one of the effects of the phantasm”, truth about sovereignty, i.e. spectral auto-immunity, the impossibility of keeping our phantasmatic institutions safe and sound appears to me to be a structural truth. It rather reveals an economy, perhaps what Bataille has called a “general economy of life.” If so, does it make sense to ask the question of the historical origins of auto-immunity? What must have had happened for us to come to such experiences auto-immunity? Is it another name, perhaps the last name for the Being of beings? Of its determinability, of its truth, of a new position of being with respect to Being? Is it another articulation of beings, or a way of putting into question Being itself? Is it part of the history of the philosophical experiences of beings as a whole or is it the concept that enables us to deconstruct the history of Being as such, turning it into a-teleological process of dissemination? Is auto-immunity original historiality? What chances does it give us if it does not save us from self-destruction? If the discourse on salvation itself is problematic for being another denial of auto-immunity, what are the chances of living on beyond our biological life?  
3) If auto-immunity is not the liberation of man for self-creation or a creative conquest and if it does not amount to the domination and transformation of beings in all domains of man’s there being, it can perhaps be brought to bear more on an urgent question for all mankind, i.e., the problem of our relation to the Earth as our dwelling place. Can auto-immunity be of help in accounting for the present age, which some  environmentalists have called “the human age”? They have named our age after man, for he appears in the present to be the only being on Earth that could undermine not only the conditions of his own earthly dwelling but also of all living beings. I am wondering to what extent a global climate change can be considered to be a question of auto-immunity? Man is auto-immune when his biological constitution, his body attacks its own defenses, but his auto-immunity goes beyond his biological life, his phantasmatic spiritual creations, his science, politics and religion, in so far as they rest on “beliefs” or performatives, keep undermining themselves. The phenomenon of auto-immunity goes beyond life in the sense of man’s zoe and bios, for in our time, we also talk about man’s historical acceleration of the auto-immune forces of life as such. Perhaps thereby annihilating all possibility of living on. 
I think “now” we experience a disillusionment with sovereignty more than ever. Without assuming the role of saviors the remaining question is whether or not we can be responsible for the totality of beings. One may ask if the possibility of the end of the human life in the world, the end of human history, the completion of the end of metaphysics can also be designated as phenomena of auto-immunity. Man’s sovereignty over nature is also of phantasmatic character. Why then there is such a lack of emphasis on the phantasmatic nature of the sovereignty of man over nature in Derrida’s recent questioning of the phantasmatic nature of sovereignty?  Modern science did not only made nature present to man as mathematically measurable in the form of pure bodies whose relations are to be conceived in mechanical terms, but it also inherited the theological idea that nature is created for man, it is at his disposal to use. If the archaic principle-phantasm of sovereignty is of theological origin, so may be the fantasy of sovereignty over the natural world. I am aware that Derrida resists discourses that appeal to nature as a complete, original pure presence, for the machine, technology; repetition and iteration have always been responsible for making nature present for us. The image of nature safe from technology is another phantasm which paves the way for the phantasm of sovereignty. But is this a sufficient response to the situation?  If man has activated the auto-immune forces of life which will erase him off the world, no tradition might be left to live on. Can we speak of an unconditional in our relation to nature? What kind of discourse should we invent for it?
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