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ABSTRACT 
 
In this paper contingency is estimated as an essentially identifying trait of the (mod-

ern) world emerging from the radical upheavals of the late 18th century and the begin-
nings of the 19th century. If contingency is the mark of the (modern) world as world, 
the question arises how human beings should, or merely could deal with it. For the pur-
pose of discussing this issue, the usual alternative of violence and dialogue is consid-
ered. Nevertheless, the intention is not merely to oppose violent to rational conduct. 
Taking recourse to two authors who had a particularly acute sense of contingency, Hein-
rich von Kleist and Paul Celan, the aim of this paper, on the one hand, is to discuss  
a concept of violence that is not merely instrumental, nor attributable to merely subjec-
tive intentions, but that has the significance of the principle of overcoming contingency 
by way of absolutely forcing order or absolutely renouncing to it. On the other hand, it 
involves discussing a concept of dialogue that is essentially different to what may be 
called the institution of Western dialogue, characterized by the disembodiment of the 
word, and therefore to suggest the concept of a radically embodied dialogue as a way to 
positively deal with contingency.  
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At the beginning of the 19th century a certain sense of general instability 

seemed to sprout among people; the work of many authors attests to it. The 
turmoil of the previous century in its last decades, first and foremost the French 
Revolution, deeply shook the confidence in the order of things, in a completely 
different way to the shocking occurrence of the Lisbon earthquake in the mid-
eighteenth century, which after all, and notwithstanding the intense debate it 
provoked, was a natural disaster. The revolution showed that the order of human 
things could undergo a radical upheaval by human agency, cutting history, so to 
speak, in two. This astounding disruption confirmed in an overwhelming man-
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ner that there was history. If the Lisbon earthquake aroused the most pressing 
doubts about the belief in a world wisely governed by a loving God, and²as 
Voltaire would have it²about the Leibnizian idea of the best of all possible 
worlds, exposing humankind, as it seemed, to the vicissitudes of an immanent 
and indifferent nature, the French Revolution evinced the human power to radi-
cally transform all the social, political, and economic order that was, until then, 
taken for granted. 

But another seism in progress needs to be mentioned, which made all reli-
ance on human capacity to know the order of things waver, and this was²if  
I may term it so²the withdrawal of the thing in itself brought about by another 
disruption: the Kantian revolution, which was in more than one sense related to 
the epoch-making one in France. 

It may seem meaningful to cover all these acute changes drawing on the 
concept of contingency. For their general effects were uncertainty, unpredicta-
bility, and the difficulty to locate events and emerging circumstances in famil-
iar, inherited frames. All domains that are relevant for human beings, whether 
natural, historical, or epistemological, entered into a state of variability.  

Of course, the question of contingency can be addressed in many different 
ways: logical, epistemological, ethical, political, and metaphysical. In a certain 
sense, what I am going to say could be subscribed under the last heading, be-
cause the issue that interests me here is the idea of irreducible contingency of 
the world as such. However, I am not going to tackle this subject in general 
terms. This idea of irreducible contingency, although it may be traced back 
across the centuries of philosophical tradition, acquires its sharp cutting edge 
with the dawn of modernity, when the glorious conceptions of subject grounded 
on certainty and a nature obedient to necessary laws²not to mention a lasting 
social order²EHJDQ� WR� IOXFWXDWH� DQG� FROODSVH�� 7KH� VHQVH� RI� WKH� WHUP� ³ZRUOG´�
became essentially problematic. We are heirs to this quandary. 

$�KRVW�RI�EULOOLDQW�KHDGV�VRXJKW�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKHVH�FKDOOHQJHV��)ULHGULFK�+|l-
derlin, for instance, when discussing the difference between ancients (Hellas) 
and moderns (Hesperia), and coQVLGHULQJ� WKH� WUDJLF� ³FDWHJRULFDO� WXUQ´� DV� WKH�
JHUPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�PRGHUQ�VSLULW��VSRNH�DERXW�WKH�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WUDJLF�KHUR¶V�
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��DV�VKH�JRHV�VLOHQWO\�³ZDQGHULQJ�EHORZ�WKH�XQWKLQNDEOH´��+|OGHr-
lin, 1988, 111). His confrontation can be considered one of the most radical 
ones with the aforementioned challenges. Keeping this in mind, I will rather 
cling to one whose shining brilliant head was shadowed by somber hues just as 
+|OGHUOLQ¶V�� 7KLV� LV�+HLQULFK� YRQ�.OHLVW�� 7KH�(DUWKTXDNH� DQG� WKH� )UHQFK� DQG 
Kantian revolutions nourish his thought and writing. 
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VIOLENCE 
 
,I� WKHUH� LV� D�*HUPDQ�ZRUG� WKDW� FRXOG� EH� KHOG� RYHU� WKH� HQWLUHW\� RI�.OHLVW¶V�

ZRUN�DV�D�VRUW�RI�ZDWFKZRUG��LW�LV�WKH�WHUP�³Zufall.´ Chance, coincidence, fortu-
ity, accident: all the meanings packed in this word speak of a certain event²or 
of a set of simultaneously concurring events²which is unforeseen, unexpected, 
or unintended, and which for that very reason cannot be referred to a chain of 
known or conjecturable causes. And this is, of course, the standard conceptual-
L]DWLRQ� RI� ZKDW� ZH� FDOO� ³FRQWLQJHQW�´� LQVRIDU� DV� LW� RSSRVHV� ZKDW� KDSSHQV� E\�
QHFHVVLW\��<RX�PD\�WXUQ� WR�$ULVWRWOH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI� Wz�HQGHNKyPHQRQ� Thom-
DV¶V�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�contingens, Gottfried Wilhelm /HLEQL]¶V�OLWWOH�HVVD\�De con-
tingentia, or the Kantian framing of =XIlOOLJNHLW under the reflective principle of 
purposiveness, and you will find that all of them agree in the opposition of con-
tingency and necessity. This happens to undergo an essential alteration in 
.OHLVW¶V�RHXYUH� 

KlHLVW¶V� ZRUOG� LV� WKH� 1HZWRQLDQ� ZRUOG� JRYHUQHG� E\� WKH� ODZ� RI� XQLYHUVDO�
gravitation, and that means that everything in it is subject to the irresistible pro-
pensity to fall. But Kleist complicates the physical fact of the fall²which is 
indeed omnipresent in his works²suggesting, on the one hand, a sort of sus-
pended fall that seems to announce a catastrophic outcome, and, on the other 
hand, linking it to the theologico-moral resonances of the term, that is, persis-
tently alluding to the proverbial fall, the original sin. Such co-implication de-
ILQHV� ZKDW� FRQVWLWXWHV� WKH� FRUH� RI� .OHLVW¶V� GUDPDWLF� SURGXFWLRQ� DQG� QDUUDWLYH��
and this is the event. The event, which is at the same time spontaneous and sud-
den, abrupt, has a chiasmatic character, insofar as it is the crossing of two essen-
tially heterogeneous series, the physical one and the moral one, being the event 
the blind (and vertiginous) spot of the crossing itself. So, the event appears to be 
intentional (for instance, it may be conceived as a design of Providence), but it 
retains its merely physical inertia, indifferent to all attribution of meaning, 
WKHUHE\� VXJJHVWLQJ� DQ� LQFRPPHQVXUDELOLW\� WKDW� GHILHV� WKH� DJHQW¶V� FRPSUHKHn-
sion. In this sense, the ascription of a meaning to the event is nothing but the 
expression of perplexity. Physical and moral causality are both interpretations, 
KXPDQ�FRQMHFWXUHV� WR�GHDO�ZLWK�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�� ,Q�.OHLVW¶V� WHUPV��HYHU\WKLQJ� LV�
contingent, and we are embarrassed to give it a meaning whatsoever, either by 
way of knowledge or by way of our own existence and fate. This means that the 
human point of view coincides with the blind spot of the event. Knowledge 
cannot cope with the multiple possibilities latent in the event, so that their de-
termination, predictability or explanation remains essentially problematic. 
+HQFH�WKH�SKUDVH�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�UHDG�DV�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�RI�D�SULQFLSOH��³probability 
is not always on the side of truth (die Wahrscheinlichkeit nicht immer auf Seiten 
der Wahrheit ist��´1 You cannot expect what used to be expected. 
²²²²²²²²² 

1 The phrase stands in Michael Kohlhaas DQG�LQ�WKH�VKRUW�WH[W�³,PSUREDEOH�7UXWKV.´ 
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Kleist¶V� IXQGDPHQWDO� SKLORVRSKLFDO� UHIHUHQFH� ZDV� ,PPDQXHO� .DQW�� ,QGHHG��
when at the beginning of his twenties he came to learn that according to Kant 
there is no access for human beings to things as they are in themselves, he suf-
fered a crisis that led him to abDQGRQ�KLV�VFLHQWLILF�SXUSRVHV��.OHLVW¶V�DFTXDLQt-
ance with the Kantian critical project was surely very limited, but the traces left 
by this shocking revelation are deeply marked in his work. In this sense, what is 
interesting is that Kant was perfectly clear about contingency as the general 
scheme of everything that experience offers. The transcendental legislation of 
understanding cannot descend into the particularity of cases, which demands 
another type of frame in order to determine the compatibility of singular events 
ZLWK�WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW¶V�IDFXOWLHV��7R�WKDW�HQG��KH�EULQJV�EDFN�ILQDO�FDXVDOity. 

As it is well known, in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant develops 
an argument based on the acknowledgement that, for human understanding, the 
existence and functions of organic beings cannot be explained merely by me-
chanical principles: they are essentially contingent. The intelligibility of such 
beings requires a different conceptual frame. The epistemological way to deal 
with the contingency of H[LVWHQW�WKLQJV�DQG��LQ�WKH�HQG��ZLWK�WKH�³FRQWLQJHQF\�RI�
the world-whole (des Weltganzen�´� �������� LV� WKH� VXEVFULSWLRQ� RI� HYHU\WKLQJ�
contingent under the principle of purposiveness, conceived as the mode accord-
ing to which the thing whose existence and operation cannot be explained by 
mechanical causality becomes intelligible, comprehensible, for human under-
standing. And, of course, this teleological principle²which is extensible to 
everything singular, as can be seen from the first part of the third Critique, de-
voted to the aesthetical power of judgment²is especially relevant for Kant, 
because, given the constitution of our cognitive faculties, it proves that such  
D�ZRUOG�³FDQQRW�EH�FRQFHLYHG� LQ�DFFRUGDQFH�ZLWK�DQ\�RWKHU�SULQFLSOH�WKDQ�WKDW�
of an intentiRQDO�FDXVDOLW\�RI�D�KLJKHVW�FDXVH´����������ZKLFK��RI�FRXUVH��LV�QRW� 
a sufficient proof of the existence of this highest cause, but just indicates the 
human need to draw on it for the use of the power of judgment. 

The point that is particularly relevant in Kleist is the suspension of the possi-
bility of ascribing such kind of comprehensibility as a unifying principle to 
what happens in the world and to what happens to be in the world. It is not that 
purposiveness is denied, on the contrary: final ends (and efficient causes as 
well) are part of the game, but, as was stated earlier, their attribution to events, 
the ordering of events according to them, is the expression, not of comprehen-
sion, but of perplexity. This has critical consequences for the concept of 
³ZRUOG´�DQG�IRU�WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�VXEMHFW�UHODWHV�WR� LW��7KH�H[SUHVVLRQ�WKDW�
VXPPDUL]HV� WKHVH� FRQVHTXHQFHV� VSHDNV� RI� ³WKH� IUDJLOH�RUGHU�RI� WKH�ZRUOG� �die 
gebrechliche Einrichtung der Welt��´ This fragile order means that the sub-
stance of the world is contingency, which means that there are no substances in 
the world. What we call substance (or a thing, or a subject, or what we utter as 
³,´�� LV� D� WHPSRUDU\�GHQVLILFDWLRQ²by intensity²of many events coinciding at  
a certain point. This intensity defines singularity, and this singularity is marked 
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by an index of temporality. Nothing is fixed, as dear old Lichtenberg would say: 
you cannot state that what is true is true2 �ZKHUH�WKH�VHFRQG�³LV´�UHIHUV�WR�VRPH�
sort of permanence and invariability, while the first applies to a determinate 
state of affairs as long as it retains a specific set of characteristics). Whatever 
happens in such a world is in itself impenetrable for human understanding;  
you could say, as seen from a Kantian point of view that what happens²the 
event²is a trace of the thing in itself. But if understanding cannot solve the 
quandary of events, it is existence that has to be involved in order to come to 
WHUPV�ZLWK� LW��7KH�ZRUOG¶V�FRQWLQJHQF\²its fragile order²insofar as it is effec-
tive in the event, frustrates any possibility of symbolization that could tell the 
truth about it. 

Zufall LV�WKH�IRUFH�DQG�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�HYHQW��.OHLVW¶V�HYHQW�KDV�DQ�DLU�RI�WKH�
Epicurean clinamen. As you know, clinamen is the name that Lucretius gave to 
the minimal and unpredictable swerves of the atoms in their rectilinear fall 
through the void, which are responsible for the generation of the plurality of 
things and worlds3. Of course, Epicurus and Lucretius were convinced support-
ers of mechanic causality, but they were not prepared to acknowledge an ex-
haustive determinism that would suppress any hint of freedom, not just in  
a human sense, but as an unforeseeable and undeterminable cause of everything 
that has been, is or may be. Now imagine that in the universal fall that charac-
terizes the Kleistian world every event is a sort of clinamen, so that unpredicta-
bility prevails at any moment, in every place: the necessity that may be at work 
in these multiple changes of causal direction would be absolutely unfathomable 
for the agent or the patient. There would be no assistance of reason or under-
standing to solve the objective riddle. You could only risk your own existence 
in order to come to terms with it. And this is precisely the point where violence 
enters the scene. 

I FDQ� WKLQN�RI�PDQ\�SODFHV� LQ�.OHLVW¶V�ZRUN� WKDW�PD\�FRQILUP�WKLV��7DNH�DV� 
a particularly relevant instance Michael Kohlhaas, but also The Earthquake  
in Chile, The Foundling, The Betrothal in Santo Domingo, St. Cecilia or  
the Power of Music among the stories, and then The Schroffenstein Family, 
Prince Friedrich of Homburg, and most remarkably Penthesilea among the 
dramatic pieces; the little note 6HQWLPHQWV� %HIRUH� )ULHGULFK¶V� 6HDVFDSH could  
be added. Let me linger briefly on the story of Michael Kohlhaas and on Pen-
thesilea. 

The first is based on historical facts: a certain horse-dealer, a model of  
honesty, suffers an outrageous abuse at the hands of a nobleman. He seeks jus-
WLFH�UHVRUWLQJ�WR�WKH�FRXUWV�RI�6D[RQ\��EXW�WKH�QREOHPDQ¶V�KLJK-ranking relatives 
²²²²²²²²² 

2 ³6WRS�\RXU�FKDWWHULQJ��:KDW�GR�\RX�ZDQW"�,I�WKH�VWDUV�DUH�QR�ORQJHU�IL[HG�Ln their places, how 
FDQ�\RX�FRQWLQXH�WR�VD\�WKDW�WUXWK�LV�VWLOO�WUXWK"´��/LFKWHQEHUJ�����������>(����@�� 

3 ³«�ZKHQ�ERGLHV�IDOO�WKURXJK�HPSW\�VSDFH���6WUDLJKW�GRZQ��XQGHU�WKHLU�RZQ�ZHLJKW��DW�D�UDn-
dom time and place, / They swerve a little. Just enough of a swerve for you to call / It a change of 
course´��/XFUHWLXV, 2007, II 219±220). 
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hide the suit. After many unsuccessful attempts, one of which costs him the  
life of his devoted wife, Kohlhaas embarks on a campaign with many followers 
to obtain justice persecuting the offender and causing havoc all over the  
country. He declares himself a surrogate of Archangel Michael on Earth and 
defies the whole state of Saxony. At last, he receives double justice: the com-
plete reparation of the offense and a dignified death on the scaffold of Branden-
burg.  

3HQWKHVLOHD¶V�WUDJHG\�VWDJHV�WKH� LQFXUVLRQ�RI�WKH�army of the Amazons dur-
ing the war of Troy, in order to capture brave warriors, who are to become  
progenitors of a new breed for their kingdom. When confronting one another, 
Penthesilea and Achilles fall in love. The sequence of various vicissitudes ends 
wLWK�$FKLOOHV¶V� IDNH�GHIHDW��ZKLFK� WXUQV�KRUULEO\�UHDO� DV�3HQWKHVLOHD��VHFRQGHG�
E\�KHU�GRJV��WHDUV�ZLWK�KHU�WHHWK�KHU�EHORYHG�JURRP¶V�EHDXWLIXO�ERG\��&RPLQJ�WR�
herself, and realizing her awful deed, she explains herself appealing to a verbal 
ambiguity: kisses and bites (.�VVHQ�XQG�%LVVHQ) sound alike, and it is known 
that a true lover uses to say that she would want to eat her beloved out of pas-
sion. In the end, queen Penthesilea renounces the Amazon law and kills herself 
ZLWK� DQ� ³DQQLKLODWLQJ� VHQWLPHQW�´� ZKich is nothing other than the words she 
finally utters. 

You can take both, the equivocation as well as this strange kind of suicide, 
as a key. It points toward language. In these texts²DV�LQ�.OHLVW¶V�RWKHU�ZRUNV²
the outburst of violence, of extreme violence indicates a structural insufficiency 
of language. I say structural, because it is not that, incidentally, for lack of 
words a certain agent resorts to violence driven by wrath or exasperation. Just as 
knowledge cannot penetrate the bundle of possibilities that the event entails, 
ODQJXDJH�IDLOV�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�VKHHU�H[LVWHQFH��³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW�,�inexpress-
ible man (unausprechlichen Menschen) ought to say to you. ²I would like to 
tear my heart out of my body, wrap it in this letter, and send it to you. ²Foolish 
WKRXJKW�´4 It is the representational character of language that impedes the ex-
pression of existence. 

Of course, these instances are different. In the case of Michael Kohlhaas it 
is²allow me to put it this way²the dream of a transcendental violence that 
ZRXOG�KDYH�WKH�SRZHU�WR�VWDELOL]H�WKH�³ZRUOG´�E\�SURGXFLQJ�LW�DW�HYHU\�PRPHQW��
Not aimed merely at order, it postulates the identity of violence with justice, or 
else it equates the order that violence instates with justice. This violence seeks 
to overcome contingency definitively, but its exercise cannot but confirm in the 
crudest manner the contingency of every form of social, political, and legal 
organization. 

In the case of Penthesilea, justice is not at stake, but love. The radical  
question is: how do you say��³,�ORYH�\RX´"�7KH�$PD]RQ�TXHHQ�ILQGV�D�ZD\��WKH�
most dreadful of all. It is also a dream, the dream of an absolute love in the ma-
²²²²²²²²² 

4 Kleist, letter to his older half-sister Ulrike, March 13 (and 14), 1803. 
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terial union of two bodies accomplished by eating the beloved one. This love 
denies law and justice and can only EH�IXOILOOHG�ZLWK�WKH�VXUUHQGHULQJ�RI�RQH¶V�
own life.  

In both cases, violence is not an instrument, but a principle. In both cases, 
the breach that opens itself in language and that has violence as its essential trait 
is the trace of the thing in itself: justice, love. 
 

 
DIALOGUE 

 
The opposition between dialogue and violence seems to fit the idea of differ-

ent ways of dealing with conflict much more than the question about dealing 
with contingency. But in fact, conflict is made of contingency through and 
through. Anyway, as I mentioned at the beginning of this presentation, I am 
interested in a concept of contingency that may serve to determine of the condi-
WLRQV�RI�WKH�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�³ZRUOG´�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�RI�JHQHUDO�LQVWDELOLW\��$QG�LQ�WKLV�
context the alternative between force and language appears as the²let me say 
so for the time being²opposition of fundamental forms of producing and estab-
OLVKLQJ� D� VHQVH� RI� ³ZRUOG´� DQG� ³RUGHU´� ZKHUH� WKHUH� LV� QHLWKHU� DQ� RYHUDUFKLQJ�
principle nor an ultimate foundation to which such sense can be referred to. This 
means that it can only be performatively constructed. Regarding language, the 
question that may be posed about this performative construction concerns dia-
ORJXH��GLDORJXH�DV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�IRUP�RI�EULQJLQJ�IRUWK�D�³ZRUOG�´�DQG�LQGHHG��
D�VKDUHG�³ZRUOG�´ 

Snow Part, published in 1971, is a posthumous collection of poems by Paul 
Celan, probably the greatest poet in 20th century German language. In its fourth 
section you can read the following piece: 
 

³$�/($)��WUHHOHVV� 
for Bertolt Brecht: 
What times are these 
when a conversation 
is nearly a crime, 
because it includes 
so much being VSRNHQ�´5 

 
7KH�SRHP�LV�D�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�VHFRQG�VWDQ]D�RI�%UHFKW¶V�An die 
Nachgeborenen (To Those Who Follow in Our Wake):  
²²²²²²²²² 

5 ³(,1�%/$77��EDXPORV����I�U Bertolt Brecht: // Was sind das I�U Zeiten, / ZR�HLQ�*HVSUlFK / 
beinah ein Verbrechen ist, / weil es soviel Gesagtes ��PLW� HLQVFKOLH�W"´� 3DXO�&HODQ��Snow Part 
(transl. Jerome Rothenberg). (Translated by Scott Horton); https://harpers.org/blog/2008/ 
01/brecht-to-those-who-follow-in-our-wake/) 
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³:KDW�WLPHV�DUH�WKHVH��LQ�which  
A conversation about trees is almost a crime 
)RU�LQ�GRLQJ�VR�ZH�UHPDLQ�VLOHQW�DERXW�VR�PXFK�ZURQJGRLQJ�´6 

 
7KH� ZRUG� IRU� ³FRQYHUVDWLRQ�´� LQ� WKH� RULJLQDO� YHUVLRQ� of both poems, is 

*HVSUlFK��WKH�SURSHUO\�*HUPDQ�ZRUG�IRU�³GLDORJXH�´�,W�VRXQGV�KHUH�OLNH�D�GLs-
tant reverberation of these other verses: ³0XFK�� IURP� WKH� PRUQLQJ� RQZDUGV���
Since we have been a discourse and have heard from one another,/ Has human 
NLQG�OHDUQW��EXW�VRRQ�ZH�VKDOO�EH�VRQJ�´7 

 ³6LQFH�ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�D�GLVFRXUVH�´�HLQ�*HVSUlFK, reads the beginning of the 
HLJKWK� VWDQ]D�RI�+|OGHUOLQ¶V�Celebration of Peace. You may measure the dis-
WDQFH� WKDW�VHSDUDWHV�+|OGHUOLQ¶V�QREOH� H[SHFWDWLRQ��DOPRVW�D�SURPLVH��IURP�WKH�
destitute claims of Bertolt Brecht and Paul Celan. If their testimony is granted, 
we should conclude that a major transformation²a crisis, indeed²has affected 
the status and the very reality of dialogue. I would say: a crisis that affects the 
institution of dialogue, of Western dialogue. 

Certainly, there are many forms of dialogue, dramatic, narrative, didactic; but 
when speaking of an institution of dialogue I am thinking of the form of the philo-
sophical dialogue, the dialogue committed to knowledge and truth, a form that²
allow me this conjecture²underlies all other forms. And this form has certain 
characteristic features, one of which interests me especially in this juncture. 

The many instances of philosophical dialogue that we have reveal a certain 
common trait, consisting in the general omission of bodily presence and action. 
Philosophical dialogues use to be made almost exclusively of verbal perfor-
mance, subordinated to the development of argument. Of course, there are some 
(limited) exceptions. Plato²the father of the form²is a salient one, whose 
consideration of the body you may not attribute exclusively to his dramatic tal-
ent (the legend goes that in his flourishing youth he dreamed of becoming  
a tragedian), but to his interest in the intellectual control of appearances and 
sensations, which have the body as their locus, their topos, and their cardinal 
vehicle. Take for instance the opening scene of Phaedo, as it is described by the 
character that gives the dialogue its title, who is one of the witnesses of Socra-
WHV¶� ODVW�GD\��6RFUDWHV� LV�VLWWLQJ�RQ�KLV�FRuch, one leg bent under the other; he 
rubs one of his legs that is aching because of the shackle, and makes an observa-
tion about how strange is the relation of pain to pleasure; they seem to follow 
each other ineluctably.8 7KH� ³VWUDQJH� WKLQJ´� �atopon) is left without conse-
²²²²²²²²² 

6 ³:DV�VLQG�GDV�I�U�=HLWHQ, wo / (LQ�*HVSUlFK��EHU�%lXPH�IDVW�HLQ�9HUEUHFKHQ�LVW / Weil es ein 
6FKZHLJHQ� �EHU� VR� YLHOH�8QWDWHQ� HLQVFKOLH�W�´� �%UHFKW, 2006, 70f. Translation slightly altered: 
³UHPDLQ�VLOHQW�LQVWHDG�RI�³PDLQWDLQ�RXU�VLOHQFH´�. 

7 ³9LHO�KDW�YRQ�0RUJHQ�DQ����6HLW�HLQ�*HVSUlFK�ZLU�VLQG�XQG�K|UHQ�YRQHLQDQGHU����(UIDKUHQ�GHU�
Mensch; bald sind wir aber Gesang´��+|OGHUOLQ, 1990, 234 f.). 

8 7KH�SDVVDJH�LV�WKH�IROORZLQJ��³6RPH�RI�&ULWR¶V�SHRSOH�VWDUWHG�WR�WDNH�KHU�>;DQWKLSSH@�DZD\��
crying and beating herself in her grief. But Socrates, sitting up onto his couch, bent his leg and 
JDYH�LW�D�KDUG�UXE�ZLWK�KLV�KDQG��DQG�DV�KH�UXEEHG�LW�KH�VDLG��µ:KDW�D�SHFXOLDU�WKLQJ�LW�VHHPV�WR�EH��
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quence in this dialogue, although a mixture of delight and sorrow colors it in its 
HQWLUHW\��PRWLYDWHG�E\�6RFUDWHV¶�GHDWK�DQG�KLV�JUDQGLRVH�WHPSHU�LQ�IDFLQJ�LW��7KH�
theme returns in Philebus, in connection with the discussion of mixed pleasures, 
where pain is the other element of the mixture.9 In a certain sense, mixture is the 
disturbing sign of everything bodily, and body the topos of the atopon: it is 
marked by an index of strangeness. Therefore, it is perhaps possible to state that 
the crucial iQVWDQFH�RI�3ODWR¶V�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�WKLV�VWUDQJHQHVV�LV�WKH�ELWWHU�FRQIURn-
tation of Socrates and Calicles in Gorgias. Calicles, the hero of parrhesia, who 
says what he thinks and thinks what he desires, and dares always to desire more 
(which is the logic of deVLUH� DQG�ERG\�� UHFHLYHV�6RFUDWHV¶� DUJXPHQWDWLYH�SXn-
ishment, which for the first time infinitely separates body from soul, desire from 
thinking, and pain from pleasure. It is the birth of metaphysics; it is, at the same 
time, the birth of what I am calling WKH�GLDORJXH¶V�LQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG��LQ�VRPH�VHQVH��
the death of dialogue itself. 

Plato could be considered the most theatrical of all philosophers, if there 
were no Diogenes of Sinope, who substitutes verbal acting for bodily perfor-
mance, with or without assisWDQFH��³And once, when he [an orator named Anax-
imenes] was discussing some point, Diogenes held up a piece of salt fish, and 
drew off the attention of his hearers; and as Anaximenes was indignant at this, 
KH� VDLG�� µ6HH�� RQH� SHQQ\ZRUWK� RI� VDOW� ILVK� KDV� GLVVROYHG� $QD[LPHQHV¶� GLs-
FRXUVH¶�´�'LRJHQHV¶�SHUIRUPDQFH� YLQGLFDWHV� WKH� ULJKWV�RI� WKH�ERG\�DJDLQVW� WKH�
exclusive priority of the spoken word: language does not end in verbal action. 
Therefore, he gladly accepts to be exposed at every moment to contingency: the 
body²the vulnerable body²is the locus of this exposition and so the bearer of 
contingency. He does not recognize the privilege of the spoken word, which 
SUHVXSSRVHV� WKDW� LW� LV� WKH� IXQGDPHQWDO� ZD\� RI� FRPPXQLFDWLQJ� RQH¶V� RZQ� Lm-
pressions and thoughts, ignoring the importance of non-verbal manifestations. 
And this is an importance that is indebted not only to the fact that they do not 
merely contribute to the contextual aspects of communication, but are essential 
to communication itself and to what is at stake in its process. It is fundamentally 
indebted to the fact that such manifestations, bodily manifestations, interrupt 
communication, momentarily cancelling the illusion of a continuous flow of 
discourse, opening it to exteriority, singularity, and contingency.  
                                                                                                                                        
P\�IULHQGV��WKLV�WKLQJ�WKDW�SHRSOH�FDOO�³SOHDVXUH.´�:KDW�D�VXUSULVLQJ�QDWXUDO�UHODWLRQ�LW�KDV�WR� LWV�
apparent opposite, pain. I mean that the two of them refuse to come to a person at the same time, 
yet if someone chases one and catches it he is pretty much forced always to catch the other one 
too, as if they were two things but joined by a single head. And I do believe, he said, that if Aesop 
had reflected on them, he would have composed a fable: that they were at war, and that god want-
ed to reconcile them, and that, finding himself unable to do so, he joined their heads together, the 
result being that if one of them comes to somebody the other too will later follow in its train. That 
is precisely what seems to be happening to me too. Because pain was in my leg from the fetter, 
SOHDVXUH�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�FRPH�LQ�LWV�WUDLQ¶´��3ODWR, 2011, 60bc). 

9 ³« we could never produce an adequate examination of pleasure in isolation from distress 
(lype�´��3ODWR, 1975, 31 b ff.). 
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7KH�SULYLOHJH�RI� WKH�VSRNHQ�ZRUG� LV�ZKDW�3ODWR¶V�GLDORJXH� LV�FRPPLWWHG� WR�
establishing and safeguarding: the privilege of a disembodied word, in both 
senses of the expression: a word that is severed from the body in which it reso-
nates; a word whose body is to be obliterated under the constraint of that very 
privilege. Such constraint is a furtive and sustained violence exercised against 
the body for the sake of keeping the soul or the subject protected from contin-
gency as much as possible. This is what I am referring when I speak of the insti-
tution (a Western institution) of dialogue.  

Of course, there are other philosophical models. I would say that hermeneu-
tics has been the main contemporary enterprise aimed at a reconstruction not 
only of dialogue itself, but of its transcendental conditions. Certainly, the fruits 
yielded by the hermeneutical endeavor have been abundant, mainly because 
hermeneutics has succeeded in combining the transcendental dimension with  
a historical approach, and that means, with a careful sensibility for singularities. 
Yet hermeneutics inscribes this sensibility within a teleological framework, 
whose transcendental principle is that there will always be meaning. The silent 
work of contingency and its stubborn secrecy, its resistance to meaning, and the 
interruption that body and the singular bring with them, are again restrained. 
The question of another kind of dialogue remains open. 

I began the second part of this talk quoting a telegraphic poem of Paul Celan, 
which responded to, as an echo modified by time and by the most abysmal experi-
HQFH��VRPH�YHUVHV�E\�%HUWROW�%UHFKW��&HUWDLQO\��%UHFKW¶V�YHUVHV�ERUH�WHVWimony to 
the nefarious times of the rise and prevalence of Nazism, on the eve of the war; 
&HODQ¶V� UHVSRQVH� DWWHVWV� WR� WKH� Korror that this prevalence left behind. One case 
concerns silence; the other (I would say) concerns verbiage, chatter. In a sense, 
both border on crime: in the first case, because the omission of any word that could 
be said to denounce abominable outrages becomes complicit with these very of-
fenses; in the second one, because so much talk obliterates the only thing that 
should be said: and²we may add²of which language falls short. Finally, both 
suggest, as mentioned above, an essential crisis of the inherited form of dialogue. 

,Q�&HODQ¶V�VSHHFK�RQ� WKH�RFFDVLRQ�RI�KLV�DFFHSWDQFH�RI� WKH�*HRUJ�%�FKQHU�
Prize for literature in 1960, entitled The Meridian, the poet, in keeping with the 
tradition, referred to the work of the outstanding dramatist after whom the prize 
is named. A central theme of the speech concerns the difference²in fact,  
a radical difference²between art (particularly, the art of modernity) and the 
poem, whose essential character is its absolute singularity. After alluding to 
%�FhQHU¶V� FRPHG\� Leonce and Lena, Celan focuses on the drama 'DQWRQ¶V�
Death and on the conversation between Danton and Camille Desmoulins, not 
ORQJ� EHIRUH� WKH\� DUH� WDNHQ� WR� WKH� JXLOORWLQH�� /XFLOH�� &DPLOOH¶V� ZLIH�� ZKR�ZLOO�
meet the same fate, is present. I read the passage that interests me:  
 

³$UW�� ODGLHV� DQG� JHQWOHPHQ��ZLWK� HYHU\WKLQJ� WKDW�EHORQJV� WR� LW� DQG�ZLOO� \HW�
belong to it, is also a problem, and as you can see, a mutable, tough and 
long-lived, I want to say, an eternal problem. 



  Ways to Deal with Contingency Violence and Dialogue    19 

A problem that allows a mortal, Camille, and someone who can only be un-
derstood from his death, Danton, to string together word upon word. It is 
easy to talk about art. 
%XW�ZKHQHYHU�WKHUH�LV�WDON��WKHUH�LV�DOVR�VRPHRQH�SUHVHQW�ZKR�«�GRHVQ¶W�Ue-
ally listen. 
More exactly: someone who hears and ORRNV�«�DQG�WKHQ�GRHVQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW�
the talk was all about. But who hears the speaker, who µsees him speak,¶ who 
perceives language and shape, and also²who could doubt it here, in writing 
of this order?²breath, that is, direction and destiny. 
That person is²and you have known it all along, for she comes, often, and 
not by chance often quoted, she comes to you year after year²that person is 
Lucile´10 (Celan 2011, 2 f.). 

 
%�FKQHU¶V�/XFLOH�� FRPPHQWHG� RQ�E\�&HODQ�� VKRZV� WKHVH� UHPDUNDEOH� WUDLWV��

she attends the dLDORJXH��EXW�GRHVQ¶W�SD\�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�ZKDW�&DPLOOH�DQG�'DQWRQ�
are speaking about; she sees her beloved talking, she hears with her eyes, and 
she has to confess that she does not know what he has said. Camille and Danton 
forget themselves in the course of a FRQYHUVDWLRQ� WKDW�³VWULQJ>V@� WRJHWKHU�ZRUG�
XSRQ�ZRUG�´�DQG�ZKLFK�³FRXOG�EH�FRQWLQXHG�LQGHILQLWHO\��LI�QRWKLQJ�LQWHUIHUHG´�
�LELG����,W�LV�QRW�/XFLOH¶V�FDVH��6KH�RIIHUV�KHUVHOI�IURP�KHU�RZQ�ERGLO\�SUHVHQFH�
as a time and a place of appearance for another presence; she opens herself to 
this presence, as an existence that comes to meet another existence. This,  
I would say, is a different kind of dialogue.  

I mentioned that the point that Celan wants to stress is the difference be-
tween art and poem. The highlighted scene of 'DQWRQ¶V�'HDWK should be a para-
digmatic instance of this difference. It could be said also that it is a paradigmat-
ic case of the difference between two types of dialogue. Camille protests against 
a form of art that is mere artifice, a destituWH�FRS\�RI�OLIH��DQG�WKH�SHRSOH¶V�SUHf-
HUHQFH�IRU�WKLV�IRUP�PDNHV�WKHP�QHLWKHU�KHDU�QRU�VHH�³>F@UHDWLRQ��UHG-hot crea-
WLRQ�>WKDW@�WKXQGHUV�DQG�OLJKWHQV� LQ�DQG�DURXQG�WKHP�DW�HYHU\�PRPHQW´��%�Fh-
ner, 1998, 122 f.). Danton agrees, alluding to Jacques-Louis David and his hasty 
SRUWUD\DO�RI� WKH�PXUGHUHG�6HSWHPEULVWV��³+H�VNHWFKHG� WKHP� LQ�FROG�EORRG�DQG�
VDLG��µ,¶P�FDWFKLQJ�WKH�ODVW�VSDVP�RI�OLIH�LQ�WKHVH�VFRXQGUHOV¶�´��%�FKQHU��������
123) What is at stake in this dialogue, against the background of a revolutionary 
violence that will finally drag along both friends and Lucile too, is another kind 
of revolution, an artistic revolution that would give rise to an art of life, a living 
art. This, perhaps, was the last dream of modernity. 
²²²²²²²²² 

10 The passage to which Celan refers to is on on Act II, Scene III: 
   ³&$0,//(��:KDW�GR�\RX�VD\��/XFLOH" 
   LUCILE. Nothing, I so love watching you when you speak. 
   CAMILLE. Do you listen as well? 
   LUCILE. Of course! 
   CAMILLE. Well, am I right? Do you really know what I said? 
   /8&,/(��7R�WHOO�\RX�WKH�WUXWK��QR�´��%�FKQHU, 1998, 123 f.) 
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Lucile, who is awake, with eyes, ears, and heart open to the other, silently 
and tenderly counters the direction of this dialogue. She knows that there cannot 
be any continuity between art and life, between discourse and existence. And 
then, she consummates the interruption. It is the end of DantoQ¶V�'HDWK. Lucile 
is sitting on the steps of the guillotine. She calls it quiet angel of death, cher-
LVKHG�FUDGOH��DQG�GHDWK�NQHOO��$�SDWURO�DSSHDUV��³WKHQ�/XFLOH��RQH�ZKR�LV�EOLQG�WR�
art, the same Lucile for whom language is something person-like and tangible, 
LV�WKHUH�RQFH�DJDLQ��ZLWK�KHU�VXGGHQ�µ/RQJ�OLYH�WKH�NLQJ�¶ ́  (Celan, 2011, 3). She 
is arrested; in a few days she will walk up the stairs where she was sitting. Re-
IHUULQJ�WR�/XFLOH¶V�VXGGHQ�GHFODUDWLRQ��ZKLFK�LV�QRW�WR�EH�PLVWDNHQ�IRU�D�GHIHQVH�
of the DQFLHQ�UpJLPH, and which so absolutely opposed the many words spoken 
by Danton, Camille, Fevre, and their companions at the feet of the scaffold, 
&HODQ�H[FODLPV��³²what a word! / It is the counterword (Gegenwort��>«@�,W�LV�
DQ�DFW�RI�IUHHGRP��,W�LV�D�VWHS´ (ibid.).11 

This counterword, this Gegenwort, would open a very different kind of dia-
logue in contrast with the one I have tried to sketch, and which I deem to be  
a matrix for what I called the Western dialogue. This germ of a dialogue is  
a welcoming of singularities and of contingency. It breaks the homogeneous 
present, the simple Gegenwart, in that it runs to an encounter with what trans-
cends it. It is akin to the poem. 

Dia-logos: through logos toward what is beyond logos: call it existence, sin-
gularity, the unthinkable. 
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