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Translator’s Abstract: A translation of Werner Hamacher’s essay  “Andere Schmerzen,” 

which he was unable to complete before his death on July 7, 2017. The essay analyzes 

the connection between pain and language in the work of Pindar, Sophocles, Cicero, 

Seneca, Kant, Hegel, and Valéry.
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1. [The basis for the translation is the German text, titled “Andere Schmerzen,” that 
Hamacher sent me on March 23, 2016. After sending him my translation on April 7, 
he made revisions and additions in English for the version of the text he presented 
on April 15 at the NYU conference “The Pains of Language.” I have incorporated 
these emendations, which include a title for an unwritten section on Boethius (§5), 
into the current version. To this I also have added a translation of two other, more or 
less complete, sections, on Seneca and Kant (§§4 and 6), as well as the titles of five 
other incomplete sections (§§9–13) that Hamacher’s literary executor, Shinu Sara 
Ottenburger, sent me on September 25, 2017. “More or less,” because, judging from the 
date in the title and the final footnote of the Kant section, it appears that Hamacher 
had intended on analyzing, in addition to Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of 
View, Kant’s 1788 Critique of Practical Reason. It also appears that Hamacher may 
have intended on expanding the section on Sophocles’s Philoctetes (§2) to include 
a discussion of Oedipus at Colonos. At any rate, Hamacher’s original German text 
should appear at a later date with a German publisher. I thank Ms. Ottenburger for 
permission to publish the translation in Philosophy Today and for her clarifications 
about the status of the different versions. Thanks also to Michael Kardamitsis and 
Dominik Zechner for their help with the text.—Translator’s note.]
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1. diaplekein (Pindar, 490 BC)

Thrēnos, so the wail and the dirge are called in Greek. How from 
whimpering and moaning, from hissing, whining, and groaning, 
an ordered sound, an artistic form, an articulated and reproducible 

presentation emerge—this is the subject of the only song of Pindar composed 
not for a gymnastic, but for a musical agon, his short 12th Pythian Ode, “For 
Midas of Acragas, Victor in the Flute-Playing Contest,” from the year 490. In a 
mythological excursus, which takes up the largest part of the four-strophe song, 
the transition from the mere sounding of a pain to its binding and taming in a 
melos is ascribed not to a human being, but to the goddess Pallas Athena, and is 
characterized as an art—as a technā, a skill (v. 6)—as an invention and, more 
precisely, as a felicitous discovery. Pallas epheure, it reads (v. 7), and further: 
heuren theos (v. 22). The success of the goddess’s discovery, however, is not over 
something human either; it is over the noise of a mythic monster, an abominable 
snake from the race of the gorgons, of the three daughters of Phorkys and Keto 
who, as Hesiod relates (Theog. 270 sqq.), dwell on the edge of night and of whom 
two, namely Sthenno (the Strong) and Euryale (the Protectress), are immortal, 
while the third, Medusa (the Powerful), is mortal. This third gorgon, Medusa, is 
beheaded by Perseus, and since whoever looks at her is turned to stone, Perseus 
holds the severed head of Medusa before Polydektes, the robber and defiler of 
his mother Danae, and thus breaks him of his power. With this apotropaic ges-
ture of Perseus, the power of both the Powerful Medusa and the mother-robber 
is broken; however, the pre- and superhuman powers are not thereby entirely 
subjugated yet. What remains unsubjugated is the pain of the immortal Euryale 
over the death of her sister Medusa, and as Pallas saves her friend Perseus from 
the threat of Medusa’s gaze, so must Pallas also deflect from him the threat of the 
sound of her sister’s immortal lament. The fatal view of Medusa is detained by 
the reflective shield of Perseus and cast back upon Medusa herself; and, through 
Athena’s technē, Euryale’s fatal wail of pain is also cast back upon itself. Pindar 
characterizes her lament as oulios thrēnos (v. 8), as a jumbled and pernicious 
wail that erupts from the fast-quaking jaws of the many-headed snake (v. 20). 
This medusaic lament, whose effect is as deadly as the medusaic visage, is met by 
Pallas’s invention not by cutting it off or silencing it. Rather, Pallas lets this wail 
be what it is, thrēnos and goos, only she weaves its tangled strands together and 
thereby checks the lethal danger that proceeds from them. The snakeheads of 
Euryale are called aplatoi (v. 9): unapproachable, ungraspable, unencounterable, 
thus not able to be repelled from without by any frontal attack, but only able to 
be detained by bending them back upon themselves. Pindar’s decisive word for 
this is diaplexais’, thoroughly woven together (v. 8): oulion thrēnon diaplexais’ 
Athānā. Athena untangles the wild wails of pain and organizes them by weaving 
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together their strands streaming out on all sides, so that they keep to themselves, 
keep together, and together yield a coherent fabric. The length or duration of 
this plaiting may be unlimited, for Euryale is immortal and immortal may her 
pain over the death of her sister also be, yet the chaotic many-strandedness of 
her lament is brought into the unity, into the curved linearity, and thus into the 
rhythmic sequence and temporal order of a melos. In Pindar, this melos is called 
pamphōnon melos, all-voiced song (v. 19), and, according to him, Athena gives it 
the name kephalān pollān nomon, many-headed song (v. 23), presumably because 
the many heads of the snake, from which the hissing, whimpering wails of pain 
resound, are woven together in it. They also still resound in Pindar’s ode, which 
weaves the name of the many-headed snake, Euryalā—having only just appeared 
in the genitive—into its verse: heuren theos; alla nin heurois’, and eukleā laossoōn. 
Even Athēna bears in her name the sound of thrēnos.

Diaplekein—unweaving, weaving, interweaving, weaving something to 
completion—this pertexere of the wail of Euryale that Athena invents, Pindar says 
of it that it is the mimesis of this sound: mimēsait’ eriklagtān goon (v. 21). Mimesis 
here is not imitation, it is the plaiting of the snake-lament in the playing of the 
flute. It is not the reenactment of something previously actual, it is the advance-
ment of the wails of pain to another mode or tune [Weise] of com-plexion: not the 
representation of something previously present, but the articulation of something 
that is hyper-present and therefore lethal in a form that is tortuous and circuitous 
and therefore holds itself back, holds itself to itself, and thus holds itself together. 
The playing of the flute is nothing other than this com-plexion of the perpetual 
lament. What is beautiful for Pindar is not merely the beginning of terror;2 it is 
the perpetual interweaving of terror with itself. Instead of scattering apart, it 
summons, as Pindar emphasizes, to the communality of contests, to choruses, 
roundelays, and dances in the city of the Charites—para kallichorōn [. . .] polin 
Charitōn (v. 26)3—and thereby proves to be the gathering, community-founding, 
proto-political experience tout court. The pain of rending, whose sounding out 
rends the auditors asunder, rends them together in the diaplekein. It rends them 
into the rending asunder and in this rending from one another holds them in 
a relation to one another. This interweaving rent, rending together the rending 
apart, is in Pindar nothing other than language: the language of music, of odes, of 
choruses, of dances, of the polis. Language, indeed every language, is the language 
of pain. In connection with the lamenting Euryale, he calls it eukleā laossoōn, the 
folks-inciting summoness.

2. [Cf. the beginning of Rilke’s first Duino Elegy.—Translator’s note.]
3. [Here and in what follows, bracketed ellipses signify text that Hamacher omitted. 

Unbracketed ellipses are found thus in the original material he is quoting.—Transla-
tor’s note.]
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If one grants that the myth of the reflective shield of Perseus which petrifies 
Medusa describes the origin of the visible, and that the myth of Athena’s weaving 
of the snakes describes the origin of enunciation and in particular that of music 
and song, then Pindar’s ode deals not merely with Midas’s art of flute-playing, but 
with Pindar’s own song as well. What Pindar’s ode speaks of continues to speak 
in it. Before he can strike up his song, the snake’s wail of pain must have already 
resounded, and even before it could become lethal, Pallas Athena must have used 
her weaver’s art to direct it against itself and detain it. Thus for this ode there is 
no pure material of pain, no uninflected pain—certainly no separation between 
a corporeal and a psychic pain, a sensed and an enunciated pain, an inner and an 
“expressed” pain—but rather only a multiplicity of pains whose manifold leads 
to their self-entanglement and detainment. If it is only the inflected multiple 
pain that resonates in the flute-playing of Midas and in the ode of Pindar, then 
this is because every uninflected pain could not resonate but only kill, and would 
thus not be pain. Inversely, it also holds that it could not resonate if it were not 
deadly, for even the pain that is turned against itself and detained remains pain 
that is deadly, yet deadly precisely insofar as it has neither resulted in death nor 
been stilled.

Thus in the beginning there is a lethal pain that remains detained, held back, 
and spellbound by its self-entanglement, its diaplekesthai: the pain only of this 
restraint and containment of pain, pain in its epochē. If languages—which are 
for Pindar always the language games of a multiplicity of cities—are opened up 
by the Athenian inflection, then they are structured by it in such a way that each 
element of these languages covers itself it up and holds itself back. Pain withdraws 
by engaging in the games of language. Its self-withdrawal is the felicitous discovery 
of a technē, or rather of an architechnē, that precedes every particular technical 
performance and skill, but allows what never appears in them in its entirety to 
contribute to them. Hence Pindar can emphasize at the end of his ode that no 
blessing appears without toil, and when it does appear—phainetai—with time, 
it does so against all foreknowledge—empalin gnōmas—and in such a way that 
it grants one thing while withholding another (vv. 28–32). The self-concealment 
in the weave holds itself open to what twists free from every gnoseological and 
phenomenal bond: open to the a-technical, indeterminate, non-phenomenal 
pain. Pindar’s verses intimate that pain is always also time—the time of the ‘not 
yet’—and therefore rigorously untimely—the ‘not yet’ of time.

It does not appear to be a matter of indifference for the structure of Pindar’s 
archeological—and, more precisely, an-archeological—excursus into the pre-
history of his poetic art and its themes that, in it, Perseus, the masculine hero, 
beheads a feminine figure, Medusa, in order to protect his mother Danae, and 
that he accomplishes this deed only under the guidance of a third, masculine-
feminine figure, the goddess of the polis Athena. Perseus accordingly appears to 
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operate above all as someone who introduces a difference between two feminine 
powers, carrying out the death of the one that threatens in order to protect the 
one that is threatened, rendering one woman harmless in favor of the harmed 
other. Yet, following Athena’s advice, he does this by using his mirror-shield to 
turn the gaze of Medusa back upon itself; Athena acts in kind when she weaves 
the snakes of Euryale together: she separates them from one another, turns them 
against one another, and thereby detains them in such a way that they become 
at once harmful and harmless, lethal and enlivening. Perseus and Athena thus 
appear to be inventors not, initially, of an inter-sexual, but rather of an intra- and 
pre-sexual difference, a difference within the pain of Euryale, the Protectress. It is 
this difference before that which is sexually differentiated that allows the life of the 
sexes to persevere—a life with its separation from itself and a life in its provenance 
from out of pain. The inter-sexual difference cannot but remain open to that other, 
intra-sexual, intra-differential difference—or other than a difference—which 
indeed continues to operate in the diaplekein as it does in the diapherein, yet at 
the same time—and non-time—escapes their dia, the thoroughgoing throughout, 
and the ferre, the bearing, of dif-ferentia, since it precedes the latter a-chronically 
and a-logically, and since it has no end. This other, this infra-difference has no 
proper name in Pindar’s ode. Yet it is indicated in both the wail of pain and the 
dirge, in the more than ambiguous thrēnos and its perplexities.

2. nosei noson (Sophocles, 409 BC)
In the parodos of Sophocles’s Philoctetes, the chorus calls the sufferings of 
Philoctetes mē metrios, measureless (v. 180), shortly after it had characterized 
them as monos aiei, / nosei men noson agrian, “ever alone, / sick with wild sick-
ness” (vv. 172–73). The grammarians call this nosei noson—sick with sickness, 
suffering suffering—a ‘cognate accusative,’ since what is already said by the verb, 
and only this, is isolated and once again expressed by the accusative noun, and in 
this way the implication of the one is repeated in its explication, instead of being 
expanded or specified. So too when one says: cenare cenam, pugnare pugnam, 
drink the drink, walk the walk, live the life. Rhetoricians explain this grammatical 
construction as a figura etymologica that has the function of emphasizing through 
repetition; the phrase from Philoctetes can be conceived as a specification of suf-
fering by means of a particular kind of suffering, namely, wild suffering. Yet in 
this particular context, it is best understood as a formulation of every pain, every 
pain insofar as it is wild, thus also as an explanation for its measurelessness, its 
solitariness, the fact that it lacks any alternative or any way out. In the nosei noson 
it becomes clear that pain has a measure all its own and thus no measure at all; a 
pain that can be compared with no other and therefore remains immeasurable: 
mē metrios; and it becomes clear that the sufferer at all times suffers alone, monos 
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aiei, without companions, without sympathizers, without an objectivizing com-
munity, and without a limit to its duration.

Whoever is sick with sickness and suffers suffering, suffers not from one 
among other possible sufferings, but from suffering itself; he suffers not in 
contrast to less or no suffering at all, suffers not in contrast to acting; he thus 
comports himself to suffering not as to an affection that could be different or not 
at all, but rather is thoroughly affected by being affected, struck by being struck, 
passive before being passive. He experiences, in short, experience, without this 
having a specific or generic content or an empirical object that would be capable 
of modification, and therefore he experiences experience without an alternative 
by which it could be relativized; he experiences without doing something and 
without having the capacity to do something. The sufferer is accordingly exposed 
to sheer experiencing and in it to a passivity that precedes even the active capacity 
for it. What he experiences is indistinguishable from experience itself: it has no 
content, for it finds no support in given representations; it can indeed be perceived, 
though without becoming an object of perceptions that could be substituted by 
other objects and in this way be universalized. Suffering that is suffered is without 
extension and incapable of intention. It is thus indeed solitary, monos aiei, yet 
singular in such a way that it cannot be the schema of a general disposition: it 
cannot be counted and therefore cannot even be ascribed to a numeric individual; 
it cannot be intended and is therefore not the intentional correlate of acts belong-
ing to a subjectivity, however it may be constituted.

If, therefore, someone suffers without measure and in this way suffers suffer-
ing itself, then the valve of categories is either cracked or not yet set up, the valve 
that could enable him to operate as a subject of representations on a world of 
objects, to organize, modify, or transform them. He is not even capable of identify-
ing the unordered mixture of sensations that makes him suffer and of ‘saying to 
its face’ in a katēgorein what it is. Katēgorein means to accuse—and then to show, 
to bring to light, to define and to judge—but the measureless, solitary suffering 
does not accuse [anklagt]; it laments [klagt] intransitively, without an addressee 
or object, incapable of community or commonality. It does not belong to the order 
of juridical or epistemic statements and judgments for which Aristotle and Kant 
marshaled their lists of categorial determinations. Mere suffering, as it is suffered 
by Philoctetes, permits no quantification, be it according to unity, plurality, or 
totality; it permits no deployment of the category of quality, for this cannot obtain 
without the possibility of a limitation; yet neither does it allow the application 
of the category of relation, for this would have to lead to statements about the 
reciprocity between acting and suffering, between cause and effect, or to state-
ments about the difference between inherence and accidence. Even the category 
of modality cannot be brought to bear on the sufferer, for he cannot distinguish 
between possibility and impossibility or between necessity and contingency, and 
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he does not oppose his existence to nonexistence, but rather suffers this existence 
as a mode of nonexistence. The categories, which Kant designates as the primary 
concepts of the understanding and arranges according to strict oppositions, all rest 
on the capacity of a subject to posit, yet this capacity eludes the sufferer; he does 
not experience the world as posited and put together by him, as the constituted 
world, and he does not experience himself as its constituting subject; he does not 
at all experience in this Kantian sense, since he experiences only experiencing 
itself and thus an occurrence that precedes every object, but also every subject, 
of experience. Pre-subjective, pre-objective, and thus pre-propositional, the oc-
currence of mere suffering is pre-spatial, pre-temporal, pre-worldly. Therefore, 
and on account of the communal incompatibility of his cries and the stink of his 
wound, the myth places Philoctetes on a remote island and Sophocles has him 
live on this island not in a sheltering cave, but in a passageway through a cliff 
that runs from south to north and is between day and night, unprotected, open 
to the indeterminate totality of what may be measured by the parameters of 
time and space, and itself empty, a vacant passage before every determination of 
space and time both. The time of Philoctetes, the aiei—at all times—resembles 
his intercurrent cry of pain aiai (cf. 1106); his place is not a delimited topos, but 
rather the empty, atopic interspace of all places.

About a century after Sophocles’s tragedy, Aristotle elucidated the category 
of suffering—of pathos—in the Metaphysics (1022b 15–21) and provided the 
following paradoxical information about its usage: pathos designates a state (a 
quality), yet only such a state as can undergo or has already undergone changes—
alloiōseis—indeed chiefly harmful—blaberai—changes and further, among 
these, painfully harmful—lyperai blabai—changes such as excessive cases of 
misfortune—megethē tōn symphorōn—and pains—lyperōn. Pathos thus means 
the affection of an affection, yet with the ‘excessive,’ and already with the ‘harmful’ 
and the ‘painfully harmful,’ the philosopher who had transformed philosophy into 
ontology and into a doctrine of categories characterizes an alteration of affection 
that surpasses the limits of the categorial determination ‘affection.’ According to 
this characterization, pathos is that affection which, for its part, suffers such harm 
that the category of pathos loses its power of determination. To that which is to be 
said, it does not say what it is ‘to its face,’ but rather says that it is not, but rather col-
lapses—and, with it, itself collapses. Insofar as the statement about the statement 
‘pathos’ disclaims the latter’s and its own character as a statement, it disclaims 
the program of the doctrine of categories and with this that of an ontology that 
claims to determine what beings in their beingness are. Pain, in short, is not an 
ontologically verifiable state of affairs, since, as an excessive—megethē—harm 
to physis, it is the extreme phenomenon of the withdrawal of all phenomenality.

Aristotle remains faithful to his anticategorial determination of pathos, to his 
determination of the lack of determination, in his text Peri poiētikēs as well, insofar 
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as he characterizes it as a pernicious or painful occurrence—praxis phthartikē ē 
odynēra—and adduces the examples of deaths on the stage, incursions of pain, 
instances of wounding—trōseis—and so on (1452b 11). When a heavy suffering 
like pathos, as the third element of tragedy, is connected with the other two, peri-
peteia and anagnōrisis, then, according to Aristotle, eleos ē phobos—empathy or 
dread—are aroused, thus such affects as relate to the existence of others and to 
one’s own self, yet would not be able to find a foothold in either. Pathos is accord-
ingly to be understood as that suffering which exceeds every measure, even its 
‘own,’ and can no longer be addressed by means of a delimiting, measure-setting 
category. It opens up that realm of experience in which apophantic, defining, 
predicative language and thus the language of ontology fails.

Categories belong, even when they fail in the extreme, to the technique of 
delimiting pain by naming and defining it. The technē that Sophocles stages in his 
Philoctetes can be translated, without injustice, as ‘ruse’ or ‘stratagem.’ It employs 
the pain of the protagonist, his yearning for relief and a cure through the philia 
of his comrades, in order to bring him back to Troy so that he can finally, after a 
ten-year siege, make the enemy city fall with the bow that he had inherited from 
Heracles. The promise that he will be freed from pain serves as a technical means 
of drawing him back into Hellas’s war of colonization and revenge against Ilion. 
Thus an end and limit to Philoctetes’s pain is set; but the integration into a violent 
political undertaking that was to climax in the return of Helen cannot heal him 
entirely. Philoctetes does win back his martial ability, although he must, as later 
historiographers attest (Ptolemaeus Hephaestionis, V 326), nevertheless die from 
his wound. His pains, even if they are passed on to others and socialized into the 
pains of an entire world and its history, have never left him.

3. tute tibi imperes (Cicero, 45 BC)
Cicero has the second of his Tusculanae disputationes circle around the question of 
whether pain is an evil—a malum—or not rather the lesser evil in comparison to 
shame—dedecorum—and therefore, it is contemplated, no evil at all. In order to 
substantiate their considerations, the disputants, whom Cicero has compete with 
on another, invoke historical authorities, contemporaneous customs, philosophical 
doctrines, and scenes from the canon of Greek and Roman literature. More than 
once, Sophocles’s Philoctetes is adduced as proof for a thesis or its antithesis, pref-
erably in its Latin version, because this version is supposedly less likely to lead to 
wimpishness than the Greek original (II 49). Philoctetes is initially considered to 
be a sufferer whose cries must be forgiven as much as Heracles’s bellow, for in their 
wails pain at its ultimate limit presents itself as ‘harsh, bitter, inimical to nature, 
difficult to tolerate and bear’—aspera, amara, inimica naturae, ad patiendum 
tolerandumque difficilis (II 18). If the word is given the full weight the Romans gave 
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it, that which is difficilis is what can hardly be done; what is almost unbearable; 
inimica naturae, not only counter to, but opposing nature irreconcilably, a suffer-
ing that cannot be deflected, before which every stance and even every sustaining 
power of patere, of patientia, and of passio fails. The definitional explanation that 
Cicero directs against the doctrines of the Stoics clarifies the squelching violence 
that is adjudged to pain, and at the same time the intricate problem it must present 
to those who would not hold it to be the greatest of all evils: ‘everything,’ so this 
explanation runs, ‘that is repelled by nature belongs to evil; everything that nature 
draws to itself belongs to the good’—omnia quae natura aspernetur, in malis esse, 
quae adsciscat, in bonis (II 30). Thus it is asserted that pain, as an evil, does not at 
all belong to nature, but rather to what is counter- and unnatural; that it cannot 
appear within the human sphere of perception and cannot be compared with the 
phenomena of nature and of the soul—of the animus—corresponding to nature. 
Therefore pain, and even the greatest pain suffered by Heracles and Philoctetes, is 
said to be non comparanda—not appearing together—and it can therefore even 
be said of pain that it is absolutely nothing at all—nihil est plane dolor (II 31). 
If, however, pain is nothing and nugatory, then, despite all conflicting sensuous 
propensities, it must, as nugatory, be excluded from practical comportment and 
even from sensuous experience.

The postulation of a nature that rejects pain as a sensuous overload and 
thus as counternatural leads to the imperative that one must subdue it in praxis 
through pedagogical discipline, military exercise, and philosophical argumenta-
tion. In order for pain to be nothing, so may Cicero’s civil-political directive be 
summarized, the nothing that it is must be proven to be precisely this nothing 
and must be convicted again and again of its nugacity. Under this imperative, the 
wailing and whimpering of Philoctetes can no longer appear to be forgivable. They 
are neither brave nor magnanimous, neither patient—patientem—nor worthy, 
nor are they contemptuous of the merely human—humana contemnentem—and 
precisely for that reason it is suggested that they are themselves contemptible (II 
33). Where only the alternative between the good of nature and of virtue on the 
one hand, and the evil of unnature and pain, on the other hand, obtains, either the 
good of natural virtue is nugatory or all pain is to be condemned: contemnendus 
omnis dolor (II 31).

Within the schema in which Cicero moves, only a sese continere can help 
against this contemnendum, only pulling oneself together can help against what 
is to be condemned. Tu te continebis: ‘you will pull yourself together,’ so goes the 
imperative of subduing pain, which at the same time is the imperative of natural-
izing nature and disciplining for the sake of the republican good. Since it would 
not be a good if it were not made to endure as a good, the Ciceronian directive 
must mandate that one make unbearable pain bearable and in this way furnish 
the practical proof that every pain is bearable: dolorem omnem esse tolerabilem 
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(II 42). In order to accomplish this decisive turn, Cicero cannot rest content with 
an abstract virtue-moral admonition; he must instead justify it on the basis of an 
anthropological disposition, yet he can only do so insofar as he does not permit 
pain to be statically excluded from nature, but rather defines nature, and initially 
human nature, in such a way that it progressively excludes pain and does not cease 
to exclude it. Therefore it must be admitted that pain is a foreign land within the 
body, a motus asper in corpore alienus a sensibus—a ‘harsh movement in the 
body that is inimical to the senses’ (II 35)—and that pain is only pain as that 
which ‘stings or even burrows in’—pungit dolor, vel fodiat sane (II 33)—; pain 
must therefore belong intimately to the body and soul as that by which they are 
hollowed out; it must, as an enticement contrary to nature, be an enticement of 
nature against nature itself. It is only because of this that the commandment to 
the ‘you’ can be issued: tu te continebis, and it is only because of this that it can be 
repeated and intensified in the imperative: tute tibi imperes, ‘be yourself a master 
and commander over yourself ’ (II 47). Both directives imply, however, a double 
‘you,’ of which the one must operate as lording over the other while the other must 
operate as the one to be lorded over. Quasi duo simus, so does Cicero describe the 
fundamental disposition of the human being (II 47): it is as though each of us 
were two entities. Est enim animus in partis tributus duas. One of these two parts 
of the soul partakes in the ratio, the other stands over against it without partak-
ing. This second part, tender, lowly, enervated, and formless—nihil deformius 
(II 47)—the gateway of pain, must, as Cicero propounds, further specifying his 
imperative, vinciatur et constringatur by the rational part of the soul; it and with 
it pain must be fettered and reined in, bound up, held at bay, and constrained. 
Fettering, binding, and restraining are the sole content and at the same time the 
sole form of the anthropological and at the same time ontological imperative; 
they are the formation of a form that liberates nature from what is formless and 
inimical to it and preserves nature in its enduring essence. This constriction is 
exercised by shame, pudor, in which the body separates itself from itself; it is 
exercised, according to the model of this self-exclusion, by the lord’s compulsion 
over the slave, by the emperor’s power over the soldier, by the father’s pressure 
over the son: thus in each case by men over men, yet over them as over women 
and in order to prevent them from giving in to pain like women and surrender-
ing to what is most severely condemned by Cicero: womanish lamenting and 
crying—lamentis muliebriter lacrimisque (II 48).

The technique of fettering and constricting pain—vinciatur et constringatur, 
as Cicero put it—is thus a technique of, not so much the annihilation, as the 
formation of merely sensuous pain through a second pain, the imperative and 
imperial pain that sets limits to it and, stricto sensu, determines it by imposing 
a direction on it and dictating its sense. Without the act of binding and taming, 
without this primary formation, pain would continue to hollow out life and, 
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with this, annihilate itself as well; only pain that is tamed can be cognitively 
grasped, rationally dominated, and practically deployed: pain identified as pain, 
which precisely for that reason is no longer felt as pain, but as the power of life. 
The constriction that Cicero’s imperative dictates is accordingly not simply an 
ontological technique; it is rather a technique of ontologization: it takes what, as 
nihil, cuts through everything and empties it out, and turns it into an impetus 
for the being of nature and its unity. The constringere, continere, and imperare 
connects the one pain with the other and in this way converts its fatal diffusion 
into the single and unifying power of conserving and consolidating nature. The 
imperative to master pain compels being.

When Cicero hardly misses an opportunity to blanket ‘female’ lamentation 
[Klagen] with accusations [Anklagen], and when he accords to the man—the 
vir—a maximum of power, vis, and of fitness and virtue, virtus—appellata 
est enim ex viro virtus (II 43)—this virism, virtuism, and visism in his sexual-
ontological rhetoric amounts to more than merely the assertion of a supremacy of 
the masculine over the feminine sex. The imperative, tute tibi imperes, is decreed 
by the dominus, by the imperator, and by the pater only as executors of a ratio that 
Cicero characterizes with strange emphasis as domina omnium et regina (II 47). 
The vir, but also the imperator and even the pater, thus function as agents of trans-
mission between the two feminine positions of the highest queen and the lowliest 
female slave; they function as hinges between the painlessness of the reasoning 
soul and the pain-stricken sensuous soul, thus as agents of an intra-feminine 
difference and as advocates of the domination of this difference in favor of its 
one and unifying extreme, in favor, namely, of the ratio as the domina omnium et 
regina. Only the constriction that is exercised by this regal power can first engage 
in defining and define itself as the power of definition, and it does this, accord-
ing to Cicero, insofar as it defines sexual positions that, as defined—whether as 
feminine, womanish, or masculine—all together stand under its verdict and at 
its service. Yet the domina omnium is initially the rationalizing, the naturalizing, 
the naturationalizing and thus ontologizing power because it fetters pain. It fetters 
and constricts it by giving it a determination.

It gives it a voice and brings it to language. In the discussion of pain in the 
second book of the Tusculans, at issue from the beginning is the sounding of 
pain, thus whether it ought to be lamentatio and clamor or merely a sigh, an in-
gemescere. At the end of this discussion, the argumentation is concentrated on the 
production of the voice in general and finds at work in its constitution precisely 
that fettering and constraining which the imperative of pulling oneself together 
mandates. As oppressive burdens become easier to bear by taut bodies—conten-
tis corporibus—so does the soul parry and abide the pressure of pains through 
its tautness—intentione (II 54). By using the pressure of pain against pain, the 
contentio and intentio animi et corporis, as functional equivalents of continere 
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and constringere, take on the task of producing a voice—vox—that is powerful 
enough, even without saying something, to offer resistance to pain and to give 
it a form. By invoking the shouts and groans of athletes, runners, and wrestlers, 
Cicero makes clear that a voice is only produced through tautness, that tautness 
wrenches body and soul together, that this contraction puts extreme pains in the 
service of an accomplishment that makes one forget precisely these pains. To make 
one’s sides, throat, tongue, and whole body taut—intendere—allows the voice to 
emerge and serves to make it taut as well—contentioni vocis—; it is the making 
taut of a voice that is itself nothing other than tautness (II 56–57). When Cicero 
remarks that all things, not only pain, must be met and resisted—resistendum 
est—by the same tautness of the soul—contentione animi—(II 58), it is evident 
that the voice is nothing other than the bearer of pains; that it is nothing but the 
sounding of pains; that it carries, sustains, and bears [trägt, erträgt und austrägt] 
pains by offering them opposition, shackles, and bonds; that the voice gives a form, 
a sense, and a direction to pains—its pains—and only with these to all other 
things; and that it is what, through its formation and fettering, its intention and 
contention, transforms pains from a lethal stroke into an event of life.

Cicero does not allow his protagonists in the Tusculan conversations to for-
malize this diagnosis as such. It is however clear that the voice, insofar as it is voice, 
must be the bearer of death and the conveyer of this death to life, that it can thus 
never and at no time be or have been merely a living voice, without bringing into 
its life the lethal emptiness, the sting and hollowness that pain inflicts. It should 
likewise be clear that the constriction that allows for articulation may never lead to 
the occlusion of the vocal duct and thus never to the exclusion of pain; it is there-
fore moreover clear, that the intentio must always leave a gap that cannot be filled 
intentionally; that pain and the deformitas of the lowly, contemptible, soft part of 
the soul, which has no part in the ratio domina et regina and its virile or virtuous 
advocates, remains indispensible for the voice. From this it follows furthermore 
that the unarticulated and inarticulable pain, which can be contoured neither by 
genus nor gender, must remain a condition for the voice—and consequently for 
every language, human and all others—and at the same time the unform of its 
ruin; that, in short, every voice—and every language—however vital, powerful, 
or imperial it may be, remains dependent on an anontological remainder of pain 
and could never be sounded without that which in it can never be sounded. This 
must be a pain that is more lowly than lowly, softer than soft, more formless than 
formless: an infra nihil that withdraws from formation, regulation, and binding, 
and, even enchained, slips out of its chains. There would be no voice and no de-
termination of the voice and through the voice if vocal gaps did not remain open 
and constriction, contention, and intention did not leave an empty passageway 
for that which eludes in the imperative this imperative itself, eluding in the ratio 
its rule, and in the ‘pull yourself together’ both the pulling and the together. In 
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Cicero’s construction, that can only be an impetus that cannot appear as pain or 
in the sense of pain, but only, in a manner hardly noticeable, as breath, timbre, 
vibration, and trembling.

4. aliena corpora (Seneca, 41)
Pain is what is too much. Yet the more torturous it is, the less it is. This counter-
sensical and counter-sensible turn in pain, which forces it to fall silent and, 
without it therefore ceasing to be pain, robs it of its impartibility, its contour, 
and, in its impotence, its existence, brings to naught every effort to mitigate it 
through consolation. Seneca is faced with this dilemma when, at the instigation 
of Messalina, he is banished to Corsica and attempts to console his mother Helvia 
about the pain of her son’s departure. He must admit: the entire magnitude of pain, 
which exceeds measure—magnitudo doloris modum excendentis—necessarily 
robs one of the capacity to choose words and often even makes the language of 
the consoler fall silent—saepe vocem quoque ipsam intercludat (Ad Helviam de 
consolatione, I 3). In his letter ‘on consolation’ Seneca thus distances himself from 
consolation and takes the opposite path, the genuinely Stoic path of deepening 
pain. Namely, he reminds his mother that her entire life, ever since her birth, 
was marked by pains, losses, and injuries: the death of her mother in childbirth, 
the ostracism of the father and his suicide, the burning of his books by order of 
the senate, the death of her uncle, her husband, her children, her grandchildren. 
To life, he writes, you have, as it were, been exposed—quodammodo exposita es 
(II 4)—exposed to life not like death, but as death. With the comfortless zeal of 
a sadist who makes common cause with this death ‘life,’ he reminds her: “But 
lately into the self-same lap from which you had let three grandchildren go, you 
took back the bones of three grandchildren” (II 5).4 Only a bit more and this lap 
of his mother’s would itself be characterized as the birthplace of death. However 
deeply Seneca, having been exiled from his mother-city Rome, may feel horror 
before this death, he nevertheless attempts to exile every pathos, every passion, 
and every passivity by intensifying precisely this pathos, this passion, and this 
passivity. His Stoic therapy is a homeopathy: by multiplying maladies he wishes 
to attain the good of equanimity. One heals, not by soft means, but by cauterizing 
and cutting (II 2). The formula of his pathodicy runs: uninterrupted misfortune 
has this one good going for it, that it ultimately hardens those who are tormented 
by it (II 3). He himself, Seneca, offers himself to his mother as an example of 
this triumph of a hardness without lamentation, for he claims that he feels no 
sorrow, is not misfortunate, and indeed is not even able to be misfortunate (IV 
2–3). He cannot be misfortunate, because, rather than fortune, he expects only 

4. Seneca, “To Helvia on Consolation,” in Moral Essays, vol. II, trans. John W. Basore 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1958), 423.
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pains, poverty, defamation, contempt. He does not lament, since he treats himself 
as though he were a foreign body—velus aliena corpora—(III 1) and keeps an 
ample distance—intervallum—between himself and all expectations of fortune 
(V 4). Thus not only does he intensify pain; he absolutizes it and therein finds 
his relief, his absolution from it. By thinking pain and knowing it as a rule, he 
knows himself as a knower, as someone who overcomes all laws of contingency by 
virtue of the ratio, and elevates himself above it in an ascension of consciousness 
that makes him a neighbor of the gods. According to the measures of the ratio, 
wisdom—sapientia—dictates that one not merely restrict pain, but conquer it, 
vincere dolorem tuum, non circumscribere (VI 1): vincere, it may be emphasized, 
not, however, vincire, not twining around and fettering, still less interweav-
ing—here we are far removed from Pindar’s diaplekein—but rather holding 
down, mastering, dominating, and, with it, annulling the entire realm of bodily 
sensations. The victory over pain is supposed to make every lament fall silent, 
whereas its weaving granted it a voice, the sound of lamentation, of the ode and 
of music, and elevated it to the status of the eukleā laossoōn, the folks-inciting 
summoness. The victory over a pain that leads to silence should make even the 
falling-silent itself fall silent, and would thereby have to prohibit producing but one 
single word of lament or even of triumph over it. Yet the fact that Seneca, rather 
than being silent about pain, inflicts further pain and cannot cease to pontificate 
about it in an admonitory, critical, regulating, and loquacious fashion, disavows his 
text of consolation—disavows all of the countless Christian, baroque, romantic, 
and so-called modern adaptions that are reinforced by it—and shows it up as 
a hypocritical text of lamentation. In the Stoic victory over pain, pain triumphs 
and becomes, as pain that is as actively inflicted as it is passively suffered, an 
imperative and imperial sadomasochistic world power. The suppression of lam-
entation, which meanwhile, with all the techniques of sedation, narcotization, and 
apathization belonging to a globally operating psycho-pharmaceutical complex, 
has become an industry of self-suppression, is itself still a lament. Only: it is ar-
ranged in such a way that as few people as possible speak of it any longer, hear of 
it any longer, or learn of it through experience any longer. The resistance to pain 
and lamentation, the anaesthetization of the senses to one’s own pain as to the 
pain of others, is nothing less than the resistance to experience, a resistance to 
the experience of language, a progressive paralysis of language and experience. 
It dissociates societies and splits even each of their atoms, with the foreseeable 
effect not of an explosion, but of a global implosion.
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5. Malum nihil est (Boethius, 525)

6. Gefühl a priori (Kant, 1788)
Kant, after Aristotle the second among the philosophers who have made the 
attempt to found the possibility of an ordering of experience and knowledge in 
categories, was not able to extend his attempt to pain, but rather had the latter 
precede all objective experiences as a “spur” to life, and placed it, as this “spur,” 
before even that activity of the subject which triggers its knowledge, but also 
its practical comportment. In this sense, one reads in his Anthropology from a 
Pragmatic Point of View from 1798: “Nature has put pain in man as the unavoid-
able spur to activity, so that he may constantly progress toward something better; 
and even in the final moment of life, our contentment with the last part of it can 
be called contentment only relatively [. . .]; but it is never pure and complete.” 
Regarding “idle rest” and the “cessation of the springs of action,” he remarks: 
“But this sort of thing is no more compatible with man’s intellectual life than 
the cessation of the heart in an animal’s body, where death follows inevitably 
unless pain provides a new inducement.”5 He is thus saying that whoever does 
not suffer is dead. Pain is the inducement to life, and if the performances of the 
understanding and of reason in a being are able to preserve, order, and enhance 
its life, then this ability is due to pain as the “spur” that drives all constitutional 
performances, yet at the same time indexes their incompleteness, their inad-
equacy, and thus their confinement, their finitude. Life is consequently indebted 
to pain as the feeling of the incapacity to live, of living no longer or not yet as a 
whole, of not having found any ordering or form of life and of not being able, 
either epistemically or practically, at any time of life—even if it be “in the final 
moment”—to find oneself alive. Before all life, pain is accordingly the warden 
of life, insofar as it is the warden of the incompleteness of life and thus first that 
of its—ever imperfect—perfectibility. In no case, therefore, can pain for Kant 
be categorially graspable within a causal-mechanical relation as mere passivity 
in contrast to activity; it must, as a sensible-counter-sensible feeling, precede 
even the receptivity of pure sensibility and overtax this receptivity. There would 
accordingly be no categories without pain; there are no categories for pain; there-
fore there can be no categories that would be capable of determining life beyond 
causal-mechanical relations and other categorial armatures. As an “inducement” 
and “spur” of life, pain is the ground plan of life, yet it is this ground plan in such 
a way that it can find neither cause nor goal in this life itself, in its subject or its 
object. It is not one among other feelings, but the only feeling a priori: it precedes 

5. Immanuel Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, trans. Mary J. Gregor 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), AA VII 235, p. 103 (trans. mod.).
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all other, determinate feelings, insofar as it is itself not a merely empirical feeling, 
but rather as such already an intellectual-practical one, is stimulus, irritability.6

7. das harte Wort (Hegel, 1807)
Kant’s trio of questions from his logic course: “What can I know?,” “What ought I 
to do?,” “What may I hope?,” and their summary: “What is the human being?” can 
no longer stand as fundamental questions as soon as they are confronted with 
the further question of whether there is ever a “what” that can, ought to, and may 
be known, done, and hoped for, and thus whether the human being that is being 
asked about is even at all a “what.” Moreover, as soon as a second counter question 
is posed as to whether knowing, acting, hoping, and being are exclusively or even 
merely chiefly objects of knowledge, consciousness, and certainty, the questions 
introduced by Kant can no longer obtain as that by means of which the matter in 
question is placed on stable ground. The first of these counter questions concerns 
the substantial objects of a consciousness in the “what”; the second concerns the 
subject of this consciousness in the “I” and “the human being.” Like the Kantian 
questions, the counter questions have also been posed and answered, or declared 
to be unanswerable, in the history of philosophy, with shifting emphases. For the 
Stoics, the highest being, the Good that is to be known and done, was unmoved 
and indisposed to intervene in our affairs; early Skepticism demanded that one 
withhold judgement as to what is knowable and content oneself with what is 
customary, and thus with what in the emphatic sense can be neither known nor 
done, neither hoped for nor experienced as being. While the Stoics make do with 
a being that is as formal as it is empty, a being which yields no pure criteria for 
knowledge and action, Skepticism finds for every thinkable thesis a no less think-
able antithesis and can only imagine a subject that loses itself in its contradiction 
with itself. The Stoic answers and Skeptical counter questions do not lead to a 
solution to the questions concerning the substance and subject of consciousness; 
rather they lead to a depletion of substance and a bifurcation of subject, which, 
even after the Kantian questions, are not resolved and leave every self-assurance 
groundless and unobjective.

So, at least, goes Hegel’s diagnosis of the philosophico-historical situation, 
roughly sketched, that particular situation in which he intervenes with his ‘science 
of the experience of consciousness.’ Since this experience can only be a historical 
experience and can only be an experience that consciousness as subject has of pre-
cisely this consciousness as the substance of this subject, neither a dogmatic nor 
a merely historiographic—or, to speak with Nietzsche, an antiquarian—answer 
can suffice. He does not understand the empty formalism of substance philosophy 

6. For more on this see Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Mary Gregor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), AA V 72–73, pp. 62–64.
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and the irresolvable contradictions of subject philosophy as, for instance, historical 
errors in need of an impotent correction, but rather as philosophical experiences 
with their own weight, experiences which, precisely because of their insufficiency, 
have made history. At the intersection between empty substance and rent subject 
he can therefore encounter the genuinely historical and eminently philosophical 
event, the, in every sense, exceptional experience that consciousness—indeed 
every consciousness—can have, and cannot avoid having, of and with itself. This, 
for Hegel, is the uttermost thinkable experience, namely, that of being neither 
subject nor substance—yet precisely in this of being both together as one.

This experience, which no formal logic, but also no formal dialectic, can 
grasp, is succinctly presented at the beginning of the chapter “Revealed Religion” 
in the Phenomenology of Spirit. Its presentation follows the analysis of the loss of 
self-certainty in tragedy and the downfall of the Greek “Art Religion” in comedy, 
and the analysis of the ‘unhappy consciousness’ of both Stoicism and Skepticism, 
and draws from both the conclusion which Hegel summarizes in the following 
sentence: “It is the consciousness of the loss of all essentiality within this certainty 
of itself and of the loss even of this knowledge of itself—it is the loss of substance 
as well as of the self, the pain that expresses itself in the harsh word that God has 
died.”7 Whether this “harsh word” of the death of God pertains to the death of the 
Christian messiah on the cross or to the proclamation reported by Plutarch that 
“The great Pan is dead”: the pain that expresses itself in this “harsh word” is the 
pain of consciousness having lost itself. It lost itself in the certainty of itself as sub-
stance, since this certainty became detached from every enduring “essentiality” of 
the variety of the Aristotelian ousia, and it also thereby lost itself as “knowledge of 
itself ” as of a persisting self that is capable of constituting and securing the objects 
of its experience. Pain is accordingly the irrefutable consciousness that conscious-
ness is neither consciousness of an essence inherent to it nor a consciousness 
of itself as of a constitutive subject. It is consciousness, yet it is consciousness of 
no being outside of it in which it could find its ground, and consciousness of no 
knowledge that could be founded in this consciousness itself. It is consequently 
the consciousness of having no founding being and the consciousness of itself 
not being knowledge. Hegel’s sentence about the “harsh word” indeed asserts: “It 
is the consciousness of the loss of all essentiality within this certainty of itself and 
of the loss even of this knowledge of itself.” Since it is consciousness without being 

7. “Es ist das Bewußtsein des Verlustes aller Wesenheit in dieser Gewißheit seiner und 
des Verlustes eben dieses Wissens von sich—der Substanz wie des Selbsts, es ist 
der Schmerz, der sich als das harte Wort ausspricht, dass Gott gestorben ist.” Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes, ed. Johannes Hoffmeister 
(Hamburg: Meiner, 1952), 523; translated by Terry Pinkard as The Phenomenology 
of Spirit (2013 draft), 665 (¶752) (trans. mod.). [In what follows, I will continue to 
modify Pinkard’s translation without further comment.—Translator’s note.]
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and without knowledge, it can only be a consciousness of its loss, can only be an 
essenceless and unfounded, indeed unconditional consciousness of its bereave-
ment of subject and substance, thus a consciousness of its consciouslessness and 
so in the strict sense no consciousness at all, but rather the pure feeling of not, no 
longer, or not yet being—as this sheer feeling of its own ‘not,’ it must be pure pain. 
Since, however, substantiality and its knowledge are the highest determinations 
of the divinity of God in classical philosophy as Hegel interprets it, the pain of the 
consciousness of not being consciousness must assume the extreme form of the 
bereavement of God, indeed of even God’s bereavement of God. Since, moreover, 
this God expresses himself only in the form of the logos and in this way as word, 
Hegel can find his loss “expressed [ausgesprochen]” in the “harsh word” that bids 
farewell to God—and that means, spoken [gesprochen] to the uttermost end of 
speaking—“the harsh word that God has died.” Here the “harsh word” can be 
understood as an indivertible and indissoluble word against the word that God 
is, as the word ‘pain,’ as the algos in which the logos separates from the logos. With 
it, onto-theo-logy lapses into onto-theo-algy.

Hegel leaves no doubt about the fact that the death of God is not a self-sacrifice 
in favor of his creatures nor a clearance of the sins for which they would have 
had to answer. Nor has God died because he assumed a human shape unsuited 
to him, of which he had to divest himself like a piece of clothing that does not fit 
well; God therefore is not dead because he would have wanted to intimate his own 
more powerful being in the existence of a human, only then to pull back from his 
appearance and his essence on display in it and to return to the security of a deus 
absconditus. For none of these reasons is God dead, since each of them suggests 
that God is inaccessible to consciousness and at the same time something that 
every consciousness can assume exists. All these interpretations fall back into the 
contradictions of Stoic-Skeptical or ‘unhappy’ consciousness insofar as they do 
not grasp the experience of these contradictions as the experience of their own 
departure from themselves, as the experience of the death of consciousness and of 
what is known by it. The death of God, however, is nothing other than the experi-
ence that consciousness has of itself as something of which it is not conscious. It 
is the harsh fact of consciousness’s structural incapacity for consciousness and 
essentiality. This death—and in it every death—is unconscious. In it, thinking 
becomes aware that it is incapable of satisfying the claim raised by it, however 
implicitly, to grasp itself as its first and substantial content. It is in this sense that 
Hegel says in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: “God has died, God is 
dead—this is the most frightful of all thoughts, that all that is eternal, all that is 
true is not, that negation itself is in God; the highest pain, the feeling of complete 
irretrievability [das Gefühl der vollkommenen Rettungslosigkeit], the renunciation 
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of everything of a higher kind, are connected with this.”8 It is the “most frightful” 
thought because it requires that one think the end of thought; it is the “highest” 
pain because it compels one to feel nothing that can still be felt.

Precisely this is the experience that consciousness has of itself: of being 
conscious neither of an object nor of itself, of having an experience without an 
experiencable substratum, of having to have the experience of not being able to 
have any experience. Hegel justifies the possibility of this impossibility with a 
relatively abstract argument when he writes of the skeptical consciousness: “It 
expresses absolute disappearance, but that ‘expression’ itself exists [i s t], and 
this consciousness is the disappearance expressed.”9 In this argument, which 
forms the pattern for all that are like it, the expression of the disappearance is 
interpreted as an entity, without the addition that it can only exist as this entity 
named ‘expression’ if it is also apprehended and in the apprehension is held fast 
by others and saved from disappearance. The “absolute disappearance” is, in the 
case of the Skeptical consciousness as in the death of God—of the subject and 
of substance tout court—not only an “expressed disappearance”; it is a disap-
pearance that, in the apprehension by another, is saved as something that has 
disappeared and is retained in recollection. In order to justify this act of saving 
death from death and from what lies beyond it, Hegel is therefore compelled to 
think of consciousness as accompanied by another consciousness, namely, self-
consciousness, and to think of it as preserved in this self-consciousness as in its 
otherness. Self-consciousness is the site of the preservation and the recollection 
of the deceased consciousness in a, in its other consciousness, which can only be 
called its self-consciousness because it is and remains its very own. What initially 
appeared as the death of God—of consciousness as subject and substance—turns 
out to be the death that has been survived and preserved in self-consciousness, 
the death that is, in every sense of the word, ‘sublated’ in its universalization. 
Thus in order for that death to be ‘sublated’ and to be, Hegel needs another and 
its otherness, for which that death is not deadly, for which consciousness is not 
objectless, for which substance is not empty, but rather an objective emptiness 
and a known objectlessness.

In order to be able to think a ‘sublated’ death, Hegel must think a mediated, a 
linguistically conceived and universalized, a communicative death that is suffered 
by another and is thus not an actual death. In this sense, he can write of the death 
of a particular or individual: “This self-consciousness thus does not therefore 

8. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Werke, vol. 17: Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der 
Religion II; Vorlesungen über die Beweise vom Dasein Gottes (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1986), 291; Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, trans. Rev. E. B. Speirs, 
B.D., and J. Burdon Sanderson, vol. 3 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1895), 
91 (trans. mod.).

9. Hegel, Phänomenologie, 157; Phenomenology, 182 (¶205).
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actually die [stirbt] in the way that the particular is represented to have actually 
died; rather, its particularity dies away [erstirbt] within its universality, which is 
to say, in its knowledge, which is the essence reconciling itself with itself.”10 With 
this turn from the actual “death” of the particular into its “dying away” within its 
universality, death is converted from its singular occurrence, which knows neither 
a self-expression nor an apprehension and thus no “knowledge that sustains itself 
in its otherness,” into a known, expressed, and apprehended death for others, for 
a community, a church, a world, and thus for an “essence” that reconciles itself 
with itself as a knowing known.11 Dying [Sterben] is survived in the dying away 
[Ersterben]. As death for others and in the recollection of others, death is a victory 
over death. The pain is merely the pain of parting from a singular consciousness, 
and in its singularity a contingent consciousness, and is transformed for self-
consciousness into pleasure. “The pain that the finite senses in being thus sublated,” 
as Hegel puts it in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, “is not painful, since 
it is by this means raised to a moment in the process of the divine.” And to seal 
the deal, he cites two verses from Goethe’s West-Eastern Diwan: “Ought such tor-
ment to afflict us, / Since it enhances our pleasure?”12

The death of God is therefore supposed to have amortized itself for Spirit 
in its community, and the highest pain is supposed to have transformed itself 
into a higher pleasure. Hegel justifies this change of affect and of consciousness 
with the sentence: “Death [—namely that of the individual divine man—] is 
transfigured from what it immediately means [unmittelbar bedeutet], i.e., from 
the non-being of this individual, into the universality of spirit which lives in its 
own religious community, dies there daily, and is daily there resurrected.”13 Setting 
aside the question of whether the death of an individual or particular can have a 
meaning and moreover an immediate meaning if it is not already mediated by a 
minimal universality and in this way brought to the language of the concept, the 
other question still remains as to whether “non-being,” as Hegel suggests, can be 
“meant” without negating precisely this non-being. Hegel gives no account of this 
negation of non-being by giving it a meaning, although the whole structure of 
dialectical negativity is built upon it. If it were conceded that no meaning can be 
attributed to the non-being that death is, then at the same time it would be con-
ceded that this non-being is unnegatable, thus impredicable, and thus incapable 

10. Ibid., 545/695 (¶785).
11. Ibid., 160/184 (¶207).
12. Hegel, Werke, vol. 17: Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Religion II, 273–74; Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Relgion, vol. 3: The Consummate 
Religion, ed. Peter C. Hodgson, trans. R. F. Brown, P. C. Hodgson, and J. M. Stewart with 
the assistance of H. S. Harris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 112 and 
note 130 (trans. mod.).

13. Hegel, Phenomenology, 545; Phenomenology, 694–95 (¶784).
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of resulting in a community or serving as its ground. Yet Hegel’s postulation that 
death is transfigured into the universality of Spirit remains reliant on precisely 
this unnegatable and meaning-less non-being, for only through the negation of 
this unnegatable and through the enfeoffment of a meaning to the meaning-less 
can it become a distinct phenomenon for others, for a society and a world; only 
thereby can it become a phenomenon of Spirit.

Hegel must implicitly assert the unnegatability of death in order to be able to 
explicitly assert its negatability. The implicit assertion must, however, grant that 
death resists negation and is characterized by an infra-negativity through which 
the explicitly asserted negation must become inoperable. For him there must be 
two deaths, a non-dialectizable one and a speculative-dialectical one—a death 
that, because it is unknown and unnamed, cannot be died or be suffered through, 
and another death that, because it is known and named, is not an actual death 
but rather a pleasure of Spirit—but between these two deaths and non-deaths no 
dialectic of negation can mediate, without thereby itself becoming undialectical. 
As there must be two deaths, so must there be two pains, of which the one, the 
spiritual pain of universality, is not an actual pain and is transformed into the joy 
of self-consciousness, while the other, which Hegel no longer mentions, namely, 
the actual pain, would have to be a pain without others, without language and 
recollection, a pain without substance because it is a pain without subsistence: 
the pain of what has no sense for pain, the pain that, with this aisthēsis, lacks also 
its noetic correlate, lacks the concept for pain and its objective existence. Hegel 
passes over this pain without pain, because it is not, and he thinks of it as a mere 
transition into spiritual pain, into a thinkable pain whose remembrance can be 
preserved in thought by others. Yet in order even to be but a transition, it must 
happen as an actual non-actuality that remains non-spiritual even in the course 
of its spiritualization.

Hegel cannot think death otherwise than as intrinsically bifurcated—nor can 
anyone else succeed in thinking it otherwise—for to speak of a ‘non-being,’ a ‘non-
actuality,’ ‘death,’ is already to invert them into a being, an objective universality 
and a living experience that they are not. What is given the name ‘death’ can, as so 
named, already no longer be an ‘actual’ death of an individual, no longer this death 
of this individual, but rather only the universal ‘Spirit’ of a death for a community. 
Yet death, otherwise than as Hegel would have it, cannot, with any accountable 
certainty, even be the ‘Spirit’ of this death or of a particular deceased person, of 
this deceased person, if, after all, it is supposed to be the Spirit of their non-being 
and this non-being cannot provide a criterion for when a name would correspond 
to it as its own. Like the name and the concept, so is Erninnerung, which Hegel 
understands as Er-innerung or ‘internalizing re-collection,’14 incapable of homing 
in on any trait of this particular non-being that would substantiate it as its name 

14. Ibid., 564/719 (¶808).
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and as the re-collection of this non-experience. The “magical power”15 or me-
chanics of mediation, which Hegel tenaciously invokes, fails or becomes an effect 
merely of a universality without a particular, without an individual, and without 
the concretion claimed by it; it becomes the effect of a universality without death 
and without pain, as soon as the non-knowing of non-being is to convert “into 
the knowledge that sustains itself in its otherness.”16 If there can be no universal 
criterion for the singularity of non-knowing and non-being, then there can also 
be no criterion for the “otherness” of the other—whether of the social other or 
of the other of consciousness in self-consciousness—being its otherness and 
for the knowledge of the non-knowledge of the individual preserving itself in 
this. Since in this decisive case the logic of ascription—that is, the logic of the 
possessive and reflexive relational determinations—must fail, Hegel invokes 
the representation [Vorstellung] of the individual and its non-being; yet since he 
interprets this representation as a necessary concealment of the individual, this 
concealment cannot in turn allow any distinct attribution to that which would 
belong to it as concealed—in particular not when this is not.

The non-substantiality of the subject—its non-knowledge and non-essence 
expressed by the “harsh word” that God has died—cannot be founded in any 
self-relation of that subject, but neither can it result in any transference to its 
other and its otherness and preserve and sublate itself therein. With death—“if,” 
as Hegel writes in the preface to the Phenomenology, “that is what we wish to call 
that non-actuality”17—the possessive and reflexive determinations disappear 
and can only be reappropriated with the harsh caveat that, in the course of this 
reappropriation, they become re-altered determinations that allow otherness 
to become other than its otherness, in which nothing—even the unnegatable 
non-being—preserves itself as that which it is supposed to have been before 
that death. Death, that so-called “non-actuality,” and the pain that it inflicts are 
not objects of reflection, possession, or propriation. They cannot but remain 
inassimilable and immune to reflection, and therefore only present themselves 
to obsessive attempts at reflection and assimilation. Yet they remain the center 
of speculative philosophy not as the substance of subjectivity, but rather as its 
vacancy; they foist themselves upon thought not as a logical consequence, but 
rather as an alogical incidence; and they offer it resistance only because they 
withdraw from it any foothold.

That the singular pain, which is therefore irreflexive and resistant to specu-
lation, endures even in the speculative return of the Christian world to its dead 
God, becomes clear in Hegel’s presentation by the fact that even the revealed, the 
Christian religion is not the last shape of Spirit. It must remain a religion of mourn-

15. Ibid., 30/28 (¶32).
16. Ibid., 545/695 (¶785).
17. Ibid., 29/28 (¶32).
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ing over a being that is no more and religion of waiting for a being that is not yet; 
it must therefore remain a religion of pain, however modified, over the fact that 
its dead God does not belong to it and that its own death is not present to it itself.

The pain that cannot be reflected on and continually disquiets consciousness 
and ‘its’ essence, the dialectical subject and ‘its’ substance, thus remains, even in 
the Christian world, the groundless ground for the still unanswered question 
concerning what the human being is, what he can know, may hope, and ought to 
do. This question of the pre-Christian world is retained in the Christian world as 
Hegel presents it. Only it has transformed into the un-Stoic and more than skepti-
cal question of whether and in what sense the human being is at all, and of what 
being-able-to, may, and ought still mean under the conditions of this question 
concerning the ‘whether’—and whether they mean something. This question 
pervades not only the trajectory of the objective experience of consciousness in 
its history; it opens onto the vacant ground of this history and delineates less an 
inner-historical empirical finding [Empfinding] than un-finding [Ent-findung] 
tout court: the pain whose being [Sein] is other than that which is its own [Seine] 
and whose negation cannot find in it its negatum. This un-finding would be 
nobody’s; it would be, not the experience [Erfahrung], but the de-perience [Ent-
fahrung] of always also not being and of being nowhere.

8. il ne sait ce qu’il dit (Valéry, 1895–1945)
“Il toussa. Il se dit: ‘Que peut un homme? . . . Que peut un homme! . . .’ Il me dit: 
‘Vous connaissez un homme sachant qu’il ne sait ce qu’il dit!’”18 The person cough-
ing here and speaking to himself and to a visitor bears the name Monsieur Teste. 
In the first text that Paul Valéry devoted to this figure, “La Soirée avec Monsieur 
Teste,” from 1895, Teste’s suffering had already been briefly mentioned before—
“Il fit allusion à d’anciennes douleurs”19—; the last text, composed fifty years 
later, in 1945, deals almost exclusively with pains. These pains, which announce 
themselves in his coughing, interrupt the flow of the conversation, but also the 
continuum between the discourse and the knowledge of this discourse. Another 
Socrates, Teste knows that he does not know; more precisely than Socrates, he 
knows that he does not know what he is saying. Knowing and speaking are divided 
in Teste, indeed they are so far apart that even the statement that he knows that 
he does not know what he is saying can be seized with this non-knowledge and 

18. Paul Valéry, Œuvres II, ed. Jean Hytier (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), 23. Paul Valéry, Mon-
sieur Teste, trans. Jackson Mathews, vol. 6 of The Collected Works of Paul Valéry, ed. 
Jackson Mathews (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973), 18: “He coughed. 
He said to himself: ‘Que peut un homme? . . . What can a man do?’ He said to me: ‘You 
know a man who knows that he doesn’t know what he is saying!’” (trans. mod.).

19. Ibid., 22/16: “He alluded to old pains.”
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lead to fits of coughing: utterances, yet not consistent predicative statements by 
which he himself or his addressee could gain knowledge. This difference between 
knowledge and language, between knowledge and knowledge and language and 
language, is not a transient infection of an otherwise perfectly healthy, cognitive, 
linguistic organism, but rather manifestly the endogenous pathology of conscious-
ness, as which Teste is speaking. “Conscious—Teste, Testis,” as a later segment of 
the Teste-cycle notes, thereby alluding to its meanings of ‘head’ and ‘reproductive 
organ,’ but also: “M. Teste est le témoin.”20 Teste is the witness and, literally, the 
martyr of a consciousness that is not in control of itself and its utterances. If this 
consciousness knows that is does not know what it is saying, then it is a bifurcated, 
rent consciousness, almost in the sense of the unhappy skeptical consciousness 
that Hegel analyzes, although it is a consciousness that cannot be cured of its suf-
fering in the knowledge of its non-knowledge. For Teste there is no therapy that 
would not itself be pathological. The old pains from which he suffers are also his 
present pains and will be his future pains, this much can now be seen, for they 
are pains of anticipation: “Sachez que j’avais prévu la maladie future.”21 Teste’s 
sufferings are not, however, sufferings from a regional anticipation facilitated by 
a pregiven object; they are sufferings of attention itself and of attending to itself: 
of regard, of attentiveness, of expectation, and are thus sufferings not of a particu-
lar consciousness, but of consciousness as such, insofar as it is a consciousness 
and heeding of, and a straining and intention toward, something. Yet, under this 
coherence-founding attentionality, the coherence not only between consciousness 
and language, but also even between consciousness and being, and moreover the 
consistency of being itself, must fall apart.

“Il souffrit. [. . .] ‘Attendez . . . Il y a des instants où mon corps s’illumine 
. . . C’est très curieux. J’y vois tout à coup en moi . . . [. . .] je sens des zones de 
douleur [. . .], cette géométrie de ma souffrance [. . .].—Ma douleur grossissante 
me force à l’observer. J’y pense!—Je n’attends que mon cri, . . . et dès que je l’ai 
entendu—l’objet, le terrible objet, devenant plus petit, et encore plus petit, se 
dérobe à ma vue intérieure. . . .’”22 The pain forces him to think it, becomes itself 
the compulsion of thinking and at the same time its object, thus forces thinking 
to present itself as an object to itself, concentrates itself in a cry, in the, the one 
and only, the ultra-determined and therefore terrible object tout court—and 
withdraws. In the terror as the extreme pain, the attention of the “j’y pense” hits 

20. Ibid., 64/67: “Monsieur Teste is the witness.”
21. Ibid., 25/20: “Let me tell you that I foresaw my future illness.”
22. Ibid., 24–25/20: “He was in pain. [. . .] ‘Wait . . . At certain moments my body lights 

up. . . . This is very odd. Suddenly, I can see into myself. . . . [. . .] I feel zones of pain 
[. . .], this geometry of my suffering [. . .]. My increasing pain forces me to notice it. 
I think about it! Waiting only to hear my cry . . . and the moment I hear it, the object, 
the terrible object, smaller and still smaller, vanishes from my inner sight. . . .’”



Other Pains 987

upon itself and has immediately pulled back from this pain, from thinking in its 
pain, as something ungraspable by intentionality. The pain ‘itself ’ and thinking 
have, at the point of their absolute undifferentiation, entered into an eclipse, which 
in Valéry’s text is designated as a “cri” and marked by the three points of an el-
lipsis, by points de suspension. The thought of pain is not a predicable, objective, 
empirical object among others, but rather an ‘object’ only as the privation of all 
objects, the thought of the withdrawal of all thoughts, thus however also that 
which is only in such a way that it—for itself—is not. Hence Teste, falling asleep 
and slipping away from himself, can murmur that he is stolen away as though by 
pain: “je suis volé,—comme par la douleur. . . .”23 Pain, for him, is a unique and 
irrefutable—and in this sense transcendental—mark of existence, but with it 
is marked the existence of his inexistence. The pain of consciousness—the pain 
that consciousness is experienced to be—is a negation without correlation and 
therefore neither negation nor position in any conventional or non-conventional 
sense, but rather Being without correlative in itself: ultra-presence: a priori priva-
tion: sterēsis epekeina tēs sterēseōs.

In the same pain-scene, the question, “Que peut un homme?,” which followed 
the bout of coughing, is once again posed and for a second time answered: “Je com-
bats tout,—hors la souffrance de mon corps, au delà d’une certaine grandeur”;24 
and this acknowledgment that bodily pain marks the limit of his ability—thus 
the limit of every consciousness, of every thought, and of every attentional com-
portment—is then, in a second step, expanded to the acknowledgement that 
consciousness, attention, and thought are the limits of their ‘own’ capacity: “Car, 
souffrir, c’est donner à quelque chose une attention suprême [. . .].”25 If, however, 
consciousness is suffering, then it is the suffering of not being able to come to 
itself, to the fullness of consciousness in self-consciousness, to self-presence and 
self-potency—nor, therefore, to the presence of the suffering ‘itself.’ Falling asleep, 
Teste can still remark: “Je suis étant, et me voyant; me voyant me voir, et ainsi de 
suite. . . .”26 The turn of phrase, seeing oneself see, which will be developed twenty 
years later in “La Jeune Parque,” here, as there, signifies that the I, existing as an 
entity, which sees how it sees itself, must for its part be seen by a further I, which 
in turn is referred to a fourth, fifth et ainsi de suite . . . and thus to an infinity of 
glances of consciousness, none of which can see itself and in such seeing be 
represented and established sufficiently as existing—as étant. The formulation 
of the infinity of the consciousness ‘Teste’—which is at the same time that of the 
infinity of his pain—can therefore be conceived, if not without harshness, as je 

23. Ibid., 25/21: “I am robbed—as by pain. . . .”
24. Ibid., 25/20: “I fight against everything—except the suffering of my body, beyond a 

certain intensity.”
25. Ibid., 25/20: “Because . . . to suffer is to give supreme attention to something [. . .].”
26. Ibid., 25/21: “I am being and seeing myself; seeing me see myself, and so forth.”
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sui . . . de suite: as an infinity of discontinuous ruptures, none of which can be the 
rupture, the view, the knowledge or the essence, the capacity or even merely the 
incapacity of the human being; none of which can therefore be pain itself and as 
such. The infinity that must be imputed to the subject and to the substance ‘pain’ 
in order to be able to grasp itself, can only remain the fragment of an infinity that 
cannot be brought to completion in a whole. Therefore the thinking which turns 
toward pain and, in this, toward itself, remains from the beginning behind itself 
and ahead of itself, isolated from itself as another thinking and another pain. 
Thinking, consciousness, cognition and language are structured in such a way 
that none of them can offer proof that they are and are entities. They open onto 
their being, and pain is nothing but this opening, yet as an opening it lies before 
all being and even all possibility.

The question: ‘What can a human being do, what is he capable of?’ is thereby 
answered, albeit indirectly: he is incapable of himself, and is incapable of even 
his incapability. Teste, who not only poses this question, but is this question, is 
impossible. Valéry calls him a monster, a hippogriff, a chimera of intellectual 
mythology. His question, “Pourquoi M. Teste est-il impossible?,” finds only the 
answer: “Car il n’est point autre que le démon même de la possibilité.”27 At no 
point in the series of possibilities can Teste be found, because with his pain he 
first of all opens up this series and therefore within it remains impossible and the 
mere demon that infinitizes and aborts everything possible. Valéry’s final remark 
from the year of his death on Monsieur Teste reads: “Fin intellectuelle. Marche 
funèbre de la pensée.”28

Long before then, in the “Extraits du Log-Book de Monsieur Teste,” Valéry 
wrote: “C’est ce que je porte d’inconnu à moi-même qui me fait moi.”29 If that 
which makes the I an I, consciousness consciousness, and pain pain remains 
unknown, then pain is always more than pain, always other than pain and always 
other than every namable and recognizable pain; then it is the other pain or the 
pain of an other that can merely be attested to by Teste, the testifier, yet not as his 
pain, not as a pain ascribable to him as a possession. “Songe-t-on le sens de ce 
mot: Mon poids!,” one therefore reads, with the addendum: “Quel possessif! . . .”30 
Teste knows that he does not know what he says, yet he thereby knows at the same 
time that neither what he knows nor what he says belongs in the strict sense to 
his very self as his own. It belongs, and it is to this that he attests, to a ‘pain’ other 
than that which is namable, to a ‘pain’ other than that which is negatable, to an 

27. Ibid., 14/6: “Why is Monsieur Teste impossible?” “For he is none other than the very 
demon of possibility.”

28. Ibid., 75/80: “Intellect’s end. Funeral march of thought.”
29. Ibid., 40/38: “It is what I contain of the unknown to me that makes me myself.”
30. Ibid., 64/67: “Just imagine the meaning of the phrase: ‘My load!’” “What a posses-

sive! . . .” (trans. mod.).
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egologically, thus also ontologically irreducible ‘pain’ for which no word can be the 
right one, no feeling the proper one, and no bearer the suitable one. He testifies to 
his being disowned by pain and to owning but this disowning which is not his. The 
testimony he offers, fragmentary and scattered, poly- and non-perspectival as it 
is bound to be, remains an on-going and on-stalling anacoluthon: a non sequitur 
interwoven with another and another yet: with another non.

“Fin intellectuelle. Marche funèbre de la pensée.” This thought—and every 
thought—does not exclude, but rather suggests, that it, and with it ‘the human 
being’ who pursues it, is perhaps always at the wrong funeral.

9. Vorrat verbraucht (Rilke, 1915)

10. untitled (Wallace Stevens)

11. untitled (Paul Celan)

12. la souffrance dans la souffrance (Michaux, 1962)

13. untitled (Artaud)


