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Some Postmarks and Landmarks

Peggy Kamuf

Rio de Janeiro, August 2004
 I traveled there to meet Derrida at a conference that Evando Nascimento 
had convened. Derrida was already very ill, which would have been reason 
enough for him to forgo such a journey. He was a tireless traveler, but also a very 
anxious one, as he chronicles quite frankly in La contre-allée.1 He understood 
that a journey, like a letter, could never be guaranteed arrival at destination and, 
even when it did arrive, its still always possible non-arrival continued to haunt 
the journey and the traveler. Derrida’s friends –real and virtual, in person and 
in print– knew that traveling, for him, dialed up the intensity in awareness of 
!nitude that was, in any case, never far from his everyday experience. And yet, he 
traveled halfway around the world that August, a"rming thereby whatever was 
still to come.
In these circumstances, when Jacques invited me to meet him in Rio, I didn’t 
hesitate. It was the !rst time I had traveled to South America. And it was also to 
be a last time, the last time we would meet. Derrida died two months later.

“History of the Lie” 1995-2021
 “Histoire du mensonge” was the title of the lecture Derrida delivered in 
Santiago in late 1995. #e lecture had been written early in that same year, in time 
for a spring conference at the University of Alabama convened by Derrida’s old 
friend Richard Rand. #is was the occasion for which I !rst read this remarkable 
text, having been tapped to translate it in advance of Richard’s conference, which 
happened under the title of “Futures: Of Jacques Derrida”.2 #ere were obviously 
many connections there to the seminars Derrida had been conducting for 
several years on testimony. When I was able to read the seminar titled “Secret – 
Testimony” for 1994-95, these connections leaped out, most explicitly with regard 
to Hannah Arendt’s essay “Truth and Politics,” which Derrida began to comment 
on telegraphically on December 7, 1994 and more extensively a few weeks later on 
January 11, 1995.
Some years later, around 2000, “History of the Lie” was one of the !ve essays by 

1 Catherine Malabou and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Derrida: La contre-allée (Paris: La Quinzaine/
Louis Vuitton, 1999).
2 Richard Rand, ed., Futures: Of Jacques Derrida (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001).
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Derrida I edited in a collection titled Without Alibi.3 To tell the truth, I wanted 
to give the volume a di$erent title, one that the series editor and my late friend, 
Werner Hamacher, wouldn’t accept: What Lies in America. Werner was right, no 
doubt, yet I regretted the lost economy of “what lies,” which accommodates so 
easily more than one meaning and embraced in its ambiguity all the essays I had 
collected and translated, !rst of all “History of the Lie”. 
I reread this essay for !rst time since then in 2021, at a time when lying in American 
politics had come close to achieving what Arendt called the “absolute lie”. It was 
thus a little uncanny as a re-reading experience, especially because it happened 
via this anniversary, twenty-!ve years since Derrida’s visit to Chile where he gave 
the text as an address in Santiago in 1995. And here it was, twenty-!ve years later 
arriving back at another address, far to the north. It arrived, however, as a kind of 
uncanny ghost of someone (something) I knew well but had forgotten until I was 
directed to reread it. Directed by whom, by what? Or rather redirected, for it is as 
if an address posted years and years ago had been rerouted, redirected under the 
force of this moment, this new chapter of lies in America. 
Elsewhere, I would like to plot out how Arendt and Derrida, these two great 
thinkers of lying, might help us react to the politics of a Big Lie saturated in 
hoaxes, conspiracy theories, and fake news. But this is not place for that. Here, 
instead, I am plotting compass points that converge at “Derrida - Santiago - 1995”. 

“!e Flying Manuscript,” 2005
 In her book Insister of Jacques Derrida,4 Hélène Cixous recounts how, some 
short time a%er Derrida died, she rediscovered the pages from the manuscript of 
Voiles,5 the book they had co-authored in 1998. #is is a book in two parts, a short 
text by Cixous, “Savoir,” and a much longer text by Derrida, “Un ver à soi”. It was 
this second part, Derrida’s text, that resurfaced for Cixous and that she calls “le 
manuscrit volant,” the &ying manuscript. As she describes it, this was an uncanny 
experience:

It is then that the manuscript of Veils made its ghostly return from out of 
one my drawers where it had ben sleeping, totally forgotten by me but not 
by the gods, quite obviously. Voilà it comes back and not just once but twice.
#e !rst time is the surprise of the rediscovery eight days ago: as if I were 

3 Jacques Derrida, Without Alibi, ed. and trans. by Peggy Kamuf (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2002).
4 Hélène Cixous, Insister of Jacques Derrida, trans. by Peggy Kamuf (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2006).
5 Hélène Cixous and Jacques Derrida, Veils, trans. by Geo$rey Bennington (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001).
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receiving for the !rst time, the second !rst time, and a wholly other time 
this manuscript you sent me already years ago (…) here’s the thing: you 
had sent me by air mail from the Aspen Towers Hotel in the República 
Argentina, 30-11-95, the manuscript of Veils, !rst dra%, !rst spurt [premier 
jet]. #e manuscript of Veils scribbled in a jet plane over the Cordillera de 
los Andes.6

It is a &ying manuscript because it arrives at her address in Paris via air mail, 
on wings, from Buenos Aires, but also because it was thrown down on paper in 
a jet plane &ying over the Southern Cone of South America en route to Buenos 
Aires and Santiago. It is a !rst dra%, a premier jet, of what would become !nally 
“Un ver à soie”. But this winged thing, when it !rst arrived ten years earlier, came 
enveloped in a double envelope or a double veil. Cixous retrieves the memory of 
what must have been the “anguish and the su$ering in the air” of the one who had 
air mailed these pages to her in an “urgent gesture, doubly urgent”. She lists the 
urgencies as they must have occurred to the sender of these pages:

(1) write very quickly and by hand. And from afar. (2) Send it right away, 
that is to say, turn it over to another’s keeping, here mine. (3) I add that the 
safekeeping intended by the missive was accompanied by a request to keep 
secret, secret from myself, this closed envelope slipped into an envelope 
and put on hold. (4) #at is not all, later on I will be seen to receive still 
more.7

#is last notation appears to con!rm that what Cixous rediscovered was only the 
!rst part or the !rst pages of the !rst part of “Un ver à soie,” the part that, like 
a letter or an itinerary, is dated and placed on the map: “Toward Buenos Aires, 
November 24-29, 1995”. At some point on one of those dates, before leaving for 
Santiago, Derrida posted the handwritten pages to Cixous in their double envelope, 
on the inner one of which he had written something like “Ne pas ouvrir,” “Do not 
open,” an injunction she obeyed for more than ten years before breaking the seal.
And yet, “Un ver à soie” in so many ways remains under seal. Secrecy lays over it 
– like a veil, I would say, if that were not the very !gure that this text is seeking to 
throw o$ or throw aside. No, not like a veil, more like a postmark, indeed multiple 
postmarks that stretch the seal over the triangular expanse of South America’s 
Southern Cone. #ree points on a map, three dates on a itinerary, three versions 
of “anguish and su$ering in the air,” as Cixous puts it. And the names of the cities 
are not just any names for the one who travels there. A%er reciting the itinerary 
of Derrida’s journey, his ordeal of “anguish and su$ering in the air,” as she puts it 

6 H. Cixous, Insister, 62.
7 Ibíd., 63-4.
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(“Buenos Aires-Santiago de Chile-Valparaíso-São Paolo”8), Cixous notes this: 

#e names. Names of Countries, Names of Cities: Good airs, Saint Jacques, 
Saint Paul, bearers of signs, omens to which he lent an incredulous and 
worried ear. #ey exalt fears and desires by making these places more 
personal, thus more secret and more powerful.9

“Un ver à soie” 1995-2021
 Twenty-!ve years ago, this text began to be written to the rhythm of an 
eventful and fateful trip the writer made among the places and names Cixous 
recalls. Its three parts divide at the seams of the itinerary from city to city: “1. 
Toward Buenos Aires, November 24-29, 1995,” “2. Santiago and Valparaiso, 
Chile, November 29-December 4, 1995,” and “3. Sao Paolo, December 4-8, 1995”. 
Ostensibly a travel journal, then, but one in which the writer is journeying toward 
a verdict that awaits him a%er his return, a life or death decision whose imminence 
accompanies him for those two weeks. It is, then, what I just called a fateful trip 
in this sense that an unknowable fate hangs over it. How the writer endures this 
suspension of life is spaced out among the landmarks that tie the experience to 
that place and that time, there, then, twenty-!ve years ago: Tierra del Fuego, Strait 
of Magellan, Cordillera de los Andes. Worthy of commemoration is the event that 
took place as “Un ver à soie” and took its bearings somewhere in that landscape. 
And forever a%er, one can read the text of the event, the event as text, when it 
approaches an end with the prospect of jouissance for some time yet. #e journey 
will even have led the traveler to greet the dread verdict as a stroke of good luck. 
All of this is recounted in a paragraph near the end of the text, before it turns to 
recount, in sharp detail, the childhood memory of raising silkworms. Before that, 
however, the writer seems to look back over the double journey he’s been making, 
on the ground and in the air of South America, on the one hand, and through 
the ordeal of the verdict suspended until the journey’s end, on the other. Here 
are some of these lines, with which I’ll conclude, leaving the last word to Jacques 
Derrida:

Far from Europe, from one ocean to another, over the Cordillera de los 
Andes, weeks of hallucinatory travel during which I was dreaming of the 
interruption of the dream, the sentence of life or death, the !nal whistle 
blown by a verdict that never stopped suspending its moratorium and 
stretching out its imminence. It has not yet taken place but
I am almost awake. I am writing with a view to waking up and the better 
to prepare

8 Ibíd., 103.
9 Ibíd., 186, n. 27.
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myself for the reality of the verdict, or better, for the verdict when it will have 
become reality itself, that is severity without appeal (…) #e interruption 
of the dream will always remain improbable, like the end of the journey I’m 
still &ying toward. But the duration counts, and the endurance of the voyage, 
the return &ight. Already I’m getting ready. I am ready, I say to myself, 
I’m quite close to enjoying in peace, I’m already enjoying the turbulence 
and the burst cloud, the accepted self-evidence, the new !nitude a"rmed. 
What luck, this verdict, what feared chance: yes, now, there will be for me 
worse than death, I would never have believed it, and the enjoyment here 
nicknamed “resurrection,” that is, the price to pay for the extraordinarily 
ordinary life toward which I should like to turn, without conversion, for 
some time still – such an enjoyment, such jouissance, will be worth more 
than life itself.10

Los Angeles
March, 2021

10 Jacques Derrida, “A Silkworm of One’s Own,” in H. Cixous and J. Derrida, Veils, 86-7.
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