After Hegel: Art and Ontology in Nancy’s Treatment of Romanticism
Jean-Luc Nancy adopts a critical tone when he discusses romanticism. He addresses, for instance, the problem of romantic ‘naivety’ and ‘imprecision’ as well as the flawed conception of the romantic ‘fragment’, which is organised around the ideals of ‘completion’ and ‘perfection’.
 When he outlines the precepts of his ontology Nancy intimates that the romantics failed to conceive of the dynamic nature of sense or meaning and that they failed in this way because they misunderstood how to approach the question of the origins of sense. The actuality of romanticism is at stake in these complaints: if romanticism cannot be consigned to ‘a certain past’, nonetheless the credibility of its core positions and reputation are ‘wearing thin’.
 In contrast, Nancy casts his ontology as an attempt to grapple with the question of what it means to live today.

In Nancy’s co-authored book with Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe on early romanticism [Frühromantik], the authors state their ambition to provide a philosophical account of romanticism. Along this axis the authors contend that grappling lucidly with the ‘trap’ of romanticism requires careful philosophical treatment of its speculative core. The romantics may be associated with the insurrection against ‘Reason and the State, against the totalitarianism of Cogito and System’ but the obverse side of the Jena project is the aggravation and radicalization of the thinking of totality and the subject.
 Hence the ‘fashion’ for verifying the ‘contemporary relevance of romanticism’ overlooks the equivocation that commits romanticism to a ‘small and complex fissuring’ of the philosophical vocabulary that it maintains of the ‘absolute’.
 Romanticism does not dispense with the task of thinking totality and the subject, rather it sustains and infinitises such thinking. 

The conception of the ‘literary absolute’ is a case in point. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy argue that the imprecision of the romantic concept of literature is a result of the romantics’ attempt to grasp the formative conditions of literature in the practice of literature as self-reflective ‘criticism’. The romantics’ conception of the ‘literary absolute’ entails this ‘indeterminate’ concept of literature: the imprecision aims to negotiate the lack of propriety (historical, conceptual, etc.) in the idea of literature and to manage this lacuna in the generalised concept of ‘literary’ productivity. The specifics of this characterisation of romanticism can be put in more general philosophical terms, as the authors do when they draw on Heidegger’s discussion of the romantics in his 1936 Schelling lectures. In these lectures, Heidegger is critical of the pattern of speculative, dualist thinking that characterises romanticism such that ‘ideas’ are understood to have a formative status in relation to ‘materiality’. He identifies this feature of romanticism in the generative function it gives to the production of art, which is the parallel to the labor of the concept that produces the living system in German Idealism. Heidegger’s own attempt to circumvent this pattern of thinking in which the activity of the subject supposedly produces meaning is outlined in vivid terms in his essay on ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ where he explains the difficulty of letting [Gelassenheit] a being be. Similarly, in his solo works, Nancy treats the problem of the emergence of meaning without the prior orientation or grounding of an ‘idea’ or point of origin for meaning, such as the subject. At the same time that he considers the absence of foundations for meaning, Nancy tries to avoid enclosing meaning in isolated moments of sensory perception or reducing it to specific material forms. He does this, for example, when he describes meaning as arising from the interstitial networks of material relations. The prominence of prepositions in his work is one way that he marks out this general concern, his preference for the vocabulary of the ‘network’ of sensory relations over its points or nodes, is another. Nancy describes being as ‘being-with’. The prominence of the ‘with’ in his ontology intends to mark out and emphasise that being occurs ‘at’ the exterior relations between rather than ‘in’ the essence of things. The intention behind such use of prepositions is elucidated in Nancy’s use of the vocabulary of the ‘symbolic’ to articulate the stakes of his ontology. In The Sense of the World Nancy uses the term ‘symbolic’ to describe the way that things take place alongside each other. The symbolic, he says, is not a ‘consistent link and a continuous circulation’ but the ‘condition of possibility of a link or exchange’ in exposure to the network or chain from which sense emerges.
 He gives preference to the dynamism of relations over any particular ‘node’ of the network. His conception of a network of sensible relations, which forms a dynamic patterning of sense, is his way of dealing with the technical problem of elaborating a non-foundational ontology able to explain the meaning-depth of material forms, without being reductive. This ontology explicitly disengages the dualist thinking that characterises romantic ‘criticism’ as a claim to the generative conditions of sense in the production of literature. 


The other constellation of issues and ideas that is important in this early work and that is also taken up in a distinctive way in Nancy’s later ontology is the authors’ critical treatment of the privileged position of art or literature for the romantic reflection on the general (moral, political and social) ‘crisis’ of their age. The romantics’ positioning of art as having real insight into social relations is intimately connected to the ‘supposed’ relation that literature has with ‘society and politics’.
 They write: ‘…what interests us in romanticism is that we still belong to the era it opened up’.
 We consider ‘the least of texts’ to be ‘immediately “effective” [“opératoire”]; we all think, as if it went without saying, that politics passes through the literary (or the theoretical). Romanticism is our naiveté.’
 


These two issues provide a useful framework for approaching Nancy’s ontology: unlike the romantics he folds art into a general ontology and this ontology contests the philosophical grammar of romanticism, which claims that ‘art’ has special insight and political value. Despite his objections to the status of ‘literature’ in romanticism, the category of ‘art’ retains a privileged, albeit different, significance for Nancy on account of its positioning within the general philosophical category of ‘materiality’. His ontology tries to move beyond the disintegration of the coherence of the dualism of ideas and materiality in proposing that the question for ontology should rather be that of the meaning depth of materiality. This ontological question – how the experience of sensible forms is able to sustain fundamental meanings - is the pulse of his thinking. He draws on the experience and vocabulary of the arts to articulate the technical features of this non-foundational ontology. In the way Nancy frames these issues Hegel is a significant background figure. To be more specific, the way that Hegel tracks the lessening significance of modern art as a correlate of its declining relation to religious meaning in his Aesthetics is a systematic frame of reference for Nancy’s attempt to explain the exhaustion of existential schemas of meaning today. Hegel’s discussion of the dissolution of the romantic art form helps Nancy to explain why the arts provide a model for thinking through the question of how materiality sustains meaning.
 More than a framework of elucidation for the key premise of his ontology, however, I think it can be shown that the figure of Hegel provides Nancy with a way of managing and dissecting the pull exerted by the equivocal and imprecise character of romanticism, especially on the topic of the arts in modernity. A critical examination of this strategic management of romanticism is crucial for setting out the qualitative differences between Nancy’s use of the arts and the special insights allocated to ‘art’ in romanticism. 

In what follows I will treat these differences from the following two perspectives: 1) Nancy’s treatment of the coupling of ideas and sensibility in Hegel’s discussion of art and romanticism, and 2) the involvement of the vocabulary and experience of the arts, including his revision of the romantic category of the ‘fragment’, in Nancy’s articulation of the thesis of the origins of sense in sensibility in his ontology. In conclusion 3) I will consider some of the implications for Nancy’s conception of the arts and ontology of his use of Hegel to negotiate the ‘trap’ of romanticism. 
1.

Nancy’s use of Hegel is complex and draws on and amplifies what he considers to be points of equivocation in Hegel’s Aesthetics. Nancy claims in The Muses that Hegel’s definition of art as ‘the sensible presentation of the Idea… encloses…the being or essence of art’.
 Hegel’s definition of art is the one ‘that encompasses all the others’.
 The general salience and force of this definition cannot disguise the fact that it is, on Nancy’s way of seeing things, a broken definition. This is because Nancy thinks that the coherence of the dualism that Hegel supposes between sensibility and the Idea has itself broken down. He cites as evidence the recasting of Hegel’s logic of presentation in thinkers like Adorno, who, he argues, recognise that the sensible presentation of the Idea is also the withdrawal of the Idea as Idea. If it now seems absurd to expect the Idea to be presented in sensible form this is because such presentation implies the loss of the distinct quality of the Idea, as the ‘intelligible’. Nancy does not defend the supposed integrity of ‘intelligibility’. Rather, he holds that we need to think through the sensible conditions of the experience of meaning, or, to stay closer to his terminology, the exigency of sensible presentation of sense. The view of the intelligible as a totally different category of being from the sensible way of being has lost its coherence. Crucially, this means that if ideas no longer ground or guide sensible forms, sensible presentation is not ‘of’ an Idea, it ‘is’ the experience of this Idea with the following important qualification: neither side of the conceptual couple of sensibility or intelligibility emerges from this situation with its traditional ‘sense’ [sens] intact. As we will see, setting out the implications of this situation is the main challenge of Nancy’s ontology. The genesis of the vocabulary for this challenge in Hegel’s Aesthetics has specific effects on how Nancy manages this topic. 
Nancy describes Hegel’s definition of art as ‘the sensible presentation of the Idea’ as ‘inevitable’ but ‘already exceeded’.
 This comment points to the way the core distinction between an Idea and the materiality of its existence and communication has shaped the Western category of art in theological terms. For instance, art, he says, ‘is the sensible visibility of [the] intelligible’. Such thinking turns ‘obstinately around the great motif of “the visible image of the invisible God,’ which for Origen is the definition of Christ’.
 This framework is ‘already exceeded’ in Nancy’s terms because the separability the definition presupposes of an ‘Idea’ from its material existence and communication is itself false and seen as such. Nancy accordingly does not read the divine as if it were a distinct content ‘presented’ in art. Instead he reads in Hegel’s discussion of art the point of access to the divine that exists in no other way, and certainly not as an ‘invisible’ ‘intelligibility’. Nancy depicts Hegel as possessing insight into the historical fallibility of this obstinate motif of the visible presentation of an intelligible. Further, he claims that the thinking of this motif’s unravelling is ‘indissociably a task for art’.
 This position is one that gives qualified support to Hegel’s thesis regarding the modern fate of art. In Hegel’s powerful account the arts, having lost their function of presentation of the absolute, are left to explore their own techniques on the degraded content of the everyday. Nancy recasts this sundering of art from the function of presentation in positive terms: the arts are not reduced to a mere history of techniques, instead they are the elucidation and exploration of the self-externality that ‘is’ the fragmentation of sense. 

‘…if we do no more than take the step onto the limit of ontotheology, the step that succeeds Hegel, following Hegel but finally outside of him, the step into the extremity of the end of art, which ends that end in another event, then we are no longer dealing with the couple of the presenting sensible and the presented ideal. We are dealing with this: the form-idea withdraws and the vestigial form of this withdrawal is what our platonizing lexicon makes us call ‘sensible’. Aesthetics as domain and as thinking of the sensible does not mean anything other than that. Here by contrast the trace is not the sensible trace of an insensible, one which would put us on its path or trail (which would indicate the way [sens] toward a Sense): it is (of) the sensible (the) traced or tracing, as its very sense. Atheism itself. This is doubtless what Hegel already understood.)’
 

What is distinctive about our historical epoch is that the theological conception of the unpresentable Idea as prior and separable to the sensible presentation of its meaning is seen as absurd. Nancy uses Hegel’s Aesthetics to elucidate the implications of this key intuition of his ontology; further, he uses Hegel’s historical approach to the changing significance of the arts as a plank of corroboration for the approach he takes to the problem of meaning today. There is, it is true, a general significance attached to modern philosophical aesthetics in Nancy’s thinking. Modern aesthetics articulates and frames the unravelling of the coherence of the dualism of intelligibility and materiality. He writes: ‘Aesthetics and art appear in our history as necessary to the determination or to the problematization of sense itself when the intelligibility of sense, in its cosmocosmetology, vanishes’.
 This can be seen in the canonical texts of this tradition, which may be read against the grain, as reflecting on the ways meaning can be experienced in sensible forms. For instance, Kant’s view in the Critique of Judgment that the wild flower gives an ‘analogical’ presentation of the moral idea of freedom because like ‘man’ it too is an ordered form without a determined end is contested by Nancy, who thinks that one way of experiencing this idea is to be in the presence of this flower reflecting on and finding significance in the experience of its form. The idea has no existence independent of this context of reflection. In Kant’s founding text, modern aesthetics thus airs as a problem, albeit implicitly, the core distinction between ideas and materiality. In his re-reading of this tradition Nancy draws attention to those places in which the presumed coherence of the dualism between ideas and material forms is troubled. Moreover, it is his view that Hegel’s Aesthetics is especially significant because it stages the historical dimensions of this question in the discussion of the thesis of the ‘end of art’. 

This thesis, as is well-known, is developed in the section that deals with the dissolution of the romantic art form. Hegel argues that the romantics’ innovations open ‘art’ to the incorporation of the ordinary and the everyday and fatally detach it from the ‘Idea’.
 The consequence is the end of art as a field that is distinct from non-art. ‘Art’ is now a semantically porous category. Nancy concurs with this verdict. The consequences he draws from it, however, question the form of Hegel’s dialectical schema as well as the romantic assumption of the particular insights of the arts, or ‘literature’. For Nancy the key problem in each case is a failure to consider the consequence of the breakdown of the dualism of ideas and materiality: this raises the urgent question of what it means to say that materiality sustains fundamental meanings. In Hegel’s case, this question is not raised because on his view the deficiency of modern art is precisely due to its loss of organic connection to the Idea. As the Idea becomes increasingly complex it supersedes the capacity of materiality to adequately present it and relies instead on philosophical conceptualisation. In this process art wins the freedom to explore the materiality of its mediums because it is unshackled from its earlier function as the vehicle for the presentation of the divine. In Hegel’s view the cost of this freedom is the loss of the absolute significance of the arts. With this gesture, ‘Hegel delivers art for itself: he delivers it from service to transcendence in immanence, and he delivers it to detached, fragmentary truth. Hegel, volens nolens, registers and salutes in fact the birth of art, the detachment of this “concept” that will henceforth be autonomous, exposed as the very detachment, separation, and fragmentation of sense’.
 Similarly, Nancy thinks that art is the venue in which the lost coherence of the conceptual coupling of ideas and materiality is especially marked. Unlike Hegel, Nancy thinks that this coupling is false. The significance of contemporary art is that it shows this to be the case. The question Nancy now grapples with is how to characterise meaning and experience in the face of this situation. He does so, I believe, by deploying the particular characteristics associated with the experience of ‘art’. ‘Art’ becomes the name for the situation in which ‘presentation’ is ‘of’ presentation: it presents that there is sense in sensibility alone: 

‘The sense that can expose itself only along the edges of the fragment is not an absent sense that would be comparable to the absence – itself full of sense – of God, who, precisely as God, does not cease to absent himself: it is a sense the absence of which makes no sense, that is, does not convert itself into an absent presence but consists entirely, if one can say it this way, in absence as presentation, or in the fragmentation of pres-ence.


‘If one can say it this way, for precisely one cannot, and art is always the art of not saying it, of exposing that which is not to be said (not an unsayable, but the not-to-be-said of sense) along the edges of all that is exposed, as the sayable itself, and further, as saying itself, as all of saying in its fragmentation’.

His ontological rehabilitation of the sensible twists the traditional meaning of the ‘sensible’ as well as ‘art’, and it does so through the use of features associated with the arts to describe how things are in general when they do not have grounding ideas to orientate them. It is worth considering how this approach, especially when we consider its considerable breadth and ambition, avoids the ‘imprecision’ of romanticism. The place to begin this reflection is with the analysis of the ‘aesthetic’ characterisation that Nancy’s ontology gives to sense.

2. 

Nancy thinks his own philosophy stands against a definite historical background; which he characterizes as the passing of all compelling transcendent regimes of meaning for existence. He takes this as a condition that must be understood both in its occurrence and in its implications. Thus he proposes to carry out an ontological inquiry into the ‘end’ of metaphysics, a seemingly paradoxical ‘first philosophy’. He resolves this paradox by recasting the question of being as ‘a “question of social Being”’.
 In terms of the structure he gives to this ontology and the terminology he uses to articulate it, Nancy draws on two different trajectories: on one side, there is his account of philosophy as articulating regimes of meaning and his view that the history of philosophy presents the exhaustion of all regimes of signification; on the other, there is his political-economic diagnosis of the impact of capitalism on social being. These two trajectories converge in Nancy’s contrasting of History (as a system that gives a sense or direction to existence) and what he terms the ‘historiality of history’ (‘l’historialité de l’histoire’).
 The passing of given or prior significations such as ‘democracy’, ‘art for art’s sake’ or the ‘total man’ in Western metaphysics and the disappropriating operations of the exchange system of global capital are taken by Nancy to expose the ‘event-character’ or ‘historiality’ of history, the emergence into view of the contingency of the ‘sense of the world’.
 This opposition of historiality and History informs Nancy’s discussion of works from the history of philosophy, which can be seen especially in his view that these works are structurally incomplete as concerns their meaning and direction.
 

Nancy argues that there are three formal structures of sense, which are constitutively oriented to 1) observance of a pre-given all-encompassing order (i.e., the ancient philosophy); 2) salvation, (i.e., recovery from alienation, the Christian Fall, or the expropriation of labor); and 3) existence with no guiding and justificatory foundation, but in accordance with an ethics of praxis of sense-making, which is an ethics of the sensibility or ‘affectability’ (the ability or ‘aptitude’ of the senses to be affected). In The Sense of the World, he states that ‘Le sensible ou l’aisthétique est l’extérieur-à-soi d’un sens en général, ou par lequel il y a l’à du sens’.
 

Nancy draws on the arts and the experience of meaning in the arts as a way of presenting the material ‘ground’ of experience without being reductive, that is without enclosing sensibility in the monad of individual moments of sense-perception. Nancy’s peculiar terminology of the ‘affectability of the senses to sensation’ is, it seems to me, one way he uses to express the point that sense is woven and unwoven in the moments and flux of experience, understood fundamentally in reference to aesthetic experience. 

He uses a range of other phrases to make this same point. He refers to sense as a ‘coming’ and reorganises what he views as the unsatisfactory doctrine of ‘completion’ and ‘perfection’ in the conception of the fragment in Romanticism to reconceive the fragment as ‘in-finite finishing’. I take it that these different phrases are interchangeable for him; or perhaps each formulation aims to reveal different aspects of this same constellation of sense as a dynamic patterning which takes shape in the networks of sensible relations, and which re-arranges those relations to various extents. Each phrase he uses articulates in a different way the key idea that perception is not imprisoned in an isolated sensation. Rather, sense is a process and a flux that is constantly being woven and unwoven from sensible relations and so on. The experience of sense is always a fresh re-weaving of the network, a recalibration of the settings at play – such as the socio-institutional and historical perspectives, the memory of the experience of a thing and so on. If this is the right way to present his position, then it is fair to characterise its ambition as that of giving a new account of the structure of things: our normal, everyday commerce with things already carries a potency of sense and it is this potency in layers that makes it capable of bearing existential meanings. It is not as if sense has to be built up from some transcendent or primordial moment, it is not as if the experience of existential meaning has to rely on traditional regimes of sense.
 
Nancy wishes to think meaning as a coming to presence. He holds that things are neither indifferent to each other nor given to us by a design. Instead, the configuration of things happening together is something like a work in progress or a potency of sense. This idea can be put in ‘aesthetic’ terms as Nancy does when he compares it to the structure of Kantian aesthetic judgment in which a truth is postulated ‘that is not given [donnée]’. Nancy’s exposition of this precept pivots specifically on the idea that the opening of meaning as acts-in-relation follows from what he terms the ‘structural finitude’ of meaning. Finitude acts retrospectively to open up what is ‘given’ in History as fulfilled meaning but also prevents any new meaning from saturating the structural un-givenness, necessary incompletion, or finitude of meaning. Thus Nancy emphasises the fundamental openness of existence that is won once the claim of a final or saturated meaning is shown to be no longer credible.
 The vocabulary used to stage this position is taken from the experience of the arts. Nonetheless, ‘art’ is not untouched by the position Nancy outlines. Indeed it is itself opened up to a revision of its ‘meaning’ in this process. 
Art, Nancy writes, is  ‘not a degraded presentation of the Idea, nor the presentation of a degraded Idea; it presents what is not ‘Idea’: motion, coming, passage, the going-on of coming-to-presence’.
 Art is the ‘presentation of presentation’
, it exposes that there is not ‘presentation…. “in general”, there is only the plural presentation of the singular plural of presentation’.
 It is notable that Nancy here uses the same terms as those for the definition of his ontology of ‘being singular plural’. In ‘art’ and ‘being’ he wants to get away from the notion of an ‘essence’ that follows from the interior substance or presentation of things. Instead he wants to define things in terms of their exterior relations. The corollary of this position is the view that there is not ‘one’ art but many; and Nancy specifically argues for the full inclusion as ‘arts’ of the variety of ways of addressing the senses. This position identifies in the arts the operation of the senses-sense. It is a position foreign to his account of romantic dualism in which meaning is found in art. Art is the relation that ‘does not close itself off into a circle of signification…It exposes sense as the secret of that which contains nothing hidden, of that which comprises nothing other than the multiple, discrete, discontinuous, heterogeneous, and singular truth of being itself’.

3. 

In The Literary Absolute Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy write that ‘To suspect a trap in the imprecision of the Schlegel’s and to comprehend that the trap had worked perfectly required all the lucidity of a Benjamin’.
 The trap can be seen, they continue, ‘whenever our period decides to verify the “contemporary relevance of romanticism”’.
 The signs of this “contemporary relevance” can be found especially in the emphasis on the supposed significance of art for politics. Nancy reconfigures the sense of this privilege when he folds art into a general ontology. However, this position raises the question as to how we should understand his dependence on the vocabulary and experience of the arts for the articulation and defence of his ontology. Does the altered definition of the arts as plural openings of sense that Nancy’s ontology develops leave his ontology open to the charge of (romantic-like) imprecision? 

I have argued here that in Nancy’s sole-authored works he deals with the romantic trap and its positioning of art through the figure of Hegel. In effect, Nancy plays on the shift in Hegel between the historical unfolding of the moments of the concept, on the one hand, and his view that the ‘sensible is “synonymous with what is self-external”’ on the other.
 The significance of Hegel lies in his treatment of the topic of the dissolution of the romantic art form and the way this discussion unhinges the coupling of sensibility with the concept. In particular, the unhinging of sensibility in this way does not mean that it is self-enclosed. Rather, the sensible is self-external because it does not imprison sense as a container of meaning. It is the site for the weaving and recalibration of sense; it is an ‘access’ to sense.
 To sustain this point Nancy outlines an ontology of sense as emerging from affective, dynamic patterns of sensation. As a corollary of this ontology, art is at an ‘end’.  Nancy concurs with the terms of Hegel’s analysis of the ‘end of art’ as an absolute source of sense in the Romantic age in so far as he thinks that ‘one should no longer count on art for the “coming” of another sense’:  

Art ‘petrifies and fractures itself in the pose of its own end. Romantic irony, which Hegel saw as the element of this end, attained in this way its extreme of yawning subjectivity. It seems that one should no longer count on art for the ‘coming’ – for the breaking of the path [frayage] – of another sense. And yet, differing from Hegel (perhaps only) in this, we will not find it possible to call ‘philosophy’ the element responsible for the breaking of this path [frayage]. Nor, moreover, will we find it possible to give that element any other name’.

There will be no new ‘source’ of existential meaning to replace the expectations once attached to ‘Art’. In other words, sense is not contained in an existential regime of meaning nor in a field such as ‘art’ or ‘philosophy’. Although Nancy’s treatment of Hegel suggests that this is a specifically modern occurrence, it is an open question whether on Nancy’s way of seeing things sense would ever have been contained like this.


Sense is the topic of his ontology and the framework for his suspicion of the allegedly contemporary salience of romanticism. For Nancy, we are ‘no longer in the age of…Romanticism’.
 This does not mean that we have dialectically ‘surpassed’ this age, as Hegel’s analysis of the philosophical concept supposes.
 Rather, the ‘romantic age’ like the ‘age of Enlightenment’ is experienced as one that is ‘wearing thin’.
 To be sure, this point can be readily assimilated to the general premise of Nancy’s ontology, which tracks an exhaustion of the sense of tradition that is experienced with peculiar force in our historical moment. But Nancy’s specific points of dissatisfaction with romanticism have, like Hegel’s criticisms of the corrosive effects of romantic irony, more pointed implications. 

When Nancy insists that one of the features of our age is that there is sense only as fragment, he explicitly differentiates this position from the romantics. The romantics’ understanding of the artwork as fragment converts the fragment into ‘finish’ and absolves ‘dispersion’ and ‘fracturing’ ‘of their fractal character’.
 For Nancy, in contrast, the fragmentation of sense means that sense is a ‘coming that no presence could ever finish’
: ‘Fragment: no longer the piece fallen from a broken set, but the explosive splintering of that which is neither immanent nor transcendent. The in-finite explosion of the finite’.
 Nancy uses the fragment to model a conception of the dynamic sense of sensibility. The point is made just as emphatically when, in his discussion of Hegel’s Aesthetics, he shows that the “theological” conception of the presentation of intelligible meaning in sensibility is, paradoxically, the move that releases sense to in-finite meaning. This diagnosis of the exigency of sense as emerging from sensible relations rather than ‘little’ ‘fragmentary’ works of art, ‘ideas’ or cosmo-teleologies, twists the meaning of art away from its romantic and Hegelian definitions: ‘But the question is this: once the cosmetics and aesthetics of totality and fragment have been left behind, once the little as well as the great have been exhausted, does something still remain of (or for) art in this coming that no presence could ever finish?’
  

Three implications of this use of Hegel for the character of Nancy’s ontology can be immediately identified: 1) the arts provide the vocabulary for Nancy to define sense as “a coming” that is never finished; 2) once sense is defined as the ‘opening [frayage]…along sensuous surfaces, a “presentation of presentation,” the motion and emotion of a coming’
 the dense semantic reference of the arts is not contained by the category of ‘art’ but becomes a feature of sense in general; 3) finally, if this general characterology of sense alters the “meaning” of the traditional categories of “art” and “sense”, it does so by following an insight in modern philosophical aesthetics: that meaning exists and is communicated in material forms. To this general tableau, Nancy adds the important qualification that sense comes out of a dynamic network of relations rather than a node or enclosed point of materiality. It is clear that he relies on the vocabulary of aesthetics and the experience of art to elucidate these points. 
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� Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘Philosophy without Conditions’, Think Again: Alain Badiou and the Future of Philosophy, edited by Peter Hallward (Continuum: London) 2004, 39-50, 45. [Originally published in Alain Badiou: Penser le multiple, edited by Charles Ramond (L’Harmattan: Paris) 2002]. In his recent work on the deconstruction of Christianity Nancy considers the implications of Christianity for the articulation and presentation of this view of the ‘end’ of certain traditional regimes of meaning. Nancy is strongly influenced by Nietzsche’s view that the significance of Christianity is that it marks its own ‘end’ in incarnating God in the image of man and sacrificing him. The end of Christianity is the staging of the death of God in man’s, corporeal, ‘image’. This deconstruction of the meaning of Christianity is best seen as an attempt to render its meaning differently, but to do so in such a way that the question of spiritual depth is not simply extinguished. See La Déclosion, 205-6. (Dis-Enclosure, 141).
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� Nancy, ‘Philosophy without Conditions’, 43. In some important ways, capitalism models this exhaustion of fulfilled meaning for Nancy because there the value of things is acknowledged to be, not an ‘essence’ that follows from the properties of things, but determined, and exteriorised, in relations of exchange. So, what defines the interiority of the thing, its spiritual substance, is in fact its place in the market. This is the claim of capitalism according to Nancy. He underlines the ambivalence of this gesture, which totalises at the same time the modes of capitalist valuation. In other words, in the total way that capitalism hems the network of value within capitalist economy alone and exteriorises the source of the value of things, capital also asks the question of the source of meaning in an unavoidable and fundamental way. 
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� The Sense of the World, 132. He continues: ‘Perhaps art is the infans par excellence, the one who, instead of discoursing, fragments instead: fraying [frayage] and fracture of the access’ (SW, 132). 
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