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1.  Introduction

The term institution in the sense that it is used in the fields of anthropol-
ogy, sociology, and political science refers to a system of rules or a settle-
ment, defined by rules, which creates a certain social order and through it 
establishes expectations about behavior. The act of settlement is linked to 
the Latin etymology, in which instituere includes within the semantic field 
to “situate,” “set up,” “fund,” and “establish,” as well as “to confront.” 
In its everyday usage, the German term Stiftung refers more narrowly to 
a certain type of institution, specifically to one that maintains an inherit-
ance or a property or heritage, the use of which has been granted only 
for specific purposes by the founders of the institution or by its donors. 
From an institutional-theoretical perspective, an empirical or historical 
look at foundations may be important. But from a political-theoretical 
one, the semantics related to its origins and foundations emerge as more 
significant, an observation already recorded in the Grimm Brothers’ 
dictionary (Deutsches Wörterbuch 1971, 2876). Stiftungen thus refer 
to activities that take the initiative, that is, without a prior, causal pre-
history, to set in motion a goal-oriented work or action. Examples from 
etymology include the foundation of cities, the erection of buildings, or 
charitable institutions, as well as those that are referred to today as foun-
dations (Stiftungen). Digging deeper into the history of the word reveals 
that it has always maintained a link to its original, political meaning. 
Through an incitement (a Stiften) an “impetus for the development of 
an event [can] be given, mostly in the sense that one uses other people as 
an instrument or tool and drives them to a certain way of behaving or 
acting” (Deutsches Wörterbuch, 2887). The term Stiftung then, accord-
ing to such a definition, designates a somehow dematerialized process, in 
putting more stress on the intellectual origins of the beginning and less on 
the concrete impact of behavior on others.

With the aforementioned in mind, the philosophical preoccupation 
with the term can now build upon its semantic dimensions of founding 
and inciting. This preoccupation with the term is nonetheless in need of 
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explanation. It is not a fundamental philosophical concept, a fact indi-
cated by its absence from the Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. 
Nevertheless, the etymology is used in the entry about institutions. In the 
history of religion and theology the Latin institutio refers to each indis-
putable, basic assumption, which serves as a hermeneutic frame for the 
exegesis. It is precisely for this reason that the “indisputable” nature of 
the institution soon proves to be unstable because the texts do not come 
with their own interpretation. All traditions, especially religious ones, 
carry within them this debate about their interpretation. The interconfes-
sional debate thus centers on whether or not institutions established by 
Christ, or also those established after his death, should be endowed with 
authority (Dubiel 1976).

From this brief etymological investigation two attributes of the term 
Stiftung emerge that justify its use as a concept in political philosophy: its 
initiality and its instability. In political philosophy, these attributes link the 
term with the political, as opposed to politics. Whereas politics means the 
institutionalized processes of decision making, the political points out 
the interrupting event of putting institutions into question. In the field of 
political theory – as far as it is not understood as a normative project con-
cerned with the legitimization of political institutions – the term is linked 
with fundamental pluralities and conflictualities (be they sensory, discur-
sive, or ontological) related to the balance of power (Marchart 2010; 
Bedorf and Röttgers 2010; McNay 2014; Prozorov 2014; Paipais 2017).

Yet in this field of theories, the political has often been conceived as 
a rupture with or as an interruption to the order of politics as in the 
works of Jacques Rancière, Alain Badiou, Chantal Mouffe, and the like. 
The complexity of the relationship between the two, the political and 
politics, does not always seem to be taken into account. The Eigensinn 
of the political, which acts as a protest against the institutionalization 
and staged nature of politics, cannot be denied. But events related to 
the political, nonetheless, sometimes seem as if they were tailored to suit 
only the rare, radical, or revolutionary moments of historical magni-
tude, somehow replacing the historically and philosophically laden term 
“revolution.” Where the certainties of historical and philosophical tel-
eologies are lost, only the pure, emphatic eventfulness remains. There 
is an extensive debate about the difference between the political and 
politics that cannot be delved into here. In the first, merely etymological, 
encounter with the term Stiftung in relation to the political, it conveys – 
as stated earlier – its initiality and instability. The term Stiftung should 
be examined as a possible alternative or parallel term that more precisely 
describes the meaning of an event of the political as understood within 
this theoretical field. Such an examination should be carried out without 
reverting to a celebration of the pure event. In the best-case scenario, the 
explorations that follow serve as an impetus to dealing systematically 
with the concept and with its implications from a political and theoretical 
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perspective. A concept would not therewith be “created” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1994, 5), as Deleuze and Guattari describe the task of philoso-
phy. But insofar as each term possesses a “becoming,” it could possibly 
move from the sidelines onto the main court.

The idea of Stiftung is indebted to the field of phenomenology. Edmund 
Husserl employed it to examine the genesis of meaning. But since Mau-
rice Merleau-Ponty it has taken on an increasingly political connotation. 
Building on Merleau-Ponty, Claude Lefort and Cornelius Castoriadis 
continued this trajectory, and Stiftung grew to become a permanent part 
of the study of institutional processes within the field of phenomenol-
ogy. Finally, the lasting impact of the term can be detected even in places 
where it is no longer used, such as in Heidegger’s problematization of the 
beginning or in Derrida’s paradoxes of performative foundations. Mak-
ing its way along this historical path, the term has come to occupy a 
growing semantic field. The outcome of this journey is that Stiftung has 
acquired the contours of a political-theoretical term, which has proven 
itself worthy of being examined as a fundamental concept. The follow-
ing discussion can offer nothing more than the preliminary groundwork 
for just such an examination. It sketches out a rough outline of points 
including, as its most important factors, repetition, eventness (avène-
ment), groundlessness, retrospectivity, and performativity, all relevant to 
a more thorough examination. We should keep in mind that the discus-
sion of each of these factors is necessarily partial and brief. We must 
begin, nonetheless, with an issue related to translation.

2.  Stiftung and Institution: A Translation Problem  
as Transference of Meaning

The initial focus on the etymology of the terms stiften (to endow, to insti-
tute) and Stiftung was due to the fact that the phenomenological shap-
ing of the concept began in German. Edmund Husserl brought the word 
into play in various versions – Stiftung, Urstiftung, Nachstiftung, End-
stiftung – the meaning of which will be examined in the following sec-
tion. Without further investigation the translation of the word is scarcely 
understandable. “Le beau mot [the fine word] Stiftung” (Merleau-Ponty 
1973, 68) inspired various translations, which opened up specific seman-
tic possibilities (while at the same time closing others). In French, Stiftung 
was translated as “établissement,” “institution,” “création,” and even 
“fondement.” Among the most important early attempts are those by 
Emmanuel Levinas and Gabrielle Pfeiffer, who in their translation of Car-
tesian Meditations, handed down “Urstiftung” as “fondation première” 
and as “création première” (Husserl 1931, § 38 and § 50). Paul Ricœur, 
who in an early text from 1949 translates Stiftung as “fondation origi-
nelle,” also contributed to these early attempts, clarifying the expression 
as “proto-fondation” (Ricœur 1949, 293–294).
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In English, translations of Husserl choose the phrase “primal estab-
lishment” (Husserl 1970, 12) along with various versions of “found-
ing” – Dermot Moran passed down four different expressions for the 
word Urstiftung, including “primal institution,” “primary instituting,” 
“primary founding,” and “primary foundation” (Moran 2005). The 
English translator of Cartesian Meditations, Dorion Cairns, came clos-
est to the semantic meaning of the term, translating it as “primal insti-
tuting” (Husserl 1960, 80, 111; Cairns 1973, 108). In his translation 
of Merleau-Ponty’s La prose du monde (The Prose of the World), John 
O’Neill vacillated between “foundation” and “institution,” using both 
English words to refer to the German Stiftung. This evident uncertainty 
over the way that the meaning of Stiftung might be suitably conveyed is 
not necessarily problematic. On the contrary, it underscores the semantic 
flexibility of the term. The translation of Stiftung as “institution” appears 
to be the most appropriate for three reasons. First, if one compares the 
standing of statuere with the firmly laid or underlying fundamentum, the 
etymological criteria suggest that the term “institution” is more unsta-
ble than it sounds. What lies cannot fall down. What stands (and be 
it “institutional”), by contrast, can.1 Stiftung should not support some-
thing else “without help, without holding it up [but] rather stand alone” 
(Bojanić 2007, 238). Second, Merleau-Ponty’s translation of Stiftung as 
“institution” established a choice of words, which was widely accepted 
in French phenomenology. Finally, the translation of Stiftung as “institu-
tion” is also recommended for theoretical and strategic reasons. Only the 
term institution makes the connection and the alignment with a theory of 
political institutions possible.

3.  Repetition: The Historicization of Meaning by Husserl

The term Stiftung has its place in Husserl’s genetic phenomenology, 
which – while not entirely replacing the static methodology in his eidetic 
examination of already constituted objects – exceeds and expands it from 
the perspective of the historicity of experience (Lohmar 2011, 2017; 
Welton 1997). First of all, one has to take into account that the objects 
of consciousness are not simply given but have their own temporality 
and history. For example, an Urstiftung refers to the original meaning- 
making experience, such as the perception of an object, in which the 
totality of the meaning of an object is given. By virtue of the conscious 
mental life, which stands in subordination to the “great principle of itera-
tion” (Husserl 1970, 71), a repetition is nonetheless essential, whereby 
the meaning receives durability through its sedimentation and habitual-
ization. Although the prefix ur (pre) suggests uniqueness and credibility, 
it needs “reestablishment [Nachstiftung]” (Husserl 1970, 71), in order to 
make meaningful experiences. The world cannot be experienced “with 
a mere glance” (Husserl 1960, 78, translation modified). Moreover, the 
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genesis includes collective and passive aspects, such that the originating 
of meaning always leans on parts outside of the transcendentally con-
stituting consciousness. Through the Urstiftung, expectations emerge, 
which are either fulfilled or perhaps disappointed in the further processes 
of perception. Perception is organized with foreknowledge about what 
comes next. If expectations are not met, another type of organization 
of perception is then selected. Because types become habituated before 
predication, they persevere over superior cognitive knowledge. On the 
way to work I may turn onto a street that is blocked off because of con-
struction works, despite the fact that the day before I had already noticed 
there was construction there. I took this wrong turn because this route is 
part of my daily routine. I should have known better.

The repetitive nature of Stiftung that is implied by Nachstiftung leaves 
the construction of meaning open. For the meaning to acquire perfect 
clarity a “final establishment” (Husserl 1970, 72, Endstiftung) is thus 
expected. Yet, this expectation is hardly ever fulfilled. The ideality of 
meaning is idealized in a temporal and historical sense. The timeliness 
of Stiftung and the participation of others in its constitution provoke the 
object’s meaning-making to “strike” the ego (at least partially).

More consequential was Husserl’s use of the term Stiftung in relation 
to the genesis of science and philosophy in Greek antiquity or at the onset 
of modernity, as inaugurated by Descartes (Husserl 1970, 11–14, 1976, 
427, 432, 438). In Krisis, Husserl diagnosed a crisis of science in which 
the origins of Stiftung from out the lifeworld praxis have been forgot-
ten. Experience constructs types into a “practice of perfecting” (Husserl 
1970, 26), moving across an open horizon. The natural sciences, by con-
trast, which Galileo represented as mathematized, aim pragmatically at 
the ideality of methodologically secured data. The problem with the crisis 
diagnosed by Husserl is not this process of objectivation but the fact that 
this scientific and idealized access to the world is mistaken for the world 
itself in its entirety.

At the origins of this mathematicized idealization of the modern nat-
ural sciences, the inaugurating origins must have, by contrast, already 
existed. Remaining necessarily implicit, these origins can nonetheless be 
ascertained through explication. Here Husserl wants to show that the 
genetic retreat to geometry’s Stiftung is orientated not to its term but 
to the “carrying out” of its implementation. Put in more contemporary 
terms, one could say that Husserl wanted to return to the performa-
tive aspects of, for example, the art of surveying that took place at the 
moment of the term’s implementation. In so doing, he hoped to provide 
evidence for the genesis of the term’s meaning instead of relying only on 
the logic of its justification. Reconstructing its performative carrying out 
parallels any analysis of the reasons for their validity.

He therefore sought to emphasize the not-being-constituted of identity, 
which first takes shape at the moment of the event and which cannot rely 
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on a constituting substance. Yet despite this dynamicization at its genesis, 
it remains notoriously uncertain how the ideality of entities, at which 
Stiftungen finally take aim, should, in principle, be distinguished from 
Platonic ideas. According to Blumenberg, “the genesis of the logical from 
out of the ‘lifeworld’ is ‘platonicized’ ” (Blumenberg 1986). Or, in Derri-
da’s words, “the Endstiftung [is] indefinitely deferred [différée] in its con-
tent but always evident in its regulative value” (Derrida 1989, 138). This 
critique is accurate insofar as Husserl always had in view the “horizon 
of humanity” which is the telos to preserve the meaning as language and 
as writing and thus “assures oneself from the start, after the self-evident 
primal establishment, of its capacity to be reactivated and enduringly 
maintained” (Husserl 1970, 362). Such a connection exceeds the narrow 
space of epistemology – as Husserl explains – and the Kantian a priori is 
dynamicized to an “a priori of history” (Husserl 1970, 371). Husserl’s 
teleology of “humanity” makes it impossible to understand as an anal-
ogy to the “historical a priori” the way Foucault did. Foucault renounced 
any original meaning by conceptualizing history, in a Nietzschean sense, 
by its plurality and contingency, instead of by its unifying meaning. Even 
if in the end, Foucault clearly rejected the Husserlian idea of an Urstif-
tung of rationality, he nonetheless sees in the pluralization of Stiftungen 
(“different foundations, different creations, different modifications”) the 
reason for the conflictual simultaneity and reciprocal modification of 
rationalities (Foucault 1983, 202). Husserl, by contrast, concludes finally 
with an “absolute a priori” without regard to historical and cultural dif-
ferences “for all of humanity, all times, all peoples” (Husserl 1970, 377, 
transl. slightly modified). The term Stiftung – as Husserl forged it – is, in 
consequence, not yet suited for use in a pluralistic political philosophy 
that accounts for contingency.

4.  Avènement: Merleau-Ponty’s Opening  
to the “Instituted” Field

With the term Stiftung, Husserl thus provides a possibility of reconciling 
the singularity of a historical founding event with the varieties of its con-
tinuation (something Husserl labeled “habitualization”) in the process of 
instituting a meaning. Merleau-Ponty was among the first to recognize the 
meaning of the term institution. Without the guidance of consciousness, 
the constitution of meaning is hardly conceivable. As a result, it tends 
toward a philosophy, which supports a philosophy of consciousness that 
is necessarily one-sided. Stiftung (French: “institution”) allows more of 
a margin for conceiving even a corporeal way of formation of meaning. 
If one understands the world as instituted instead of as constituted, it is 
possible to conceive of an operative definition for Stiftung that refers to 
previous ones and that forms the content of future ones. Intersubjectivity 
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is thus formulated as Mitstiftung, without degrading others to a double 
or negative of the subject (Merleau-Ponty 2010, 76).

According to Merleau-Ponty’s definition, “institution” describes every 
event of experience that confers enduring dimensions upon which other 
experiences can build meaning and construct a history (ibid., 8sq. see 
76sq.). Meaning is established by linking together events and thereby 
establishing a structural connection, by which only an event becomes an 
experience. Yet there is not only one possible experience; other linkages 
are equally possible. As Lyotard puts it, albeit in another context: “To 
link is necessary, but a particular linkage is not” (Lyotard 1988, 80). The 
effect of a Stiftung is not data, not reified elements of an inflexible series 
but an open field of experience. The term “field” stands for both struc-
ture and openness. What a history establishes (stiftet) is accompanied 
by an open future, the way that a birth is not an act but the “institu-
tion of a future [avenir]” (Merleau-Ponty 2010, 8). Merleau-Ponty dis-
tinguishes the term institution from an event that would be completely 
void of meaning, one that is unable to impart meaning on its own and 
instead wholly subject to an interpretation (and again to an act). This 
difference is articulated in French by the distinction between événement 
and avènement or, to put in more precise terms, through the understand-
ing of événement as avènement. The avènement comes to open up an 
undetermined horizon, which rises alongside Stiftung and expands in its 
temporal reach (while one could, by contrast, misunderstand événement 
as pure appearance without a timely dimension). Derrida – without cit-
ing Merleau-Ponty – also made productive political and theoretical use of 
this distinction for his “démocratie à venir.”

In his 1954–1955 lectures, Merleau-Ponty examined the term Stiftung 
in relation to the development of personality, art, and the history of truth. 
In his evaluation of the term’s connection to the political, Merleau-Ponty 
paid particular attention to a fourth dimension. Turning to history, he 
undertook a reinterpretation of the notion of a historical new beginning. 
Basically, he hypothesized that an irreducible reciprocity between Stif-
tung and subject is contained within the conception of field. The meaning 
of field and Stiftung have to be grasped such that, according to Merleau- 
Ponty, “they give what they do not have and what we receive from 
them; we bring it to them” (Merleau-Ponty 2010, 60). If the instituted 
historical- cultural field gives what it does not possess, this means that the 
Stiftung – its initiative, its intention – goes beyond the present institu-
tion’s givenness. And if, conversely, what is received from inside the field 
is brought into it, this could be understood as a formula for the neces-
sity of repetition within cultural practices. In short, Stiftungen cannot be 
what they are without Nachstiftungen. With reference to the question 
of historical origins, this reciprocal contingency now means that there 
may indeed be origins but that they can only be carried out partially, 
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conditionally. In this attenuated – but actually very precise – sense, Merleau- 
Ponty can then speak of “permanent revolution” (Merleau-Ponty 2010, 
81). This does not mean the permanence of revolution as a political 
mode of activism linked to a radical critique but that the dynamic of the 
Stiftung persists in every institution. Insofar as the (open) future of an 
institution in an avènement is instituted (gestiftet), this future continues 
the institution as much as it modifies it. Counter to Sartre’s existential-
ist determination to depict the new as a rupture resulting from a radical 
choice, Merleau-Ponty sees both continuity as well as change as part of 
ambivalent margins, both of which necessarily inhere within instituted 
institution’s acts of reestablishment (Nachstiftungsakten). In further con-
trast to the existential view of revolution that suggests a succession from 
origin and historical variation, Stiftung is a performative term. It refuses 
a teleology of reason as well as an activist decisionism (Dupond 2001, 
27ff.). In a Stiftung, meaning occurs and the subject is created with it, 
such that a previously constituting subject (or a guiding egological con-
sciousness, as Husserl suggested) must no longer be postulated. Instead 
of a subject that generalizes the object to become objectivity, there exists 
a “lateral generalization” (Merleau-Ponty 2003, 103), which, within the 
“field,” simultaneously creates subjectivities and generalities.

In comparison to other, competing explanations of social formations, 
there emerges a critique of the notion of society that conceives of it as 
either the “opaqueness” of purely positive factualities or the result of 
a structure that would be unconsciously effective, obscured from indi-
viduals’ conscious perception (Merleau-Ponty 2003, 63f.). Thinking of 
institution in this sense of avènement and of field distances itself from the 
alternative between absolute knowledge and absolute relativism.

5.  Groundlessness: Lefort’s and Castoriadis’s 
Politicization of the Institution

Focusing exclusively on its political meaning, Claude Lefort picked up 
on the term’s fundamental objective, something that Merleau-Ponty had 
merely touched on in passing. The Stiftung “is not the opposite of revo-
lution; the revolution is an additional Stiftung,” (Merleau-Ponty 2010, 
42). Lefort maintained Merleau-Ponty’s view that the origin of a politi-
cal order cannot be classified within a historical chronology. To firmly 
establish the origin of an order means to preclude the possibility of a 
bird’s eye view in which the events of the order’s foundation were to 
be stringed together in a functional sequence. Only a singularized event 
outside of any historical logic could work as a real origin. Conversely, 
a consistent philosophy of history can never grant a foundational act 
as the origin of a political order, which the narrative demands. A “dis-
tortion of the originary” (Lefort and Gauchet 1971, 13) consists in the 
double “impossibility for us to make the origin present” and “to decree 
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the absent origin” (ibid.). With this aporia, Lefort distances himself from 
the economic theory of Marxism that deduces the legitimation of power 
from the structures of ownership, and from classical historical paradigms 
that subordinate all historical innovations and ruptures to the advance of 
humankind’s rational development (Merleau-Ponty 1969, 64).

As a contrast to such teleologies, which attribute only a secondary role 
to the political instituting event, Lefort formulates the “present-absent 
foundation” as a “continued institution” of the social order itself (Lefort 
and Gauchet 1971, 13). The Stiftung of the social order is groundless 
but still does not come from nothing. Lefort changes the social and 
philosophical meaning of the ontological term “flesh,” as developed by 
Merleau-Ponty, to refer to a sign of each relationality, which still lacked 
a form. According to Lefort, “flesh” refers to a lifeworldly “mode of dif-
ference between points of reference, by means of which the experience 
of common life takes shape” (Lefort 2006, 168). The points of reference 
are not given empirically but maintain their meaning foremost by the dif-
ferentiated events of “establishing a relationship” (ibid.). Only through 
the further step of formation, however, does the morphological “flesh of 
the social” (Lefort 1988, 14) obtain its configuration. “Giving them a 
form implies both giving them meaning (mise en sens) and staging them 
(mise en scène).” (Lefort 1988, 11) The formation already establishes 
differentiations, which make it possible for a society to perceive itself as 
ordered – and to think of itself as a particular sort of society at all. They 
lend it meaning. This act of meaning-making should not be understood 
as an intentional establishment of meaning, which would be consciously 
and rationally carried out by constituting social actors but as a “stag-
ing.” This theatrical metaphor means that the formation – to draw on 
the language of contemporary theory – is a practical configuration or a 
performative act. The “instituting function of power” (Lefort 1979, 27) 
itself produces what it labels through the process of formation. Forma-
tion gives the symbolic its meaning, which in turn enables a society to 
affirm its self-understanding. The act of symbolization through signs is 
not a matter of simple depiction of an already established order. Lefort 
describes the representative function as “quasi-representation” in order 
to distinguish between the performative creation and its mere depiction.

In direct reference to Merleau-Ponty, Cornelius Castoriadis takes up 
the issue of the term Stiftung. He makes a distinction between a transcen-
dental constitution and a socio-historical institution. Although Castori-
adis regards Merleau-Ponty’s thinking as paving the way for an opening, 
he nonetheless criticizes Merleau-Ponty for what he alleges amounts to 
ontological statics. Had Merleau-Ponty taken the term Stiftung more 
seriously – as his accusation goes – and had he allowed for its use less 
as an ontological term, then he would have recognized that our percep-
tion is already culturally and historically configured. Castoriadis used 
this insight to subtly dissect Merleau-Ponty’s analysis: “If our perception 
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is cultural and historical, this means it originates, at least partially, in the 
institution” (Castoriadis 1983, 112). Institutions are socially, culturally, 
and historically situated and are inconceivable otherwise. The contin-
gency that is essential to the term Stiftung means, as Castoriadis stressed, 
the impossibility of a rational final justification. The institution “is the 
creation, which outside of itself does not find requisite or sufficient condi-
tions. . . . [It is] bringing into being a manifestation of the radical imagi-
nary” (Castoriadis 1983, 113).

Despite this distancing from Merleau-Ponty, Castoriadis builds upon 
one of Merleau-Ponty’s central tenets in another respect. The appellation 
of political Stiftungen as a “permanent revolution” in Merleau-Ponty 
could have been interpreted in such a way that the (open) future of an 
instituted institution is conceived as both continuation and alteration. 
Castoriadis then makes it clear that societies do not freely (“revolutionar-
ily”) invent their symbolic orders but “must instead make use of what is 
‘already there’ ” (Castoriadis 2005, 121). It may be that the signifier seeks 
to “loosen itself from each tight connection to a certain signified and that 
this possibly leads it into an entirely different direction.” No reestablish-
ment, however, is free from these linkages to a history of the institu-
tion. Castoriadis deems the explanation of the institution insufficient, 
which, functionalist in its approach, is able to deny the surplus of the 
symbolic and its reproductive and transformative power. Such function-
alist approaches must assert that social life gives expression to something 
that possessed already complete reality prior to every symbolization in 
speech. But such content is only formulable under the conditions of the 
institution. As Castoriadis puts it: “The ‘real social relations’ . . . are 
always instituted” (Castoriadis 2005, 124, emphasis in original). In 
short, according to the logic of Stiftung, groundlessness does not imply 
arbitrariness.

Castoriadis counters Merleau-Ponty’s adherence to ontology by intro-
ducing the notion of the imaginary. Borrowing from the field of psy-
choanalysis, he argues for a notion of power that is productive, which is 
embedded individually as well as collectively, and from which institutions 
emerge in the first place. Castoriadis emphasizes that productive actions 
are only conceivable if Being is, like “magma”, perceived as an energetic 
substance, still unformed or at least not fully defined. Otherwise crea-
tions would only be reproductions of forms that are already on hand or 
at least in embryo. A politically creative practice such as the invention of 
Greek democracy is, in this sense, an “institution of a new social rule . . . 
the invention of a new object or a new form” (Castoriadis 2005, 44). 
Castoriadis considers a society that institutes itself autonomous: one that 
conceives its own rules and order. Such a society is not subject to any 
prescribed law (nomos) but creates it itself (autos). Indeed the “the emer-
gence of new institutions . . . is not a ‘discovery’ . . . but an active consti-
tution” (Castoriadis 2005, 133). Because Castoriadis advocates for the 
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permanent possibility of acting in a generally autonomous and produc-
tive way, his view culminates in a creatio ex nihilo that he also describes 
as such. He has been subject to much criticism for his underestimation of 
the relationship between reflection and creative change, on the one hand, 
and the resistance and the inertness of the already existing, on the other.

One could agree with Jean-Luc Nancy and also understand Stiftung, 
politicized by Lefort and Castoriadis, as groundlessness. It can be labeled 
“the ‘without reason’ [sans raison] of the world or its absence of ground 
[absence de fondement]” (Nancy 2007, 47). Stiftung and foundation 
distinguish themselves from one another precisely in that the former is 
conceived as a founding without a foundation (on the metaphoric see 
Heidenreich 2016). The contingent nature of the groundlessness of the 
process of social institutionalization means that instituting an institution 
can only ever succeed in instituting one (particular) institution. A political 
“we” that assembles itself into an institutionalization cannot guarantee 
the “we” that is addressed as such within the institution. The correspond-
ing “we” is not congruent with the one that is so named. There remains 
a “gap between the ‘we’ that speaks and the ‘we’ that is mentioned in the 
explanation” (Waldenfels 2008, 262; see Garcia 2016; Marrou 2016). 
According to Waldenfels, this gap in the instituting events demands, if 
one wants to take it into account, “a phenomenology, a . . . genealogy, 
or a . . . deconstruction of the political, through which the process of 
normalization as process is made known and also held open” (Waldenfels 
2008, 263, italics mine, Th. B.). The gap in the groundless Stiftung makes 
its permanent state of instability and changeability visible.

6.  Retroactivity: Heidegger on the Inaccessibility  
of Every Beginning

The reason why Heidegger had no use for the term Stiftung in the Hus-
serlian sense is because of the definitive dismissal of all the remains from 
the philosophy of consciousness. The question of another beginning, 
which could offer an alternative version of the history of Western meta-
physics as a forgetting of the Sein, leads Heidegger to think about what a 
beginning is in the first place – what a beginning implies. The reflections, 
in which Heidegger engaged in Spruch des Anaximander about the ques-
tion of the translatability of the first words of philosophy, could enrich 
our understanding of Stiftung, after Husserl.

Heidegger identifies the problem of the beginning in a line of text from 
Anaximander, considered the oldest text in Western philosophy. This 
assertion, at the outset, presents historical and philological issues. Even 
if this is the oldest sentence from philosophy that has been passed down, 
it is not certain that it is the oldest. There may have been earlier texts or 
other authors that have not been passed down because the documents 
were lost. It should also be considered whether or not philosophy must 
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be (or had to be) written or if philosophy, in its origins, was more akin 
to spoken thought (qua dialogue). In any case, Anaximander’s text is 
(for now) only the first in a contingent sense. Even if one is willing to 
accept this contingency, the problem of dealing with this beginning still 
remains fully intact. The problem arises precisely when we, as latecom-
ers to philosophy, want to approach the meaning of philosophy’s first 
sentence. Because we do not speak the language of Anaximander, we 
must translate it. The language of philosophy that we speak is indeed 
2700 years older than that of the author of Samos. This language rein-
forced itself through a complicated history of coinages and conceptu-
alizations that belong to philosophy – indeed that philosophy itself is, 
insofar as one understands philosophy as working on a conception. If 
philosophers like Nietzsche or philologists like the editor of Die Frag-
mente der Vorsokratiker, Hermann Diels, are calling Anaximander pre-
Platonic or pre-Socratic, then it is not only the mere naming of a group 
of thinkers but a system of classification that accounts for what comes 
after: Socratic philosophers (or Plato and Aristotle as names linked to 
an established philosophy) upon which the further history of text toils 
in both a positive and negative sense. Even if one discusses “archaic” 
philosophers, this label betrays the unspoken primacy of philosophy as it 
developed conceptually.

Although Heidegger’s propositions framed this and other early texts 
as “latecomers to philosophy” (Heidegger 2002, 245), in the context of 
these discussions, he was only interested in the form of the problem inso-
far as it helped shed further light on the dilemma of the Stiftung. One 
does not have to agree with Heidegger’s thesis that “the destiny of the 
West rests on the translation of the word ἐόν” (Heidegger 2002, 260) to 
consider as unavoidable the paradox of the beginning, because Anaxi-
mander did not use words like ỏν as concepts (the Sein). In Heidegger’s 
words: “He cannot have used them this way since conceptual language is 
something necessarily foreign to him” (Heidegger 2002, 257). Hence one 
cannot translate them in philosophical terms.

The paradox can be expressed as follows: If Anaximander’s sentence 
is the first sentence of philosophy, it is untranslatable. Put in more gen-
eral terms: Every first sentence of philosophy would be either untranslat-
able or it would not be the first sentence of philosophy. If philosophy 
first arose with Anaximander’s sentence, then there are no grounds for 
certainty for its translation, on which the meaning of the word ỏν, for 
example, could be built. This is because earlier so-called non-philosophy 
is irrelevant as something merely used in reference to the lifeworld, cults, 
or literature.

The original language is not yet philosophical and is therefore not 
available as a space of meaning-making out of which the translation can 
be created. The word ỏν is, however, already philosophical, such that 
in this sense the pre-philosophical space cannot be its source. The first 
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sentence of philosophy is thus untranslatable, because it marked some-
thing new, to which semantics cannot be traced.

If this first sentence was not untranslatable, then it would not be the 
first sentence of philosophy. This is because the usual semantics would 
not be sufficient to ensure the meaning of the words in their translation. 
Something new would not come into being that, in theory, distinguishes 
it from the semantics of its origins. The paradox of the tension between 
the not-yet and the always-already cannot be solved.

One does not have to draw conclusions from this paradox the way 
that Heidegger did, claiming that it can be explained with the “enigma of 
being” (Heidegger 2002, 259). Nonetheless, one does gain insight into the 
differential non-presentness of Stiftung. To the extent that something (for 
example, philosophy through Anaximander) is instituted, it cannot ever 
be determined or defined unequivocally and free from paradox – what 
has been instituted when. Only retroactively can an event be declared as 
an instituting event. One must already be familiar with the institution in 
order to be able to explain the event as an event of the instituting event.

7.  Performativity: Derrida’s Aporias of the Stiftung

The performative power of political Stiftungen as developed by Lefort is 
also stressed elsewhere by Jacques Derrida, whose work inhabits the mar-
gins of phenomenology. Derrida examines the paradox of the signature in 
the American Declaration of Independence, where the American people 
(“in the name . . . of the good people”) declare themselves free. They 
document this freedom and their future legitimacy through the act of 
recording the text. The people are thus entitled to freedom only upon the 
signing of the document. At the same time, the people constitute them-
selves only with the document as sovereign. The people could not yet sign 
it because as citizens who possessed this freedom the people did not yet 
exist; the signatories only came into being through the act of the Declara-
tion of Independence itself. The signing subject thus signed in anticipa-
tion of its future existence. Any connection to such instituted institutions 
cannot, therefore, simply be continued in an identical manner. It is only 
conceivable as “iterability” when it is not a mere static reproduction but 
a “difference in repetition” (Derrida 2002, 24). Being an “inheritor” of 
an instituting event is, in theory, therefore only conceivable as having 
missed it. Even to decline an inheritance, however, would be a way to 
accept it. Because no Stiftung is unequivocal, subsequent interpretations 
are open. Inheritances are, in and of themselves, diverse, “ghostlike.” As 
Derrida explains, “What we are, we inherit . . . we are what we inherit” 
(Derrida 2002, 26). Insofar as the precarious inheritance can only be 
adopted and continued by means of a “we” and at the same time only 
through an inheritance can the interpretation of an inheritance be real-
ized, a responsibility emerges through the inheritance of the instituting 
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institution. Doing justice to it – whatever that may imply – calls for a 
politics of inheritance.

Finally, we find the spectral plurality of iteration in Waldenfels’s 
responsive phenomenology as well. Here the term Stiftung is expanded 
to refer to the contingent origins of an order but not only to a political 
system. Institution events (Stiftungsereignisse) are then the key events of 
a foundation, from which a system emerges that is characterized nei-
ther as random nor essential but contingent. “These events without a 
master,” in the sense that they are not caused by those for whom they 
constitute key events, are those “which cannot be fitted into an existing 
context but rather themselves form landscapes and trigger histories” and 
are “ ‘primal institutions’ (Urstiftungen) in which validity and genesis 
are inseparably linked” (Waldenfels 1996, 95). According to Waldenfels, 
key events, which are instituting orders, can be found in all historically 
composed processes: biography, history of science, history of political 
regimes, and the natural history of humanity.

8.  A Political Stance

As we made our way along this pathway, we gathered a number of clues 
about what possibilities might be introduced if the term Stiftung is read 
from a political perspective. The Husserlian invention of the term pro-
vides the first lead, by linking from the outset the inaugural power of 
Stiftung to iterations. Without repetition, Stiftungen are not present in 
Nachstiftungen. The historicization of explanations and foundations are 
bound up with their habitualization in a “praxis of perfection.” While 
Husserl still referred to teleological idealities (albeit unattainable ones) 
with Merleau-Ponty’s reading, they lost their idealization to the instituted 
field’s open and malleable future. Here the mere event is understood as 
an open avènement. Merleau-Ponty prepared the way by using the key 
term “permanent revolution” but only in reference to history. Building 
on Merleau-Ponty, Lefort and Castoriadis highlighted the term’s politi-
cal meaning. The groundlessness of the institution owes to the contin-
gent nature of the instituting events that the institutionalization cannot 
ever fully guarantee. This is because the place of the institutionalization’s 
establishment would never be fully occupied and legitimated. To think of 
Stiftung politically thus means to have to select possible connections in 
their plural individuality, while at the same time remaining mindful of the 
irrationality of such connections. The paradoxical time structure of every 
instituting beginning – as Heidegger could have been read – consists in 
the fact that the instituting event can only be explained as such retroac-
tively. This is because it cannot be both the driver and passenger of its 
own explanation. Every interpretation happens après coup, but without 
interpretation there is no Stiftung. The “we” that realizes such an inter-
pretation, or rather declares a “masterless” instituting event as such, is 
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for its part never contained within itself. It is, instead, characterized by 
a division between every “we” that speaks and every “we” from which 
the declarative act speaks. The performativity of every Stiftung creates 
an indelible, aporetic tension, by which inheritance – as ascertained from 
Derrida – should be read and reported from a political perspective. If one 
desires to extract Stiftung from its phenomenological history in order 
to render it productive from a perspective of political theory, it could 
be worthwhile to consider the aforementioned aspects of repetition, as 
related to the inaugurating events (avènement), groundlessness, retroac-
tivity, and performativity.

None of this provides a systematic, substantive interpretation of the 
term Stiftung from a political and theoretical perspective. Some of the 
proposed readings are all too cursory and possibly of only marginal sig-
nificance. Some may seem one-sided. Some contradictions between single 
aspects have not been pursued. It is uncertain whether a closer inspection 
would allow for further clarity. There is nonetheless a point that seems to 
connect these readings of Stiftung. The term Stiftung, deeply intertwined 
with the concept of the political, is characterized by a fundamentally 
anti-decisionistic thrust. Groundless contingency does not mean relativis-
tic arbitrariness. By stressing that politics “is nothing more than the plac-
ing of a ground” (Plessner 1918, 174), Helmut Plessner also raised the 
notion of a situative new beginning, which is directed against both the 
ratification of prescribed rules and against the radical creatio ex nihilo 
(Schürmann 2018).2 Merleau-Ponty had already distanced himself from 
Sartre’s decisionistic, existential emphasis on a radical new beginning in 
favor of a notion of permanent revolution that is richer in variety and 
constructed upon repetition. In the ontological event of the political, the 
pathos of the new beginning yields to an awareness of the contingent, 
but not arbitrary, connection. It remains to be considered whether a phi-
losophy of the political might, on this basis, be able to initiate something.

Notes
 1. The imagery of the metaphorical semantics is not stable. The metaphor of the 

field – of central importance for Merleau-Ponty – that is opened by a Stiftung 
is not reducible to the imagery of something unsteady standing.

 2. The “new beginning” is also a main feature of Hannah Arendt’s political phi-
losophy, not discussed here. From the natality over the social possibility to 
begin a new sequence of actions to the instituted beginning of the French 
Revolution, Arendt emphasizes instituting capacities. See Loidolt 2018; Mar-
chart 2014.
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