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Introduction to tl1e 
2000 Editio11 

I became seriously interested in mystical theology in the late 
1970s, several years after I had graduated from unh.rersity. My 
undergraduate studies had been in English and philosophy. As I 
passed from one year to the next, I found myself increasingly 
concerned with philosophical theology, and in the end I decided 
to take honors in that area. In those days, at least in Australia, 
philosophical tht.Xllogy '\\>"as analytic in orientation, and attention 
to history, if there was any, was loosely by way of the history of 
ideas. When \'\Te read Aquinas it was \vith Aristotle as gukie: nei
ther Albertus Magnus nor lvfeister Eckhart vvas mentioned. If 
anyone becan1e intrigued by Plotinus, he or she would read the 
Enneads fron1 the perspective of Plato and \Vi.th reference to Aris ... 
totle, and no reference to Origen \vould be n1ade. As much as I 
enjoyed tarrying vv"ith the Greeks_, I was dral<vn more powerfully 
to the Germans. To study Kant v-vas more or less obligatory for 
anyone reading philosophy, but if one strayed into Hegel one '\\>"as 
in danger of "going continental" I did not intend to do any such 
thing, and none of my teachers seemed very concerned 'When I 
started to take detailed notes on the Phenomenology of Spirit. After 
all, I had shol\rn where my allegiances lay by presenting as a 
major essay an unrelentingly dry for.maliz.ation of .Anselm's onto
logical argument for the existence of God, lvhile for other semi
nars I had become almost as fluent in Polish logic as in English. 
To be caught lvith Husserl in hand livas no bad thing/' especially 
not if the book ·was a volume of the Logi.cnl Int!t?Stigations. Of 
course,, one .might run a slight risk in being seen \Vith Ideas I, even 
though it had been translated by an etninent Australian philoso
pher, W. R, Boyce Gibson, but it could always be covered by that 
large, grey cloud called 0 research." Even when I broached Hei
degger,, there \Vas the perfectly gt)Od excuse that he was essential 
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background to Bultmann; and what halfway intelligent student of 
philosophical theology could not be in favor of demythologizing? 

Theological neoliberalism was the order of the day when I was 
an undergraduate: Schleiermacher was, of course, commended to 
us, though one had to seek out Ritschl for oneself. H. Richard 
Niebuhr's suave and devastating sentence on liberalism was 
never pronounced in my hearing.1 Instead, there was a prolonged 
exposure to Feuerbach. The Essence of Christianity was the ground 
against which talk of a possible synthesis of Christianity and 
Marxism cut its figure, and had someone done that well we 
would have listened very carefully. For those of us who had 
dipped into the history of twentieth-century thought, Carl 
Schmitt's expression "political theology" could not be disentan
gled from associations with the German church under National 
Socialism and so it was of no use to us, while talk of the "social 
gospel" seemed not to take the eschatology of the gospels suffi
ciently seriously.2 At the time we knew nothing of Johann Baptist 
Metz or Dorothee Solle, while Jurgen Moltmann' s theology of 
hope did not intersect with local politics in any of the ways that 
seemed urgent. We had hope but we also had Vietnam, hardly a 
just war, and we wanted promises that the bombing would end. 
The liberation theology of Gustavo Guttierez came up for discus
sion very late in my honors year, and then only out of school. So 
most of our time was spent learning about the tradition of theol
ogy. An ontological realist about God, I was something of an 
oddity in my class. Most of my fellow students were more or less 
convinced that theology was a critical elaboration of faith rather 
than of nature or revelation. And yet I do not think that any of 
us believed that theology and culture went hand in glove. That 
assumption could not take root in the southern hemisphere as 
readily as it once did in the northern. Liberalism's other grand 
assumption, the primacy of the individual, was a different mat
ter: in the 1970s it flourished as lushly in Australia as in Europe 
and the United States. And for me it was discharged only years 
later. 

1 /1 A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judge
ment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross," H. Richard Nie
buhr, The Kingdom of God in America (Chicago: Willett, Clark, 1937), 193. 

2 I am thinking, for example, of the work of Walter Rauschenbusch who in the 
1890s fell under the influence of Albrecht Ritschl. See, for example, his A Theol
ogy for the Social Gospel (New York: Macmillan, 1917). 
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Bultmann, Bonhoeffer, and Tillich: these were the main figures 
who commanded our respect as students, and we argued 
whether Wolfhart Pannenberg would one day be their equal. 
Only one of my teachers had several part-volumes of the Church 
Dogmatics on his bookshelves. In tutorials held in his office you 
could almost sense those weighty tomes glaring through the pipe 
smoke at the books across the room, thick treatises by Kant and 
Hegel; and some students openly wondered how a serious phi
losopher could be bothered plowing through volume after vol
ume of Karl Barth. Another of my teachers used to say that 
Wittgenstein was his mother and father. Modem metaphysics 
was merely linguistic confusion, we were told by him and others. 
Casting my eyes over pages by F. H. Bradley and John McTaggert, 
I could hardly disagree. Even if we felt that the post-Wittgenstei
nians had become tedious, not one of us doubted that, for many 
years to come, the task of philosophical theology would be to 
answer theological questions by attending closely to the language 
in which they were expressed. There was a choice, of course -
analysis or hermeneutics - and at the time it was felt to be a 
gulf. I remember one tutor saying at a party that she was thinking 
of going to Chicago to study with Paul Ricoeur. Going home, a 
friend announced to everyone in the car that he had just lost all 
respect for her as a thinker. 

After graduating, I took up a fellowship at Stanford University, 
where I read German philosophy and theology in a more thor
oughgoing manner. Van A. Harvey had recently moved to Cali
fornia, and his seminars on philosophical theology provided a 
focus for my year abroad. The only responsibility I had to Senator 
Fulbright was to read and think as I saw fit, and I owe him a great 
deal. I read widely in the Stanford University Library; it was there 
I first came across a book by Jacques Derrida. Was it a book? Its 
title was Glas, and it consisted of two broken columns: on the left, 
a commentary on Hegel; on the right, a more elliptic and elusive 
text on Genet. Exactly what the point of this strange work was I 
could not say, although I read and admired the left-hand column. 
I was living deep in Hegel at the time. I would study him in the 
morning, walk down University Avenue to have lunch at my reg
ular diner, then ponder the Church Dogmatics throughout the af
ternoon. At times I understood why in my former teacher's office 
Barth's part-volumes appeared to glare at the volumes of Hegel 
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on the opposite wall, while at other times it seemed that Barth 
had been smiling approvingly rather than frowning.3 

When I returned to Australia, I had changed without quite real
izing it. I had indeed "gone continental," yet without repudiating 
what I had learned in the analytic tradition. From where I stood 
at the time, it seemed that analytical philosophy evaded the very 
questions of God and faith that impinged on me, and the cult of 
cleverness it encouraged among teachers and students struck me 
as arrogant and isolationist. Moreover, I had realized that the 
New Testament presents a Christ who is irreducibly strange, un
able to be fitted into preformed human categories. This was not 
a consequence of studying Barth, not even his luminous pages on 
the "real man."4 I had learned this crucial lesson by reading the 
gospels in solitude and by trying my best to puzzle them out 
in Greek. Not one of those long afternoons spent pondering the 
doctrine of God, the doctrine of Creation, the doctrine of Recon
ciliation, or any of the mighty themes of the Dogmatics had per
suaded me of neo-orthodoxy. But why? I had a sense that, for all 
his immense culture, Barth ultimately left the secular world to its 
own devices and protected theology at the risk of impoverishing 
it. God does not come to contradict us but to complete us, I 
thought. God must long to caress creation, not to smash into it 
like a boxer's fist. 5 Yet the bulk of my resistance to Barth's theol
ogy came from somewhere else. 

"In theology, we have to start from what is and try to under
stand how it can be as it is, and not from a transcendental analysis 
of what for us can be."6 Ingolf Dalferth is perfectly correct here, 
for that is precisely how Barth wished to proceed, and the great 

3 In a conversation with pastors and laypeople from the Pfalz in September, 1953, 
Barth obseived, "I myself have a certain weakness for Hegel and am always 
fond of doing a bit of 'Hegeling.'" Cited by Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth: His 
Life from Letters and Autobiographical Texts, 2nd ed., trans. John Bowden (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1994), 387. In his lectures 
"Fate and Idea in Theology'' (1929), Barth claimed that "no one who wanted to 
expunge all idealism from theology would be a very sharp Christian theolo
gian, merely a naive realist," The \'\by of 11reology in Karl Barth: Essays and Com
ments, ed. H. Martin Rumscheidt and introd. Stephen W Sykes (Allison Park, 
Penn.: Pickwick Publications, 1986), 47. 

4 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, III:2, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edin
burgh: T. and T. Clark, 1960), §44:3. 

5 See Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1933}, 259. 

6 Ingolf U. Dalferth, "Karl Barth's Eschatological Realism," Karl Barth: Centenary 
Essays, ed. S. W. Sykes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 19. 
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whale of Basle was right to stress that theology cannot begin by 
restricting or limiting God's being in any way. Yet a shift from 
the noetic to the ontic, such as Barth performed, was never in
tended to eliminate the human subject. Scripture was both writ
ten and read by fallible humans, as he knew, although liberal 
scholars like Adolf von Harnack were misguided in responding 
to it from the outside, as a privileged set of religious documents, 
rather than in joyfully accepting the Word as given to us by the 
Spirit in the reading of those same fragile words. However, no 
stress on the advent of the Word of God can diminish the fact that 
the gospels are mixed, stratified, and varied testimonies of "what 
is"; and if one's faith in the virgin birth or the empty tomb de
pends wholly on Scripture, then one needs to know whether the 
texts at issue can plausibly sustain such faith. Talk of Q, the Signs 
Gospel, the Egerton Gospel, the Miracles Collection, and all the 
rest may not be of close interest to evety Christian, but it is impor
tant for mature churchgoers to be aware that the gospel heard on 
a Sunday may be original testimony or late tradition, to have a 
sense of how it has been shaped and to what ends. 

The dialectic of dogmatics and biblical exegesis is an extremely 
difficult one to manage, but it is essential to the life of theology. 
To distinguish sharply between Word and Bible, as Barth did, and 
to be "frightfully indifferent" to "the purely historical ques
tions," as Barth was, can only encourage a theological exegesis 
that is more theology than exegesis.7 I very much doubt that one 
can regard the Letter to the Romans first as a historical document 
and only then as subject matter, which is what Barth urged us to 
do. I can never speak in the name of Paul, and he can never speak 
in my name. Too many differences of context and intent intrude 
between us for that to happen. Yet it is far easier to imagine Bar
th's hermeneutic working in a reading of Paul's Letter to the Ro-

7 Barth to Eduard Thumeysen, 1Januaiy1916, Revolutionary Theology in the Mak
ing: Barth-Thurneysen Correspondence, 1914-1925, trans. James D. Smart (Rich
mond, Va.: John Knox Press, 1964), 36. Barth never repudiated the historico
critical method as such, although he \.'VI'ote that "were I driven to choose be
tween it and the venerable doctrine of Inspiration, I should without hesitation 
adopt the latter, which has a broader, deeper, more important justification," 
"The Preface to the First Edition," The Epistle to the Romans, 1. For an account 
of Barth's hermeneutics in the age of his commentaries on Romans, see David 
Paul Henry, The Early Development of Karl Barth As Evidenced by His Appropriation 
of Romans 5:12-21, NABPR Dissertation Series, 5 (Macon, Ga.: Mercer Univer
sity Press, 1985). 
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mans than in any of the gospels. To theologize there without close 
attention to cultural, historical, and literary frames at every mo
ment would be to expose oneself to the dangers of promoting a 
"supposititious Christ."8 It would also be to run the risk of con
fusing orthodoxy and ideology, orthodoxy and conservatism. 

Biblical scholarship must aim to be a science in order to ac
count for the human perspective in contemporary and belated 
witnesses to Jesus as the Christ. In the deepest areas of theology 
as well the old maxim of schoolteachers quidquid recipitur, ad 
modum recipientis, recipitur (whatever is received is received in a 
way suited to the recipient) cannot be dismissed out of hand. 
Faith may well be a gift of God, rather than a natural human 
possibility, yet if theology is faith in quest of understanding, as 
Anselm and Barth agreed it is, it must begin in phenomenology. 
God may give faith, but God also gives us flesh and blood - a 
time, a place, and a perspective - and phenomenology is at heart 
nothing other than a way of thinking through this situation. To 
consider the "place" of God's revelation need not involve a re
duction of theology to anthropology, as Barth and others feared, 
and it does not predetermine what will count as revelation in the 
first place.9 Talk of Offenbarung, revelation, involves analysis of 
Offenbarkeit, revealability.10 Any faith must refer to transcendental 
analysis in order to gain understanding, although in doing so it 
is free to dispute whether the transcendental forms a ground in 
consciousness, whether there is a unified subject, whether the 
phenomenological reduction is complete and satisfactory, and a 
good deal more. Of greater importance to the theologian, though, 
is the possibility that the very pressure of the experience of God 
will require a modification of phenomenological procedures and 
vocabulary.11 A philosophical theologian sets out as a phenome-

8 Adolf von Harnack, What Is Christianity? trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders, in
trod. Rudolf Bultmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1957), 236. 

9 I allude to Karl Rahner's comments on the "place" of revelation. See his Hear
ers of the Y\tlrd, rev. J. B. Metz, trans. Michael Richards (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1969), 112, 114. 

10 Whether this involvement bespeaks the transcendental priority of Offenbarung 
or Offenbarkeit is a large and vexed question that I cannot engage here. See, 
however, Derrida's comments in "Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of 
'Religion' at the Limits of Reason Alone," trans. Samuel Weber, in Religion, ed. 
Jacques Derrida and Gianni Vattimo (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 6, 15, 21. 

11 In 1925 Barth noted in letters that "Phenomenology is disturbing to me, but 
it seems that some people have access from it to my doctrine," and that "I 
have the remarkable luck that my procedure here appears intelligible to the 
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nologist only to find that, on the one hand, one must speak of 
grasping the meaning of God in experience while, on the other 
hand, one must deny that the deity can in any way be registered 
as a phenomenon. The upshot is a reformulation of "experience," 
one that is not easily accommodated by the phenomenology that 
motivated such talk in the first place. 

Since this is not the place to develop ideas that I deal with else
where, I will return to my story. 12 I had slipped away from the 
neoliberalism of my education without being tempted to embrace 
neo-orthodoxy. Barth had changed me in one respect, however. 
For after reading him at length and in detail I had become more 
and more persuaded that, while theology must have many and 
varied dealings with philosophy, it is a mistake for theology to 
view God through the lens of metaphysics. By now, though, I 
was using "metaphysics" in Heidegger's sense, as onto-theology, 
rather than in Aristotle' s.13 The god of the philosophers is odious, 
I told myself, smiling at the play on words, and yet I also thought 
that Luther was wrong to joke about "Narristotle" (a pun arising 
from the Germander Narr: "fool"). Of course, Christian theology 
begins by reflecting on the New Testament, but as soon as one 
starts to talk of God's being, one is already engaging in philoso
phy: Barth talked of God as a being yet did not consider the ontic 
and ontological consequences of his talk. 11If we open our 
mouths, we find ourselves in the province of philosophy," he 
said, and he admitted to being a gypsy in that land.14 He was not 
talking about accepting a contemporaiy worldview but about the 

people from the standpoint of phenomenology (although I have never read 
Husserl, etc.)," Revolutionary Theology in the Making, 205, 222. 

12 For the beginnings of a development of these ideas, see "The Experience of 
Poetry," Boxkite, 2 (1998), 285-304; "'The Experience of God,'" in The Reli
gious, ed. John D. Caputo (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 2000) and " 'The Experi
ence of Non-Experience,'" in Mystics: Presence and Aporia, ed. Christopher 
Sheppard and Michael Kessler (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2001). 

13 One continuity between Barth and the father of the theological liberalism he 
rejected, Albrecht Ritschl, is that neither approved of any mixing of theology 
and philosophy. See Albrecht Ritschl, "Theology and Metaphysics," in Three 
Essays, trans. and introd. Philip Hefner (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972). 

14 Barth, Credo: A Presentation of the Chief Problems of Dogmatics with Reference fo 
the Apostle's Creed, trans. J. Strathearn McNab (London: Hodder and Stough
ton, 1936), 183. For there being ''something gypsylike'' about Barth's relations 
with philosophy, see his letter to Bultmann of 12 June 1928, in Karl Barth and 
Rudolf Bultmann, Letters: 1922-1966, ed. Bernd Jaspert, trans. and ed. Geoffrey 
W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Com
pany, 1981), 41. 
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inevitability of philosophizing and the fact that philosophy 
deeply shapes even ordinary language. The life of grace, for 
Barth, meant that one could use philosophical notions without 
having to answer fully to the consequences of such a use. 

Reading Heidegger without Barth had given me an idea of the
ology without metaphysics; however, it was a merely formal and 
empty idea. Although I could not agree with Barth in his disci
plinary gestures, studying the Dogmatics had shown me that a 
nonmetaphysical theology could be both rich and full. Further 
changes were soon to occur. Well and truly surfeited with Ger
man thought, I turned to other courses of instruction. My curios
ity led me to learn about the patristic era, while developments in 
my spiritual life made me read the Christian mystics. An attach
ment to A Book of Showings led me from Julian of Norwich to 
The Cloud of Unknowing and Deonise Hid Divinitie, which in tum 
pointed me to the Areopagite himself. My new interests began to 
converge, and I vaguely wondered why commentators so often 
assumed there was a gulf between mystical theology and mysti
cal experience. Very quickly, my research resolved itself into two 
main areas, hermeneutics and religious experience. I became fas
cinated by the various allegorical hermeneutics and the via nega
tiva. When I turned to secondary material, I learned a good deal 
about the history of exegesis. And I saw how Athanasius and 
Cyril of Alexandria, among others, reset the metaphysics inher
ited from Plato and developed a nondualist account of the incar
nation, one that remained obscure to people familiar with only 
the mainstream Augustinian tradition. 15 

I also found myself back in the more familiar world of analytic 
philosophy of religion, although this time in the tight comer of it 
concerned with mysticism. Advanced debate in those days was 
over the role of interpretation in mystical experience, but after 
devoting several years to phenomenology and hermeneutics I 
found the analytic discussions of "interpretation'' and "experi
ence" to be a little naive. Clarity was not enough. Was there noth
ing more vital and more exacting in the history of philosophy 
about the questions that now interested me? Consulting the Ger
man philosophers to whom I owed so much gave me an unset
tling answer. Yes, their accounts of interpretation and experience 

15 See Thomas R Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation: Essays towards Evangelical 
and Catholic Unity in East and V*st (London: Macmillan, 1975), 12, 130. 

XVI 



Introduction to the 2000 Edition 

were fuller and more acute than the ~ontemporaty material I had 
been reading. What disconcerted me, however, was how sharply 
they dismissed mysticism and how severely they reduced its 
complexities and nuances in order to do so. Heidegger was an 
exception, here as elsewhere, but he had said little about even the 
few German mystics he admired. 

It was with these things in mind that, more or less by chance, I 
happened to reread the left-hand column of Glas. My admiration 
for Derrida's reading of Hegel was rekindled, and I tackled Of 
Grammatology and everything else he had written. When I men
tioned Derrida's name to an analytic philosopher standing in line 
behind me at the circulation desk of the local university library, I 
was taken aback by the ferocity of his disapproval. Over the next 
few years the experience was to be repeated with other philoso
phers. The charges against Derrida were few but weighty: he was 
obscurantist and unrigorous, and he was a vandal. To be sure, his 
prose could be difficult (though far less so than Hegel's), yet his 
analyses of Husserl and Rousseau, Plato and Heidegger were 
nothing if not patient and exacting, and he showed a great respect 
for the history of philosophy. He respected it enough to read it as 
closely as I had been taught, as a student of English literature, to 
read a demanding poem by John Donne or W B. Yeats. Or, rather, 
he read philosophy more closely than I had been taught to read 
poetry. In the end, I suspect that the philosophers were not so 
much upset by the arguments Derrida developed as by how he 
wrote. His pages looked too much like the French and Irish litera
ture he admired to be proper philosophy. One should aim to be 
scientific, analytic philosophers believed, which all too often 
meant in practice that one wrote without style or elegance. (Witt
genstein, here as elsewhere, was an exception.) "I think that liter
ature should not be studied at university," observed one 
philosophy lecturer with whom I was chatting about French phi
losophy one sunny afternoon in Melbourne. There was no trace 
of irony on her lips. "Those people in the English Department 
are very confused," she added. And I could see that the words 
"very confused," as she pronounced them, must have tasted like 
a particularly juicy lemon. 

The two or three theologians, all just back from sabbaticals in 
Europe, with whom I talked about Derrida had other worries. 
They had not read far into Of Grammatology and would not do so, 
they said, because Derrida was intent on denying all values and 
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affirming the death of God. One patristic scholar took to thunder
ing against deconstruction in the pulpit. "It is a Godless philoso
phy," he proclaimed. His face was red with anger. Meanwhile, a 
growing population of graduate students, mostly dressed in 
black, had started to read Derrida precisely because he was ru
mored to be a Godless philosopher. On examining the secondary 
literature on deconstruction, I found that with very few excep
tions the commentators played slightly more subtle variations on 
the themes I had already heard in conversations or sermons or 
overheard in a cafe one memorable evening after watching Ghost 
Dance, a film that featured Derrida playing himself. 

Neither the red nor the black was right, it seemed to me. De
construction is an ensemble of practices that helps us to trace 
the effects of metaphysics in any discourse, including theology. 
Derrida himself is perfectly correct when he says that, despite 
apparent similarities, deconstruction is not a negative theology. 
La difference is not the God behind God, and deconstruction does 
not proceed by progressively denying inadequate predications of 
difference. Yet Derrida does not attend to the other side of the 
statement, for negative theologies are responsible for decon
structing much of the metaphysics in theology. They try to free 
God from human constructions, including the one I have just 
made. From 1984 to 1986 I tried to hold these two unwieldy 
thoughts together, and in doing so I wrote The Trespass of the Sign, 
which Cambridge University Press published in late 1989. 

2 

"Thus the present is a text, and the past its interpretation."16 Were 
John Henry Newman entirely right in saying that, I would have 
just supplied as full an account of The Trespass of the Sign as any
one could ever wish for. I have described how I came to write the 
book because, whatever else people have asked me about it when 
I have been lecturing in Europe or the United States, the one con
stant question has been how I came to write such a book in Aus
tralia. The short answer is this: the tyranny of distance under 
which Australia suffered until quite recently is both a curse and 
a blessing. If it takes us a long time to hear of new books (espe-

16 John Heruy Newman, "The Reformation of the Eleventh Century," Essays Crit
ical and Historical, 2 vols (London: Longrnans, Green and Co., 1897), II, 250. 
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dally those written in French and German), and a fair time for 
them to arrive here, we are perhaps less distracted by fashion 
when it comes to reading them. That said, the interpretation of a 
text greatly exceeds any autobiographical reflection on how it 
came to be composed. Yet a word or two more in that vein is 
needed. For no sooner was my book written and in press than 
the mail brought me a thick book by Derrida with a long essay 
on negative theology, "Comment ne pas parler: Denegations.n17 

After reading and admiring it, all I could do was add a footnote 
to the page proofs and send them back to England. And then in 
time people read my book, used it as they saw fit, and developed 
other readings of deconstruction and theology, sometimes, 
thankfully, with the benefit of Derrida's essay before them. Sev
eral years later I was asked to respond to "Comment ne pas 
parler" in an essay I called "The God Effect," which I have in
cluded as an appendix in this new edition.18 

The Trespass of the Sign was discussed not only by philosophers 
and theologians, as was intended, but also by scholars of litera
ture. When the book appeared, people in literary studies may not 
have been "very confused," as that lecturer in philosophy 
thought, but many needed someone to explain what Derrida was 
really concerned with, and my chapters on the scope and status 
of deconstruction were taken here and there as a guide. I was 
happy that the book was used in this way, although I felt a flicker 
of concern when one or two long reviews by literary folk failed 
to make even the slightest allusion to religion or theology. I regret 
that, in order to accommodate the word length required by Cam
bridge University Press, I had to dispense with a chapter on the 
strength of deconstruction, for those pages dealt with questions 
that urgently needed answers in literary criticism a decade ago. 
Besides, it has always seemed to me that any philosophy must 
answer a triple question, sacred to all guardians of bridges, about 
the status, scope, and strength of a critique, even when, as with 
deconstruction, it is not in any classical sense either a critique or 
a philosophy. 

On the second page of my original preface I made it clear that 
in writing Trespass I was far more interested in a movement of 

17 Jacques Derrida, Psyche: Inventions de l'autre (Paris: Galilee, 1987). 
18 Also see my introduction to "How to Avoid Speaking'' in The Postmodern God: 

A Theological Reader, ed. Graham Ward (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1997), 159-67. 
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deconstruction in theology than in confirming the individual itin
erary of Jacques Derrida. Of course, Derrida's publications were 
of great importance to me, and have remained so, but I tried not 
to let them become a focus in what I was writing then. Some 
critics have objected that I paid too much attention to Derrida's 
early writings, and once I was reminded in print that he had 
moved "from the discursive style of his essays in Writing and Dif
ference, though the mix of genres in Glas, to the essays in Psyche 
which deepen the questions of his earlier work both in terms of 
form and theme."19 Psyche did not appear until my book was in 
press; even so, I doubt that this linear understanding of Derrida's 
"development" was true, either then or now. One finds generic 
contamination in texts before Glas, while after it there are many 
essays as discursive as anything in Writing and Difference. The 
later writing is not significantly more avant garde than the earlier 
work; perhaps it experiments in different ways: it explores and 
expands the genre of the dialogue, for example. The really intri
guing move in Derrida's later writing is not so much stylistic as 
a deepening engagement with motifs arising from the work of 
Emmanuel Levinas. 

It became a theme, also, to address my argument by citing Der
rida against me. Mostly, these corrections were the consequence 
of inattention on the part of the commentator. Once I was told 
that I wished to see "negative theology as a 'form of deconstruc
tion' ... or as 'a deconstructive discourse.' ... But for Derrida 
there is no single form of deconstruction or a deconstructive dis
course as such."20 All that is quite true; it is why I wrote "a" 
rather than "the" in the sentence that was quoted, and it is why 
I took care not to extend by claim too high nor too far. To say that 
something is deconstructive is not thereby to deny that it has 
other tendencies. Deconstruction works in different ways and to 
differing extents in different texts, although secular and religious 
critics of Derrida alike have both tried to restrict what counts as 
''deconstruction.'' Derrida himself has encouraged this, I argued 
in Trespass, by regarding negative theologies as phases in onto
theology (or, more correctly, onto-theiology). It is understandable 

19 Graham Ward, Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1995), 227n21. 

20 Ward, Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology, 226n20. 
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that people might look to Saint Thomas Aquinas for support of 
this view, for the Angelic Doctor treated negative theology as a 
corrective to positive theology. (I doubt that Saint Thomas devel
oped his theology in any simple or straightforward sense along 
the lines of onto-theology, but that is another matter and one to 
be explored elsewhere.) Of course, Derrida has a plausible argu
ment for thinking that negative theology remains onto-theologi
cal. With good reason he points to the motif of hyperessentiality 
in the Areopagite, Meister Eckhart, and others. The God without 
or beyond being seems to be invested with a superior kind of 
being.21 I will return to this criticism in a moment. 

Just as there is more than one deconstruction, so too there is 
more than one species of negative theology. It would be a grave 
mistake to align the negative movements in the Areopagite's 
Mystical Theology with those in Nicholas Cusanus" s On Learned 
Ignorance, for example. Cusanus tells us that "in theology nega
tions are true and affirmations are inadequate," yet while the Ar
eopagite would agree with the second half of this. statem~nt, he 
would most certainly not grant any straightforward privilege to 
negations over affirmations.22 His ~egative theology tries to pass 
beyond both positive and negative predications of God. Indeed, 
the Pseudo-Dionysius does not propose a diptych of positive and 
negative theology but speaks instead of affirmative and negative 
theologies. His claims regarding the deity at the end of the Mysti
cal Theology are extremely circumspect: "Darkness and light, 
error and truth - it is none of these. It is beyond assertion and 
denial." The final sentence concludes that God is "free of every 
limitation, beyond every limitation; it is also beyond every de
nial."23 Ultimately, it is this freedom of God to exist a se, from 
Godself, that is affirmed by the Areopagite, and it was the ambi
tion of my study to affirm precisely the same thing from my per-

21 See Derrida's "How to Avoid Speaking: Denials," in Derrida and Negative The
ology, ed. Harold Coward and Toby Foshay (Albany, N.Y.: State University of 
New York Press, 1992), 79. 

22 Nicolas of Cusa, Selected Spiritual Writings, trans. and introd. H. Lawrence 
Bond, pref. Morirnichi Watanabe, The Classics of Western Spirituality (Mah
wah, N.].: Paulist Press, 1997), 127. 

23 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Mystical Theology, in The Complete V\brks, trans. Colm 
Luibheid, notes Paul Rorem, pref. Rene Roques, introd. Jaroslav Pelikan et al., 
The Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1987), 1048B. 
All references to the Corpus Areopagiticum will be to the edition and given in 
this way. 
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spective. God comes only from God, certainly not from being.24 

For without God there could be neither being nor beings. 
Recognizing that there are different negative theologies, even 

within the one corpus, I nonetheless broadly distinguished a re
stricted from a general negative theology. The delineation of re
stricted and general economies comes from Georges Bataille and 
separates those practices in which profit is rededicated to capital 
from those in which accumulated wealth is squandered without 
return.25 A negative theology that works within a metaphysical 
theology, improving its ability to explain God to humans, will 
always be restricted. Yet the Areopagite lets us glimpse a negative 
theology that cannot be suborned in this way and that does not 
seek to render God intelligible but absolves itself from that task 
while insisting on the deity's sovereign freedom of self-determi
nation. At no time, though, did I propose that these restricted and 
general negative theologies are "in opposition."26 The one is a 
phased counterpart of the other. On my understanding, a general 
negative theology can be overheard even in a positive theology; 
it whispers that God is neither a being nor being itself and insinu
ates that talk of the deity as ens perfectissimum or ens realissimum 
is not so much false as finally beside the point. 

Scholars of the Areopagite have known for some time of his 
debts to Plotinus and Proclus and more generally have been 
aware how deeply familiar he is with Greek thought. Does it fol
low, however, that "despite the desire of negative theology to 
divorce God from Being, this approach to God is still an onto
theology because it uses a Greek conceptuality, especially Pla
tonic and Neoplatonic philosophy, to claim that God is not 
Being"?27 I do not think so. First, it needs to be underlined that 
for the Pseudo-Dionysius, apophatic theology is always braided 

24 This is the most important point at which Jean-Luc Marion and I converge. 
See his Dieu sans l'etre (Paris: Fayard, 1982), which I encountered only toward 
the end of my work on Trespass. Thomas A. Carlson's translation of Marion's 
study God without Being: Hors Texte appeared with Chicago University Press 
after Trespass in 1991. Nicholas Cusanus offers a different sense of "God with
out being" in his account of the deity as posse ipsum in his De apice theoriae 
(1464). 

25 See Georges Bataille, "The Notion of Expenditure," in Visions of Excess: Se
lected Writings 1927-1939, ed. and introd. Allan Stoekl, trans. Allan Stoekl et 
al. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985). 

26 Brian D. Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory and Biblical Theology: Vanquishing God's 
Shadow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 226. 

27 Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory, 227. 
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with cataphatic theology. The Corpus Areopagiticum is not simply 
a negative theology or negative theologies, even though in the 
final analysis these are prized over the affirmative theologies. Sec
ond, it needs to be stressed that in some respects - his concep
tion of the relation of nature and the soul, for instance - the 
Pseudo-Dionysius deviates quite sharply from Platonism and 
Neoplatonisrn. 28 Third, it must be noted that the Pseudo-Diony
sius proposes to speak of God only in terms of Scripture, of which 
he displays an intimate and nuanced understanding. (Hans Urs 
von Bathasar, for one, writes of his "stupendous knowledge of 
Scripture ... he does not quote much, but when he does it is with 
exactness and with sovereign mastery."29) And finally, it makes 
no sense to take "the God revealed in the Bible, revealed in Jesus'' 
and set this God against the God of the Areopagite. To be sure, 
the christology of the Pseudo-Dionysius is rather thin, yet one 
has only to read his fourth letter where he explains to the monk 
Caius how "Jesus, who transcends all, is placed in the same order 
in being with all men" to realize that such a contrast is mistaken 
and misleading. 30 

I do not think it makes much sense, then, to talk of "the god of 
ontotheology and negative theology ."31 Nor do I think that a bibli
cal theology allows one to speak of a God who has no need of 
negative theology. In the first place, the expression "'biblical the
ology" is a highly dubious one. The Bible contains very little 
theology, as the word is used today, and were one to extract the 
letters of Saint Paul from the canon there would be almost none. 
One looks in vain in either testament for dear doctrinal state-

28 This point is forcefully made by Hans Urs von Balthasar in his chapter on the 
Pseudo-Dionysius. See his The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, ed. 
John Riches and Joseph Fessio, 5.J., 7 vols (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982-
89), II: Studies in Theological Style: Clerical Styles, trans. Andrew Louth et al. 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1984). 

29 Von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, II, 208. See also Paul Rorem, Biblical and 
Liturgical Symbols within the Pseudo-Dionysian Synthesis, Studies and Texts 71 
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1984). 

30 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete W>rks, 264. Eberhard Ji.ingel puts the matter 
incisively: "Basically, all the ways in which the God (or the unbelief or the 
doubt) of the philosophers is set in opposition to the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob (or of the faith of Christians with all that challenges it) are theologi
cally irresponsible. That is because they have become, quite simply, sterile," 
God As the Mystery of the V\brld: On the Foundation of the Theology of the Crucified 
One in the Dispute between Theism and Atheism, trans. Darrell L. Guder (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1983), 110-11. 

31 Ingraffia, Postmodern Theory, 227. My emphasis. 
. .. 
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ments that can form the basis of a dogmatics.32 The Bible presents 
the theologian with conflicting or inadequate evidence for even 
the most central doctrines of Christianity. It is the theologian's 
task to sift that evidence veiy carefully, using the best scholarship 
that is available, and then to refer it constantly to Church tradi
tion while also exposing it to the risk of fresh thought. In the 
second place, it is not difficult, as Philo was quick to realize, to 
see that Scripture itself invites us to negate many predications of 
God by way of allegoiy. Numbers 23:19 ("God is not a man ... ") 
and Isaiah 55:8-9 ("For my thoughts are not your thoughts ... ") 
come readily to mind, but there is no need to quote chapter and 
verse as though supporting a doctrine because Scripture itself is 
so broadly and freely given to figures and tropes in its evocations 
of God. The closer one gets to the Bible, the more readily one will 
admit that revelation is as much a matter of veiling as unveiling. 

The suspicion persists, though, that a negative theology, how
ever inadequate it may regard affirmations of God as the first 
being, highest being, or being of beings, is committed in advance 
to a moment of absolute presence. "It is doubtless the vision of a 
dark light, no doubt an intuition of a 'more than luminous [hyp
erphoton] darkness,' but still it is the immediacy of a presence. 
Leading to union with God."33 Thus spoke Derrida. And in the 
words of one of his most faithful and lucid commentators: "The 
position of Pseudo-Dionysius is no less a 'restricted economy' 
because it is centered upon an unshakably negative center"; it 
remains 11a closed circulatory system, in which nothing is lost 
or squandered." Indeed, "reaching a point, however negative, of 
union and communion which exceeds our faculties with something 
correct in itself is precisely to efface the trace and lay claim to 
naked contact with the One."34 In terms of this criticism, a general 

32 This issue is discussed with admirable clarity and concision by Dietrich 
Ritschl under the title of "The fiction of a 'biblical theology,'" The Logi.c of 
Theology: A Brief Account of the Relationship between Basic Concepts in Theology, 
trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 68-69. By and large, 
the expression "theological interpretation of the Old and New Testaments" is 
less troublesome than "biblical theology." See Robert Morgan with John Bar
ton, Biblical Interpretation, Oxford Bible Series (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988), 174. 

33 Derrida, "How to Avoid Speaking," 79. 
34 John D. Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion without Religion 

(Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1997), 344n13. A similar point is 
made by Graham Ward, Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology, 226n20, 
and by Mark C. Taylor, Nots (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 38 . 
. 
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negative theology would remain in effect a restricted negative 
theology. The best way to respond to this claim is to look at what 
the Areopagite says about union with God, and then to see if it 
merits the criticism that has been leveled against it. 

It is easy to find passages where the Pseudo-Dionysius con
ceives the deity in terms of a closed circuit of re-appropriation. 
Thus The Divine Names: "divine yearning shows especially its un
beginning and unending nature traveling in an endless circle 
through the Good, from the Good, in the Good and to the Good, 
unerringly turning, ever on the same center, even in the same 
direction, always proceeding, always remaining, always being re
stored to itself."35 Yet two reservations need to be registered. In 
the first place, this image of endless self-recoveiy should not oc
clude the image, developed in the same treatise, of the deity for
ever exceeding itself: "It goes out to all things. It gives of itself to 
all things in the way they can receive it, and it overflows in a 
surplus of its peaceful fecundity."36 The deity is not a fixed cen
ter, not the hardened presentness that Heidegger called Anwesen
heit; it is endless self-communication and generosity without 
limit. And to call it an excess of presence is not quite correct. It is 
akin to a fire "eyer on the move, moving itself and others."37 In 
the second place, this description of the deity's self-appropriation 
occurs in a section of the Areopagite' s positive theology, which 
attempts to bring God into discourse, whereas his negative theol
ogy invites us to renounce "all that the mind may conceive" so 
that one may be "supremely united by a completely unknowing 
inactivity of all knowledge."38 

With what or whom would one be united? Certainly not with 
a supreme being. 39 Mystical theology does not allow us to figure 
the deity as a cause, ground, or source. Being is finite; the deity 

35 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, 7120. Also see 9120. 
36 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, 952A-B. 
37 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Celestial Hierarchy, 329 A-B. 
38 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Mystical Theology, 1001A. 
39 This is the kind of error that bedevils even very intelligent writing on the topic. 

Rodolphe Gasche, for example, gets off on the wrong foot in the very first 
sentence of his essay "God, for Example": "Whether defined as a positive 
infinity or supreme being unfolding itself in pure and full presence, or as 
Other to the point of transgressing being, God is an entity [my emphasis] with 
which man is said to stand in a certain relation/' Inventions of Difference: On 
Jacques Derrida (Cambridge, Mass.: HaJ.Vard University Press, 1994), 150. It is a 
pity that discussions of Derrida on negative theology seldom reveal a schol
arly familiarity with the works of the Areopagite and his successors. 

xxv 



Introduction to the 2000 Edition 

subsists "beyond-beingly" (\nttQouo[oo~), and mystical ecstasy is 
a union with no-thing. There is no ''naked contact with the One," 
such as one finds in the Enneads, where the unlimited is prized as 
absolute simplicity. For in The Mystical Theology the deity is be
yond the division of the One and the Many; it subsists beyond 
unity (VJtEQ'Y)VwµE:uw£). 40 A general negative theology decon
structs the metaphysics in theology to the extent that it shows 
that all positive theological images of God rely on a ground that 
opens onto an abyss. In passing beyond discourse, the mystical 
theologian does not silently seek identity with a presence or a 
primordial source. There is talk of a procession to the deity but 
nothing about "immediacy of a presence." To be sure, the Areo
pagite does not simply reject the descriptions of God as the high
est being or even the One. To speak of God in terms of being is 
to approach the deity by way of what is given in creation. That 
something is given in the first place is an index that in the deity 
goodness precedes and encompasses being. "It is the entire di
vine subsistence - whatever absolute goodness defines and re
veals that to be - which is praised by the scriptures."41 

All too briefly stated, and without any attention to nuances 
and shadings, this is what the Areopagite writes about the deity. 
Crude and cursory as my summaiy is, it is perhaps clear that 
the Pseudo-Dionysius' s vision of God is very far from the one 
proposed by metaphysical theologians. The Mystical Theology 
stresses the deity's complete freedom to determine itself however 
it wishes; it is captured by neither being nor non-being, neither 
presence nor absence. In his vision of the deity, the Pseudo-Dio
nysius encloses a metaphysical account of God within a grander, 
more sublime vision that exceeds and troubles this account. Writ
ing of this vision, however, the Pseudo-Dionysius undoubtedly 
becomes entangled in a metaphysics he never suspected might 
be there. Without difference, there could be no theology, however 
negative, and there could be no prayer, however silent. Such is 
the conclusion of Derrida's argument in 11How to Avoid Speak
ing." In passing from discourse to silence, the Areopagite' s only 

40 See, for instance, Plotinus, Enneads, trans. A. H. Armstrong, 7 vols (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988), VI, ix, 4, 10 (vol. 7, 315-19, 
339-41). This point is by no means original. Vladimir Lossky made it in 1944 
in the French original of his The Mystical Theology of tlie Eastern Church (Lon
don: James Clarke and Co., 1957), ch. 2. 

41 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, 636C. 
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choice is to admit that mystical theology must finally erase itself 
first as theology and then even as theology. The deity is always 
and already beyond our images of God. Mystical theology must 
resign itself to indicating rather than saying, then resign itself 
completely to the deity that cannot even be indicated. In utter 
abandonment one must let God approach, not trusting to any 
concept of God as an assurance of that approach. 

This is not the place to debate or rework the Pseudo-Diony
sius' s concept of God in the many lights of later theology or in 
the unexpected contexts of deconstruction. Were I asked to do so, 
I would patiently elaborate the good beyond being in terms of 
divine love, aycbtri, and would seek to explicate this love by 
closer reference to the Cross than one finds in the Corpus Areopag
iticum. We come closest to God only when we grasp God's full 
identification with the crucified Jesus, and the God who is re
vealed in that dereliction and suffering is surely not a moment of 
full presence. Nor is there a union with this God that eliminates 
all difference. The best image we have of any eschatological rela
tion with God that we may hope for is the very hypostatic union 
that has already occurred. "The differences of the natures are not 
destroyed through the union," wrote Cyril of Alexandria to Nest
orius, and his position held sway at the fourth ecumenical council 
held at Chalcedon in 451. 42 The christological dogma formulated 
there clearly states that there is no confusion of natures in the 
one person of Christ. Fusion is a doctrine of Monophysites like 
Eutyches and Severus of Antioch, not of those who showed the 
way to the Catholic faith. 

Divine love for the Pseudo-Dionysius is ecstatic.43 More to be 
stressed, however, is that it is a profound kenosis; it tastes the 
most bitter dregs of loss. How then are we to think of God? Eber
hard Jilngel tries to approach God's mystery without appealing 
to negative theology, and I suspect that this leads him into diffi
culties linking exegesis and dogmatics. Nonetheless, I agree with 
him that when pondering the Cross we must learn "to think of 
the presence of God [ Gegenwart Gottes] as the withdrawal of his 
omnipotence."44 Most Christians approach God in our experience 

42 Saint Cyril of Alexandria, Letters 1-50, trans. John I. McEnemey, The Fathers 
of the Church, vol. 76 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 1985), 39. 

43 See Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, 712A 
44 Jungel, God as the Mystery of the V\brld, 103. 
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of this withdrawal. Even if we try to live lives that are radically 
oriented by faith, hope, and love, we are still exposed to the risk 
of a peril: the temptation to believe that the divine withdrawal is 
a void. There are negative theologies that progressively strip 
away the predicates that Scripture gives to God, and there are 
negative theologies that respond to the radical absence of God. 
The former imply the latter, and the latter are always in danger 
of transforming themselves into the negation of all theologies. To 
survive a negative theology that has made itself felt as a personal 
via negativa is to have become a true mystical theologian: someone 
who speaks with authority about God. 

John D. Caputo, the "faithful and lucid" commentator whose 
words I quoted earlier, objects that negative theology always re
mains within a restricted economy. I have replied to him partly 
in terms that he might accept and partly in terms that he is likely 
to dismiss. Let us take a moment to listen to his outlining of his 
understanding of faith and God. "'I reject all forms of privileged 
positions above the flux and binary oppositional schemes," he 
announces. "I write a genealogy of religion from below, and I ask 
all who do otherwise how they acquired their elevated posi
tions."45 How? Why, from revelation, they will say: deus dixit! 
What I have said about Scripture and revelation implies that I 
work both "from below" and "from above." God has spoken, 
and God still speaks: yet the viva vox evangelii is not restricted to 
the four canonical gospels. Can one not hear the words of Jesus 
in the Gospel of Thomas? And can one tell God where and how 
God will speak? At any rate, I find myself in critical sympathy 
with much that Caputo has to say. Here, for example, is a com
ment in one of his recent works: 

God is always and everywhere, in all the epochs, essentially 
withdrawn from the world, even as faith says He is omnipres
ent. His vety self-giving is self-withdrawing, a-lethic. God is 
never given in some sheer excess of presence or plenitude .... 
His presence is deferred even as it is revealed . . . God's pres
ence is always caught up in the play of presence and absence. 
The faith of the believer consists in staying in play with that 
play, which involves maximum risk and uncertainty.46 

45 Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, Deconstrnction and the Hermeneutic 
Project (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1987), 279. 

46 Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 279-80. My ellipses. 
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To say that God is "essentially withdrawn from the world" (my 
italics) is to run too close to eighteenth-century deism for my lik
ing, although I doubt that this is where Caputo wishes to go. His 
true claim is that God's "self-giving" is a "self-withdrawal," a 
venerable theme in theologies of revelation, which he recodes by 
way of "presence" and "absence." Now "presence" and "ab
sence" are used a little vaguely here; it is not evident whether 
Caputo is invoking them to denote a personal relationship with 
Christ, much as one finds in Barth's Dogmatics, or is employing 
them to indicate an epistemological relationship of subject and 
object. Either way, it is a relationship in faith, although the impor
tant theological issue whether this faith has been given by God 
or is a realized human possibility is not addressed. 

Caputo evokes "God's presence." Putting aside the sense of 
Christ as a "personal presence," and remembering that Caputo 
writes as a philosopher, one might ask whether the word "pres
ence" is used exclusively in an epistemological sense or if it has 
an ontological resonance as well. Caputo would know that the 
word performs lead roles in both epistemology and ontology, 
and he certainly knows, since he writes about it all the time, that 
either way, "presence" is a sure and certain sign of metaphysics. 
One might well ask, then, whether conceding that this presence 
is "caught up in the play of presence and absence" is sufficient 
to erase that sign. I do not see that it is, and I would not see it 
even were Caputo a theological liberal or modernist, maintaining 
that theology is a critical elaboration of faith, rather than a re
sponse to nature or revelation. In fact, it seems to me that unlike 
the Pseudo-Dionysius or the author of Trespass, Caputo is the one 
who most boldly figures God as a presence, albeit one that is 
difficult to pin down because everything is in play. 

Everything is in play, of course, and very serious play it is. It 
takes tremendous faith to speak of life as a divine comedy, and 
even then the satisfactory end that would render it a comedy 
would have to acknowledge a great deal of tragedy and vast 
tracts of sheer meaningless suffering. And even if the Christian 
vision lends itself to metaphors of the drama, one must be very 
careful not to reduce "play" to "theatre."47 There are no specta-

47 The most impressive instance of the drama metaphor is Hans Urs von Baltha
sar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, 5 vols, trans. Graham Harrison 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988-98). 
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tors in this story. In its own way, deconstruction is a witness to 
this situation in denying a continuous limit separating insides 
and outsides. It too is concerned with play, in various senses, 
only some of which need concern us here. There is the slight free
dom of movement in a structure - a text, for example - that 
allows one to examine how it has been put together and that en
ables one to dislocate it a little. There is the element of perform
ance, for Derrida seldom tells us something without showing it 
happening at the same time. And there is the endless flux of rep
resentations through which deconstruction concerns itself with 
presence. In the hands of a subtle and rigorous reader like Der
rida, deconstruction demonstrates that no presence, however co
vert, can finally restrict or limit the play of representations. Yet 
deconstruction can make no final judgment about what is. 

A relentless undoing of "the subject" in modern philosophy -
including all its associations with gender, race, and nationality
certainly makes us rethink what we mean by "human being," 
and it raises the possibility of new experiences of being human.48 

But it does not seek to deny that there are men, women, and chil
dren who eat, drink, walk, and sleep on this planet. One cannot 
say, "Similarly, with God, ... " since opportunities for analogy 
here are few and far between. One can rightly say, "There is 
frame, but the frame does not exist" because the point concerns 
the textuality of contexts or, after a slow reading of part of the 
Timaeus, "There is khora but the khora does not exist."49 Yet decon
struction cannot make appropriate judgments about the reality 
or nonreality of God. It is one thing to suggest that "God" is an 
effect of the trace, quite another to say that God is as well. 50 The 
former is essential for theology; the latter a misunderstanding of 
what deconstruction can claim. Reflecting on the former makes 
us question whether it is right to think of God in terms of full 

48 I am thinking, for instance, of Derrida's "Geschlecht: difference sexuelle, differ
ence ontologique," in Psyche, and Jean-Luc Nancy's inteiview with him, 
"'Eating Well,' or the Calculation of the Subject'' in Who Comes after the Sub
ject?, ed. Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, and Jean-Luc Nancy (London: 
Routledge, 1991). 

49 Derrida, The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 81; "Khora" in On the Name, ed. 
Thomas Dutoit, trans. David Wood et al. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1995), 97. 

50 See Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics," Writing and Difference, trans. Alan 
Bass (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), 108. 
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presence and self-identity (and it should also make us reread that 
tradition very closely to check if it has always been as rigidly 
onto-theological as people tend to assume it has been). Consider
ing the latter gives theologians an opportunity to think more 
carefully about the divine aseity. 

3 

For me, The Trespass of the Sign marks a passage from an interest 
in speculative and fundamental theology to a fascination with 
mystical theology. I say "passage" rather than "detour" because 
I have remained interested in mysticism even though I have, in a 
sense, resumed my original trajectory in reading and writing 
about modern theology. The encounter with Derrida's writings, 
along with others I have read more narrowly because of him -
Maurice Blanchot, Emmanuel Levinas, Jean-Luc Marion, Paul Ri
coeur - has proved to be as productive for me in rereading Karl 
Rahner or Hans Urs von Balthasar as it was in pondering The 
Mystical Theology. Doubtless also there are openings in my work 
in the area of 0 literature and theology" that I would not have 
found had I not picked up Glas that day in the Stanford Univer
sity Library. Unlike many others who read European philosophy, 
I have never ~elieved Derrida to be a nihilist: on the contrary, his 
writings are a ceaseless affirmation of the Other. Nor is decon
struction an attack on rationality; however, it involves a refigur
ing of what reason is and how it operates after taking stock of 
what Freud has told us about the unconscious and what Heideg
ger has hinted about thinking. 

Placing deconstruction and theology in conjunction can pro
duce very different results. It has generated an "a-theology," on 
the one hand, and a "religion without religion," on the other.51 It 
has been seen, by me, as a movement essential to any responsible 
Christian theology, and more recently as a nihilism, the force of 
which must be acknowledged but which must be overcome in 
the name of theology.52 The impetus for the latter view strikes me 

51 I am alluding to Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1984) and Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: 
Religion without Religion. 

52 See John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1990), 6. Although I disagree with Milbank's alignment of 
Derrida and nihilism, I would like to note my admiration of long stretches of 
Theology and Social Theory and The V\brd Made Strange: Theology, Language, Cul
ture (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1997). 
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more interestingly as a religious phenomenon than as a serious 
criticism of deconstruction. If theology is to be intellectually re
spectable, it should live with and explore the consequences of 
valid arguments; it should not reject an argument because its con
clusions seem undesirable.53 When that happens, a horizon has 
been set too closely or has been naively assumed to be the one 
and only horizon in play. A theology without a firm basis in faith 
is, of course, arid, pointless, and ultimately dangerous; yet a the
ology driven by religious enthusiasm is usually of more interest 
for its apologetics or its cultural politics than for its theology. I 
cannot respond to the call for a "radical orthodoxy," even when 
it comes from friends, partly because radicality in Christianity is 
always to be associated with Jesus, not with creeds, and partly 
because in my reading, the New Testament teaches orthopraxis, 
not orthodoxy. I see in the gospels a radical catholicism: very 
messy, to be sure, but powerfully driven to include rather than 
exclude, to feed people because they need sustenance, not be
cause they know what they are receiving. 

Finally, a word of thanks. Conversations with many colleagues 
and friends, not to mention e-mail, letters, and telephone calls, 
have helped me to deepen and sharpen my reflections on the mat
ters broached in The Trespass of the Sign. For their generosity and 
kindnesses, I would like to thank Philip Blond, Harold Bloom, 
John D. Caputo, Mark Coleridge, Jacques Derrida, Paul Kane, 
Tony Kelly, Jiirgen Moltmann, Joseph S. O'Leary, Regina 
Schwartz, and Mark C. Taylor. As always, my graduate students 
have been my most important audience. Deus nobis haec negotia 
fecit! 

53 Such is the regrettable tendency in Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the 
Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1998). To say 
that "radical orthodoxy mingles [my emphasis} exegesis, cultural reflection 
and philosophy" is not a happy choice of words. See John Milbank, Catherine 
Pickstock, and Graham Ward, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology (London: 
Routledge, 1999), 2. 
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Preface 

This study poses hvo questions, seeks to demonstrate that they 
are intimately related, then examines several aspects of this 
relationship. One question - What is deconstruction? - is 'Very 
new, while the other- \Vhat is the relationship behveen meta" 
physics and theology? - is very old indeed. Upon my reading, 
ho\\.~ever, some of the earliest ans\vers to the second question 
also partially ans\\1er the first. If this is so" metaphysics, theology 
and deconstruction have ahvays existed in a covert economy; 
and in realising this, \ve can come to a better understanding of all 
t11ree. 

There is little doubt that / deconstruction' is the n1ost illusive of 
these three words. It has been endlessly quoted out of context, 
grafted onto various critical and political pro,jects, becon1e the 
butt of parodies, and been pronounced in so n1any tones, from 
contempt to reverence, that it cannot be for,maUy defined 
lVithout some remainder, however smaH. In fact the fate of the 
word 'deconstruction' offers one of the best indications of what 
deconstruction is: the demonstration that no text can be totalised 
without a supplement of signification. That this definition gives 
no hint of the wider institutional and cultural import of de
construction points to its 0\\1n need for supple1nentation. Yet the 
difficulty of pinning down / deconstruction" is not only a con
sequence of the state of affairs the vvord describes but also a 
matter of polemics, politics and int1uence. 

Over the last t\\renty years or so the vvritings of Jacques 
Derrida have acted like an intellectual yeast. Very fe-vv people 
have actually read such large, itttposing ton\es as Of gramma
tology, Dissemination and Glas from beginning to end, yet every
one, it seems, has been influenced by vvhat they say. After alt 
reading Derrida is nothing if not arduous: lA.rithout a detailed 
kno·w,ledge of a certain philosophical tradition - one that 
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includes Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Husserl and Heidegger - and a 
close familiarity with writers such as Blanchot, Jabes, Mallarme, 
Ponge and Sollers, one has small hope of following Derrida's 
essays in the kind of detail which they require. For Derrida is 
preeminently a 'slow reader', someone who, as Nietzsche put it, 
reads 'slowly, deeply, looking cautiously before and aft, with 
reservations, with doors left open, with delicate eyes and 
fingers', 1 and not to know what he is reading is often to miss the 
points he develops by that reading. Even so, Derrida's influence 
has not so much been by way of slow reading as through digests 
and popularising commentaries, through discipleship and 
antagonism, journalism and polemics. Little wonder, then, that 
Derrida's name has been linked with views he does not hold and 
with positions he has been at pains to criticise. 

Although much of this study takes its bearings from specific 
texts by Derrida, and while I argue for a particular reading of his 
work, I should make it clear that my abiding interest is in 
bringing deconstruction into conversation with Christian theol
ogy rather than confirming Derrida's individual programme. 
True, Derrida is aware of the 'religious aspects' of deconstruc
tion;2 but Christian theology does not form a distinctive part of 
his intellectual itinerary. A number of thematic links between 
Derrida's writings and Judaism are unmistakable, yet it is easy 
enough to uncover similar connections between Derrida and 
many cultural and political movements. What is remarkable in 
Derrida's work is his persistent translation of local thematic 
concerns into structural questions, and these inevitably touch on 
Christianity. That this translation will always leave behind a 
supplement is one reason why much of this book is taken up 
with reading Derrida's exemplary writers as well as the mystics 
and theologians he does not discuss. 

There are two common ways in which deconstruction has 
been framed: as a refinement of the Nietzschean doctrine that 
God is dead, and as a displaced negative theology. Upon my 
reading neither view is correct, for deconstruction's target is 
metaphysics, not theology as such. A difficulty immediately 
arises, though, concerning the scope of metaphysics. On the one 

1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), p. 5. 

2 Jacques Derrida, Memoires, trans. Cecile Lindsay, Jonathan Culler and 
Eduardo Cadava (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 16. 

XXXIV 



Preface 

hand, Derrida contends that metaphysics has a far greater exten
sion than has ever been acknowledged. And on the other hand, 
he develops a transcendental argument that any discourse will 
contain the means to call its metaphysical claims into question. 
What Derrida offers us, in short, is a way to trace and circum
scribe the metaphysics within theology. So deconstruction is not 
an attack against theology but an answer to the theological 
demand for a 'non-metaphysical theology'. 

This answer is far from final, however. For Derrida argues that 
any attempt simply to pass beyond metaphysics remains 
entangled in that metaphysics. 'Non-metaphysical theology' 
may mark the closure of some philosophical and theological 
traditions yet it can never entirely escape their determinations. It 
comes as no surprise, then, to discover that most attempts to 
develop a non-metaphysical theology are destined to fail before 
they begin. In my view the strongest attempts are made by the 
mystics, especially those who develop negative theologies, such 
as Pseudo-Dionysius. Contrary to the Thomist tradition, I argue 
that negative theology does not merely correct positive (or meta
physical) theology but supplements it at its ground and origin. 
Deconstruction may not be a negative theology, as Derrida 
repeatedly and rightly insists, but negative theology may de
construct positive theology. In general terms, deconstruction 
helps to clarify the concept 'non-metaphysical theology', while 
its strategy of using language 'under erasure' illuminates par
ticular moves and attitudes in mystical texts. 

From Descartes to Russell, mysticism has often been repre
sented as philosophy's 'other', as that which must at all costs be 
excluded from philosophical discourse. Deconstruction enables 
us to trace the effects within a discourse of precisely this kind of 
exclusion; and to do so gives us a greater understanding of both 
'philosophy' and 'mysticism'. But this situation also has con
sequences for deconstruction; and in my final chapters I explore 
the troubled connections between deconstruction and mysticism 
in the work of two philosophers whose work has greatly influ
enced Derrida: Immanuel Kant and Martin Heidegger. 

Many colleagues and friends have discussed with me the 
themes and arguments developed here. For intellectual stimu
lation and encouragement, my warm thanks go to Damien 
Byers, Richard Campbell, Max Charlesworth, Simon During, 
Howard Felperin, Paul Kane, Henry Krips, Philip and Jenna 
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Mead, and Brian Scarlett. My thanks are also due to Bernard 
Bartl for a partial translation of Kant's Der Streit der Philosophi
schen Fakultiit mit der Theologischen and a complete translation of 
his Vom einem neuerdings erhobenen vornehmen Ton in der Philoso
phie. I am grateful to Robin Derricourt for all his help in oversee
ing the book's progress, and to Trudi Tate for her meticulous 
care in copy editing the typescript. It is a pleasure to offer 
particular thanks to Kevin Presa for sustained help with this 
project over a number of years. Finally, my greatest debt is to 
Stephanie Trigg whose advice and encouragement mark every 
page of the book. 
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I Confrontation 

l lviU not bring you into a strange country; but I lvill perhaps 
teach vou that vou are a stranger in your own countrv. 

~ ~ ~ ~J 

Nicholas Ivfalebranche 



I 

1 Interpretation, signs and 
God 

1 Philosophy and the Fall 

Upon meeting Ada.n-t in the eighth heaven of Paradise, Dante 
has no need to voice his questions, for, as Adatn explains, the 
poet's intentions are already perfectly reflected in the 'veracious 
~1irror,. of God.1 A redeemed soul, entirelv consonant with "' •' 

God's \viU, Adam knoivs Dante's thoughts "V"ith far more cer-
tainty than Dante can kno¥.r the most elementary truth; his 
perception of the poet's inind is immediate, unhindered by 
language_; and \vhen he begins to ansvver, explaining the true 
cause of the Fall, Adam's hermeneutic masterv is no less com-

,' "' 
plete. He deftly distinguishes ~tween sign um and res significata, 
informing us that the eating of the fnlit merely indicated \\"hat 
was at issue, namely 'the trespass of the sign' / a failure to 
observe the proper lin1its assigned to n1an by God. In short, 
Adam offers us a model of perfect understanding, one in \vhich 
language can be niastered and in \vhi~!t int~n~!_9ns can e~sily be 
recovered, whether human or divine. How ironic, then, that the 
ideal Adam represents is \vithheld from us precisely because of 
Adam's sin. For as the canto explains, although Ada1n's trespass 
ivas chie.fly moral in character it ivas also, a trespass of the 
linguistic sign - a desire for unmediated kno\vledge - and the 
sign of this disobedience is none other than the mutability of all 
signs. In Paradise, \Vhoily one with God who stands above 
language as the (Alpha and l)mega of an scripture', Adam no\'\.,, 
enjoys int.mediate knovvledge in the manner approved by God, 
and for him interpretation poses no problem. On earth, 
ho\vever, the consequences of the Fall are still felt: n1an is no 
longer the master of signs but is frequently mastered by then11 

1 Dante, Pamdiso. The Temple Classics (1899; rpt. London: J. fvt Dent and Sons, 
1965)1 CantQ XXVI., lin~ 106. 
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and the Commedia shows us many who have been damned 
precisely because they allowed themselves to be mastered by 
signs. One of these is Master Adam, the Florentine counter
feiter, whose very art is a trespass of the sign, the effacing of the 
difference between a sign and the sign of a sign. Dante's point in 
the Commedia is unmistakable: the proliferation of signs caused 
by Adam and increased by those such as Master Adam can be 
arrested only by a belief that Christ, the New Adam, is the 
faithful sign of God. Without the presence of God, in Paradise or 
on earth, there can be no hope of understanding oneself, others, 
or texts. One would be lost in a maze of signs, with no possibility 
of distinguishing true from false. 

We see here, in miniature, a very familiar picture of the 
relations between interpretation, signs and God. Dante's 
account is broadly Thomist in its emphases, but its roots can 
easily be traced back to Augustine, Paul, and ultimately to Greek 
metaphysics. Certain details, such as the view that language fell 
with man, are elaborations upon a far more persistent theme -
that God guarantees the possibility of determinate meaning. The 
Fall may establish the human need to interpret yet it simul
taneously sets firm limits to interpretation. No longer in 
harmony with God, this world becomes a chiaroscuro of pres=
ence and absence; everywhere one looks, there are signs of a 
divine presence that has withdrawn and that reveals itself only 
in those signs. Whether in nature or scripture, these signs must 
be interpreted, yet only in ways which acknowledge that time
less truths wait behind them and can be separated from them. 
Seen in this way, the sign is always a representation of a pres
ence which precedes it, a passage from one presence to another, 
from infinite to finite mind. More generally, we can also see here 
the rudiments of a common theory of communication, equally 
applicable to discourse between humans as between God and 
humans: a presence represents itself by means of signs which 
are then recovered by another presence. Within this system, 
remarks Jacques Derrida, 'The sign is always a sign of the Fall';2 
and from this curious observation we can begin to draw out the 
problem which will interest us, in various ways, throughout this 
study. 

2 Jacques Derrida, Of grammatology, trans. and preface Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), p. 283. 
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Before anything else, though, we need to define some of 
Derrida's key terms. Quite clearly, the concept 'sign' pre
supposes a concept of presence: a sign is always a sign of 
something present or presentable. Following Heidegger, 
Derrida grants 'presence' a very wide extension, ranging from its 
ontological sense (an object's temporal status and the determi
nation of Being as presence) to its epistemological sense (a 
subject's presence to another subject and to itself). He then 
defines 'metaphysics' as any science of presence. Specific prob
lems arising from the enormous reach that Derrida attributes to 
metaphysics will concern us later, but we need to be sure now, 
in general terms, what is claimed here and what is not. True, 
Derrida wants to argue that all metaphysics is the 'metaphysics 
of presence'; but he does not contend that metaphysics forms a 
homogeneous unity. On the contrary, he argues that there is no 
neat boundary which surrounds metaphysics, and much of his 
time is spent in showing the various ways in which that bound
ary is divided. If this is so, the question arises as to the relations 
between metaphysics and other discourses - art, history, litera
ture, politics, and so on - and the discourse of immediate 
concern here is theology. Hence our guiding question: how are 
metaphysics and theology related? 

Let us approach the question, first of all, from the side of 
theology. However it is read, the Adamic myth is a story of 
proliferating dualisms or, more precisely, proliferating hier
archies. The Fall from innocence to experience not only divides 
the world but also introduces a definite structure of value: we fall 
from an undifferentiated knowledge of good to a differentiated 
and fatal knowledge of good and evil. From God's presence we 
pass to His absence; from immediacy to mediation; from the 
perfect congruence of sign and referent to· the gap between word 
and object; from fullness of being to a lack of being; from ease 
and play to strain and labour; from purity to impurity; and from 
life to death. The list could be extended indefinitely, but instead 
we shall try to understand something of the consequences of the 
Fall, and for this we turn to Augustine, the very theologian to 
whom we owe the concept 'original sin'. After a long discussion 
of the sin in Eden, Augustine turns to consider its radical import, 
and does so by way of endorsing the ascetic rigours of the via 
negativa: 'Accordingly, two cities have been formed by two loves: 
the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; the 
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heavenly by the love of God, even to the contempt of self'. 3 After 
the Fall, Augustine says, we are creatures of pathos, living in 
exile, in what he calls a regio dissimilitudinis, a land of 
unlikeness. 4 This figure repeats the first - the earthly city is 
unlike the heavenly city - yet, when placed in context, it also 
opens out in another direction, depicting human language as a 
region of unlikeness. 5 Language, too, has fallen - from the 
proper to the figural - with the consequence that intention and 
interpretation will often fail to connect. Our difficulties control
ling tropes, their tendency to trespass over our signs, is a sign of 
our trespass of God's sign: even the scriptures can merely point 
to the truth and never incarnate it. 

If the first figure tells us something about the psychological 
burdens of the via negativa, that one must deny the self in order 
to draw close to God, the second leads to the epistemological 
problem of negative theology: how to talk properly of God when 
language can only improperly signify Him. 'Have we spoken or 
announced anything worthy of God?', Augustine asks, 'Rather I 
feel that I have done nothing but wish to speak: if I have spoken, 
I have not said what I wished to say'. 6 It is only after the Fall that 
a theology is needed. We need an account of what God is, and of 
the differences between God and us, so that we can try to do 
what God would have us do: we need, in short, to develop a 
positive theology. Yet developing an explanation of God's 
actions in the world is only one part of the task; we need to 
ponder what it is to speak of this God whose ways are not our 
ways, we need to analyse our talk of God, and this involves us in 
negative theology. Augustine is quick to reassure us that God 
accepts our praise, imperfectly expressed though it be; but his 
conception of language as fallen leads us to see that positive 
theology requires a supplement of negative theology in order to 
check that our discourse about God is, in fact, about God and not 
just about human images of God. 

3 Augustine, The city of God, trans. Marcus Dods and introd. Thomas Merton 
(New York: The Modern Library, 1950), p. 477. 

4 Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1961), Book VII, Chapter 10, pp. 146-47. 

5 This point is taken up in more detail in Margaret W. Ferguson's chaJlenging 
article, 'Saint Augustine's region of unlikeness: the crossing of exile and 
language', Georgia Review, 29 (1975), pp. 842-64. 

6 Augustine, On Christum doctrine, trans. D. W. Robertson Jr. (New York: 
Library of Liberal Arts, 1958), Book I, vi (pp. 10--11). 
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The relations between positive and negative theology, 
between the via negativa and negative theology, between nega
tive theology and Derrida's theory of supplementation- all these 
will concern us in due course, as will the status of our guiding 
concept, 'fall'. But we do not need to invoke negations of any 
kind to recognise that Christian theology is, on one level at least, 
a semiology. I do not mean this in the sense whereby Nietzsche 
dismissed moral judgement as nonsense yet allowed that 'as 
semeiotics it remains of incalculable value'. 7 I mean, rather, that 
because it regards God as a presence who, after the Fall, repre
sents Himself and is in turn represented by signs, Christian 
theology is always a study of signs. If we picture God according 
to His attributes - as omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent -
we are plainly imagining Him as a plenitude of presence, both 
ontologically and epistemologically. By dint of Adam's sin, 
though, God is for us an absent presence, and so any theology, 
whatever else it is, must also be a semiology. In natural theology 
God is approached through the natural signs of His absent 
presence, and signs are equally crucial in revealed theology. s 
'Videmus nunc per speculum in amigmate, tune autem facie ad faciem', 
wrote Paul in what is, perhaps, the single most influential 
remark on signs and faith. 'In this life we can comprehend God 
only in the mirror of faith', as one common gloss puts it; but 
another, just as common, places the accent elsewhere: 'we can 
know God only imperfectly, reflected in the mirror of language'. 
And for this reason theology must always be, in the precise 
etymological sense of the word, a speculative discourse. 

If the Fall introduced a gap between man and God, words and 
objects, thereby making signs the indispensable and imperfect 
vehicle for any knowledge, religious or otherwise, the economy 
of salvation was also worked out according to signs, specifically 
verbal signs. Thus Christ was held to be the Word of God, the 
mediator between man and God, the one perfect Sign in an 

7 Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the idols and the anti-Clzrist, trans. and ed. R. J. 
Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p. 55. 

8 Thus Karl Barth: 'He unveils Himself as the One He is by veiling Himself in a 
form which He Himself is not. He uses this form distinct from Himself, He 
uses its work and sign, in order to be objective in, with and under this form, 
and therefore to give Himself to us to be known. Revelation means the giving 
of signs.' Church dogmatics, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: 
T. and T. Clark, 1957), Vol. II, i, p. 52. 
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imperfect world of signs. Like other signs, Christ is both signifier 
and signified, body and soul. But Christ is also unlike other 
signs, for here the signified - God - is perfectly expressed in the 
signifier. He is at once inside and outside the sign system; since 
Christ is God, what He signifies is signified in and of itself: He is 
what Derrida calls a 'transcendental signified'. 9 Yet Christ is also 
a transcendental signifier. Miraculously formed, His body is 
uncontaminated by the very Fall which required the prolifer
ation of signs and the distinction between presence and the sign 
of a presence. 

The story of the Fall has been used to illuminate all manner of 
topics which have attracted philosophers. Questions concerning 
the nature of choice, obedience, guilt, the will, man's natural 
state, not to mention the origin of language, have often dilated 
around Adam and Eve. But arguably Derrida is one of only two 
philosophers who have taken the Adamic myth as providing 
some sort of explanation as to the genesis of philosophy as such. 
The other is Hegel, and a comparison and contrast between 
them is instructive. Both agree that the story illustrates that 
natural unity is disturbed from within rather than from without, 
and both agree that this is the condition of possibility for phil
osophy. For the moment, we shall remain with Hegel. 'The 
serpent was the tempter' / he remarks, 'but the truth is, that the 
step into opposition, the awakening of consciousness, follows 
from the very nature of man; and the same history repeats itself 
in every son of Adam' .10 Here, as elsewhere, Hegel affirms that 
what the story of the Fall represents figuratively as a contingent 

9 Upon Derrida's understanding, the 'transcendental signified' is an imagined 
fixed point outside the system of signification. Derrida makes it quite clear 
that God (in the Hegelian sense as pure thought thinking pure thought) is a 
paradigm of the transcendental signified: see Positions, trans. Alan Bass 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 19-20. For further 
discussion ofthe transcendental signified see Of grammatology, pp. 49-50 and 
Writing and difference, trans. and introd. Alan Bass (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1978), p. 136. 

10 G. W. F. Hegel, Logic (1830), trans. William Wallace with foreword by J. N. 
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Findlay (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), p. 43. The Hegelian removal of the 
Fall from history to a realm of transcendental truth is anticipated by Kant in 
his Religion within the limits of reason alone, trans. and introd. by Theodore M. 
Greene and Hoyt H. Hudson (New York: Harper and Row, 1934), p. 38. For a 
more detailed discussion of Hegel's account of the Fall and its philosophical 
implications see M. J. Inwood, Hegel, The Arguments of the Philosophers 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), pp. 93--112. 
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event is, in fact, a necessary event in the life of the Spirit. 11 By 
dint of an essential rupture, we pass frpm a merely natural and 
immediate unity - an abstract identity - to a disunity, and from 
instinct we pass to reason. Fallen from innocence, we seek 
knowledge and, as Hegel tells us, 'Philosophy is knowledge' .12 

The philosopher can truly affirm 0 felix culpa! for, in Hegel's 
view, the Fall not only hastens our ascent to God but does so 
through the emergence of philosophy. It is on the basis of this 
view that Hegel confidently claims that 'Philosophy is thus the 
true theodicy'. n For Hegel, the philosopher's task is the dialecti
cal sublation of this first rupture and of all consequent ruptures: 
with the Aufhebung's relentless movement of idealisation, 
identity and difference are gathered into a higher identity. 
Passing through language, through 'the sign in general', as its 
natural medium, the Spirit constitutes the sign itself as an 
identity of an identity and a difference, that is, as an identity of 
signified and signifier. 14 The sign is therefore a means whereby 
the Spirit seeks to achieve self-realisation in an ultimate pleni
tude of presence. And insofar as philosophy is the most concrete 
manifestation of this self-realisation, the sign is once more con
ceived, within philosophy, with respect to presence - as a 
passage leading to presence. 

Derrida contests neither the importance nor the historical 
necessity of seeing philosophy this way. On the contrary, he 
accords Hegel pre-eminent status as philosopher by virtue of the 
rigour and passion with which he seeks to suspend difference in 
identity, the other in the same. It is easy to understand, and to 
share, this admiration. Unlike all who preceded him, Hegel 
attempted to overcome difference within both metaphysics and 
history. Yet Hegel's is not simply a discourse against difference: 
the dialectic thinks absolute difference, makes it part of its 
trajectory, and never excludes it. The upshot of the labyrinthine 

11 See, for example, The phenomenology of mind, trans. and introd. J. B. Baillie 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 579, 771; Lectures on the philosophy of 
religion, trans. E. B. Speirs and J. Burdon Sanderson (1895; rpt. London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962), Vol. I, p. 276 and Vol. II, p. 203. 

12 Hegel, Logic, p. 44. 
13 Hegel, Lectures on the hif.tory of philosophy, trans. E. S. Haldane and Frances H. 

Simson (1892; rpt. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1955), Vol. III, p. 546. 
14 Hegel, Science of logic, trans. A. V. Miller (London: George Allen and Unwin, 

1969), p. 729. Derrida discusses this passage in 'The pit and the pyramid: 
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arguments of Book 2 of the Science of logic, 'The doctrine of 
essence', is that both identity and difference are mediated, 
within themselves, by their other, such that each contains the 
other. And if this is so, identity and difference are not finally 
different. There is a fundamental identity of identity and differ
ence, and this supplies the ground of metaphysics, taken as a 
telos or, after the fact, as an arche. 15 Difference is not eliminated 
here, but identity is revealed to be logically prior to it. What is 
worked out synchronically in the magisterial Science of logic is 
established diachronically in Hegel's various lectures on history 
and the histories of philosophy, religion and art. There Hegel 
traces the dialectic's troubled passage from abstract identity, 
through the emergence of difference (whose equivalent in Chris
tian soteriology is the Fall), to the spirit's gradual ascent to 
ultimate self-presence and self-mediating identity in God, the 
itinerarium mentis in deum. Philosophy will therefore have the 
same content as the Christian religion, yet will be cast in a 
different form. Whereas religious knowledge remains at the 
level of representation (Vorstellung), expressed in myths and 
images, philosophy seeks out their cognitive basis, the Notion 
(Begriff). So although philosophy and religion are acknowledged 
to differ they ultimately cohere in a deep identity. The dialectic 
thus proceeds in a double movement: it attempts the classical 
metaphysical exigency of resolving differences into the arche or 
the telos, and seeks to gather all history- the difference between 
the arche and the telos - into an ultimate self-present and self
mediating identity. 

While Derrida affirms the historical necessity of this idea of 
philosophy, he also argues that it can never be realised .. The fall 
from full presence, he contends, has always already occurred: 
the concept of a full presence, of an ideal self-mediating identity 
which absolutely precedes or succeeds all difference, is a delu
sion. We have seen that in the Paradiso Adam is the sole created 
being who stands outside language. He does so by determining 
language, then by escaping its determinations. And we have 

introduction to Hegel's semiology' in Margins of philosophy, trans. Alan Bass 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982). 

15 See Science of logic, Book 2, Chap. 2, Part C (esp. p. 431). Cf. Hegel's earlier 
formulation that 'the Absolute itself is the identity of identity and non
identity', The difference between Fichte's and Schelling's system of philosophy, trans. 
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also seen a patent instance of what this makes possible: that 
Adam can elicit a purely ideal meaning from Dante's mind. 
Whilst this may seem a fanciful example it is not so far removed 
from Husserl's account of meaning as a purely interior soliloquy, 
as detailed in the Logical investigations. 16 Interestingly enough, 
the first thing Husserl does is to distinguish between two kinds 
of sign, the expressive (which carries its own meaning) and the 
indicative (in which there is a gap between empirical sign and 
ideal content). And this move is followed by a concerted attempt 
to deny indicative signs an essential role in constituting 
meaning. Husserl's account of meaning, in Derrida's view, is a 
particularly rigorous instance of a far more general philosophical 
desire to explain meaning wholly by way of simples or moments 
of undivided presence. So, whether we are talking of Husserl or 
Dante, philosophical essays or literary texts, all discourse 
appears to be structured by a distinction between presence and a 
fall from presence. And one common instance of this distinction 
is between presence and sign. 

This distinction between presence and sign will serve as an 
example of Derrida's general argument. The argument has both 
a negative and a positive side: it begins as a critique of the 
'metaphysics of presence' and ends by proposing a new way of 
reading all those discourses which have been dominated by that 
metaphysics. The negative side has attracted the greater atten
tion, often being taken to be the only thing which concerns 
Derrida, so I shall take a little more time with it. Derrida wishes 
to argue two related points: that a discourse is m~taphysical to 
the extent to which it claims that presence absolutely precedes 
representation, and that this can occur in many ways and be 
phrased in many different vocabularies. For example, the 
distinction between the intelligible and the sensible may not 
always be used to promote metaphysical positions, but it 
becomes metaphysical when intelligibility is taken to mean 
'present to consciousness'. Similarly, it is possible to use the 

H. S. Harris and Walter Cerf (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1977), p. 83. 

16 Husserl draws the distinction between expression and indication in Chapter 1 
§1 of Investigation I. See his Logical hwestigations, trans. J. N. Findlay 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970). Derrida takes this distinction as 
his point of entry in Speech and phenomena, trans. and in trod. David B. Allison 
with a preface by Newton Garver (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1973). 
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Saussurian vocabulary of signifier and signified without being 
wholeheartedly committed to metaphysics, yet if one uses 'sig
nified' to mean a concept that is present to consciousness then 
one is complicit with metaphysics. A discourse is metaphysical, 
then, if the concept is fashioned as a moment of pure presence, 
and the sign as representing the concept in its absence. Within 
these terms, the sign fails to represent the concept purely and 
simply; it introduces the complicating elements of materiality 
and difference which serve to delay and defer the expected 
recovery of the concept. This, accordingly, is the basis of the 
case for valuing the concept over the sign. However, argues 
Derrida, the sign's failure is structurally determined, and this is 
the starting-point for his case against the metaphysics of 
presence. 

I begin by making two straightforward points: first, it is a 
structural characteristic of the sign that it can always be 
repeated; and second, what we mean by 'sign' is that it is what it 
is in the absence of its animating presence. Now the distinction 
between 'presence' and 'sign' is a version of the more general 
distinction between the intelligible and the sensible. Since it 
always functions in the absence of a presence, the sign has no 
self-presence by which its intelligible content can withstand the 
accidents of empirical differences. The sign always works with 
two modes of repetition: its task, as understood metaphysically, 
is to repeat its originating presence, in order that the intelligible 
be repeated in the sensible. But the sign, since it is a sign, is also 
open to being repeated itself, so the sensible mark can always be 
repeated outside its original context. Indeed, the sign cannot be 
what it is without this possibility of repetition. The first mode of 
repetition seeks to preserve the sign's intelligible content, while 
the second mode of repetition puts the identity of that intelli
gible content in jeopardy. And the problem is that the sign can 
never put that second mode of repetition out of play: the meta
physical task of the sign is forever stymied by the sign itself. 

We need to distinguish between different assumptions here. 
The first is to do with context: 'no meaning can be determined 
out of context, but no context permits saturation' .17 The second 
concerns repetition: that there is a 'logic which links repetition 

17 Derrida, 'Living on', in Harold Bloom et al., Deconstruction and criticism 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979), p. 81. 
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to alterity' .1s It is important to recognise that the second claim is 
not that a sign does change its meaning if repeated but that a 
sign's meaning is always open to change. The signature on a bank 
note, for instance, may be repeated endlessly, but its meaning 
will not change unless it is repeated in a context other than that 
of a bank note. Yet the signature is certainly open to change; its 
very structure allows for the possibility of its being repeated 
outside its original context - by a doodler or a counterfeiter, for 
example. So, the sign's meaning will in fact change only if it is 
repeated in a different context. Stated formally, Derrida's argu
ment would run as follows. No context can circumscribe a sign's 
meaning; the sign's meaning will alter if repeated in a different 
context; but the sign is structurally open to repetition: therefore, 
alterity is a structural feature of the sign. The upshot of this 
argument is that in being subject to the second mode of repe
tition, the sign must fail to perform its first and primary mode to 
the extent to which it does not signify the presence purely and 
simply. 

But surely such words as 'primary' and 'fail' are beginning to 
lose their basis as the consequences of this argument become 
evident. We have already admitted that, by dint of its structure, 
the sign can always be repeated outside its original context, and 
that the sign's intelligible content is therefore always open to 
modification. However, if this possibility is always open, it is an 
essential possibility and therefore part of the sign's structure. We 
cannot then speak of the sign's failure to repeat a presence, 
because the possibility of accidents enables the sign's intelligible 
content to emerge. And if we are to talk of primacy, we are 
obliged to ascribe it to this condition of possibility rather than to 
presence of any kind. 

The second mode of repetition will always introduce a 
remainder of signification which does not answer to the sign's 
animating presence. 'Remainder' can be misleading, however, 
for this 'improper' signification cannot be kept in isolation from 
the 'proper' signification. The possibility of the sign being 
repeated is one of its structural traits: we cannot distinguish 
between proper and improper significations upon the basis of 
the sign's identity, since that cannot be realised apart from 
repetition. Nor can we do so on the basis of an appeal to the 

18 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 315. 
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sign's animating presence, since that presence cannot restrict the 
sign's movement of repetition. We therefore have the following 
situation. The presence in question cannot be signified purely 
and simply; further, there is no fixed point of any kind which can 
help us find an angle of deviation between what is signified and 
what should be signified. In short, we must conclude that this 
pure presence has never been given to consciousness: all we can 
say is that it is a trace of a presence. And if we follow this train of 
thought to its logical conclusion, we are bound to admit that this 
trace is of a presence which has never presented itself, so that, 
strictly speaking, we must talk of a trace of a trace. Although this 
reasoning leaves us with elements to refine, plainly its conclu
sion is that there is a mode of repetition which is held to be prior 
to presence. 

From Derrida's perspective, what we have, we might say, is a 
trespass of the sign - a demonstration that what is taken to 
mark only the sign is, in fact, a determined modification of the 
enabling condition of both signs and concepts. So, the mode of 
priority with which we are concerned is that of the transcend
ental, the condition of possibility for phenomena. As the 
phenomenon of repetition is seen, after the fact, to be a modifi
cation of a transcendental, Derrida uses the one word - here, 
'repetition' - to name both the phenomenal and the tran
scendental. The foregoing argument is but one instance of a 
general strategy. Over the course of his various essays Derrida 
argues that differance, supplement, trace, and so on, are prior to 
presence; and each time he uses these words in_ both the above 
senses - a practice which can lead to some confusion, and one I 
shall later discuss. The general point, though, is clear: the sign 
trespasses over its assigned limits, thereby blurring any qualita
tive distinction between the concept and the sign. And this 
'trespass of the sign', as I have called it, is one instance of the 
general mode of critique known today as 'deconstruction'. 
According to this critique, there is not a fall from full presence 
but, as it were, a fall within presence, an inability of 'presence' 
to fulfil its promise of being able to form a ground. Full 
presence, for Derrida, is not a prelapsarian ideal or an eschato
logical hope, but an illusory goal - the illusion being that there 
is in fact something outside the sign system which can escape 
its determinations. If one accepts this, it follows that to the 
precise extent that one identifies God with full presence, as the 
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determinate origin or end of being, one's theology will fall 
within the scope of Derrida's critique. 

Without doubt, this critique of full presence has as its object 
far more than traditional Christian theology. For even if one 
rejects the proposition that there is a God, one does not thereby 
reject all appeals to full presence. Atheists can argue without 
embarrassment that meaning is delimited by an appeal to full 
presence, be it a present or presentable object or a consciousness 
whose states and internal modifications are present to itself; and 
mutatis mutandis the same sort of argument can be furnished 
with respect to being. We have seen that, for Derrida, the sign 
does not, and cannot, purely and simply represent the concept 
Now we can take 'represent' in a strong sense as 're-presenting' 
- which is, broadly, the idealist position - or in a weak sense, as 
'standing for', which is, equally broadly, the empiricist position. 
Regardless of the differences in their ontologies, both idealism 
and empiricism fall within the metaphysics of presence to the 
extent to which they characterise meaning by way of simples. 
Given that 'presence' is an epistemological as well as an onto
logical category, Derrida's critique has a very wide scope indeed, 
taking within its sights both empiricism and rationalism, realism 
and idealism - in short, as Derrida avers, philosophy and theol
ogy in their entirety. Derrida takes theology and philosophy to 
think 'a fall in general', from the primordial to the derivative, 
from presence to sign, from the proper to the figural, and so 
on;19 and it is 'the notion of 11fall'" and the entire system of which 
it is a part which forms the 'constant target' of Derrida's 
critique. 20 

It is time to pause for a moment and register the variety of 
topics which Derrida addresses under the general title of 'fall'. It 
will suffice, I think, to stay with Of grammatology, Derrida's most 
programmatic text, for here one can see a plain emphasis upon a 
commerce between the Fall and a notion of 'a fall in general'. Our 
discussion took as its starting point Derrida's remark that 'The 
sign is always a sign of the Fall', and it has led us to a number of 
metaphysical and epistemological issues. With different ends in 
view, we could have focusse~ ins~ead upon the way in which 
Derrida pictures Saussure as an Adamic figure, as the 'first man' 

19 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 63. See further Writing, p. 27. 
20 Derrida, Positions, p. 53. 
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of semiology who experiences a mixture of pleasure and guilt in 
his later, errant analyses of anagrams in Latin poetry. This sort of 
relation between interpretation and guilt could easily lead us to 
the central figure of Derrida's text, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In his 
discussion of Rousseau on the origins of society, language and 
Rousseau's own sexual desires, Derrida foregrounds the notion 
of the fall. The presumed relation between the awakening of 
sexual desire and the Fall of Adam and Eve hardly need be 
stressed. But what makes Derrida's analysis of particular 
moment is the complicity he discerns between Rousseau's 
account of the fall from sexual innocence to experience and guilt, 
man's fall from a state of innocence to a state of corruption in 
contemporary civilisation, and the fall from speech to writing as 
detailed in the Confessions and the Essay on the origin of lan
guages. it And finally we could pass, as Derrida does, from 
Rousseau to Claude Levi-Strauss, and examine the 'Rousseau
ism' of Tristes tropiques. Here Derrida fastens upon Levi-Strauss' s 
Adamic description of the Nambikwara Indians and how the 
anthropologist links writing with their fall from innocence: 
'Writing, on this its first appearance in their midst, had allied 
itself with falsehood'. 22 

We shall explore various facets of 'Adamicism' as this study 
develops, and we shall examine the force of Derrida's notion of 
'complicity' in due course; but now we will return to the meta
physical and methodological issues at hand. I have argued that 
the notion of 'fall' is for Derrida constitutive of metaphysics and 
thus passes under his critique. Even when one is not actively 
thinking a fall, to the extent to which one does not put the notion 
of 'fall' in question, one nonetheless remains within meta
physics.23 This is an extraordinary claim by any criterion and is 
all the more so when one realises how boldly Derrida has re
duced the whole of western thought to metaphysics. Even Martin 

21 See Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essay on the origin of languages, in On the origin of 
language: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essay on the origin of languages, and Johann 
Gottfried Herder, Essay on the origin of language, trans. with afterwords, John H. 
Moran and Alexander Gode (1966; rpt. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1986), Ch. 5. In his afterword to the English translation of this*say, John H. 
Moran remarks of Rousseau's work in general, that 'This e ·ology of the 
human condition, a secular version of the Fall, is the domina t theme of his 
work', p. 75. 

22 Quoted by Derrida as the epigraph to Of grammatology, II, i, p. 101. 
23 Derrida, Positions, p. 19. 
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Heidegger, whose thought is devoted to overcoming meta
physics, and who explicitly distances himself from the theologi
cal idea of the Fall, remains caught up in metaphysics in exploring 
the theme of Dasein's fall from primordial to derivative time.24 

So far we have been assuming that there is a real distinction 
between philosophy and theology, but if Derrida is right the 
discourses are fundamentally linked by the way in which they 
relate to presence and so can be gathered under the general title 
of metaphysics: 

The difference between signified and signifier belongs in a 
profound and implicit way to the totality of the great epoch 
covered by the history of metaphysics, and in a more explicit 
and more systematically articulated way to the narrower epoch 
of Christian creationism and infinitism when ~hes~ appropriate 
the resources of Greek conceptuality. 25 , 

The passage from the presence of the signified to its represen
tation in the signifier is, upon Derrida's reading, a 'fall' from the 
intelligible to the sensible. That is, the story of Adam's Fall is not 
merely a religious myth; when demythologised, by Hegel or by 
Derrida, it yields a plain statement of a philosophical state of 
affairs: that the intelligible is valued over the sensible, presence 
over representation, the simple over the complex, immediacy 
over mediation, and so forth. In each case, Derrida insists, the 
latter is implicitly taken as a fall from the former. 

Like Hegel, Derrida construes philosophy as a demythologis· 
ing of theology which is orchestrated by theology. 26 For Hegel 
this is positive: philosophy is the true theodicy; for Derrida, 

24 Thus Heidegger observes that his analysis of fallenness 'has nothing to do 
with any doctrine of the corruption of human nature or any theory of original 
sin', History of the concept of time, trans. Theodore Kisiel (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1985), p. 283. Despite this, Heidegger construes philosophy 
as a fa11 from thinking. See Derrida's remarks in Margins of philosophy, p. 63. 

25 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 13. 
26 I follow Copleston in calling Hegel's undertaking a 'demythologising' but it 

should be stressed that, unlike Bultmann (with whose name the term is now 
primarily associated), Hegel does not seek to eliminate myth from religious 
discourse. Rather, Hegel seeks to express the truth of the religious myths in a 
form adequate to their content which is, in his view, philosophy. For Hegel, 
philosophy is the allegory of theology, a notion to which we shall return in ch. 
2. See Hegel's remark on allegory in Lectures on the philosophy of religion, ed. 
Peter C. Hodgson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 399. 
Also see Copleston's remarks in his 'Hegel and the rationalization of mysti
cism', in New studies in Hegel's philosophy, ed. Warren E. Steinkraus (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p. 198 n. 28. 
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though, it is negative: philosophy merely re-thinks the 'Fall' by 
way of a 'fall in general'. Or more precisely: where Hegel thinks 
of the Fall and original sin as the provenance of philosophy, 
Derrida takes the thought of the fall from the primordial to the 
derivative to be philosophy's original sin. In fact, upon Derrida's 
analysis, there is a greater bond between theology and phil
osophy than Hegel recognised; for both discourses are estab
lished as metaphysics by dint of the structure of the sign.27 Thus 
we have, on the one hand, the claim that the sign 'by its root and 
its implications, is in all its aspects metaphysical' and, on the 
other hand, that 'the intelligible face [the signified] of the sign 
remains turned toward the word and the face of God'. 28 Indeed, 
Derrida contends that western philosophy has a particular pro
gramme - in short, 'the metaphysics of presence' - and that this 
programme is of a piece with western theology, even at those 
times when there appears to be no point of contact between 
them: 

Even when the thing, the 'referent', is not immediately related 
to the logos of a creator God where it began by being the 
spoken/thought sense, the signified has at any rate an immedi
ate relationship with the logos in general (finite or infinite), 
and a mediated one with the signifier.29 

For Derrida, then, it is not that the Hegelian demythologising 
of theology does not go far enough; it goes in precisely the 
wrong direction, from representation to pure presence, when 
the root of the problem is 'presence' itself. We must therefore 
broach the deconstruction of 'presence', and to do that we must 
focus upon what is both indispensable and threatening to it, the 
concept 'sign': 'It is thus the idea of the sign that must be 
deconstructed through a meditation upon writing which would 
merge, as it must, with the undoing [sollicitation] of onto
theology, faithfully repeating it in its totality and making it 
insecure in its most assured evidences'. 3o But the sign is always a 

27 For Hegel the sign is to be considered within psychology not metaphysics or 
theology. See his Philosophy of mind (1845), trans. William Wallace (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1971), §458 ff. Derrida discusses Hegel's semiology in 
Margins of philosophy, pp. 69-108. 

28 The first quotation is taken from Positions, p. 17 and the second from Of 
grammatology, p. 13. Derrida also remarks, in the Positions passage, that the 
sign 'is in systematic solidarity with stoic and medieval theology'. 

29 Derrida, Of grammatology, pp. 14-15. Cf. p. 73. 
30 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 73. 
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sign of the Fall. The story of the Fall shows us man's propensity 
to undo himself, while deconstruction, a discourse upon a more 
general notion of fall, shows us the propensity of linguistic 
constructs to undo themselves. 

In demonstrating that what seems to be a fall from is in fact a 
fall within, Derrida completes the negative labour of deconstruc
tion and turns towards its positive project: to develop a new way 
of reading texts, one which is utterly faithful to the letter of what 
is written. The tasks are closely related. Deconstruction involves 
a re-thinking of the history of western metaphysics; it marks that 
history by exposing the limits within which it operates, and 
exceeds it by showing that metaphysics cannot master those 
limits. These moments of excess are found within the texts of 
metaphysics, in words we shall analyse later - supplement, 
parergon, pharmakon, amongst others - and it is precisely in 
reading these words against the presuppositions of the meta
physical tradition that its limits are made visible. Yet often 
Derrida does not read a text to put pressure on western meta
physics but rather to affirm those elements forgotten or repre
ssed by previous readings. In other words, he does not stop at 
showing that a text does overrun its limits, but he explores the 
streams, the runnels and deltas which that overflow causes, 
along with the sediment it brings to the surface only to deposit 
elsewhere. Here he is not so much concerned with the notion of a 
fall as with what befalls a text, the chances and changes it 
encounters when lifted from its original context or read in other 
ways. 

What is at issue can be seen in a sentence which appears in 
many of Derrida's texts, 'La signature tombe'; it means both 'the 
signature falls' and 1the signature encrypts'. Normally, one 
thinks of the signature's rightful place as outside a text where it 
serves to gather the text into a unity, to declare the existence of an 
authorial consciousness which was the text's source, to affirm the 
author's legal right over the text - in short to control textual 
meaning. To sign a text, Derrida argues, is to declare oneself as 
an absent presence. This does not, however, indicate merely a 
provisional absence, when one happens to be unable to stand by 
the text, but a generalised absence, such as after one's death. For 
it is a structural trait of the sign that it can be repeated outside its 
original context, at any time and in any place. Or as Derrida 
boldly puts it: 'the "signature" event carries my death in that 
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event' .31 The point is that there is no authorial presence outside 
the text, signified by an appended proper name, which can 
absolutely control the text's meaning. The signature cannot 
remain outside the text, a sign of a present consciousness; it 'falls 
to the tomb', as Derrida says, leaving no firm position outside 
the text to govern interpretation of the text. An author's text is 
his or her crypt on which a proper name is emblazoned. 

Not only is the signature a name written on a crypt but also it 
becomes a crypt itself. On the face of it, the signature marks the 
place where a living author once wrote - it is a tomb; yet also it 
forms a code, a crypt, within the text. In a number of recent 
studies Derrida traces a fall from an author's proper name 
outside the text to a common name within the text. Thus in 
Derrida's study of the contemporary French writer Francis 
Ponge, Signeponge, we see that certain texts signed 'Francis 
Ponge' already have traces of that name inscribed within them. 32 

There is a. disconcerting slippage from nomination to signi
fication such that the things evoked in the text (a sponge, a 
Turkish towel, pumice stone) reverberate with the poet's proper 
name (eponge, serviette-eponge, ponce). Unable to remain wholly 
outside the text, the writer's proper name very improperly 
begins to act like any other signifier, allowing Ponge' s texts to be 
decoded along the lines of homonyms and anagrams of the 
poet's proper name. (Here Derrida could be seen as standing 
where Saussure feared to go when he abandoned his work on 
Latin anagrams.) Derrida has a philosophical thesis to propose, 
that no uninterrupted boundary can be drawn between refer
ence and meaning, but that point could be made in a few pages. 
His attention is attracted by the ways in which textual accidents 
befall proper names, how signification overruns nomination, 
exceeding it without return. The positive import of Derrida's 
theory is that nothing can be overlooked when interpreting a 
text; anything can be detached from its original context, even a 
proper name, and inscribed within another context where it 
becomes meaningful. Although the theory of the signature is a 
discourse on being - the status of the author's presence and 
absence - it is also a practice of reading. 

31 Derrida, Glas, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr and Richard Rand (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1986), 19b. 

32 Derrida, Signeponge!Signsponge, trans. Richard Rand (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1984). 
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Having explored what is at issue with deconstruction, in both 
its negative and positive aspects, and one or two of the basic 
problems it poses for theology, we return to our guiding question 
- how are metaphysics and theology related? - and pose several 
smaller questions which I shall try to answer as I continue. 

Are all theologies complicit with 'metaphysics' in Derrida's 
sense of the word? Both theology and philosophy are gathered 
under the one title of 'onto-theology' yet, unlike philosophy, the 
texts of theology are never thereafter subjected to specific critical 
inspections. While Derrida freely admits that particular philo
sophical and literary figures trouble the borders of onto
theology, the thought that the same may hold of theological 
figures is never explored. 

Are there any important differences between the deconstruc
tion of philosophy and the deconstruction of theology? Derrida 
maintains that philosophy is always a discourse on presence, and 
if that is so it is always open to deconstruction. It may well be that 
theology has also been, at least in part, a discourse on presence; 
but there does not seem to be a compelling reason why theology 
should be a discourse on presence. One could argue that the 
deconstruction of theology would consist in the deconstruction 
of that which is metaphysical in theology, a movement which 
would lead to the development of a non-metaphysical theology. 

Is it possible to read the deconstruction of theology as a 
theological process? If the Fall requires us to adopt a negative 
theology as a supplement to our positive statements about God, 
what Derrida defines as the philosophical equivalent of the Fall, 
the 'fall in general', requires a negative philosophy, a deconstruc
tion, to wrestle philosophy away from its theological model. In 
both instances, however, our focus is upon the sign: negative 
theology and deconstruction both take the sign as the harbinger 
of metaphysics, and both seek, in their different ways, to put it 
into question. So there is reason to think that, regardless of how 
deconstruction confronts theology, a dialogue between de
construction and negative theology may be possible. 

2 Clarifications 

For Dante and the long tradition he represents, interpretation is 
based upon signs which in turn hav£ their ontological basis in 
God. There is a fall from God's presence to representation, and 
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the aim of interpretation is to recover that original presence. 
More generally, the whole of history, from creation to apoca
lypse, can be viewed as a passage from one moment of full 
presence to another, an epoch of signs and interpretation. At the 
level of figuration we have an unreflective theology; its cognitive 
basis supplies a familiar metaphysics of presence - what Derrida 
insists is 'the only metaphysics';33 and it has manifest herme
neutical consequences. With regards to scripture, for example, 
when the sensus litteralis fails to yield a definite meaning in 
accordance with received doctrine, the fact that the sign's ontol
ogical basis is God's presence guarantees that God has under
written an allegorical meaning, a sensus spiritualis. If for Dante 
we have an ascending series of interpretation, signs and God, 
for Derrida we have the same series but seen as descending. The 
deconstruction of the concept 'sign' shows that conceiving the 
sign as a modification of a full presence (that is, conceiving it 
metaphysically), is neither inevitable nor rigorous. What Derrida 
effectively demonstrates is that the metaphysical conception of 
the sign is not the basis of interpretation but is an interpretation 
itself: the sign's 'ground' is argued to be interpretation, not God. 
There are different strands to this conclusion, one regional and 
one universal. We have the Saussurean point that a sign's 
expressive power derives from its relations with other signs and 
is not instituted from outside the system, by nature or God. 
There is also the Nietzschean line, that everything is always 
already an interpretation, that there is no unique transcendent 
point from which one can judge conflicting interpretations - in 
short, as Nietzsche himself puts it, that God is dead. 

The combined force of these arguments is that God no longer 
has a decisive role with respect to interpretation. And with this 
we come to the basis of the view, common enough in print but 
ubiquitous in discussions, that deconstruction has a case to 
prosecute against religious belief and against Christianity in 
particular. 'We have no trouble recognizing this [deconstruction] 
as a swipe at Christianity from arche to telos', as Schneidau puts 
it.34 Derrida's specific remarks on this topic are few and far 
between; but, it will be remembered, we are not so much con-

33 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 3. 
34 Herbert N. Schneidau, 'The word against the word: Derrida on textuality', 

Derrida and biblical studies, ed. Robert Detweiler, Semeia, 23 (1982), p. 14. 
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cerned with Derrida's intentions and individual interests as with 
the mode of critique he practises and its import for discourse on 
God. This common view takes two main forms. Eugene Good
heart talks of 'Deconstructive or anti-theological skepticism'; Eric 
Gould claims that deconstruction is 'counter-theological'; while 
Mikel Dufrenne settles with 'non-theological'. 35 There is less 
variety in the second group, for Umberto Eco, Peter Kemp and 
Mark C. Taylor agree that deconstruction is 'atheistic'. 36 There is 
a salient difference between these claims (one refers to a dis
course on belief and one to belief itself}, and I do not think that 
either is entirely satisfactory: so I shall examine the springs of 
this common view of deconstruction. And as a good deal of 
discussion in this area is beleaguered by a confusion of Derrida's 
already perplexing terms, much of my time will be taken up with 
clarifying Derrida's vocabulary. Established so far is that no 
sign-system can be grounded in a moment of presence. We have 
agreed to take 'presence' as both an ontological and an epistemo
logical category. And to deal directly with matters at hand, we 
can also agree, for now, to understand by 'ground' any presence 
which absolutely originates or terminates a sign-system. 

At a certain level of generality it is possible to discuss Derrida's 
case against onto-theology in terms of this vocabulary. 
However, for reasons I cannot weigh until later, Derrida draws 
his tools of criticism from the discourse under inspection. Key 
words - parergon, hymen, pharmakon - are not so much used for 
analysis as they are used up in the analysis. Thus the vocabulary 
of one essay differs quite markedly from that of another, not 
because Derrida is in search of a better vocabulary but because 
he values immanent critique. When reading the Critique of judge
ment, for example, Derrida organises his analysis around a word 
used by Kant, parergon, which means 'beside the work', 'hors 
d'oeuvre' or 'supplement' and which Kant uses to discuss 
frames of paintings, draperies on statues, the colonnades of 
palaces, and so on. At first sight, the discussion of parerga seems 

35 Goodheart, The skeptic disposition in contemporary criticism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), p. 13; Gould, 'Deconstruction and its discontents', 
Denver Quarterly, 15 (1980), p. 101; and Dufrenne, Le poetique (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1973), pp. 21ff. 

36 Eco, Semiotics and the philosophy of language (London: Macmi1lan Press, 1984), 
pp. 156, 163. Kemp, 'L' ethique au lendemain des victoires des atheismes', 
Revue de theologie et de philosophie, 111 (1979), passim. Taylor, Erring: a postmodern 
a/theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), p. 6. 
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marginal to the Critique of judgement. After all, Kant has far larger 
concerns at hand: to develop his cesthetic theory / he needs to 
distinguish keenly between cognitive and cesthetic judgement. 
In a characteristic move, Derrida uses the terms of Kant's dis
course on the frame to analyse how Kant frames the nature of 
judgement; and it is the lack of fit between the two which 
provides Derrida with his most illuminating remarks on the text. 
It is also characteristic that Derrida fastens upon Kant's discuss
ion of borders and frames because the German word Ka.nt means 
'edge' or 'border': Kant's proper name ~alls into his text as a 
common name, one which both organises and disorganises his 
discussion of art. The point of Derrida's analysis, here as else
where, is to show that textual meaning cannot be delimited 
wholly and homogeneously - that is, cannot be totalised - from 
within or without. 

There are particular words, though, which appear throughout 
Derrida's work, and one of the most common of these is 'text'. 
Perhaps the most straightforward way of seeing what is at issue 
here is to consider Derrida's distinction between 'book' and 
'text', two words which are usually taken to be synonymous. 
Derrida focusses ·upon the literary commonplace that the book is 
a unified whole - that it is totalised by authorial intention or by 
the reader's consciousness; then he augments this with appeals 
to the familiar metaphor that Nature is God's book, ultimately 
totalised by divine consciousness. 37 The book, in fine, is that 
writing which is totalised by a consciousness, human or divine. 
At a certain period of history - roughly co-inciding with modern
ism - there emerges a new kind of writing in which signs plainly 
cannot be totalised by concepts. It is signalled by Mallarme's 
remark to Degas, 'Ce n'est point avec des idees qu'on fait des 
sonnets, Degas, c' est avec des mots,' and experienced to its 
fullest extent in Joyce's Finnegans Wake. 38 This new writing, 
Derrida argues, challenges the metaphysical concept of the 
book, and in the lexicon of modernism it is called 'the text'. 

In considering the deconstruction of 'sign' we saw that 
Derrida's argument turns upon the disclosure of a relationship 
between 'repetition' in a phenomenal and in a transcendental 

37 For Derrida's comments upon 'the Book' see Writing, p. 10, and Dissemination, 
trans. and introd. Barbara Johnson (London: Athlone Press, 1981), p. 44. 

38 Stephane MaHarme, The poems, trans. and introd. Keith Bosley (Harmonds
worth: Penguin, 1977), p. 19. 
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sense, and that he insists upon calling both modes 'repetition'. 
The same manoeuvre can be found elsewhere in Derrida's work 
with all those categories which he holds to be systematically 
devalued with respect to an imagined plenitude of presence. 
Thus with the couples 'speech-writing', 'identity-difference' 
and 1book-text', it is 'writing', 'difference' and 'text' which are 
taken both phenomenally and transcendentally. And so, 
without retracing an argument whose general contours we have 
already marked, we can say that while Derrida uses the common 
word 'text' to signify a mode of phenomenal writing, he also 
uses it to signify the condition of possibility for both 'text' and 
'book'. 'Text' therefore has a very considerable range, but its true 
scope is even larger. This is so for two reasons. First, it is 
Derrida's contention that as 'metaphysics' names a desire rather 
than an actual state of affairs, there is in fact no such thing as a 
book: all writing is textual and, for that reason, resists total
isation. Second, just as, for Derrida, verbal signs do not exhaust 
the general category of 'sign', so too written texts do not cover 
the entire category of 'text'. The deconstruction of 'sign' leaves 
us not with a presence but with the trace of a trace; and, by the 
same token, the deconstruction of any signifying system - a 
consciousness, a society, an epoch, or whatever - leaves us with 
a text, 'a differential network, a fabric of traces referring end
lessly to something other than itself, to other differential 
traces' .39 

These different senses of 'text' should be kept in mind when 
dealing with Derrida's more aphoristic remarks such as 'There is 
nothing outside of the text'. 40 Here Derrida is not suggesting, as 
some literary critics would seem to believe, that it is improper to 
pass from a phenomenal text to the reader's or writer's life and 
thus to social and political concerns. Deconstruction is not a 
formalism. Derrida's point is merely that any knowledge one can 

39 'Living on', p. 84. For Derrida's insistence that 'text' is not reducible to 
'written text', see further down p. 84 and Positions, p. 44. Derrida's broad 
sense of 'text' is not only a consequence of his broad sense of 'sign', it is also 
anticipated by Freud's usage. Thus Ricreur's remark upon Freud: 'For him, 
interpretation is concerned not only with a scripture or writing but with any 
set of signs that may be taken as a text to decipher, hence a dream or neurotic 
symptom, as well as a ritual, myth, work of art, or a belief', Freud and 
philosophy, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), 
p.26. 

40 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 158. 
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glean of the writer's life and intentions will not provide one with 
a privileged point of access to the text; it will involve one in yet 
another network, such as, for example, the writer's various 
relations with other writers, living and dead, the writer's con
struction of a text of history, as well as the various texts in which 
the writer is always already inscribed. The doctrine that there is 
nothing outside the text is neither esoteric nor difficult: it is 
merely that there is no knowledge, of which we can speak, 
which is unmediated. What Derrida adds to this familiar episte
mological thesis is the contention that this knowledge is always 
in a state of being constituted and never arrives at a state of final 
constitution: there is no immediacy, even in mediation; no self
identity, even in difference. And what distinguishes Derrida 
from others, such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who hold this 
view, is not so much a matter of position as a matter of 
thoroughgoing detection. For Derrida locates the desire for 
immediacy and self-identity even in texts by those writers 
(Husserl, Heidegger, Lacan, Levinas, and so on) who claim to 
pass beyond the metaphysics of presence, as well as locating 
textual strata in the classical texts of metaphysics (by Plato and 
Hegel) which put their claims into question. 

I am now in a position to state what I take to be Derrida's basic 
contention, and to do so in straightforward terms. It is this: no 
text can be totalised from within or without, and this is so by dint 
of the conditions of possibility for textuality. And the question to 
which we can turn is how it can be argued, on the basis of this 
contention, that deconstruction is 'non-theological' or 'atheistic'. 
We can begin by eliminating one common misconception. The 
deconstruction of a binary couple such as 'presence-absence' 
does not make any claim as to the validity of the use of that 
opposition in an empirical or ideal situation. If I wear my grey 
jacket it is empirically present to me, and if I have it dry-cleaned 
it is empirically absent from me, as the receipt will signify. At 
this level, there is no question of whether my jacket is present or 
absent. Deconstruction comes into play here only when I try to 
take my sense impressions as moments of simple presence on 
the basis of which experience as such can be explained. Simi
larly, deconstruction can make no claim as to the reality or 
non-reality of God, but it will come into operation if I use 'God' 
to ground my account of phenomena; and this is so as long as I 
regard God as the highest being and the ground of being. I shall 
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refine this account by seeing how deconstruction comports with 
several common views of atheism. 

The first account of atheism to heed is also the one which 
makes the strongest claim. Ernest Nagel formulates it as follows: 
'I shall understand by "atheism" a critique and a denial of the 
major claims of all varieties of theism' .41 From what we have 
already encountered, deconstruction plainly offers a critique of 
one of theism's longstanding claims, that God is the ground of 
all meaning. More generally, it puts in question a good deal of 
the vocabulary of presence which theists habitually use to talk of 
God. Nagel is not entirely clear if a critique of theism should lead 
one to deny it or if the denial is in addition to the critique, but 
either way deconstruction does not fit the picture. Deconstruc
tion offers a critique of theism, to be sure, but it is directed to the 
'ism' rather than the 'theos'; that is, it offers a critique of the use 
to which ~God' is put, but does not make any claim whatsoever 
about the reality of God. In fact, to the extent to which 
deconstruction is a critique of theism it is also a critique of any 
discourse which denies there is a God.42 To press a useful 
distinction into service: deconstruction is a 'general critique' - it 
addresses the general conditions of establishing a consistent and 
complete account-whereas what Nagel has in mind is a 'restric
ted critique', one which addresses the specificity of a discourse's 
claims. So if we call a position 'atheistic' by virtue of the fact that 
it offers a critique of theism or because it denies that there is a God, 
we cannot properly attach this label to deconstruction. 

But a position can be called atheistic on other grounds, for 
example if the notion of God is entirely incompatible with the 
views it advances. And this is the case, I take it, with Jean-Paul 
Sartre who would want to claim that the Christian God is in-

41 Nagel, 'Philosophical concepts of atheism', in Critiques of God, ed. Peter 
Angeles (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1976), p. 4. 

42 Derrida makes the point that this mode of atheism is itself 'metaphysical' and 
'theological' in his sense of the .terms. See Of grammatology, p. 323 n. 3. We 
know, too, that while Derrida contends that uncritical valuing of the signified 
is theistic (Of grammatology, p. 13) he also claims that the prizing of the 
signifier is atheistic (Dissemination, p. 54). As Derrida emphasises time and 
again, deconstruction does not consist in a simple reversal of the signified
signifier hierarchy (which would be necessary to establish deconstruction as 
atheistic) but it also requires a phase of displacement; and this supports my 
case that deconstruction is neither theistic nor atheistic in any normal sense of 
the words. For Derrida's emphasis see, for example,· Dissemination, p. 6 and 
Positions, pp. 41-42. 
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compatible with human freedom as he conceives it. From what 
we know of deconstruction it is plain that it is not atheistic in this 
sense, for there is no view about being or meaning or morality 
that it positively asserts. It may be that individual deconstruc
tionists hold views which they do think are incompatible with 
the idea of God, but they hold these on social, moral or other 
grounds, and not by dint of a commitment to deconstruction. 
And mutatis mutandis, it may be that individual deconstruction
ists do believe in God though not, of course, the God who 
functions as a transcendental signified. It is not inconsistent to 
argue that no theory can be totalised and that some views have 
more coercive power than others. One may think, for example, 
that there is more to be said for the philosophical view that there 
are no simples than for the view that there are simples, whilst at 
the same time holding the metaphilosophical view that neither 
account is free from problems generated by its own will to 
totalise and, further, that no such account is corrigible. And this, 
I contend, is exactly Derrida's view. To relate this to the issue at 
hand, one may hold that there is a God but that there is no 
concept of God to which one can appeal that can ground one's 
discourse about God or the world. 

A third, and equally important, inflection of atheism is found 
in the work of Emmanuel Levinas. To be an utterly separate 
being, enclosed within the self and therefore outside the ethical 
life, is to be an atheist. This is the soul's natural state, its mode of 
positing itself, which precedes both the affirmation and the 
denial of the divine. 43 Here atheism is not necessarily to be 
distinguished from theism, for in Levinas's terms much religious 
belief is itself prior to the revelation of God. By this Levinas 
means that many religious people fail to recognise that God 
reveals Himself only in the other person, as irreducibly Other, 
and portray Him instead as a being able to be described by 
philosophical language. While it would be premature to call this 
a deconstructive way of conceiving atheism - the notion of a 
soul's 'natural state' would have to come under inspection - it is 
not incompatible with deconstruction. More immediately useful, 
however, is Martin Heidegger's view that 'Philosophical 
research is and remains atheism' by which he means that while 

43 Levinas, Totality and infinity: an essay on exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1979), p. 58. 
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philosophy does not deny the reality of God it equally does not 
presuppose God. 44 One can agree with Heidegger here without 
committing the philosopher as individual agent to atheism: as 
Pascal shows, it is possible to believe in God and not explicitly 
appeal in one's theoretical work to notions such as causa omnium, 
causa causans, causa sui and so on. In this sense, then, deconstruc
tion ~an be taken as atheistic. 

Let us pursue this matter by returning to Derrida's distinction 
between 'book' and 'text'. 'Here or there we have discerned 
writing: a nonsymmetrical division designated on the one hand 
the closure of the book, and on the other the opening of the text', 
he begins. 'On the one hand the theological encyclopedia and, 
modeled upon it, the book of man. On the other a fabric of traces 
marking the disappearance of an exceeded God or of an erased 
man' .4s This brings us to the basis of Derrida's usage of 'God' 
and 'theology'. We need not endorse Pascal's sharp distinction 
between the God of the philosophers and the God of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob to recognise that Derrida is more concerned with 
the former than with the latter. It is not that Derrida addresses 
himself to a being that is posited rather than to a Father who is 
trusted, but that he is concerned with how God has been made 
to function in philosophical and theological systems. Before the 
Age of Reason, God was generally accorded both an ontological 
and an epistemological function, as the fans et origo of all that is 
and as the guarantor of determinate meaning. Thereafter, God's 
epistemological function passed to man, initially by means of the 
Cartesian cogito and subsequently by means of the Kantian tran
scendental subject. If we stress the notion of God's function in 
human systems, the controversy between theism and human
ism can be pictured as 'a controversy between theism and 
anthropotheism', as Merleau-Ponty nicely puts it.46 For Derrida 
as for Merleau-Ponty the issue is not that one must choose 
between God and man, between theism and atheism, but rather 
that one must question the assumption that either can ground an 
adequate account of being in general and of man in particular. 
Derrida's quarry is the notion of totalisation, and he closes on 

44 Heidegger, History of the concept of time, p. 80. 
45 Writing, p. 294. Cf. '[The book] is the encyclopedic protection of theology and 

of logocentrism against the disruption of writing ... ', Of grammatology, p. 18. 
46 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, In praise of philosophy, trans. John Wild and James M. 

Edie (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1963), p. 43. 
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God only to the extent that God has been taken to function as a 
means of totalisation. 47 So if we understand 'theism' to have an 
unavoidable reference to a determinate centre, and deconstruc
tion to demonstrate that no centre, in any structure, can be 
determinate, we may say in this sense, and only in this sense, 
that deconstruction is atheistic. But it needs to be stressed that 
we are dealing here with a functional usage of 'God' and not 
with belief in God; and with this we pass to the potentially less 
misleading designation 'non-theological'. 

In Derrida's distinction between 'book' and 'text' it is the book 
which is viewed as theological and the text which is implicitly 
seen as non-theological. So as deconstruction insists that there 
are no books, only texts, it can be called 'non-theological'. But 
this hardly gets us far: what we need to know is why Derrida 
associates the book with theology, and how useful this associ
ation is. Derrida points us to Curtius who shows with exemplary 
scholarship how the topos of the book is more intimately related 
to Christianity than to any other movement, religious or other
wise. 48 Before anything else, the notion of the 'book' as a totality 
derives from early medieval images of the Bible as 'God's book' 
in which all the mysteries of the universe are written: the Bible is 
the book of books. 49 The point of this book symbolism is evident 
in Dante's lines describing the moment when, at last in the 
Empyrean, he turns to look at God. Within the 'eternal light' he 
sees 'ingathered, bound by love in one volume, the scattered 

47 Derrida is clear how 'God' is to be understood in his writings: 'God is the 
name and the element of that which makes possible an absolutely pure and 
absolutely self-present self-knowledge', Of grammatology, p. 98. Also see, 
with regards to function, the discussion of Derrida's original presentation of 
'Structure, sign and play in the discourse of the human sciences', most 
notably the following comment on the function of the centre: 'I believe that 
the center is a function, not a being - a reality, but a function. And this 
function is absolutely indispensable', in The structuralist controversy, eds., 
Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1972), p. 271. 

48 E. R. Curtius, European literature and the Latin middle ages, trans. W. R. Trask 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1953), Ch. 16 'The book as symbol'. 
Derrida refers us to Curtius in Of grammatology, p. 15. 

49 See J. Gellrich, The idea of the book in the middle ages (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1985), Ch. 1. Ge1lrich lists several biblical figures of God as an Author: 
'the biblical tablets are "written with the finger of God" (Exod. 31.18), his 
"tongue" is a "pen" (Ps. 45.2), and the "heavens" are a "book" (Apoc. 6.14)', 
pp. 33-34. For further discussion of the relation between 'book' and 'Bible' 
see Taylor, Erring, Ch. 4. 

30 



Clarifications 

leaves of all the universe'. 50 Here the image of the book is used to 
affirm that all apparent differences are ultimately unified in God: 
so 'book' is an image of totalisation. Derrida takes the model, of 
the book to be the 'theological encyclopedia', a formulation we 
can refine by reference to d' Alembert's preliminary discourse on 
the Encyclopedie. 'The general system of the sciences and arts is a 
labyrinth', d' Alembert remarks, and what he offers the reader is 
an overview of this labyrinth. The Encyclopedie would place 'the 
philosopher above this vast labyrinth in a very elevated point of 
perspective which would enable him to view with a single glance 
his object of speculation and those operations which he can 
perform on those objects to distinguish the general branches of 
human knowledge and the points dividing it and uniting it and 
even to detect at times the secret paths which unite it.'51 It is well 
known that the Encyclopedie slights Christian doctrine. What is 
'theological' about the encyclopedia is its offer of this God's eye 
view of the labyrinth of human knowledge, its positing of a 
secure point for totalisation, or, in other words, a transcendental 
signified. It is this ambition to read the world, from the vantage 
point of reason, that animated Leibniz's dream of an encyclope
dia. 52 And this ambition is raised to its highest pitch when, in his 
Encyklopiidie, Hegel tries to grasp this point in the presentation of 
absolute knowledge. 

50 Paradiso, Canto XXXIII, lines 85-88. Curtius cites this passage on p. 332. A 
similar emphasis upon the book as an image of totality may be found in Hugh 
of St Victor's figure that universal history is a book in three parts (lex naturalis, 
lex scripta and tempus gratiae). See Gellrich, The idea of the book, p. 34. 

51 Cited by Umberto Eco in his Semiotics and the philosophy of language, p. 83. The 
totalising aspect of the encyclopedia is suggested by Charles Bonnet: 'I 
delight in envisaging the innumerable multitude of Worl~s as so many books 
which, when col1ected together, compose the immense Library of the Uni
verse or the true Universal Encylop~dia. I q~nceive that the marvellous 
gradation that exists between these different worlds facilitates in superior 
intelligences, to whom it has been given to traverse or rather to read them, 
the acquisition of truths of every kind, which it encompasses, and instils in 
their understanding that order and that concatenation which are its principal 
beauty. But these celestial Encyclopredists do not all possess the Encyclopre
dia of the Universe to the same degree; some possess only a few branches of 
it, others possess a greater number, others grasp even more still; but all have 
eternity in which to increase and perfect their learning and develop all their 
faculties'. Quoted by Michel Foucault, The order of things: an archaeology of the 
human sciences (London: Tavistock,1970), pp. 85-86. 

52 See Derrida's remarks upon Leibniz and the concept of 'the Book' in Writing, 
p. 10. For Leibniz's comments on 'the Book', see his Theodicy, trans. L. M. 
Huggard (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), pp. 371-72. 
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I can now be quite precise in saying what 'theological' means 
for Derrida: any claim that a text is or can be totalised is theo
logical. Thus in an interview Derrida talks, as I have when 
discussing totalisation, of 'the theological presence of a center' 
and, in another interview, of 'the motif of homogeneity, the 
theological motif par excellence'. 53 The word 'theological' per
tains, then, to the use of any vocabulary in which meaning or 
being is said to be wholly resolved by reference to an origin, end, 
centre or ground. Once more we turn to Hegel for a clear 
instance: 'God is the beginning and end of all things', he claims, 
'God is the sacred center, which animates and inspires all 
things'. 54 These particular words are drawn from the vocabulary 
traditionally associated with the God of the philosophers, but 
some qualifications are necessary lest we jump to a hasty conclu
sion in this regard. We do not need 'God' in a discourse for it to 
be 'theological' in Derrida's sense; all we need is something 
which functions as an agent of totalisation, and that can be 'man', 
'Being', 'substance', 'impression', 'Form', 'logical atom', and so 
forth. If this is so, 'theological' and 'metaphysical' are convert
ible words in Derrida's lexicon, and it is evident that Derrida's 
usage of 'theology' is far closer to its original Greek sense, as the 
study of the being of the ground, than to its other, more 
common meaning, as the study of man's relationship in faith 
with God. 55 Also, we should not be too quick to designate the 
philosophical concept of God as the sole object of Derrida's 
critique and thereby uncritically align ourselves with Pascal. For 
this 'vocabulary of presence', as I shall call it, is not wholly 
distinct from that of Biblical theology. There God is pictured as 
Creator and Judge, whose self-designation is '1 AM THAT 1 AM', 

and it would be difficult to disentangle these notions from those 
of 'origin', 'end' and 'self-identity'. Even those theologies which 
seem to be at the furthest possible remove from philosophy are 

53 Derrida, Positions, p. 14 and p. 64. 
54 Lectures on the philosophy of religion (ed. P. C. Hodgson), Vol. 1, p. 150. 
55 Derrida's use of 'theology' thus follows Heidegger's practice: 'when we speak 

here of "theological" and "theology" we must remember that the word and 
concept "theology" did not first grow in the framework and service of an 
ecclesiastical system of faith, but within philosophy. There is relatively late 
evidence of the word theologia for the first time in Plato: mythologia: this word 
does not occur at all in the New Testament.' Heidegger, Schelling's treatise on 
the essence of human freedom, trans. Joan Stambaugh (Athens, Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 1985), p. 50. 
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nonetheless informed by the vocabulary of presence, as the 
following indicate: 'bodily incarnation', 'real presence', 'pres
ence of the risen Lord', 'second coming'. So when the first 
vocabulary is called into question, the second does not entirely 
escape - a situation which will interest me later. 

To return to the final point of clarification. 'Theological', like 
'metaphysical' describes a desire for totality, and so a discourse 
may be called 'non-theological' if it seeks to resist totalisation, 
that is, if it does not attempt to reduce its heterogeneity. But as 
'theological' has exactly the same conceptual scope as 'meta
physical' why, one wonders, does Derrida insist upon the word? 
If the situation were entirely conceptual, a more apt word than 
either would be 'monological', for Derrida's quarry is total
isation. The terms for the deconstruction of the metaphysics of 
presence are given to us within history. The phenomenal text, as 
found in the modernist period, is required before one can pose 
the problematic arising from the transcendental sense of 'text'; 
and the same is true of "writing'. Without the attempt by William 
Warburton and others to establish the study of writing -
grammatology- as a positive science in the eighteenth century, 
there could be no speculative grammatology today. However, 
Derrida argues, the emergence of grammatology as a positive 
science was frustrated by the religious belief that writing was 
naturally instituted by God: hence a certain antipathy on 
Derrida's part with respect to theology. 56 There is also reason to 
acknowledge the fact that theology, once queen of the sciences, 
has been taken to provide a model - often unconscious - for the 
newer discourses. Mill's moral sciences are all seen, in Derrida's 
eyes, to be haunted, in form if not in content, by the ghost of 
theology. And in this Derrida is close to a common complaint of 
analytic philosophers: I mean the sort of reservation Russell 
expresses when led to doubt if the idea of philosophy 'as a study 
distinct from science and possessed of a method of its own, is 
anything more than an unfortunate legacy from theology'.s7 

The words 'God' and 'theological' are used by Derrida in a 
way that is at once more specific and more general than is 
ordinarily so. There is no particular case proposed against theol-

56 Derrida, Of grammatology, pp. 75ff. 
57 Bertrand Russell, Logic and knowledge: essays 1901-1950, ed. R. C. Marsh 

(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1956), p. 325. 
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ogy, but theology is included within a general critique. Any 
theology that fashions God just from the vocabulary of presence 
will be shown to founder upon its own foundation; and this 
leads us to ask if deconstruction attacks theology from any other 
directions. We have also seen that 'theological' is a synonym for 
'metaphysical' in Derrida's lexicon, and this prompts the related 
question, to be taken up shortly, if it is the case, as Derrida 
implies, that all theology is 'theological'? 

3 Odium theologice 

Sometimes one can see further by looking to one side rather than 
straight ahead. So I shall begin by examining not a passage by 
Derrida but by a writer who, at one period of his career, was 
heavily influenced by the programme and vocabulary of 
deconstruction: Roland Barthes. And I wish to probe Barthes 
partly because we see, in the following passage, a particularly 
clear instance of one interpretation of the force of deconstruc
tion, and partly because passages such as this are often invoked 
as indicating the inevitable theological implications of de
construction. 'We know now', Barthes writes, 'that a text is 
not a line of words releasing a single "theologicar' meaning (the 
"message" of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in 
which a variety of writings, none of them original.. blend and 
clash'. 58 So far deconstruction has been presented as a practice of 
reading, but the deeper implications of this practice are soon 
drawn out: 

In the multiplicity of writing, everything is to be disentangled, 
nothing deciphered; the structure can be followed, 'run' (like the 
thread of a stocking) at every point and at every level, but there 
is nothing beneath: the space of writing is to be ranged over, 
not pierced; writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to 
evaporate it, carrying out a systematic exemption of meaning. 
In precisely this way literature (it would be better from now on 
to say writing), by refusing to assign a 'secret', an ultimate 
meaning, to the text (and to the world as text), liberates what 
may be called an anti-theological activity, an activity that is 
truly revolutionary since to refuse to fix meaning is, in the end, 
to refuse God and his hypostases - reason, science, law. 59 

58 Barthes, 'The death of the author', in Image, music, text, trans. Stephen Heath 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), p. 146. 

59 Barthes, 'The death of the author', p. 147. 
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Barthes's case is based upon the familiar conceptual model of 
interpretation, signs and God. All attempts to arrive at a deter
minate meaning- that is, all attempts to totalise a text- are held 
to be theological insofar as they assume, at one level or another, 
that the sign is ultimately grounded in a pure self-presence. And 
so the demonstration that in any given text there is a remainder 
of signification which escapes any conjectured circumscription, 
is taken to be an anti-theological activity. It is unclear, however, 
exactly what force is to be attributed to the notion of refusing 
'God and his hypostases'. Barthes's argument can be formalised 
along the following lines. The theist's position is presented as 'If 
there is a God, then a determinate meaning can be found for any 
given text' to which Barthes replies, 'If I can show you that, in 
any given text, meaning is structurally indeterminate, then this 
is in effect a denial of God'. Barthes' s reply need not worry the 
theist since, even if we accept his premise, the conditional 'If- q 
then - p' may be deduced from 'If p then q'. So Barthes's case 
goes no way toward establishing an argument against the theist. 
However, perhaps the force of 'refuse' is not to be taken quite so 
strictly; perhaps Barthes's aim lies not so much in making out a 
case against theism but in developing another vocabulary for 
interpretation, one in which 'God' plays no important role. 

This view finds some support in Barthes's comments on 
western and eastern attitudes toward the sign, offered during an 
interview with L'Express. After explaining the characteristically 
Derridean point that in a dictionary any signified is also in the 
position of a signifier, Barthes remarks that 'in the West there 
comes a point when the dictionary, or, if you prefer, the inven
tory of everything in the world, comes to a halt with God, who is 
the keystone in the arch, since God can only be a signified, never 
a signifier: how could God ever mean anything beside him
self?'60 We pick up his thread with the following remarks: 'All 
civilizations in which monotheism plays a role are necessarily 
under the constraint of monism; they stop the play of signs at 
some definite point. And that is the structural constraint of our 

60 'L'Express ta1ks with RoJand Barthes' (L'Express, May 31, 1970) in R. Barthes, 
The grain of the voice, trans. Linda Coverdale (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985), 
p. 99. Barthes maintains that 'the metaphysical or semantic definition of 
theology is to postulate the ultimate Signified' in 'L' analyse structural du 
recit: a propos d' Actes X-XI' I in Exegese et hermeneutique, ed. Xavier Leon-
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civilization'. 61 'Monism' is used strangely here. What about 
Catholics, such as Descartes, who were firm dualists? Or, again, 
what about Plotinus - whose influence on Christian theology 
surely needs no testimony - who held the doctrine of the 
Indeterminate Dyad? The situation Barthes describes here is not 
monism at all but monogenesis. 

Christian theology, with its doctrinal emphasis upon purity of 
origins - creatio ex nihilo, Mary's immaculate conception and 
Jesus's virginal conception - stands as a paradigm of the meta
physics of presence, so much so that Derrida can talk, in the one 
breath, of 'the philosophical or Christian idea of pure origin'. 62 

Now as we know, Derrida argues that the weak link in the con
ceptual chain 'interpretation- sign-God' is the middle term, the 
upshot being that we must take interpretation, not God, as the 
originary term, with all the linguistic and conceptual paradoxes 
that this involves. Quite plainly, 'interpretation' will differ in 
meaning depending upon whether the chain is read as 
ascending or descending. If God is taken as fons et origo, inter
pretation is to be conceived along the lines of recovery and fall. 
But if 'interpretation' is taken to precede 'sign', it is to be 
regarded - so Derrida and Barthes contend - as groundless play 
and affirmation. Meaning, Derrida tells us, 'is a function of play, 
is inscribed in a certain place in the configuration of a meaning
less play' .63 We can postpone a discussion of play to later in 
this study; but we need now to clarify the status of 'God' in the 
new model of interpretation. 

The new model of interpretation draws its vocabulary from 
the old model, but the import of the immanent critique which 
leads Derrida to establish the new model is that the concepts of 
the new model are prior to those of the old model. The diffi
culty, however, is that the new model puts into question pre
cisely those words such as 'origin' and 'priority' which it needs 
to claim for its own. Derrida is therefore forced to adopt para
doxical formulations such as 'non-originary origin', that is, to 
use the discourse of phenomenality to talk about the condition 
of possibility of phenomena. This is so with all Derrida's hinge 
words: ecriture, differance, trace, repetition, jeu, supplement, and so 

Dufour (Paris: Seuil, 1971), p. 201. For Derrida's similar comments see, for 
example, Positions, p. 20. 

61 'L'Express talks with Roland Barthes', p. 99. 62 Derrida, Writing, p. 248. 
63 Derrida, Writing, p. 260. 
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forth. 64 Now at the level of the transcendental we have a mode of 
difference which precedes the notion of identity; it cannot be 
recuperated by identity, as in Hegel's formulation; it is difference 
as such or, in Derrida's radical refinement, differance. Since it 
precedes all relation to presence or identity, differance can be 
neither self-present nor self-identical; it is never constituted, 
only ever constituting: thus Derrida's talk of the play of differance. 
Although we write the word 'differance' and use it as a concept, 
as I am doing here and now, what the word signifies in fact is the 
enabling condition of conceptuality. All concepts, and hence all 
meaning, are a function of differance; and this obviously holds 
true for the concept of God. 

It is from this point that the deconstructive challenge to theol
ogy is made. Its main line of attack is the critique of functional 
transcendence; but Derrida's general critique ramifies into 
various argument$, which I shall sketch now and examine later. 
To begin with, we have the basis of a genetic critique of theism; 
and this, I take it, is the import of Derrida's somewhat opaque 
question to Emmanuel Levinas: 'and if God was an effect of the 
trace?'65 It is perfectly plain, however, that God cannot be an 
effect of differance: although it sounds far less dramatic, what 
Derrida can only mean is that the concept of God is an effect of the 
trace. The deconstruction of theism will show, consequently, 
that 'God', as used at any point and time of history, is a construc
tion. This may count against arguments for God's ex~stence, such 
as Descartes's, which depend upon the idea of God being 
implanted in the mind, but it hardly counts against belief in God. 
After all, how we get the idea of something and if that idea is 
true are entirely different matters, as are arguments that God 
exists and confessions of belief in God. 

This final distinction may lead one to object that Derrida 
assumes that God is a being or is Being itself, whereas God is 
wholly other than both beings and Being, and so Derrida misses 
the entire animus of theism, God's infinite otherness. In point of 

64 Consider the following: 'The (pure) trace is differance' (Of grammatology, 
p. 62); 'The pharmakon is that dangerous supplement' (Dissemination, p. 110); 
'this movement of play .. .is the movement of supplementarity' (Writing, 
p. 289); 'The same is here called supplement, another name for differance' (Of 
grammatology, p. 150}; 'It is a question, rather, of producing a new concept of 
writing. This concept can be called gram or differance' (Positions, p. 26). 

65 Derrida, Writing, p. 108. 
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fact, however, Derrida's critique of theism is -based precisely 
upon these views, as expressed by Levinas in Totality and 
infinity. Levinas sets the infinite value of the Other against the 
totality of the Hegelian Same; but, as Derrida argues, to do this is 
precisely to play into Hegel's hands. There is no basis for 
Levinas's assumption that totality is finite and unsurpassable; 
the point of the Aufhebwzg is that it does not destroy but conser
ves otherness in the dialectical sublation of the Same and the 
Other. 66 

In addition, the deconstructive case is conducted with respect 
to content and form. The main thrust of Derrida's attack is 
levelled at the reference to a determinate centre in theism. That 
is, theism is understood as belief in a centre, and theology is 
consequently seen as a thetic discourse. But as both Barthes and 
Derridp make plain, they refuse to fix textual meaning in specific 
theses; and the playfulness of their discourses is intended as an 
anti-theological gesture. We can postpone the difficulties with 
this particular case until we have investigated the force of 'play', 
and return instead to the more general argument of which it is a 
part. I mean, of course, the view to which our discussion of 
Barthes has led us: that deconstruction at once discredits an old 
vocabulary, ineluctably linked with theology, and urges us to 
accept a new vocabulary which does not do without the old but 
situates it with respect to the new. Thus the concepts upon 
which classical discourse on God has been founded - 'origin', 
'end', 'self-identity', and so forth - are shown, not speculatively 
but as the result of specific readings, to be incapable of providing 
such a foundation. In this sense, theology is shown to founder 
upon its own foundation, though whether this is theology's only 
foundation and whether theology needs such a foundation are 
questions to place on notice. 

Still, before I pass to other topics it would be useful to register 
the differences between the two general models that have regu
lated my discussion throughout this chapter. By dint of an 
immanent critique we pass from a model in which signification 
depends upon the positing of a transcendental ground, and in 
which interpretation can be construed only by way of a fall, to a 
model in which chance, what befalls a sign, is a condition of 
possibility for signification in general. We pass from a model in 

66 Derrida, Writing, p. 120. 
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which there is a fundamental d_i{f~rence ~et"Y'~e.n a ~ign and the 
sign of a sign to one in which there is no basfs for a qualitative 
distinction between 'original' and 'counterfeit'. More generally, 
we pass from a discourse upon the 'ground' to one upon the 
'groundless'. We do not have, in any significant sense, a case for 
atheism; but if we accept Derrida's analysis of the relation 
between presence and sign, as I think we must, we do have to 
recognise that a good deal of the traditional doctrinal content 
attached to 'God' is put under critical pressure. 

There are different ways of responding to this recognition. So 
far I have been guided by the commonly accepted view that 
deconstruction exhibits an odium theologicr, that it furnishes a 
powerful critique of the possibility of theology. Those who pro
pound this view generally take deconstruction as the late_st and 
most refined instance of Nietzs_che's att~~~ against western 
morality, philosophy and religion. Deconstruction has theref9re 
become aligned with the slogan 'God is dead', and while there is 
some reason for this association it is. a~so, in many ways, a 
misalliance. For as this discussion has shown, deconstruction 

• '.J. • 

provides a critique not of theology as such but of the qte.t?-
physical element within theology and, for that matter, within 
any discourse. If we take 'God is dead' to be a state~e~t ab_out 
the impossibility of locating a transcendent point which can 
serve as a ground for discourse, then deconstruction is indee~ a 
discourse on God's death. But if we take 'God is dead' to be a 
formula for unbeli~f or disb~Iief, th~n there is ~o"reason at a.If to 
link it with deconstruction. With this distinction in mind, I turn 
to a completely different reading of deconstruction, one in which 
the links between deconstruction and theology are positive 
rather than negative. 
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Deconstruction otherwise 

Introduction 

The first chapter described vvhat the relationship behveen 
deconstruction and theology is commonly taken to be and 'What 
reasons there are for holding this vielv. Hovvever, in trying to be 
predse about the n1atter at hand I had to raise but leave un
examined a number of issues which ncnv demand darification. I 
ha\ie had recourse, for example, to Pascal's distinction behveen 
the God of the philosophers and the God of r\braham, Isaac and 
Jacob; and I have made use of Nietzsche's statement 'God is 
dead'. The conjunction of Pascal's distinction and Nietzsche's 
statement inevitably leads one to ask, 'But which God is dead?' 
While no one doubts what Pascars ans\ver \vould be, there is a 
general lack of agreement as to ho\v Nietzsche "''ould reply. 
There are those, for instance, who regard Nietzsche as diag
nosing a malaise in Christendom: real belief in the God of 
Christianity is dead, and so the Christian God has lost all puwer 
over the determination of man. 1 Others understand Nietzsche to 
affirm that Christian moraUtv has been so discredited, both from 

~ ' 

\Vithin and vvithout, that it can no longer be endorsed by a 
serious n1oral agent 2 Still others a,pproach the text from 
Nietzsche's epistemology, seeing it as a terse denial that there 
can be any firm ground for our kno\vledge of ourselves and our 

1 See, for example, Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, VoL rv, trans. Frank A. 
Capuzzi, ed. D. F. Krell (San Frandsco: Harper and Row, 1982), p. 4. Hei~ 
de:gger distinguishes between Christend{ml ·~ a cultural and intellectual move
ment - and Christianity, a relationship in faith with God, 

2 "'God is dead", . , Nietzsche's heart \vas not in contesting the existe:m::e of 
. ~ 

God, or in the other arguments to which we have referred. His central attack, 
into lvhkh he flung himself with all his force, was upon ·what he called 
Christian morality.' KarJ Barth, Church dogm.ath.:s, Vol. 3 'The doctrine of - ~ ... ' ' n t' 2 · '>''.'}8 Cfe'ih.1-0n, rar , p. 4;._J., 
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world. 3 Finally, there is a small number of critics who see in 
Nietzsche's aphorism an attempt to jolt us out of received con
ceptions of God so that we may begin our quest for the God who 
is beyond all human categories of good and evil, beyond all 
human notions of being and non-being. 

There would be little point in trying to forge a positive link 
between Pascal and Nietzsche. The most that can usefully be 
said is that each rejects the God of the philosophers, though for 
quite different reasons and for very different ends. Still, the 
various senses in which the word 'God' is used by Pascal, 
Nietzsche and their commentators reminds us that few words 
are more overdetermined than this one. It is not just that 'God' 
tends to play different roles in philosophy and theology but that 
the traditions have been so tightly interlaced for so long that it is 
well nigh impossible to distinguish between these roles. In many 
cases, of course, a sharp distinction is not called for, yet there are 
times enough when an entire work or an approach demands that 
a distinction be made. Pascal's Pensees is one such work, and 
along with a host of texts written at various times and in various 
contexts, it forms part of a tradition commonly known as 'non
metaphysical theology'. 

Derrida's project involves a thinking back through the history 
of western thought to find those moments when metaphysics is 
marked and exceeded by something it cannot fully control. And 
in this project a special place has been reserved for literary texts: 
Artaud, Bataille, Blanchet, Celan, Genet, Jabes, Mallarme and 
Ponge. What attracts Derrida to literary language is not so much 
its semantic richness as its rapport with the limits of thought. 
Literature, for Derrida, is a matter of 1certain movements which 
have worked around the limits of our logical concepts, certain 
texts which make the limits of our language tremble, exposing 
them as divisible and questionable'. 4 It is here, apparently 
outside philosophy, that one can gain a purchase upon phil
Oi)ophy. 'In literature, for example, philosophical language is 

3 See, for example, Tracy B. Strong, Friedrich Nietzsche and the politics of transfigur
ation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), p. 205. It should be 
emphasised, however, that these three positions are sometimes held by the 
one thinker, as is the case, for example, with Heidegger. 

4 De,rrida, 'Deconstruction and the other', in Dialogues with contemporary 
continental thinkers, ed. Richard Kearney (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1984), p. 112. 
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still present in some sense; but it produces and presents itself as 
alienated from itself, at a remove, at a distance. This distance 
provides the necessary free space from which to interrogate 
philosophy anew'. 5 What Derrida finds in some literary texts is 
also at work in religious texts; above all, it is in the writings of the 
mystics and mystical theologians that the vocabulary and con
cepts of philosophy present themselves as limited and askew, at 
variance with themselves. Deconstruction is an attempt to find a 
place from which to question metaphysics, a place that is itself 
not simply within metaphysics. Such an attempt can be 
launched from within discourse on God, in those writings which 
put metaphysics in question in order to speak of God. 

If there is a way of bringing theology and deconstruction into 
conversation, then, it will be by way of non-metaphysical theol
ogy, ·and the dialogue will involve mystics as well as theo
logians. Yet there are various objections to this conversation 
taking place, and these must be examined before we can 
proceed. We have seen that, for Derrida, all theology is ipso facto 
metaphysical, and I have indicated several points of weakness in 
this claim. Pressing one of these, I have distinguished between 
the text of theology and the 'theological' function of context. With 
this in mind, I pose the following questions. In what ways has 
deconstruction been fram~d so that it appears to have an inbuilt 
resistance to religious questions? What is the deconstructive 
power of the text of th~ology? 

1 Immanent critique 

At the risk of labouring the point, I begin by reiterating the three 
fundamental tenets of Derrida's case: all texts resist totalisation; 
no text is absolutely free from a context or a centre; and some texts 
seem to totalise other texts. If we apply these tenets to the text of 
deconstruction itself we can easily identify a number of positions 
which, in attempting to put deconstruction to work, inevitably, 
and often unwittingly, set a process of totalisation in motion. 
Most common, perhaps, is the view that deconstruction is con
cerned only with literary texts, that it is a barely disguised 
formalism. True, Derrida often begins and ends with the 'words 
on the page', but his object is to see how that text invites being 

5 Derrida, 'Deconstruction and the other', p. 109. 
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framed by a context it cannot fully master. So there is an inter
play between the phenomenal and the transcendental senses of 
'text' which precludes any simple formalism. Almost as common 
is the tempting ploy, often used by Marxists and feminists, to 
take 'difference' and 'undecidability' as distinct values in them
selves when their critical force lies precisely in their power to 
question the ground of values. I wish to stress, however, that 
consciously or unconsciously deconstruction has been promoted 
by its adherents (especially in the English-speaking world) 
within the general context of 'atheism'. The viability of atheism 
as a context for deconstruction is not in question here; but what 
is in question is the often unspoken assumption that there is a 
natural or inevitable link between deconstruction and atheism: 
for that is exactly what transmutes a matter of context into a 
matter of totalisation. 

I shall focus on what is arguably the most influential text on 
deconstruction in the English-speaking world: Gayatri Spivak's 
'Translator's preface' to Of grammatology. We see here a common 
framing of Derrida and deconstruction, namely their inclusion 
within a 'counter tradition' at work in westei:n thought. 6 Spivak 
spends most of her time discussing 'three magistral [sic] gram
matologues: Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud, Martin Hei
degger' and thereby reads Derrida as the most recent member of 
a tradition and, indeed, as the after-the-fact origin of the tradi
tion. And the authority for this tradition turns out to be none 
other than Derrida's own citation of these names. Speaking of 
the emergence of his own problematic, Derrida asks, 

Where and how does this decentering, this thinking the struc
turality of structure, occur? It would be somewhat naive to 
refer to an event, a doctrine, or an author in order to designate 
this occurrence. It is no doubt part of the totality of an era, our 
own, but still it has always already begun to proclaim itself and 
begun to work. Nevertheless, if we wished to choose several 
'names', as indications only, and to recall those authors in 
whose discourse this occurrence h~s kept most closely to its 
radical formulation, we doubtless would have to cite the 
Nietzschean critique of metaphysics, the critique of the con
cepts of Being and truth, for which were substituted the con-

6 The same view is in evidence in Christopher Norris' s Deconstruction (London: 
Methuen, 1982), especially chapter 4. For Norris's decidedly negative view as 
to possible relations between deconstruction and theology see his 'Tran
scendental vanities', Times Literary Supplement, 27 April 1984, p. 470. 
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cepts of play, interpretation, and sign (sign without present 
truth); the Freudian critique of self-presence, that is, the criti
que of consciousness, of the subject, of self-identity and of 
self-proximity or self-possession; and, more radically, the Hei
deggerian destruction of metaphysics, of onto-theology, of the 
determination of Being as presence.7 

Derrida's point is simply that Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger 
provide the phenomenal points of departure for his project. In 
general terms, Derrida questions the relation between the 
phenomenal and the transcendental: the themes of these three 
thinkers are shown to be in fact part of the structure of all 
discourse. One consequence of this, as Derrida explains, is that 
no text can fully account for itself. Now there is a slide from the 
foregoing passage in Derrida's essay to its quotation in Spivak's 
introduction. From an argument that no text can supply its own 
context (which mentions Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger as 
starting-points), we pass to the implicit view that these thinkers 
form the natural and inevitable context for reading Derrida's 
text. It goes without saying, I imagine, that Derrida could 
plausibly have invoked other names - Georges Bataille, Maurice 
Blanchot and Ferdinand de Saussure, for example - and this 
counts against Spivak' s attaching any unique significance to 
those he does name. Clearly, we see here the unwitting begin
ning of the critical reception of deconstruction: a process of 
totalising Derrida's text with reference to Nietzsche, Freud and 
Heidegger. 

It is of course possible to find other contexts for reading 
Derrida. Out of the many, I choose just one: Isaac Luria, 
Emmanuel Levinas and Edmund Jabes. From the first we see the 
Kabbalistic emphasis upon the endless interpretability of a text; 
from the second, the problematic of the trace and the critique of 
totality; and from the third, the passage from 'book' to 'text'. All 
three are Jewish, all three address religious questions, and all 
three are absent from Spivak' s text. I do not claim that these 
names provide a better, more direct point of entry into 
deconstruction, only that they reveal one of Spivak' s gaps in 
discussing Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger, namely an avoid-

7 Derrida, Writing, p. 280. Quoted by Spivak, 'Translator's preface', Of gramma
tology, p. lxvii. 
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ance of any links between deconstruction and religion. Speaking 
of the process of deconstruction, Spivak issues a stern warning 
to the reader: 'Let me add yet once again that this terrifying and 
exhilarating vertigo is not "mystical" or ii theological"'. s This is a 
curious moment in a text which has talked so animatedly about 
the danger of adding supplements. Spivak has told us 
repeatedly how the disseminative drift of texts subverts attempts 
to control textual meaning, but now, it seems, a firm limit is to be 
placed upon our reading: we are not to think of linking 
deconstruction to theology or mysticism. There is one sense in 
which Spivak is perfectly correct. Although Derrida often uses 
the syntax characteristic of negative theology- 'neither this nor 
that' - he is most certainly not a theologian or a mystic. 
However, Spivak is not talking here of the use to which Derrida 
puts deconstruction but rather of the process of deconstruction 
itself; and to exclude theology from deconstruction in this way is 
simply pre-emptive. For if deconstruction puts into question all 
systematic knowledge of the highest being and affirms the play 
of the groundless in the positing of any ground, then it is in 
point of fact dose to the reflections of many mystical theo
logians. There may be no thematic link between deconstruction 
and mystical theology, but there may well be a structural link, in 
that mystical theology might be a mode of deconstruction: and 
such is the general argument of this study. 

Keeping Spivak' s interdiction in mind, we can take a closer 
look at how these three thinkers are p~esented to us. We come to 
the quotation of Derrida's citation of Nietzsche, Freud and Hei
degger only after having digested Spivak's readings of these 
three; yet while there is much that is interesting and informative 
here, her readings plainly emphasise a certain aspect of each 
writer's work. These figures are introduced to us as three merci
less demystifiers, three master hermeneuts of suspicion, as 
indeed they are. But if we are attentive to Derrida's own practice 
we should be aware that what Spivak foregrounds is linked to 
what she pushes to the background; and it is evident that one of 
the elements which Spivak renders marginal is the category of 
the religious. We see the Nietzsche whose madman announces 
'God is dead' but not the Nietzsche whose madman cries 'I seek 

8 Spivak, 'Translator's preface', Of grammatology, p. lxxviii. 
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God! I seek God!'9 We see Freud's attack on the notion of a 
unified self-consciousness, but not the Freud who deployed 
Kabbalistic modes of interpretation. 10 And most revealing of all, 
we see the 'god-less' Heidegger who attempted the Destruktion 
of onto-theology though never the Heidegger who did so 
because the God of onto-theology was not sufficiently divine. 11 

We can agree, on the whole, that the triptych Nietzsche, 
Freud and Heidegger does not form a natural or inevitable 
context from within which to study deconstruction. And we can 
also agree that even if this context is adopted one is not thereby 
committed to Spivak's particular readings of Nietzsche, Freud 
and Heidegger. For it is surely apparent that Spivak frames 
deconstruction, from the beginning of its career in the English
speaking world, in ways that marginalise any possible positive 
relationship between it and theology. Moreover, it is clear that 
Spivak' s framing of deconstruction is itself open to a further 
deconstruction. But we can go still further: even if one assumed 
that deconstruction was originally intended to have only a nega
tive relation with theology, one could not argue, on Derrida's 
assumptions, that deconstruction would always be construed 
along those lines. If Derrida is right to argue, contra Lacan, that a 
letter does not always arrive at its destination, that it can always 
be deflected in an unforeseen manner, then one must concede 
the possibility that the letter of deconstruction may arrive else
where, at an altogether unforeseen address, at the Chicago 
School of Divinity, say, rather than at the head office of the 
Rationalist Society. All in all, my reading of Spivak's 'Trans
lator's preface' inclines me to agree with Mark C. Taylor when he 
complains that 'Followers of Derrida have preferred to overlook 
the theological and religious aspects of his thought, no doubt 
suspecting that they represent a vestige of the nostalgia which 
he criticizes so relentlessly'. 12 

But what are the 'theological and religious aspects' of 
Derrida's thought? A number of theologians, including Taylor, 

9 Nietzsche, The gay science, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1974), §125 (p. 181). 

10 See David Bakan, Sigmund Freud and the fewish mystical tradition (1958; rpt. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1975). 

11 See Heidegger, Identity and difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1969), p. 72. 

12 Taylor, Deconstructing theology (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 
1982), p. xx. 
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have been quick to link deconstruction to the 'God is dead' 
theology of Altizer and Hamilton; but this is foreign to Derrida's 
thought. 'It would not mean a single step outside of metaphysics 
if nothing more than a new motif of "return to finitude", of 
"God's death", etc., were the result of this move', he remarks. 
And lest there remain any room for doubt he adds, 'It is that 
conceptuality and that problematics that must be deconstru~ted. 
They belong to the onto-theology they fight against' .13 The 
dialectical sublation of classical theism and classical atheism, as 
found in Altizer's doctrine of 'Christian atheism', is just one 
more instance of the Hegelianisrn which Derrida weighs and 
finds wanting. Yet if Derrida does not endorse the theology of 
the 'God is dead' movement, he does use the phrase 'God is 
dead' in his own way, to mean that 'God' cannot function as an 
agent of totalisation. In this sense Derrida can say without 
contradiction that 'The death of God will ensure our salvation 
because the death of God alone can reawaken the divine' and, 
with equal force, that 'The divine has been ruine~ by God'.14 
Such remarks suggest tne possibility of re-thinking the divine in 
a discourse which, while it cannot abolish metaphysics, is no 
longer governed by metaphysics. But we need not dwell on 
Derrida's personal views. There is no reason why there should 
not be a structural relation between deconstruction and mystical 
theology and some prima facie evidence that there is. 

2 Liberator theologi~? 

The critical object of deconstruction is totalisation. In the account 
of deconstruction with which we have so far be~n concerned, 
totalisation has been understood exclusively with reference to a 
'transcendental signified', a purported Archimedian point 
outside all textual determinations. We have seen how it is pos
sible to understand God as a paradigm~tic instance of such a 
point, and that the view of deconstruction as 'atheistic' ma.y be 
traced directly to this supposition. This view ~ould be c_o~t~s.ted 
by means of an immanent critique, in which it is argued that the 
'atheistic' reading of deconstruction is itself. open to deconstruc
tion; and I have already broached such a critique. The atheist 

13 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 68. Cf. Positions, p. 6. 
14 Derrida, Writing, p. 184 and p. 243. 
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reading of deconstruction assumes that totalisation occurs only 
by means of a reference to an exterior point; but totalisation can 
also occur by reference to a method. Thus understood, the critical 
object of deconstruction is not 'God' but 'hermeneutics'. And if 
this is the case one can develop a reading of deconstruction that 
is more positive in its relation to theology than has yet been 
suggested. 

I must begin by pointing out a possible source of confusion. 
The word 'hermeneutics' is sometimes used, very generally, to 
signify all discourses that reflect upon problems of interpreta
tion. In this sense Richard Palmer can talk of Gadamer, Ricreur 
and Derrida as practitioners of 'philosophical hermeneutics' .15 

Paul Ricreur, however, talks of two quite different sorts of 
hermeneutics: the hermeneutics of faith, on the one hand, is 
characterised by an attempt to recover intended or even uninten
ded authorial meaning; and in this group we may place Schleier
macher, Dilthey and Hirsch. On the other hand we have the 
hermeneutics of suspicion, as characterised by the work of Marx, 
Nietzsche and Freud. Here the emphasis is upon the essential 
incompleteness of the interpretive act, the thought that behind 
every mask there is another mask. 16 This is a useful distinction, 
and if we were to adopt it Derrida would be placed amongst the 
hermeneuts of suspicion. Now while Derrida would acknowl
edge a hermeneutic element at work in the texts of Marx, 
Nietzsche and Freud, he himself uses the word 'hermeneutics' 
to signify any theory of interpretation which is governed, im
plicitly or explicitly, by an appeal to presence, be it authorial 
intention or the reader's consciousness. And as these thinkers 
feature amongst those who put the notion of presence into 
question, they are not to be gathered purely and simply under 
the general title of 'hermeneutics'. So in Derrida's sense of the 
word, while 'hermeneutics' includes the hermeneutics of faith it 
also takes within its bounds Gadamer's 'philosophical herme
neutics', Ricreur' s own hermeneutic project, and all Rezep
tioniisthetik, not to mention the whole of allegorical and philo
logical hermeneutics. 

In Derrida's lexicon, then, 'hermeneutics' signifies a method 

15 Palmer, 'Allegorical, philological and philosophical hermeneutics: three 
modes in a complex heritage', University of Ottawa Quarterly, 50 (1980), p. 340. 

16 See Ricreur, Freud and philosophy, pp. 32-36. 
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of totalisation, as is emphasised when Derrida talks, for 
example, of 'an assured horizon of a hermeneutic question' and 
of 'a hermeneutic mastery' .17 I have already distinguished 
between the text of theology and the 'theological' function of 
context, and I need to extend this distinction into the realm of 
hermeneutics. The word 'hermeneutics' first appears in post
Reformation theology, specifically in discussions of scriptural 
exegesis. In the wake of Bultmann's work, though, herme
neutics has moved from a marginal area of theology concerned 
only with philology and principles of exegesis to assume the 
centre stage of theological discussion such that, in the early 
1960s, Heinrich Ott could claim that 'theology as a whole is 
hermeneutical' .18 Whether Derrida would agree or disagree with 
Ott is largely beside the point, but he would most definitely 
claim that hermeneutics is essentially theological. And he would 
not mean thereby that hermeneutics from Schleiermacher to 
Ricreur is necessarily concerned with the Bible, only that the 
hermeneutical attempt to account for all textual meaning in the 
one reading is 'theological'. 

The link between hermeneutics and philosophy, in Derrida's 
senses of these words, is easily established, both conceptually 
and historically. Overall, Derrida construes philosophy as that 
discourse which seeks to resolve textual differences in concep
tual unities. Philosophy is therefore always an attempt to totalise 
the text or, more precisely, ecriture. I invoke Derrida's French 
here for a specific reason which one or two examples should 
explain. The basis of Derrida's mode of analysis is a rigorous 
attention to the way in which particular words and phrases seem 
to differ from themselves in certain texts. Thus we see how, in 
reading Rousseau, Derrida fastens upon the word 'le supplement' 
which can mean both 'an addition' and 'a substitute' .19 Rousseau 
is well aware of the ambiguity of this word but, as Derrida 
patiently shows, he cannot fully control the way in which the 
word works in the text he writes. Rousseau's Confessions follows 
a kind of 'kettle logic', in which the narrator maintains I added 
writing as an unnecessary extra to speech; I replaced speech 

17 Derrida, Spurs, pp. 127, 131. My emphasis. 
18 Ott, 'What is systematic theology?' in James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb 

Jr, eds., The later Heidegger and theology. New Frontiers in Theology, I. 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 78. 

19 See Derrida, Of grammatology, II, 2, esp. pp. 144-45. 
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with writing; and there never was a fullness of speech in the first 
place.20 The three views cannot be gathered together into a 
coherent whole, not even under the rubrics of 'ambiguity' or 
'polysemy', yet each is fully answerable to the text and so the 
text exceeds any attempt to totalise it. Similarly, in reading 
Plato's Phaedrus Derrida focuses upon the description of writing 
as a pharmakon. The word 'pharmakon' can mean both 'remedy' 
and 'poison'. Derrida argues that no attempt to gloss writing 
exclusively as a poison, as happens in the tradition . of Plato 
translation, can fully explain the text: it will always be possible to 
develop a reading which takes writing to be a remedy. Scrupu
lous attention to the ambivalence of one word can recall a certain 
tradition of reading Rousseau or Plato to its proper limits. 

With this in mind, I return to Derrida's own word, ecriture. 
The tradition of Derrida interpretation, which includes the tradi
tion of Derrida translation, has almost exclusively taken 'ecriture' 
to mean simply 'writing'; its other meaning, 'scripture', has been 
ignored.21 To point out this difference within 'ecriture' is not to 
protest that Derrida has been ill-served by his interpreters and 
translators; it is to observe that the conception of ecriture as 
'writing', pure and simple, has been used to bring Derrida's text 
(and, implicitly, the text of deconstruction) completely in line 
with secularism. If we conceive ecriture as 'scripture' a number of 
Derrida's remarks readily assume a different expression. We 
note, for instance, how Derrida defines Judaism as 'the birth and 
passion of ecriture' and that it is 'The Jew who elects ecriture 
which elects the Jew' .22 From this second interpretation of 
ecriture, it is possible to explain remarks that can only seem 
puzzling within the orbit of the word's first interpretation. The 
following should make the point: 'the Jew is but the suffering 
allegory' and 'The Jew is split, and split first of all between the 

20 The tenn 'kettle logic' is drawn from Freud's Jokes and their relation to the 
unconscious, trans. James Strachey. Pelican Freud Library, Vol. 6 (Harmonds
worth: Penguin, 1976), p. 100. 

21 There are two exceptions. Susan Handelman notes in passing that 'ecriture' 
can mean 'scripture', though her concern is to present deconstruction as a 
'new religion of Writing', The slayers of Moses: the emergence of rabbinic interpreta
tion in modern literary theory (Albany: SUNY, 1982), p. 164. Similarly, Andrew 
J. McKenna observes, with regard to Barthes, that 'the French word for 
writing is the same which designates Scripture', 'Biblioclasm: joycing Jesus 
and Borges', Diacritics, 8 (1978), p. 16. 

22 Derrida, Writing, p. 64 and p. 65. Translation modified. 
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two dimensions of the letter: allegory and literality'. 23 It is pos
sible to read these remarks as making a claim about the relation 
between philosophy and literature (that philosophy is always 
already the allegory of a literary text) but while this reading has 
some force it is neither the only nor the best available. The point 
of 'allegory' is most keenly registered here if one recognises that 
the means whereby Jewish scripture was linked with its 'other' -
Greek metaphysics - was through the operations of the alle
gorical hermeneutic. 

We must be careful not to go too quickly here. It could be 
argued that the allegorical hermeneutic was used precisely by 
the early Church Fathers - especially Origen and the Cappa
docians - to elevate Christian over Jewish doctrine. So, in attack
ing hermeneutics, Derrida is once more attacking Christianity. 
This argument has some force; its premises are correct, and 
Derrida's critique of hermeneutics does have consequences for 
what is 'theological' in Christian theology; but its force is 
reduced by the possibility of drawing another conclusion'. The 
allegorical hermeneutic was devised within the Jewish faith with 
the specific aim of preserving that faith in the face of philosophi
cal critique. If one allows this final point it can be argued that the 
deconstruction of hermeneutics does not call religious faith as 
such into question but offers a critique of the relation between 
faith and metaphysics as determined by hermeneutics. I wish to 
give more substance to this view, and thus to the reading of 
deconstruction based upon ecriture as 'scripture'. And as it turns 
out, Derrida supplies us with an historical point of departure in 
his phrase 'Alexandrian promiscuity' which, in the context of an 
essay on Judaism and philosophy, can only be an elliptic refer
ence to Philo.24 

Philo effects the transformation of an old crossroads, the 
confluence of Judaism and Hellenism, into a new. point of 
departure, the interpretation of scripture by way of Greek phil
,osophy. Equally at home in the two traditions, both culturally 
and intellectually, Philo Judreus cannot be separated from Philo 
Alexandrinus; it is impossible to distinguish Philo's faith as a Jew 
from his interpretation of that faith as an Alexandrian. Certainly 
he was not the first to attempt a synthesis of the traditions; he 
ends a long period, stretching back two centuries or more, of 

23 Derrida, Writing, p. 75. 24 Derrida, Writing, p. 84. 
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unsatisfactory fusions which, after him, can be seen only as 
confusions. By and large these sought to overcome ideological 
conflicts by forcing an identification of Judaism and Hellenism at 
the level of religious history, by claiming, for example, that 
Moses was in fact Osiris or Hermes-Tat. Philo, however, is the 
first to attempt a quite different kind of synthesis, the relating of 
Jewish faith and Greek philosophy; his programme does not 
involve the elimination of religious differences as they had 
unfolded in history but, rather, seeks to draw together Jewish 
faith and the most persuasive elements of Greek philosophy. 
Philo's entire enterprise is aptly captured by the word 'interpre
tation', not only because of the lead role his allegorical method 
plays in his writings, but also, and more generally, because Philo 
is an interpreter in the etymological sense of the word, a negoti
ator of pretium or value: he negotiates between what is, for him, 
of supreme value in both traditions. Such a task was 
undoubtedly necessary in first century Alexandria: the Jewish 
Law was quickly becoming unintelligible to the Jews of the 
Diaspora precisely because the concepts of Greek philosophy 
were taken, by both Greeks and Jews, as the basis of intelligibi
lity. Individual Jews were beginning to see the Law as 
thoroughly anachronistic; certain semi-popular fusions of 
Judaism and Hellenism rendered legal observations pointless. 25 

Philo' s task was to render as intelligible and familiar what was 
beginning to appear unintelligible and unfamiliar, that is, to 
interpret the Torah in accordance with the conclusions of Greek 
philosophy, and to do so without abandoning the positivity of 
the Law. 

A devout Jew of the Diaspora, Philo was committed to two 
basic propositions: that the text of the Jewish Bible - in both 
Hebrew and Greek- is divinely inspired and therefore incapable 
of error, and that God is absolutely transcendent. Each of these 
propositions is underpinned by a matrix of theological assump
tions, but whereas the second can be harmonised with certain 
scriptural pronouncements and particular conclusions of Greek 
metaphysics, the first is exclusively confessional. Philo' s diffi
culty is that these propositions are in conflict: whilst all scrip-

25 See Philo, On the migration of Abraham, 91-93, in Philo (10 Vols.) ed. F. H. 
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ture, and especially the Pentateuch, is to be considered inerrant, 
not all scripture - not even all that is traditionally credited to 
Moses - appears to square with the doctrine of God's tran
scendence. Philo's exemplary solution of this problem involves a 
distinction between the literal or obvious meaning of scripture 
and its underlying or allegorical meaning. By this means he is 
able to hold both propositions in tandem; indeed, according to 
this view, scripture is held to be more subtle, more deeply 
inspired, than appearances would otherwise suggest. 

It is time to take a look at how the allegorical hermeneutic 
works. God's transcendence is, for Philo, a literal truth; so when 
he encounters a text such as Numbers 23:19, 'God is not a man', 
he takes it as a literal expression of the truth; but when faced 
with Deuteronomy 1:31, in which God is plainly compared with 
a man ('thou hast seen how that the Lord thy God bare thee, as a 
man doth bear his son'), the text is to be interpreted allegori
cally. 26 The doctrine of God's transcendence is, accordingly, the 
firm criterion for all interpretation of scripture. Yet this doctrine 
does not provide the stable point of reference for faith it seems to 
offer. After all, the transcendence of the deity is a conclusion of 
Greek philosophy as well as the starting-point of Jewish faith, 
and if Philo were to maintain this doctrinal hierarchy he would 
thereby allow the scriptures to be interpreted by those who do 
not accept the Jewish faith. There could be no check, other than 
that of God's transcendence, on the conclusions of the allegorical 
hermeneutic: the Law would be in constant danger of being 
allegorised out of history, and it is the positivity of the Law that 
Philo is committed to preserve. In order to forestall this possi
bility Philo returns to the doctrine of the inspired, inerrant text. 
Quite plainly he cannot prize this doctrine above the doctrine of 
God's transcendence, but he can consistently maintain that the 
allegorical hermeneutic can only be deployed by someone who is 
inspired, and this is exactly what he does. Sowers notes that for 
Philo 'the inspiration of the Biblical writer and the allegorical 
interpreter are of the same prophetic type', and there is definite 
evidence in Philo's texts to support this view.27 

26 Philo, On the unchangeableness of God, xi. 52-53 and xiv. 69. (Philo, Vol. 3.) Also 
see 011 the birth of Abel and the sacrifices offered by him and by his brother Cain, xxx. 
101 (Philo, Vol. 2). 

27 S. G. Sowers, The hermeneutics of Philo and Hebrews. Basel Studies of Theology, 
No. 1. (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1965), p. 41. Goodenough also 
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This doctrine of inspired interpretation does not necessarily 
conflict with the view, which Philo also holds, that interpreta
tion has rules which must be followed. 28 Anyone can follow the 
rules, but the rules need to be followed by the right person, in 
much the same way as anyone can learn to write iambic penta
meters though only poets can write poems. There are various 
objections that one could raise against this view of inspiration, 
but they need not detain us here. Of importance for us is that by 
according neither the doctrine of God's transcendence nor the 
doctrine of inerrant scripture an uncritical privilege, Philo is 
constrained to set the allegorical hermeneutic above all possible 
rivals, from within the Jewish faith and Greek philosophy. The 
allegorical hermeneutic is to be used because it leads to the truth, 
and because it leads to the truth it has the status of a true 
method. Doctrine and hermeneutic are therefore tightly inter
woven, and while this gives substantial security to Philo as 
hermeneut it also means that any attack upon the allegorical 
hermeneutic will also be, at least in part, an attack against the 
content of the doctrines it shapes and supports; and this is 
exactly what happens when Derrida brings hermeneutics into 
question. 

The truth of allegorising is constituted by its disclosure of a 
true difference, that God is unlike man, and God's difference 
from man guarantees that any text which represents Him as like 
man must necessarily differ from itself: it must not mean what it 
seems to mean. In what way, though, does God differ from 
man? Is it even possible for us to know? For if we can have 

remarks that 'Philo felt himself inspired at times', By light, light, p. 76. For 
Philo's remarks about inspiration and interpretation see On the change of 
names, 139 (Philo, Vol. 5), On the cherubim, and the flaming sword, and Cain and 
the first man created out of man, 27 (Philo, Vol. 2); On the birth of Abel, 78 (Philo, 
Vol. 2); On the special laws, IU. 1 (Philo, Vol. 5). These remarks upon inspir
ation and interpretation are often made in tandem with remarks upon the 
privilege of those initiated into sacred mysteries. In this regard see especially 
On the cherubim, 42 and 48 and On the birth of Abel, 60 and 62. 

28 Thus Philo writes of interpreting 'in accordance with the rules of allegory', On 
dreams, l. xiii. 73 and again at I. xvii. 102 (Philo, Vol. 5). In the second section 
of this same treatise Philo writes of 'the directions of Allegory' (II. ii. 8); and in 
another text Philo makes the following remark: 'But we shall take the line of 
allegorical interpretation not in any contentious spirit, nor seeking some 
means of meeting sophistry with sophistry. Rather we shall follow the chain 
of logical sequence, which does not admit of stumbling but easily removes 
any obstructions and thus allows the argument to march to its conclusion 
with unfaltering steps', On the confusion of tongues, v. 14 (Philo, Vol. 4). 
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positive knowledge of how God differs from us, we can surely 
know something of God. Now Philo is committed to. the view 
that no positive assertion can be made concerning God, yet this 
view is nowhere advanced in scripture. 29 The fact that God's 
transcendence of the world is a conclusion of Greek metaphysics 
- specifically, for Philo, in Plato's Timaeus - as well as a starting
point of Jewish faith, prepares the ground for a translation of a 
scriptural notion into philosophical concepts. Yet the Jewish 
starting-point and the Greek conclusion are by no means identi
cal, and Philo modifies both the Aristotelian and the Sto~c ver
sions of the cosmological argument before making any trans
lation of scripture into philosophy. After this, however, Philo 
passes from God's 'unlikeness' to his 'incorporeality' and 'simpli
city', ·and from God's 'unity' to His 'simplicity'. In each case a 
scriptural notion is translated into an Aristotelian concept. What 
is new in Philo, at least according to Harry Wolfson, is that Philo 
argues for God's incomprehensibility on the sole basis of His 
incorporeality, and from here to the conclusion that God is 
unnameable and ineffable. 3o 

We must be careful to distinguish between the warp and the 
woof of Philo' s argument. It is plain that Philo' s allegorical 
hermeneutic seeks to totalise Jewish scripture, and that the 
agent of totalisation is not Greek metaphysics, as is usually 
thought, but the allegorical hermeneutic itself. And I have 
already adduced reasons why Derrida would strongly object to 
this view of interpretation and, for that matter, to this view of 
translation. But it is also plain, I think, that Philonic herme
neutics does a good deal more than establish a positive relation
ship between scripture and metaphysics; it also goes some way 
towards developing an account of how one can talk about this 
transcendent God: that is, it gives rise to a negative theology. 
Andrew Louth is right, then, to suggest that 'Philo certainly has 
some claim to be called the Father of negative theology',31 but 

29 Philo, Allegorical interpretation, III. lxxili. 206 (Philo, Vol. 1). 
30 Wolfson, Philo (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1948) Vol. 2, 

p. 111 and p. 154. 
31 Louth, The origins of the Christian mystical tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1981), p. 19. Also in agreement is Julius Guttmann who remarks that 'Philo 
went far beyond Plato, and for the first time gave to the notion of divine 
transcendence the radical twist of later negative theology', Philosophies of 
Judaism, trans. Silverman (New York: 'Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964), 
p.25. 
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• 
what escapes Louth's attention, and the sustained attention of 
scholars generally, is that there is a relation between the alle
gorical hermeneutic and negative theology. And it is this relation 
which distinguishes Philo from other contenders for the title 
'Father of negative theology', especially Parmenides. I wish to 
reserve discussion of this relation until I discuss the different 
kinds of negative theology. I reserve, too, the question of the 
relation between the deconstruction of hermeneutics and nega
tive theology. All this will concern us in part III, while now we 
examine the relation between scripture and metaphysics in 
closer detail. 

It may seem odd to argue, as I am doing here, that deconstruc
tion can be read as directed against Philonic hermeneutics. After 
all, Derrida makes only one allusion to Philo, and even there he 
does not mention him by name. Yet in talking of Philo we are not 
so much dealing with the individual author of a particular set of 
texts as with a tradition of hermeneutics whose historical prove
nance we take to be those texts. Aristobulus or Pseudo-Aristeas 
could be cited as originating the allegorical hermeneutic, and 
one could look elsewhere, for example to Rabbinic allegory, to 
find another point of origin; but I choose Philo partly because of 
the acuteness of his formulations, partly because of the richness 
of his exegesis and partly because of his influence throughout 
the Patristic era. So I am not committed to the monogenesis of 
'hermeneutics'; nor do I make assumptions about Derrida's 
reading. Also, while I cannot help but base my case on those 
texts signed 'Jacques Derrida' our chief interest is in the general 
strategy of deconstruction, and my claim is that deconstruction, 
being what it is, must take the allegorical hermeneutic as one of 
its critical objects. 

I have spoken of a tradition which answers to Philo, and I 
need to give some substance to this claim. Philo' s allegorical 
hermeneutic opened a path that the Alexandrian catechists 
Clement and Origen were to follow and extend in accordance 
with their theological directives, and which was to be pursued 
by later Fathers, such as St Gregory Nyssa, whose authority as 
representatives of Nicene orthodoxy was to extend, in part, to 
the hermeneutic itself. In the homilies of St Ambrose, preached 
in the late fourth century, Philo' s hermeneutic is still dominant, 
and its significance for later theology is underlined by St August
ine's testimony in the Confessions that it was instrumental in his 
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conversion to Christianity. Not surprisingly, it is Augustine who 
later defends allegorising against Faustus the Manichee and 
who, in On Christian doctrine, preserves important features of the 
method for its further dissemination in the Middle Ages and 
beyond. Philo's significance is not, however, wholly contained 
within the history of theology as such. Wolfson contends that 
Philo inaugurates the philosophy that was to dominate the 
entire period that closes with Spinoza's Tractatus theologico
politicus, an era of what we might call Philo-sophy. 32 Somewhat 
more cautiously, Hegel makes 'cursory mention' of Philo's role 
in the Spirit's quest for absolute self-realisation but emphasises 
that 'In him we for the first time see the application of the 
universal consciousness as philosophical consciousness'. 33 

The selection of Hegel out of a vast range of historians of 
philosophy is not arbitrary but crucial in this context. For only by 
a discussion of Hegel can we see what is at stake in the relation 
between Philo and Derrida. P}:lilo's h~rmeneutic has been 
claimed to generate tl1e very idea of philosophy that governed 
thought from the first century to the seventeenth; Hegel's dialec
tic is the means by which he orchestrated the history of phil
osophy into what, for him, constituted philosophy as such; and 
Derridean deconstruction is hel~d ~o call ir:ito question the status 
and heritage of this conception of philosophy. Towards the end 
of the essay in which Derrida alludes to Philo, an essay address
ing problems in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas (including 
the problem of whether there is, in fact, a Jewish philosophy), 
Derrida notes that 'the strange dialogue between the Jew and the 
Greek [hasJ the form of the absolute, speculative logic of 
Hegel'. 34 The significance of this remark is evident when one 
recalls that Derrida uses 'Hegel' as a synecdoche for western 
philosophy as such. It was of course Heidegger who instituted 
the familiar image of Hegel as 'the last Greek', the point being 

32 'The historical significance of Philo is that his revision became the foundation 
of the common philosophy of the three religions with cognate Scriptures -
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This triple religious philosophy, which 
originated with Philo, reigned supreme as a homogeneous, if not a com
pletely unified, system of thought until the seventeenth century, when it was 
overthrown by Spinoza, for the philosophy of Spinoza, properly understood, 
is primarily a criticism of the common elements in this triple religious phil
osophy.' Wolfson, 'Philo Jud~us', The encyclopedia of philosophy, 1967 edition. 

33 Hegel, Lectures on the history of philosophy, Vol. II, p. 387. 
34 Derrida, Writing, p. 153. 

57 



Deconstruction otherwise 

that Hegel's project works with, translates and extends the 
founding concepts of philosophy: logos, morphe, ousia, telos and 
the rest. In Derrida's lexicon 'Athens' and 'Hegel' stand for 
serious philosophy: any philosopher, to the precise extent to 
which he or she is a philosopher, is both Greek and Hegelian. 

But why is. Philo of importance to Hegel? And why is the 
allegorical hermeneutic of consequence to philosophy? For 
Hegel, history is always the history of the spirit, and Philo is 
gathered into the history of philosophy because he overcomes 
the difference between Greek philosophy and the Jewish Law: 
Philo releases the spirit from the letter by revealing 'Plato 
present in Moses'. 35 Hegel approves of Philo because Philo 
shows the spirit of philosophy to be within its opposite, the 
Jewish Law, and thereby makes for the sublation of Judaism and 
Greek philosophy. So, the allegorical hermeneutic is the vehicle 
of the Hegelian dialectic within history. But it is more than this: 
in its overcoming of specific oppositions in a synthesis which at 
once maintains and surpasses both the Greek concept and 
Jewish faith, the allegorical hermeneutic prefigures the Hegelian 
dialectic itself. We have already noted Hegel's high estimation of 
the Greeks, and of Greek philosophy, but we must also stress 
Hegel's view of the relation between the Greeks and the Jews. 

Hegel's view of Judaism is a good deal more complicated than 
has sometimes been suggested, but insofar as Hegel maintains a 
consistent thread in his criticisms, his objections gather around 
the Jewish observance of the letter of the Law. In his Lectures on 
the philosophy of religion Hegel talks of 'the most trifling regula
tions' to be found in the Torah, of 'an abstract obedience which 
does not require any inwardness' and remarks that 'The laws, 
the commands, are to be followed and observed merely as if by 
slaves or servants' .36 Similarly, in the Phenomenology of mind 
Hegel complains that the Jewish consciousness fails to mediate 
and reflect itself and has been turned into 'a rigidly fixed 
extreme' which necessitates a 'complete reversal' .37 From the 
perspective of the dialectic, the Jews represent the unhappy 
consciousness brought about by their condition of absolute 
bondage to the Lord God. The Spirit strives to attain self-

35 Hegel, Lectures on the history of philosophy, Vol. II, p. 388. 
36 Hegel, Lectures on the philosophy of religion, (Speirs edition), Vol. II, pp. 211, 

215-16. 
37 Hegel, Phenomenology of mind, pp. 366, 367. 
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consciousness in Judaism but is frustrated by the rigidity of the 
Jewish Law: its absolute devotion to the letter, its conception of 
God as totally other than man. 

Although the Jewish consciousness, through its strict adher
ence to the letter of the Law, stands convicted by Hegel as 'a 
rigidly fixed extreme', it nonetheless contains an aspect of the 
truth. The Hegelian dialectic develops by way of contrasting 
facets of the truth and not by simple oppositions of truth and 
falsity. Emile Fackenheim is therefore right to insist that Hegel's 
philosophy does not 'simply side either with Athens or Jeru
salem' and that 'the truth in each reveals a falsehood in the 
other'. 38 Jewish literality is revealed as overly particularised but, 
unlike Neoplatonism, it does not deny the Spirit's historical 
form, a danger Hegel associates with Gnostic interpretations of 
scripture and also, though perhaps less justly, with Philo's 
allegorising of the Torah. The dialectic. preserves the Jewish 
insistence upon the letter, and indeed preserves the otherness of 
the letter, but there can be no denying the fact that the dialectic 
values the spirit over the letter and, to that extent, Athens over 
Jerusalem. Hegel quotes the Pauline pericope 'The letter killeth 
but the spirit gives life' with express approval in those instances, 
such as the writings of the orthodo~ Fathers, where the truth of 
the Spirit is known in a concrete rather than an abstract spirit. 39 

Philosophy, the 'witness of the Spirit in its highest form', 40 

develops in history, to be sure, but the index of its development 
is the superior status granted by Hegel to the signified over the 
signifier. The dialectic develops out of, and abides within, the 
Greek logos which, in separating being from language, promises 
the possibility of an absolute knowledge of the Spirit in and for 
itself. What is passed over by the dialectic is the Hebrew davhar 
which, as both word and act, constitutes discourse as act and 
values scripture over nature. If the dialectic uses the letter to give 
rise to the spirit, and if the Spirit is the meaning of history, as 
Hegel holds, then the Hegelian philosophy is an allegory of 
history. 

It is worth taking a moment to draw out the import of this final 

38 Fackenheim, The religious dimension in Hegel's thought (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1967), p. 174. 

39 Hegel, Lectures on the history of philosophy, VoL III, pp. 12-13, p. 15. Also see 
his Lectures 011 the philosophy of religion (Speirs edition), Vol. II, pp. 343-46. 

40 Hegel, Lectures on the philosophy of religion (Speirs edition), Vol. II, p. 340. 
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point. I have argued that, for Derrida, 'hermeneutics' in general 
is to be understood as an attempt to totalise ecriture. In the more 
specific vocabulary in which our discussion has been conducted, 
hermeneutics is the reading of scripture in terms of philosophy, 
and Philonic allegory is the locus classicus of this hermeneutic 
mode. I have also argued that for Derrida 'hermeneutics' is a far 
more widespread tradition than is usually allowed to be the case, 
and I have taken Philo and Hegel as apparently different indices 
of this general tradition. We have also seen in the first chapter 
that Hegel's philosophical project is a demythologising of relig
ious cognition. For Hegel, religion has access to the true content 
of cognition, but its form remains in the realm of representation 
(Vorstellung); it is the task of philosophy to provide the form 
adequate to this true content, and that form is the Concept 
(Begriff). In short, the Hegelian dialectic, at least in its highest 
reaches, is the translation of religion into philosophy, which is to 
say that it is, in Derrida's sense of the word, a hermeneutic. Both 
Philo and Hegel accord a privilege to the spirit over the letter, 
and both see the distinction between the spirit and the letter as 
tending to converge with the distinction between the intelligible 
and the sensible. So, once more in Derrida's sense of the word, 
both Philonic allegory and the Hegelian dialectic are examples of 
'metaphysics'. 

This discussion has led to the following conclusions. In 
general terms the tradition of onto-theology is supported by a 
particular mode of interpretation, which we have called 'herme
neutics', and its fundamental assumption is the identification of 
the 'spirit' with the 'intelligible'. The deconstruction of onto
theology therefore consists in the deconstruction of this tradition 
of hermeneutics, which is achieved by showing that it is impos
sible to totalise ecriture • If we take ecriture to signify I scripture' 
what we have, in sum, is the view that scripture performs the 
deconstruction of the metaphysical element within theology. 
With this in mind, we listen to Derrida: 'The difference between 
signified and signifier belongs in a profound and implicit way to 
the great epoch covered by the history of metaphysics, and in a 
more explicit and more systematically articulated way to the 
narrower epoch of Christian creationism and infinitism when 
these appropriate the resources of Greek conceptuality'. 41 What is 

41 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 13. My emphasis. 
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submit~ed to critique, consequently, is not Christianity but 
hermeneutics. The text of theology is not called into question as 
such; if anything, it seems that deconstruction provides us with 
the basis for a non-metaphysical theology. 

What I have done so far in this chapter is apply Derrida's 
mode of critique, not so much to his own text but to the critical 
reception of that text. In so doing I have remained within the 
field of immanent critique, following Derrida's remarks con
cerning the 'question of method' with regards to reading 
Rousseau: 

This question is therefore not only of Rousseau's writing but 
also of our reading. We should begin by taking rigorous 
account of this being held within [prise] or this surprise: the writer 
writes in a language and in a logic whose proper system, laws, 
and life his discourse by definition cannot dominate abso
lutely. He uses them only by letting himself, after a fashion 
and up to a point, be governed by the system. And the reading 
must always aim at a certain relationship, unperceived by the 
writer, between what he commands and what he does not 
command of the patterns of the language that he uses. This 
relationship is not a certain quantitative distribution of shadow 
and light, of weakness or of force, but a signifying structure 
that critical reading should produce. 42 

If we apply this methodology to Derrida's own text, the question 
of Derrida's intention with respect to 'deconstruction' can be 
only one factor amongst others. For all we know, it may well be 
that Derrida intends ecriture to signify 'writing' and that he has 
no complaint to make with the way in which deconstruction has 
been received. But the point is that Derrida's text cannot help but 
signify both 'writing' and 'scripture'. Ecriture, I have argued, is a 
structurally undecidable word in Derrida's text in precisely the 
same way as pharmakon and supplement are in Plato and 
Rousseau. It is one of Derrida's central ten~ts that no reading...can 
totalise a text, and if this is the case, it must also be so with 
respect to Derrida's writing. This text has been read as though a 
certain link with atheism formed a natural and inevitable 
context, but by Derrida's own principles this cannot be the case. 
Established thus far is that deconstruction, as a general mode of 
enquiry, has positive links with theology. But it is also possible 

42 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 158. 
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to lend some support to a reading which contests the framing of 
Derrida's enquiries in completely secular terms, and it is to this 
that we turn our attention. 

We have seen that the 'atheist' account of Derrida's text relies 
upon the argument that God is pure presence and that Derrida's 
critique of the sign entails that it is impossible for a presence ever 
to present itself. We need not discuss the strength of this argu
ment, for it fails on purely immanent grounds. If one accepts 
Derrida's critique of the sign, one must also accept that no 
context can totalise a text, including Derrida's own text. It is 
always possible to show how the text can be contextualised in a 
different manner, and in this instance all one has to do is to 
attend to Derrida's regard for the text of Jewish theology. Thus 
rather than take the argument that there is a fall in presence to 
count directly against the possibility of belief in God as full 
presence, one can consider it in the context of the Lurianic 
doctrine of God's zimzum, His withdrawal into Himself to 
provide a space and an occasion for creation.43 Derrida's con
stant target is the notion of a full presence, and this target 
includes God only in those instances where God is conceived as 
full presence. And Derrida agrees with Moses Mendelsohn that 
the God of Judaism 'does not manifest himself, he is not truth for 
the Jews, total presence or parousia' .44 The concepts of 'truth', 
'total presence' and 'parousia' are called into question, not the 
concept of 'God' as such. 

To take several further examples. It is doubtless the case that 
Derrida takes the elevation of speech over writing to be of a piece 
with the Christian doctrine of Christ as the divine Logos; but the 
deconstruction of the speech/writing hierarchy does not neces
sarily count against religious commitment. The views that 
writing e'lQ.lves simultaneously with or prior to speech are not 
uncommon in eighteenth-century thought. David Hartley was 
compelled by his associationism to hold that speech and writing 
evolved pari passu, and this conflicted with neither his faith nor 
his theology. 45 Similarly, Johann Herder, a distinguished theo-

43 See Derrida, Dissemination, p. 344. Also see Thomas J. J. Altizer's comments 
on Derrida and God's zimzum in 'History as apocalypse', Deconstruction and 
theology, pp. 148-49. 

44 Derrida, Glas, p. Sla. 
45 See Hartley, Observations on man, his frame, his duty, and his expectations (1749; 

rpt. Cainsville, FL.: Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, 1966), Part I Ch. 3 Sec. 
1 (p. 299). 
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logian, once maintained that writing precedes speech. 46 And 
finally, the view that writing precedes speech was common 
amongst the eighteenth-century illuminati, for whom it had a 
positive religious significance. 47 One could go still further and 
detail how the notion of textual dissemination is largely antici
pated by the Kabbalah, 48 and how Derrida's statement 'There is 
nothing outside of the text' recalls the Jewish legend that 
Yahweh looked into the Torah and then created the heavens and 
the earth.49 And one could point to the fact that Derrida signs his 
essays on Jabes pseudonymously as 'Reb Rida' and 'Reb 
Derissa', thus playfully casting himself in the role of rabbi (Reh 
Derrida). The point is clear: there is a body of textual evidence to 
frustrate any attempt simply to align Derrida's text with secular
ism. If Hegel is pleased to find Plato present in Moses, it is 
Derrida's delight to find Moses present in Plato. 

It could be objected here that Derrida is being ironic in setting 
Jerusalem against Athens, that he is merely using Jewish mysti
cal motifs without any commitment to them. This objection has 
some force, and I shall a!tend to the role of irony in Derrida's 
texts in chapter 5. I do not think, however, that this objection 
meets my main point. For I am not arguing that Derrida's text 
has an apologetic intention, only that if one· accepts Derrida's 
general argument then one cannot regard ecriture as 'writing' to 
the complete exclusion of 'scripture'. And what is said with 
respect to Derrida's text is a fortiori the case with what I have 
called the text of deconstruction. Even if one were to admit that 
Derrida is being ironic in setting Jew against Greek, it would not 
count against my general conclusion that the deconstruction of 

46 See J. H. Stam, Inquiries into the origin of language: the fate of a question (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1976), p. 170. 

47 Stam, Inquiries, p. 206. 
48 'More audaciously than any developments in recent French criticism, 

Kabbalah is a theory of writing, but this is a theory that denies the 
absolute distinction between writing and inspired speech, even as it denies 
human distinctions between presence and absence. Kabbalah speaks of a 
writing before writing (Derrida's "trace"), but also of a speech before speech.' 
Bloom, Kabba/ah and criticism (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), p. 52. Also 
seep. 80. 

49 'Jewish folklore is replete with parables that ascribe such precedence to 
Torah', remarks Shira Wolosky in 'Derrida, Jabes, Levinas: sign-theory as 
ethical discourse', Proof texts, 2 (1982), p. 291. Also see Of grammatology, p. 16 
and especially Writing, pp. 74-76 in which the religious echoes attending 
ecriture and texte can be plainly heard. 
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hermeneutics is performed by scripture. (And there is good 
reason not to accept this antecedent in all cases; it may be the 
case that Derrida uses the Jewish motifs in an ironic manner in 
his essays on Jabes, but there is no conscious irony in his essay 
on Levinas.) 

3 The context of discussion 

Throughout this chapter we have been engaged in immanent 
critique. I have argued that it is impossible for an atheist reading 
to totalise the text of deconstruction, and I have shown how such 
attempts are blind to a theistic reading of deconstruction. Now 
in developing this theistic reading I am not arguing that it is the 
one true reading of Derrida's text or what I have been calling the 
text of deconstruction: such a claim would immediately fall 
victim to the critique I have elaborated. I wish to uncover a 
relationship between deconstruction and theology, but my con
tention is that this relationship is structural, not thematic. My 
interpretation of deconstruction is therefore at odds with both 
the atheist and theological appropriations of deconstruction, for 
both of these confuse, in different ways, the process of 
deconstruction with certain of its Derridean themes. In this 
section I wish to place the discussion of theology and 
deconstruction in a slightly broader context and also isolate a 
number of common errors in theological appropriations of 
deconstruction. 

I begin with a brief taxonomy of the debate between theology 
and deconstruction. This debate may be resolved into five distin
guishable, though not wholly distinct, areas. (1) The first and 
perhaps most common view is that deconstruction is directed 
against theology as such, a position endorsed with equal vigour 
by atheists and theists of various persuasions, and one I have 
already taken stock of in the first chapter. (2) There is a fine, 
though fluid, line separating this first group from the views of 
the 'death of God' theologians who are perhaps the most keen of 
all the specific groups to claim a common lineage with Derrida. 
Carl Raschke attempts to sum up this group's position in the 
formula that deconstruction is 'in the final analysis the death of 
God put into writing' and Mark C. Taylor, a little more lucidly, 
claims that 'Deconstruction is the hermeneutic of the death of 
God and the death of God is the (a)theology of Deconstruc-
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tion'. 50 This sounds impressive, but the very phrase 'death of 
God' is itself far from clear, and is rejected by Derrida himself. 
Thomas Altizer, the suzerain of this group, goes as far as to 
suggest that Derrida may 'bring the whole tradition of modern 
Christianity to an end, and thereby make possible a new Chris
tian beginning', 51 a curious view given that Derrida calls both 
'end' and 'beginning' into question. (3) Taking a different tack 
from both these groups are those who wish to link deconstruc
tion to a more orthodox theological position. 52 Judson Boyce 
Allen, for one, talks of 'a human soul deconstructed by sin'; and 
Robert Maglio la, for another, goes so far as to claim that 'the 
mystery of the triune God can be apprehended anew in terms of 
"deconstruction"' and observes that the declarations of the 
Council of Nicea 'effectively deconstruct the subordinationist 
model'. 53 

Magliola also belongs to a fourth group which directs attention 
to parallels between deconstruction and the practices or the 
theologies of non-Christian religions. We may divide this group 
into the following sub-groups: (4a) those who emphasise con
nections between deconstruction and Buddhism or Taoism; and 
( 4b) those who finds points of intersection between deconstruc
tion and Judaism. Magliola finds deconstruction anticipated in 
the Buddhism of Nagarjuna; Michelle Yeh compares Derrida's 
thought with the Taoism of Chuang Tzu, while Nathan Katz 
finds links between deconstruction and certain Buddhist prac-

50 Raschke, 'The deconstruction of God', in Altizer et al., Deconstruction and 
theology, p. 3. Taylor, Deconstructing theology, p. xix. 

51 Altizer, 'History as apocalypse', in Altizer et al., Deconstruction and theology, 
p. 151. 

52 The literature of this particular area is quite considerable. The following 
references indicate the variety of 'mainstream' theological responses to 
deconstruction. Louis Mackey attempts to counter the popular view that 
deconstruction is nihilistic and atheistic in 'Slouching towards Bethlehem: 
deconstructive strategies in theology', Anglican Theological Review, 65 (1983), 
pp. 25~72. H. Meschonnic offers a wide-ranging discussion of Derrida and 
the sacred in 'L'ecriture de Derrida' in Le signe et le poeme (Paris: Gallimard, 
1975), pp. 401-92. William Dean attempts to link deconstruction and process 
theology in 'Deconstruction and process theology', The Journal of Religion, 64 
(1984), pp. 1-19. And finally, a cross-section of recent thought in this area is to 
be found in Derrida and biblical studies, ed. Robert Detweiler, Semeia, 23 (Chico, 
CA: Scholars Press, 1982). 

53 Allen, The ethical poetic of the later middle ages (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1982), p. 250. Robert Maglio1a, Derrida on the mend (West Lafayette, 
Ind.: Purdue University Press, 1984), p. 134 and p. 137. 

65 



Deconstruction otherwise 

tices, especially Tibetan hermeneutics. 54 More sustained atten
tion, however, has been focussed upon Derrida's sources in 
Rabbinic and Kabbalistic writings and upon evident parallels 
between Derrida's interpretive practice and Jewish herme
neutics. Thus Susan Handelman sees deconstruction as part of a 
far more sweeping movement - including Freud, Lacan and 
Bloom - whose members consciously or unconsciously are reviv
ing elements of rabbinic hermeneutics; while Harold Bloom 
himself argues persuasively that Derrida's theory of ecriture and 
archi-ecriture is a belated rival of the Jewish mystical-hermeneuti
cal writings in the Kabbalah. 55 Altizer also emphasises that 
Derridean deconstruction is underwritten by Lurianic Kabbalism 
and points to the importance of specific Lurianic doctrines in 
Derrida's thought.56 (5) The final area of argument concerns 
possible relations between mysticism and deconstruction, and 
this is of particular relevance to this study. Gayatri Spivak, 
introducing Of grammatology to English-speaking readers, 
insists, as we saw, that deconstruction 'is not "mystical" or 
"theological'" .57 Yet John Caputo talks of deconstructing 
1Thomistic metaphysics, to break open its metaphysical encase
ment and to expose the contents of its essentially mystical 
significance'; and John Dominic Crossan suggests that 'what 
Derrida is saying leads straight into a contemporary revival of 
negative theology'. 58 Hailed both as a support for atheism and as 

54 See respectively: Magliola, Derrida on the mend, pp. 87-129; Michelle Yeh, 'The 
deconstructive way: a comparative study of Derrida and Chuang Tzu', ]ournal 
of Chinese Philosophy, 10 (1983), pp. 95-126; and Nathan Katz, 'Prasanga and 
deconstruction: Tibetan hermeneutics and the yana controversy', Philosophy 
East and West: A Quarterly of Asian and Comparative Thought, 34 (1984), pp. 185-
204. Also see Zhang Longxi, 'The Tao and the Logos: notes on Derrida's 
critique of logocentrism', Critical Inquiry, 11 (1985), pp. 385--98. 

55 See Susan A. Handelman, The slayers of Moses, Ch. 7. An interesting pre
cursor of this mode of analysis is David Bakan's Sigmund Freud. Also see 
Harold Bloom, Kabba/ah and criticism, esp. pp. 52-53, 80. 

56 'Two Lurianic doctrines in particular are related to Derrida's thinking: (1) on 
zimzum (God's retraction or withdrawal into himself in order to make possible 
the creation); and (2) on shevirat ha-kelim (the "breaking of the vessels").' 
Altizer, 'History as apocalypse', pp. 148-49. The most thorough account 
of the relations between deconstruction and the various currents of Judaism 
is to be found in Shira Wolosky's 'Derrida, Jabes, Levinas', pp. 283-302. 

57 Spivak, 'Translator's preface', Of grammatology, p. lxxviii. 
58 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), 

p. 247; and Crossan, Cliffs of fall: paradox and polyvalence in the parables of Jesus 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1980), p. 11. Two further books which take up 
a Heideggerian line, not dissimilar from Caputo's, are Joseph S. O'Leary 
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an aid to Trinitarian theology, deconstruction has been rapidly 
and often uncritically adopted by positions ranging across the 
entire theological spectrum. 

Are we to conclude from these contra.sting and contrary sets of 
quotations that deconstruction can be pressed into the service of 
any position? I do not think so. It can of cqurs~ l;>e argued that 
the concept 'deconstruction' is anterior to the word 'd~cp_nstruc
tion', and the argument has some force; but it does not go far 
toward justifying all or even many of the above claims, for very 
few of them rest upon the concept 'deconstruction'. Paul de Man 
ruefully observes how deconstruction 'h~s been mu~h mis
represented' but that he has 'the fewer illusion~ about _the possi
bility of countering these aberrations since such an expectation 
would go against the drift of my own readings'. 59 There is a 
difference between holding the view, as de Man does, that the 
identity of a discourse, such as deconstruction, is constituted 
after the fact by differing interpretations of that discourse -
including parodies, strong and weak misreadings, and so on -
and the view that ali'interpretations are equally valid. There are 
good arguments one can bring in support of the first view but 
none in favour of the second; though here de Man's laissez faire 
policy allows the views to be conflated. De Man may not think 
he can practically counter these aberrations, but in calling them 
'aberrations' he implies that he has some notion, albeit negative, 
of what deconstruction truly is or should be. It is important to 
use both the word 'deconstruction' and the concept 'deconstruc
tion' as rigorously as possible, and as this is not done in the 
majority of cases in (1)-(5) it is worthwhile to point out what is 
aberrant in them, and in this way distinguish our position from 
those adumbrated above. 

First of all we recall the definition of 'deconstruction' with 
which we have been working. To deconstruct a discourse is to 
show, by reference to its own assumptions, that it depends upon 
prior differences which prevent that discourse from being total
ised. This dependence does not lead to al'.l infinite regress, 
however, for at a certain level these djffe.rences ~~I} l;>e ~hei:na-

Questioning back (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985) and J.-L. Marion, Dieu 
sans l'etre (Paris: Fayard, 1982). 

59 De Man, Allegories of reading: figural language in Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and 
Proust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), p. x. 
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tised under the rubric of trace, differance or archi-ecriture - words 
which name a mode of difference which is transcendental yet 
incapable of forming a firm ground. It is quite possible to define 
sin in terms of difference - as man asserting his difference from 
God - but to talk of a soul 'deconstructed by sin', as Allen does, 
is to argue that the soul depends for its identity upon the 
difference that constitutes sin; and that is definitely at odds with 
the fundamentalist theology espoused by Allen. What he means 
to say, I suspect, is that the human soul is corrupted by sin, a less 
impressive yet more accurate formulation. 

Caputo's error is of a somewhat more sophisticated kind, and 
as his argument resembles mine it requires more detailed atten
tion. His chief claim is that the deconstruction of Thomistic 
metaphysics will yield the mystical insights which are, he 
believes, the animating force of St Thomas's philosophical theol
ogy.. Aquinas's texts, we are told, 'need to be deconstructed in 
the light of the experience of Being- of esse subsistens - to which 
they give way'. 60 Esse subsistens is, as Caputo reminds us, 'pure 
subsistent Being';61 and the claim is that an experience of this 
pure Being is sufficient to require the deconstruction of St 
Thomas' s discourse on God as esse subsistens which Caputo, 
agreeing with Heidegger, thinks to be metaphysical. This is 
surely at odds with how Derrida presents deconstruction, for he 
insists that 'there is no experience of pure presence, but only 
chains of differential marks' .62 The root of the problem is that 
Caputo is confusing deconstruction with something else, as is 
evident from his definitions of the word. 'A retrieval or 
deconstruction is not a destruction or leveling but a dismantling 
of the surface apparatus of a thought in order to find its essential 
nerve, its animating centre' he claims, and elsewhere, 'To 
retrieve or deconstruct is, not to destroy, but to shake loose from 
a text its essential tendencies which the text itself conceals'. 63 

Here Caputo identifies Heideggerian Destruktion with Derridean 
deconstruction. Now 'deconstruction' not only translates 'Des
truktion', it also draws upon the grammatical term 'deconstruc
tion', in circulation long before Of granzmatology, which means 'to 

60 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas, p. 9. 
61 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas, p. 3. 
62 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 318. 
63 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas, p. 8. Cf. p. 247. 
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reveal the laws of literary composition'. 64 If we take the phenom
enological and grammatical senses together, deconstruction is 
therefore an attempt to show how philosophical discourses are 
constructed. The difference between Heidegger's and Derrida's 
projects is that whereas Heidegger is often drawn, at least in 
part, to uncover a text's 'animating centre' Derrida calls all such 
desires into question, even Heidegger's; and this is an issue I 
shall explore in the final chapter. 

One or two characteristic difficulties which arise from the 
misuse of the concept of deconstruction are worth discussion. 
Whilst it is quite true that no specific act of deconstruction can 
finally put the whole of onto-theology to rest, and will in fact 
remain - at least partly - within the closure of onto-theology, it is 
not accurate to say that the deconstruction of a tradition or a 
theory may proceed in the service of a presence. Thus when 
Magliola maintains that the declarations of the Council of Nicea 
deconstruct subordinationism, he gets into theological difficul
ties. The subordinationist heresy sets the Father above the Son 
while the Council maintains that the Father and the Son are 
co-equal and consubstantial. Yet if the Father-Son hierarchy 
were to be open to deconstruction, the Son would have to be a 
determined modification of the Father's condition of possibility
a view not held by the Church Fathers. Further, if the hierarchy 
were to be deconstructed, both Father and Son would be shown 
to depend upon a generalised version of the prior difference 
between Father and Son. And as this would imply that God is 
conditioned, it would run directly counter to the doctrines 
promulgated at Nicea and supported by Magliola. Similarly, 
when Caputo attempts to deconstruct what he sees as a hier
archic distinction between the God of metaphysics and the God 
of mystical faith, he forgets that deconstruction can begin in this 
instance only if the God of mystical faith is not conceived as 
presence. It makes no sense at all to claim that an experience of 
'pure subsistent Being' precipitates the act of deconstruction, for 
it is the notions of 'purity' and 'presence' which are put in 
question by the act of deconstruction. 

I began this chapter by arguing that what at first appears to be 
the natural and inevitable context of deconstruction is in fact 

64 See Derrida, 'Letter to a Japanese friend', in Derrida and differance, ed. David 
Wood and Robert Bernasconi (Warwick: Parousia Press, 1985), pp. 1-3. 
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motivated by secularist assumptions, and that this context is 
called into question by the text of deconstruction. And I have 
brought this chapter to a conclusion by demonstrating that what 
seems, in a number of instances, to be a theological appro
priation of deconstruction is little more than a misunderstanding 
of the word and the concept. Before passing to other matters, 
though, let us stand back and see what is common to these 
approaches. Each approach is troubled by an unacknowledged 
equivocation, for the word 'deconstruction' at once describes a 
particular process of self-subversion within an interpretation of a 
text and names the philosophical position which seeks to identify 
and trace this process. Now the problems that beset both 
approaches arise mainly from attempts to link deconstruction 
with atheism or theism. If we take theism to affirm God as a 
presence, it seems that deconstruction is already in the service of 
atheism. But the moment one articulates a positive atheism, that 
there is no God, we have the thematisation of the classical 
opposition between presence and absence which is precisely the 
critical object of the process of deconstruction. The confrontation 
of theology and deconstruction that has occupied us over these 
chapters has led us to the point where we can see the funda
mental flaws involved in the thematic study of their combin
ation. What is needed, it seems, is attention to structural prob
lems. So we will now turn to the various assumptions and 
questions concerning structure that have been waiting in the 
wings while this confrontation has been staged. 
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1 'Ground' and critique 

AH critiques exercise reason and question grounds, but only 
some seek to interrogate the ground of reason itself. At a certain 
level of generality the enterprise of offering a critique of reason is 
circular, since th<.~ very distinctions vvhich permit the operation 
of critique are themselves conditioned by reason. Upon closer 
inspection, howevert it becomes clear that the cirde need not be 
vicious and that such a critique can be lodged. One needs, first of 
alt to distinguish benveen offering spedfk reasons to justify a 
particular position, as an philosophers do, and construing 
reason as a ground, such as in the Leibnizian principle of suffi
cient reason. And second, one needs to demonstrate that 
reason, thus defined, is blind to its condition of possibility. The 
question arises, though, just ho\\' far the critique is to be taken. 
For in specifying the condition of :reason"s possibility one also 
begins a process of supplying another ground" such as the will or 
being; and \\thile this neV\r ground may differ importantly from 
reason, its function as ground \viU remain unchallenged. W'e 
must ask, then, vvhether the object of a critique of reason is 
'reason1 or the more fundan1ental and redoubtable notion of 
'ground' itself. Modern philosophy offers examples of both 
kinds of critique, and niatters are con1plicated by the fact that the 
critique of ground often develops by '\vay of a critique of reason. 
Such is the case \Vith Nietzsche, and the concerns of this chapter 
may be brought into focus by a brief comparison and contrast 
betlveen this mode of critique and the other mode_, exemplified 
by Kant_, which questions reason though not 'ground' as such. 

It is this critique of ground, unbroached by Kant, \>Vhich inter
ested Nietzsche and \vhich, in his last \Vritings, he sought to 
affirm: in part by extending the bounds of the Kantian problem,-
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a tic and in part by a trenchant critique of the critical philosophy. 
Kant is therefore taken to task on two principal issues, con
cerning what he chose to submit to critique and what he meant 
by 'critique'. Both criticisms ultimately revolve around the theo
logical ambitions of Kant's project. The thrust of Nietzsche's first 
objection is that the rejection of the noumenal as a positive object 
of knowledge 'is only a theologian's success' .1 Here Nietzsche 
draws attention to the grand purpose of Kant's programme; for 
the remarks on limits and parerga, the deduction of the Cate
gories, and the fundamental distinction between thinking and 
knowing, are all directed to the one end: the reinstatement of 
faith in a universe hitherto constructed and, so Kant held, 
misconstructed in the name of knowledge. At one level of the 
text, as is well known, Kant openly acknowledges the theo
logical implications of his epistemology, confessing that he 
found it necessary 'to deny knowledge, in order to make room for 
faith' .2 This is not all Nietzsche has in mind, however. He detects 
a complicity between 'faith' and 'reason' which remains beneath 
the surface of Kant's text and which counts against Kant's 
explicit insistence that God must be thought only in the light of 
His self-revelation. 

Endorsing the Kantian dictum that reason prescribes its laws 
to nature and does not derive them from nature, Nietzsche 
nonetheless insists that these laws have outlived their useful
ness for man whose destiny it is to become the overman. The 
valorisation of reason is a particular way of mastering circum
stances, one possible mode of interpretation that vies with 
others. It is a mastery which in turn has mastered us by present
ing itself as an a priori state of affairs rather than as an interpreta
tion. Reason now presents itself to us as both de facto and de jure. 
'Rational thought is interpretation according to a scheme that we 
cannot throw off', Nietzsche contends, and its recalcitrance con
sists in its repeated success within history which has led to its 
gradual incorporation 'in language and in the grammatical cate
gories', such that if we renounced it 'we would have to cease 
thinking'. 3 Thus from the claim that grammar conceals a meta-

1 Nietzsche, The anti-Christ§ 10 (p. 121). 
2 Immanuel Kant, Critique of pure reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (London: 

Macmillan, 1933), B xxx. 
3 Nietzsche, The will to power, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale, ed. 

Walter Kaufmann (NY: Vintage Books, 1968), § 522 (italics removed). 
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physical agenda it is, for Nietzsche, a short step to supply details, 
the most familiar of which is suggested in the lament, 'I fear we 
are not getting rid of God because we still believe in grammar'. 4 

Because the Kantian critique never questions the value of reason 
for man in his historical situation it lacks the radicalism which 
Nietzsche deems necessary if critique is to be useful to man. 
Indeed, because Kant fails to question the inherited structure of 
thought he unwittingly preserves structures which encourage 
man to confuse what is merely named through grammatical 
exigency with what is true. Chief amongst these possible confu
sions is that between a conception of God (which may have had 
value for man at a particular historical period) and the view that 
there is a God: a timeless, unchangeable being who prescribes 
eternal truths. On this account the idea of God is not regulatory, 
as it is for Kant, but simply misleading. Whereas Kant questions 
the status of the concept of God, Nietzsche questions the status 
of the concept of the concept of God, and in this way develops a 
critique without adducing a firm ground. 

This allows Nietzsche to introduce a second objection, that 
Kant's figure of reason as an 'appointed judge' unintentionally 
leads him to misconstrue the nature of immanent critique. If 
Kant's figure were the only one which could be called upon, the 
critique of reason would have to be conducted by reason itself; 
the bench becoming indistinguishable from the dock. One must 
therefore think 'immanent critique' otherwise, and for Nietzsche 
the solution lay in taking the de jure claim of reason in all 
seriousness: hence his appeal to the related figures of genealogy 
and the will to power. However, at least according to Nietzsche's 
claim, the will to power does not constitute itself as a ground; 
rather, like reason, it is an interpretation, albeit one with more 
use than reason for man in his present state. For Kant, then, the 
proper exercise of reason depends upon what can be experienced, 
while for Nietzsche reason has no foundation other than the 
play of the non-ground of interpretation. The one understands 
critique as establishing grounds while for the other critique 
dissolves grounds. That is, an immanent critique of reason itself 
was revealed by Nietzsche to be an interpretative possibility, and 
one which was desirable precisely because it would erase the 
theology inscribed within Kant's transcendental critique. 

4 Nietzsche, The twilight of the idols, § 5 (p. 38). 
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The foregoing contrast between the Kantian transcendental 
critique and the Nietzschean immanent critique is a common 
theme in contemporary discussion of deconstruction, and one 
whose theological import is frequently underlined. Against 
Kant's recuperative critique, with its firm insistence upon a 
transcendental ground, is pitted the Nietzschean unbounded 
critique in which all grounds are seen as fictions, including its 
own tacit affirmation of the will to power; and Derrida's pro
gramme of deconstruction is thus viewed as the most sophisti
cated and thoroughgoing heir of this mode of immanent criti
que. Thus Richard Rorty, for one, tells us that Derrida 'is 
suggesting how things might look if we did not have Kantian 
philosophy built into the fabric of our intellectual life', that 
Derrida, like Nietzsche, recognises 'that the idea of method 
presupposes that of a privileged vocabulary . . . a vocabulary 
which lets us get what we want' and, hence, that he, along with 
Nietzsche and Heidegger, is 'forging new ways of speaking, not 
making surprising philosophical discoveries about old ones'. 5 

On this account, deconstruction is to be aligned with Nietzsche 
(and thus atheism) and opposed to Kant (and thus theism); it is, 
in Rorty's terms, an 'abnormal' philosophy, deriving its power 
from a particular vocabulary, to be contrasted at every oppor
tunity with the 'normal' philosophy represented by Kant. 6 

Whereas 'normal' philosophy extols presence and self-identity, 
'abnormal' philosophy, at least in Derrida's case, values absence 
and difference; the one develops by argument and the other by 
parodying argument or, if there are arguments, without faith 
that they can serve to establish eternal truths. 

This view of deconstruction has an initial plausibility, but it is, 
I shall argue, quite mistaken. My contrary claim, to be worked 
out in part II, is that Derrida finds the Kantian and the 
Nietzschean modes of critique to be irreducibly entwined and 
that his mode of critique, deconstruction, seeks to reveal the 
systematic link between a text's ground and its non-ground. 
Deconstruction is accordingly a critique of 'ground' as such, 
though not an affirmation of groundlessness. Upon my reading, 

5 Rorty, Consequences of pragmatism (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1982), p. 98 
(italics removed) and p. 152; 'Deconstruction and circumvention', Critical 
Inquiry, 11 (1984), p. 9. 

6 Rorty, 'Derrida on language, being, and abnormal philosophy', The Journal of 
Philosophy, 74 (1977), pp. 679--81. 
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deconstruction possesses no assertive power; it is, quite simply, 
a way of seeing how a particular edifice, a general theory or a 
specific text, is constituted and deconstituted. Like any critique, 
it seeks to reveal conditions of possibility; but, unlike most 
critiques, it purports to show that there can be no condition of 
possibility for a discourse of any explanatory power to be both 
consistent and complete: there will always be, Derrida main
tains, certain propositions generated within that discourse 
which render it inconsistent or incomplete, thereby undermin
ing its claim to offer a comprehensive and satisfactory account of 
phenomena. However, if deconstruction at once works with and 
displaces the Kantian and Nietzschean modes of critique, there 
remains an important question to answer. Can the Nietzschean 
critique of 'ground' be reconciled with the Kantian accommo
dation of religious faith? 

In order to answer this question, we need to understand what 
Derrida means by 'onto-theology', his adopted word for all 
discourses which presuppose a ground. Drawing upon the con
clusions of the preceding chapters, I shall argue that while 
'onto-theology' exhausts the whole of metaphysics it does not 
cover all of theology. This leaves us with the theoretical possi
bility that there is such an area as 'non-metaphysical theology'; 
and in the final section I shall examine one or two maps of the 
arE:d. 

2 'Onto-theology' 

'Onto-theology' was first used by Kant to designate that par
ticular region of theology which tries to deduce God's existence 
by concepts with no appeal to experience. In recent years, 
however, the word's sense has been expanded by both Hei
degger and Derrida so that it now includes the me,taphysics Kant 
called into question and aspects of the critical philosophy itself. 
And yet despite these changes, the word still bears eloquent 
testimony to the fact that, in questions of religious faith at least, 
the philosophies of Heidegger and Derrida are compromised by 
the very Kantianism they interrogate. 

In the Critique of pure reason Kant analyses theology into its 
constituent parts. The first division distinguishes rational from 
revealed theology. Rational theology is then broken into tran
scendental and natural theology which further divides into 
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physico-theology and moral theology. Transcendental theology, 
in turn, is comprised of cosmo-theology and onto-theology, both 
of which try to apprehend God by means of transcendental 
concepts: ens summum, ens originarium and ens en ti um. 7 Thus in 
onto-theology God is defined in terms of being: first of all, as the 
highest being, endowed with every reality; then as the original 
being, underived from anything else; and ultimately as the being 
of all beings, the ground of all that is. In the Lectures Kant 
emphasises that these three predicates, taken together, are con
stitutive of what we mean by 'God': while we may add other 
predicates we must take these three to be absolutely funda
mental. And if this is so, the question of the relation between 
theology and metaphysics appears to be settled. All discourse on 
God must be metaphysical. Thus Kant advises us to pass from 
the study of God's being to the study of God's kingdom, from 
theology to theodicy. 

Let us, however, approach the problem from another angle. 
Rather than thinking of God as a particular kind of being, and 
therefore as a metaphysical entity, let us explore the possibility 
that it is metaphysics which compels us to regard God as a 
particular kind of being. We can begin by pressing into service 
Heidegger's analysis of metaphysics. For Heidegger, meta
physics arises from an unthought identification of two distinc
tions: Being and beings; and ground and the grounded. Meta
physics is that discourse which takes Being as the ground of 
beings. The strength of this idea of Being is such that it has 
dominated western thought from Plato to Nietzsche. Moreover, 
this situation could not have been otherwise; the epoch of the 
ontico-ontological distinction has been sent to man by Being. 
This is, to be sure, a puzzling claim, and as with a number of 
themes from Heidegger's later thought it resists neat resolution 
into proposition or metaphor. We can go some way towards 
clarifying it, though, by observing that 'epoch' is used here 
partly in the sense of 'era' but primarily, in the sense of 'epoche' 
or 'moment of withholding'. In the epoch of onto-theology, 
Being reveals itself in beings but at the same time withholds 

7 Kant, Critique of pure reason, A 631 B 659. A slightly different taxonomy is 
offered in his Lectures on philosophical theology, trans. Allen W. Wood and 
Gertrude M. Clark (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978). 
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itself: 'As it reveals itself in beings, Being withdraws'. s The 
history of western thought is a Seinsgeschick, a history of the 
sendings of Being. This is not to be understood as fashioning 
intellectual history as a series of epistemological ruptures, such 
as one finds in Bachelard, Kuhn and, more problematically, in 
Foucault. The epochs of Being overlap each other in their his
torical sequence. Moreover, this sequence 'is not accidental, nor 
can it be calculated as necessary'. 9 Now if we accept this, two 
consequences follow. In the first place, it would seem that Kant 
has little choice in conceiving God as a metaphysical object; after 
all, Kant must fulfill the destiny of Being, and Being reveals itself 
in the ontico-ontological difference. Nevertheless, it is also pos
sible to find evidence of another epoch of Being at work in Kant's 
text, an epoch in which God is not taken metaphysically. And in 
the second place, our attention must pass from the problem of 
how we conceive God to how we conceive the conception of God. 
Before we can embark for this passage, however, and before we 
agree to subscribe to Heidegger's Seinsgeschick, we need to focus 
more intently upon Heidegger's analysis of metaphysics as onto-
theology. · 

In the Metaphysics Aristotle defines 'first philosophy' or meta
physics as the study of 'being qua being', that is, the being of 
beings. 10 Heidegger's central point is that there is a fundamental 
ambiguity in this definition, since the study of the being of 
beings can be at once a questioning of being as such or a 
questioning of beings as a whole. In the former case, the quest is 
for the essence of Being in general, the on he on, and is thus 
known as 'ontology'. In the latter case, the quest is for the 
ground of beings as a whole, and as this highest ground is 
known in Greek as the theion, this enterprise is to be called 
1theology'. This ambiguity cannot, however, be resolved into 
independent areas of investigation. In order to inquire about the 
highest ground we need also to inquire about the essence of 
being in general, thus making theology dependent upon ontol
ogy; and as theology accounts for the ground of ontology, once 

8 Heidegger, Early Greek thinking, trans. D. F. Krell and F. A. Capuzzi (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1975), p. 26. 

9 Heidegger, On time and Being, trans. J. Stambaugh (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1972), p. 9. 

10 Aristotle, The works of Aristotle, Vol. VIII, Metaphysica, trans. W.D. Ross. 
Second edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908), 1026a 32. 
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more the discourses are entwined. Hence, upon Heidegger's 
reading, metaphysics is at once ontology and theology; or, as he 
prefers to call it, 'onto-theology'. 

It must be understood that Heidegger is not claiming that some 
metaphysics is theological but that metaphysics as such is theo
logical. It is true that Heidegger's most detailed exposition of the 
onto-theological' constitution of metaphysics is a reflection upon 
Hegel's Science of logic and that this book is peculiarly suited to 
this analysis. And we know that Hegel often presents his meta
physics in a quasi-religious vocabulary, claiming, for example, 
that the content of logic is nothing other than 'the exposition of 
God as he is in his eternal essence before the creation of nature 
and a finite mind' and that God 'has the absolutely undisputed 
right that the beginning be made with him' .11 All this is part of 
Hegel's general insistence that 'philosophy is theology', the 
knowledge of God as Geist. Yet Heidegger is adamant in this 
essay on Hegel, as he is elsewhere, that metaphysics is consti
tuted as onto-theological. And long before writing on this theme 
with specific reference to Hegel, he speaks of metaphysics in this 
way with respect to Leibniz, Schelling, Nietzsche and of course 
Aristotle. 

Perhaps the most economical way of drawing out the impli
cations of Heidegger's claim is by a comparison with Kant. The 
central distinction of the Kantian philosophy is between think
ing and knowing. We become enmeshed in metaphysical illu
sions when we claim to know about God what we can only think 
regarding Him. The Heideggerian problematic is a repetition of 
the Kantian to the extent that it turns upon a similar distinction, 
between thinking and reasoning. Metaphysics, for Heidegger, is 
a discourse governed by reason considered as an Ur-grund, a 
firm foundation; yet it can be shown, he thinks, that reason is in 
fact an Un-grund, a necessary appearance of a firm foundation. 
One consequence of this, Heidegger argues, is that throughout 
the history of western metaphysics Being has been approached 
only by reason. Metaphysics, we recall, insists upon a difference 
(Differenz) between Being and beings in terms of ground and the 
grounded. Yet if this system is to be both complete and consist
ent, as reason demands, it requires something to be self
grounding; and this causa sui, Heidegger contends, is the God of 

11 Hegel, Science of logic, pp. 50, 78. 
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metaphysics. 12 The entry of God into metaphysics is therefore 
inevitable; it is entailed by the very distinctions between 
'ground' and 'grounded', 'Being' and 'beings'. However, while 
Heidegger rejects the God of metaphysics he most certainly does 
not reject the possibility of belief in God. Quite the contrary: 'The 
god-less· thinking which must abandon the god of philosophy, 
god as causa sui, is thus perhaps closer to the divine God'. 13 

Kant and Heidegger agree, on the whole, that God can be 
thought and that this thinking must occur through an openness 
to revelation; but they disagree in that while Kant affirms that 
the God of metaphysics answers to what we mean by 'God', 
Heidegger stresses that this is definitely not what the faithful 
mean by 'God'. The root of this disagreement is that H~iqegger's 
question 'What is metaphysics?' is prior to Kant's question 'What 
is the relation between metaphysics and theology?' Heidegger 
shows, conclusively I think, that the relation between meta
physics and theology is always already determined from within 
metaphysics. Another point of disagreement is that whereas 
Kant elucidates the relation between man and metaphysics in a 
priori terms, Heidegger does so by way of historicity. Meta
physics, for him, covers a vast era of human history; one whose 
end has already been marked, though not yet fully realised, in 
Nietzsche's claim 'God is dead'. Nietzsche is crucial for Hei
degger partly because the inversion of Platonism one finds in The 
will to power brings metaphysics to its conclusion and partly 
because it is Nietzsche's account of nihilism which Heidegger 
takes as his prooftext in his reading of the history of metaphysics 
as the history of nihilism. 'What does nihilism mean?' asks 
Nietzsche, 'That the highest values devaluate themselves', then adds, 
'The aim is lacking; "why?" finds no answer' .14 It is this remark 

12 In describing the God of metaphysics as the causa sui Heidegger seems to be 
thinking in particular of the opening statement of Spinoza's Ethics: 'By cause 
of itself I understand that whose essence involves existence, or that whose 
nature cannot be conceived unless existing' (Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics, ed. 
J. Gutmann (New York: Hafner Pub. Co., 1949), Part I def. 1). Also relevant is 
Hegel's remark, 'The actual Concept effects itself; it is the cause of itself', 
Encyclopedia of philosophy, trans. Gustav Emil Mueller. 1817 edition. (New 
York: Philosophical Library, 1959), §112. More generally, however, he has in 
mind the tradition of God as the unmoved mover, as elaborated by Aristotle 
and Aquinas. 

13 Heidegger, Identity and difference, p. 72. 
14 Nietzsche, The will to power, §2 (p. 9). Emphasis in original. Quoted and 

discussed by Heidegger in Nietzsche, Vol. IV Nihilism, esp. Ch. 2 but passim. 
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which becomes the leitmotif of Heidegger's elucidation of 
nihilism. 

Upon Heidegger's reading, the question of value is grounded 
in the question of Being: a value, he argues, is what is valid; and 
to be valid is the manner in which value as value is. Further
more, the notion of 'value' entails the notion of hierarchy. 
'"Values" are accessible and capable of being a standard of 
measure', Heidegger writes, 'only where things such as values 
are esteemed and where one value is ranked above or below 
another' .15 If we take these points in tandem we arrive at the 
view that the God who enters metaphysics at its inception, the 
causa sui, must be the highest value. Within metaphysics, God is 
lauded as the original being, the highest being and the being of 
beings; yet, for Heidegger, 'When one proclaims "God" the 
altogether "highest value", this is a degradation of God's essen
ce' .16 Metaphysics is nihilism in that this highest value is 
devalued in the epoch from Plato to Nietzsche. 'Nihilism', as 
Heidegger succinctly puts it, 'is that historical process whereby 
the dominance of the "transcendent" becomes null and void, so 
that all being loses its worth and meaning', the end of which is 
given in Nietzsche's 'God is dead' .17 It follows that 'God is dead' 
is not a formula of unbelief but rather a statement about the 
highest ground (theion) and indeed one that remains within 
metaphysics as a theological statement. 18 Thus, 'nihilism in 
Nietzsche's sense in no way coincides with the situation con
ceived merely negatively, that the Christian god of biblical reve
lation can no longer be believed in' .19 Regardless of his inten
tions, what Nietzsche offers is a critique of theology, of accounts 
of the highest ground, not a critique of faith. 

For Heidegger there may be a God who can be apprehended 
solely by faith, and therefore he is committed to the possibility of 
two theologies, one which forms part of onto-theology and one 
which does not. Thus when specifying the characteristics of 
onto-theology Heidegger observes that 'we must remember that 
the word and concept "theology" did not first grow in the 

15 Heidegger, Nietzsche, Vol. IV, p. 16. 
16 Heidegger, 'Letter on humanism', in Basic writings, ed. and in trod. David 

Farrell Krell (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), p. 228. 
17 Heidegger, Nietzsche, Vol. IV, p. 4. 
18 Heidegger, Nietzsche, Vol. IV, p. 210. 
19 Heidegger, The question concerning technology, p. 63. 
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framework and service of a!l ~c;<;l.~~i?~.~i~~l system of faith, but 
within philosophy'. 20 Odd as it may seem, Heidegger is follow
ing tradition. 'Theology', Aquinas tells us, 'is twofold: one in 
which divine things are considered not so much as the subject of 
the science but as the principles of its subject, and such is that 
theology which the philosophers sought after and which by 
another name is called "metaphysics"; the other which considers 
divine things on their own account as the very subject of its 
science, and this is that theology which is communicated in 
Sacred Scripture'.21 Moreover, Heidegger is quick to reject the 
view that metaphysics becomes onto-theological only with the 
Alexandrian synthesis of metaphysics and scripture. 22 The ques
tion we must ask, though, is how are these theologies related, 
for Heidegger does not hold the epoch of the ontico-ontological 
distinction to be uniform and homogeneous. 

In his published writings at least, Heidegger does not enquire 
how the Christian thought of God may trouble philosophy; he 
concentrates exclusively upon the thought of Being. In analyses 
of philosophers as diverse as Aristotle, Leibniz and Hegel he 
finds instances where the ontico-ontological distinction is 
silently questioned from within, but solely with respect to Being, 
never God. Interestingly enough, Heidegger's 1919 lecture 
course on Meister Eckhart at Freiburg did not address Eckhart's 
view of God but his account of Being. As the title of the course 
suggests, Heidegger's concern was with 'The philosophical 
foundations of medieval mysticism'. When he does discuss God 
- or, increasingly in the later works, the sacred and the gods -
Heidegger attends to the poets: Angelus Silesius, Rilke and, 
above all, Holderlin. There is, after all, a gulf between thought 
and faith. A distinction is drawn between Christendom, 'the 
historical, world-political phenomenon of the Church and its 
claim to power within the shaping of Western humanity and its 
modern culture', in which philosophy plays a lead role, and 'the 
Christianity of New Testament faith' .23 Heidegger insists that 

20 Heidegger, Schelling's treatise, p. 50. 
21 Quoted from Aquinas's commentary on Boethius' De Trinitate by James F. 

Anderson, An introduction to the metaphysics of St Thomas Aquinas (Chicago: 
Henry Regency Co., 1969), p. 104. 

22 See, for example, Heidegger's 'The way back into the ground of meta
physics', in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufman. Rev. 
and expanded edition (New York: New America Library, 1975), p. 275. 

23 Heidegger, The question concerning technology, p. 63. 
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there is a tension between them, that the quest for a meta
physical foundation for faith 'conceals and distorts' that faith;24 

but nowhere does he offer an analysis of this tension. 
As Heidegger insists time and time again, he is a philosopher, 

not a theologian. More arresting than such denials, though, is 
the one remark on how he would write a theology. 'If I were still 
writing a theology- I am sometimes tempted to do just that-the 
expression "Being" should not figure in it ... There is nothing to 
be done here with Being' .25 By now we need not stress the point 
that Derrida is not a theologian, so it is all the more worthy of our 
attention that he remarks how his work can be read as a trans
lation of this very observation by Heidegger.26 A careful reading 
of the writers in question will reveal that Derrida at once sharp
ens and exte:qds Heidegger's idea of onto-theology, and that this 
is done on two fronts: by distinguishing between the axiomatic 
and axiological elements of onto-theology; and by clarifying the 
structural and the genetic determinants of onto-theology. We 
shall discuss each in turn, then consider if Derrida's translation 
of the Heideggerian theme of a non-metaphysical theology 
might be of more use to us than the original. 

The constant target of deconstruction, I have argued, is total
isa tion. Some content has already been given to this notion in 
the preceding chapters and I shall examine it in more detail in 
part II. We need now, however, to study 'totalisation' from a 
slightly different perspective, from that of axiomatics. The epoch 
of onto-theology can be viewed, Derrida tells us, as an assem
blage of various systems, each of which is based upon a small 
number of axioms or archai. Taken by itself this is a familiar 
thesis. In any formal system there will be various archai which 

24 Heidegger, Being and time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), p. 30. 

25 The remark in full and in the original is as follows: 'Certains d'entre vous 
peut·etre que je sors de la theologie, que je Jui garde unveil amour, et que j'y 
entends meme quelque chose. Si j'entreprenais d'ecrire une theologie, a quoi 
bien sou vent je me sens incline, alors en elle c' est le mot etre, qui ne saurait 
intervenir. La foi n'a pas besoin de la pensee de l'etre'. Heidegger, The piety of 
thinking, trans. and eds. James G. Hart and John C. Maraldo (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1976), p. 184. In the body of this chapter I have 
quoted the translation of Derrida's quotation of the text by John P. Leavey. 
See Derrida's discussion of this passage in 'Comment ne pas parter', Psyche: 
inventions de l'autre (Paris: Galilee, 1987), pp. 590-92 and in De /'esprit: Hei
degger et la question (Paris: Galilee, 1987), pp. 12-14. 

26 Derrida, 'Letter to John P. Leavey', Derrida and biblical studies, p. 61. 
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compete for the role of the ~.<;Jst .. tnc:.U~pensable: the principle of 
non-contradiction and the principle of identity are perhaps the 
strongest contenders. Less familiar, yet more c~ntroversial, is 
the claim which Heidegger and Derrida both advance that these 
formal and apparently empty principles are themselves 
grounded in metaphysics. Upon Derrida's reckoning, the archai 
are in fact held to be moments of irreducible presence. Instances 
abound: 'eidos' (Plato), 'ousia' (Aristotle), 'esse' (Aquinas), 'clear 
and distinct ideas' (Descartes), 'sense impressions' (Hume), 
'Geist' (Hegel), 'logical simples' (Russell), 'pre-reflective 
intentionality' (Husserl) and, more problematically, 'Being' (Hei
degger). With Plato, for instance, the account of Being as eidos is 
entirely unrevisable; it is the fixed centre of the system, the 
governing principle of its structure and the sole element which 
escapes structurality. From this one grounded element, Derrida 
contends, it is possible to generate a system which, in its internal 
arrangement, lays claim to being both consistent and complete. 

The phrase 'consistent and complete' as applied to a formal 
system recalls Godel's 1931 paper on formally undecidable 
propositions. 27 Derrida insists tl~at he i~ ~.~~~iEg nothing more 
than an analogy between formal and philosophical systems and 
that, in this spirit, he wishes to apply certain of Godel's conclu
sions about formal systems to philosophical systems. 28 We must 
be careful not to let this analogy efface what is, perhaps, 
Derrida's more compelling semi-formal critique of philosophical 
systems. This critique will concern us in the following chapter, 
and we will examine the status of this analogy with Godel's 
theorem in chapter 5. In the meantime, we need a preliminary 
account of Godel's results. What Godel shows is that an arithme
tical system of any richness is capable of generating at least one 
proposition which must be considered true within the system 
but which cannot be proven within that system. Quite clearly, if 
the system were to be complete this proposition would have to 
be proven within the system; but if this were done, the system 
would be inconsistent. The upshot of Godel's paper is that no 
system, as described, can be both complete and consistent; and 
this is generally taken to be an extremely strong case that no 

27 Kurt Godel, 'On formally undecidable propositions of Principia mathema
tica and Related Systems', in From Frege to Godel, ed. J. van Heijenoort, 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977). 

28 See Derrida, Writing, p. 162; Positions, p. 43; and Dissemination, p. 219. 
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arithmetical system can be complete. If formal and philosophical 
systems are analogous, the result would be that a philosophical 
system would generate at least one proposition which is structu
rally undecidable within that system. And this is what Derrida 
claims, even going so far as to remark that 'there is something 
like an axiom of incompletion in the structure of the scene of 
writing'. 29 In other words, no philosophical text can be totalised 
by an arche; regardless of what hermeneutic is applied to it, there 
will always be an undecidable word generated by the operation 
of the hermeneutic upon the text: 'supplement', 'hymen', 'parergon' 
or whatever. 

However, as is evident from our discussion of metaphysics as 
nihilism, philosophical systems are governed axiologically as 
well as axiomatically: the founding moment of presence is 
understood as a value. In a manner which is more straight
forward than Heidegger's, Derrida analyses onto-theology in 
these terms and simultaneously advances his critique along 
these two lines. Like Heidegger, Derrida formulates meta
physics by way of a hierarchy of values: 

All metaphysicians, from Plato to Rousseau, Descartes to 
Husserl have proceeded in this way, conceiving good to be 
before evil, the positive before the negative, the pure before 
the impure, the simple before the complex, the essential before 
the accidental, the imitated before the imitation, etc. And this 
is not just one metaphysical gesture among others, it is the 
metaphysical exigency, that which has been the most constant, 
most profound and most potent. Jo 

As we know, Heidegger takes the Nietzschean inversion of 
Platonism to be a metaphysical gesture, indeed the final gesture 
of metaphysics, because it remains entirely within the field of 
concepts generated by Platonism. The Heideggerian response to 
metaphysics is not to invert its founding values but to step back 
into the groundless ground of metaphysics, the Austrag, and 
from here to re-think the other possibilities inherent in Being. 

After our earlier discussion of metaphysics as determined by 
'fall' it comes as no surprise to find that Derrida has no complaint 
against the Nietzschean-Heideggerian account of metaphysics 

29 Derrida, The post card, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987), p. 313. 

30 Derrida, 'Limited inc', trans. S. Weber, Glyph, 2 (1977), p. 236. 
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as nihilism, a fall from the highest to the lowest values. But the 
relation between Derrida, Nietzsche and Heidegger is a good 
deal more subtle than this might suggest. Derrida's tactic is to 
take both the Nietzschean inversion and the Heideggerian 
reculer pour mieux sauter at one and the same time. 'To de
construct the opposition, first of all, is to overturn the hierarchy 
at a given moment', Derrida informs us; then with a backwards 
glance to Heidegger, 'To overlook this phase of overturning is to 
forget the conflictual and sub-ordinating structure of opposition. 
Therefore one might proceed too quickly to a neutralization that 
in practice would leave the previous field untouched'. 3t Agreeing 
with Heidegger about Nietzsche, Derrida then tells us that 'to 
remain in this phase is still to operate on the terrain of and from 
within the deconstructed system'. Our task is also, and at the 
same time, to mark 'the interval between inversion, which 
brings low what was high, and the irruptive emergence of a new 
"concept", a concept that can no longer be, and never could be, 
included in the previous regime'. 32 This new 'concept' is held 
to be not so much other than metaphysics as the other of 
metaphysics, a site or perhaps non-site that remains unthought 
by metaphysics, in which metaphysics is inscribed, and from 
which it may be questioned. And this 'other' to which meta
physics remains blind is, of course, that mode of radical alterity 
which is not defined with reference to a prior notion of identity
what we have learnt to call, amongst other names, 'differance'. 

It may be objected that Derrida's 'differance' is little more than a 
renaming of a movement already at work within Heidegger's 
discourse. And as I am arguing that Derrida improves the Hei
deggerian account and critique of metaphysics, this objection 
deserves a hearing. In a discussion with Henri Ronse, Derrida 
acknowledges a debt to Heidegger: that, at one level at least, 
differance 'would name provisionally this unfolding of difference, 
in particular, but not only, or first of all, of the ontico-ontological 
difference'. 33 Certainly this squares with what Heidegger says 
about this difference: 

The 'differentiation' [Unterscheidung) is more appropriately 
identified by the word difference [Differenz], in which it is inti
mated that beings and Being are somehow set apart from each 

31 Derrida, Positions, p. 41. 
33 Derrida, Positions, p. 10. 

32 Derrida, Positions, p. 42. 
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other, separated, and nonetheless connected to each other, 
indeed of themselves, and not simply on the basis of an 'act' of 
'differentiation'. Differentiation as 'difference' means that a 
settlement [Austrag] between Being and beings exists. We shall 
not say from where and in what way the settlement comes 
about. 34 

The Austrag, then, is that which opens up the difference 
between Being and beings; and if we take this difference to be 
the space in which metaphysics is elaborated, it is the Austrag 
which is responsible for the sending of metaphysics. Indeed, it 
would seem that the Austrag is responsible for every sending 
and concealing of Being: 'the onto-theological constitution of 
metaphysics has its origin in the perdurance [Austrag] that 
begins the history of metaphysics, governs all its epochs, and yet 
remains everywhere concealed as perdurance [Austrag], and 
thus forgotten in an oblivion which escapes even itself'. 3s 

If we agree to all of this, we are committed to the view that the 
God of metaphysics, the causa sui, is sent by the Austrag, as will 
be, perhaps, the divine God of whom Heidegger writes in such 
reverent tones. It is at this stage that Christians will object to the 
idea that God can be sent by anything. And one does not have to 
be religious to ask, with some justification, what is the status of 
this Austrag and of Heidegger's knowledge of it. To restrict 
ourselves to the first question, it is never made explicit by 
Heidegger whether the Austrag performs an ontological or an 
epistemological role. Does the Austrag somehow constrain God 
to appear to us in one way and then in another? Or is it rather a 
matter of how we come to think about Him? It is in the wake of 
these questions that we must judge the Heideggerian notion of 
Austrag against the Derridean notion of differance. We can agree 
that 'differance' is, at least in part, a translation of 'Austrag' but 
our attention is compelled by what is at once lost and gained in 
translation, not to mention the other quite distinct senses of 
Derrida's word. And from what we have already encountered, 
we can also agree that while both Austrag and differance are to be 
understood as conditions of possibility, Derrida's word commits 

34 Heidegger, Nietzsche, Vol. IV, p. 155. 'Austrag' has been commonly translated 
as 'settlement' and 'perdurance', but the most evocative translation is 
Caputo's 'dif-ference'. For a particularly lucid account of the Austrag, to 
which I am indebted, see his Heidegger and Aquinas, pp. 148-60. 

35 Heidegger, Identity and difference, p. 68. 
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us to far less than does Heidegger's; after all, Derrida demon
strates with regards to particular texts that the appeal to pres
ence depends upon an unacknowledged reliance upon differance. 
But before we can go any further we need to understand the 
second way in which Derrida sharpens the Heideggerian 
account and critique of metaphysics, his distinction between 
genesis and structure. 

We can take as our starting-point the following passage from 
Heidegger's 1940 lectures on Nietzsche: 

the name metaphysics means nothing other than knowledge of 
the Being of beings, which is distinguished by apriority and 
which is conceived by Plato as idea. Therefore, meta-physics [sic] 
begins with Plato's interpretation of Being as idea. For all sub
sequent times, it shapes the essence of Western philosophy, 
whose history, from Plato to Nietzsche, is the history of metaphysics. 
And because metaphysics begins with the interpretation of 
Being as 'idea', and because that interpretation sets the stan
dard, all philosophy since Plato is 'idealism' in the strict sense 
of the word: Being is sought in the idea, in the idea-like and the 
ideal. With respect to the founder of metaphysics we can 
therefore say that all Western philosophy is Platonism. Meta
physics, idealism, and Platonism mean essentially the same thing. 
They remain determinative even where countermovements 
and reversals come into vogue. In the history of the West, 
Plato has become the proto-typical philosopher. Nietzsche did 
not merely designate his own philosophy as the reversal of 
Platonism. Nietzsche's thinking was and is everywhere a single 
and often very discordant dialogue with Plato.36 

It seems a simple matter to draw a line between where Derrida 
and Heidegger are in agreement in this passage and where they 
differ; but the line is far from straight. In the first place, both 
agree that 'metaphysics', 'idealism' and 'Platonism' are co
ordinate concepts, and both agree that these concepts pervade 
western thought. Yet whereas Heidegger specifies this epoch as 
running from Plato to Nietzsche inclusive, Derrida has it extend 
from Parmenides to Heidegger, with Nietzsche as the very 
figure who calls its characteristic concerns most vividly into 
question. While Heidegger's entire programme is to be under
stood as a critique of the metaphysics of presence, he nonethe
less finds himself caught up in a thematics of presence. While he 

36 Heidegger, Nietzsche, Vol. IV, p. 164. 
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rejects the idea that Being is presence, he still regards Being as 
Anwesen, a coming-into-presence. In the second place, while 
Heidegger thinks it possible to step outside metaphysics Derrida 
rejects this possibility as yet another ruse of metaphysics and 
instead talks of the closure of this epoch, which is to say, in 
effect, that metaphysics has been convicted in principle but 
cannot be banished once and for all. Indeed, upon Derrida's 
understanding, it is metaphysics which allows us to distinguish 
between the de ju re and the de facto in the first place. 

The main difference between Heidegger and Derrida, then, is 
that while Heidegger thinks it possible to step beyond onto
theology, Derrida argues that all such attempts are entangled in 
the metaphysics they seek to leave behind. The step beyond (le 
pas au-dela) always turns out to be a step not beyond (un pas 
au-dela), as Derrida maintains with respect to Freud, Nietzsche 
and Blanchot as well as Heidegger. It is time to probe this point 
and thereby put some pressure upon Heidegger's use of 'onto
theology'. To begin with, Heidegger's view of the history of 
philosophy as congruent with the history of metaphysics stems 
from his early commitment to phenomenology. Husserl hailed 
phenomenology, in both its eidetic and transcendental modes, 
as a fresh way of philosophising, one that avoided all unneces
sary involvement with the history of philosophy. At the same 
time, though, Husserl believed firmly in the spiritual heritage of 
European thought and in the need for the philosopher to 
acknowledge and work within that heritage. 'Our task', he tells 
us, 'is to make comprehensible the teleology in the historical 
becoming of philosophy', by attempting 'to elicit and under
stand the unity running through all the [philosophical] projects 
of history that oppose one another and work together in their 
changing forms'. 37 

Nothing could sound more Hegelian than this passage. Yet 
whereas the Hegelian system unifies all past philosophies in its 
disclosure of Spiri~ as absolute ground, Husserl sees the unity of 
various philosophical projects in methodological terms, as the 
scientific quest for a firm ground. Far from anything like Hegel's 
'Cunning of reason', the teleology invoked here is the con-

37 Edmund Husserl, The crisis of European sciences and transcendental phenomeno
logy, trans. and introd. D. Carr (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1970}, p. 70. 

88 



'Onto-theology' 

vergence of 'ground' and 'subjectivity', which Husserl claims to 
find in the historical sequence of Descartes, Kant and himself - a 
passage from the axiomatics of the cogito to the doctrine of 
transcendental subjectivity. Phenomenology, we are elsewhere 
assured, 'does no violence to the problem-motives that inwardly 
drive the old tradition into the wrong line of inquiry and the 
wrong method'. Moreover, Husserl distinguishes cleanly 
between 'nai:ve metaphysics' and 'metaphysics as such', making 
it quite explicit that phenomenology has no objection to the 
latter. 38 Metaphysics, for Husserl as for Hegel, is a question of 
the origin, the foundation, the ground. When he proposes a 
critique of metaphysics it is a critique of those discourses which 
have failed to lay proper grounds, never a critique of 'ground' as 
such. Whatever other aims it has, phenomenology above all 
seeks to ground speculation in pre-reflective and pre-theoretical 
intentionality; it is this quest which makes phenomenology a 
'first philosophy', a metaphysics, even when it criticises pre
vious systems for their metaphysics. Although Husserl is, to be 
sure, involved with both a structural inquiry (a description of 
eidetic structures) and a genetic inquiry (an account of the pro
venance and ground of such structures), it is important to recog
nise that he regards metaphysics only in genetic terms. For 
Husserl, the difference between na1ve and good metaphysics is 
determined according to if the inquiry is ungrounded or 
grounded; either way, however, metaphysics is taken genetic
ally. Now while both Heidegger and Derrida endorse Husserl's 
aim of offering a critique of metaphysics, neither accepts the 
distinction between 'naive' metaphysics and metaphysics 'as 
such'. All metaphysics is metaphysics as such, they say, and 
subject to critique. Even despite this difference, though, Hei
degger is still in agreement with Husserl; for while Heidegger's 
elucidation of metaphysics is neither simply historical nor 
simply conceptual, it remains entirely genetic, as a tradition of 
thought arising from a founding concept- Being as idea. Derrida 
is perfectly happy to agree that metaphysics as such is a matter 
of genesis, whether historical or conceptual. Unlike Heidegger 
and Husserl, however, he also considers it structurally, as insti
tuted and endlessly repeated in and by the concept 'sign'. 

38 Husserl, Cartesian meditations, trans. D. Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 
1977), p. 156. 
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Which means that for Derrida a critique of metaphysics must 
develop simultaneously along other, genetic and structural, 
lines. 'To concern oneself with the founding concepts of the 
entire history of philosophy', Derrida remarks (with Heidegger 
in mind), 'is probably the most daring way of making the begin
nings of a step outside philosophy'. 39 But if metaphysics is 
written into the structure of the sign, and is therefore pre
supposed in all discourse, the most cogent critique of the found
ing concepts of metaphysics will remain trammelled in meta
physics. On the face of it, we need to be able to use critique 
without thereby being committed to metaphysics, to realise the 
possibility of auto-critique that abides within discourse whilst 
not falling prey to Nietzsche's criticisms of the Kantian notion of 
'critique'. In brief, we must seek to conserve 'all these old 
concepts . . . while here and there denouncing their limits, 
treating them as tools which can still be used'. 40 This second 
path can be pursued only as the result of a structural critique, 
such as we find in Derrida's analysis of the metaphysical concep
tion of the sign. In this critique, it will be remembered, 'sign' is 
shown to depend structurally upon a generalised version of that 
which it devalues. The signifier is to be used as a tool in dis
mantling the sign's metaphysics. This is, to be sure, a powerful 
metaphor; but it may be stated more precisely. It is not so much 
the signifier which is the tool here as it is the difference between 
signified and signifier, and the signifier is characterised, within 
metaphysics, by way of this difference. 

Following Hegel, Derrida argues that 'difference' remains a 
metaphysical concept insofar as it derives from 'identity'. And 
here the signified is seen as self-identical whereas the signifier is 
characterised by difference, since it gains its identity through 
repetition over empirical differences yet admits different signi
fications in different contexts. As we saw in the first chapter, the 
signified can never be presented purely and simply; it is divided 
internally in its origin, and thus may be said to differ from itself: 
it can gain identity though never self-identity. What is unthought 
within metaphysics, then, is that signified and signifier gain 
their identity from a mode of difference that does not derive 
from a predetermined notion of identity; and this, of course, is 
what Derrida calls 'differance'. It is plain, I think, that this struc-

39 Derrida, Writing, p. 284. 40 Derrida, Writing, p. 284. 
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tural critique comes in response to the claim that the concepts in 
question exist in a natural and inevitable relationship. And this 
is the case with the relation between 'signified' and 'signifier'. 
Equally plain, however, is the genetic critique's reliance on the 
possibility of a structural critique. If this were not possible, the 
founding structure would be natural and inevitable. So Derrida's 
aim is to manage a genetic and a structural critique. Deconstruc
tion demonstrates that the two are mutually dependent and 
illustrates the practice of using both at the same time. It is the 
deployment of this doubled mode of critique, a 'dislodged and 
dislodging writing' as Derrida puts it, which marks the closure 
of onto-theology. 41 

This is not to say, of course, that Heidegger is not aware of the 
need to borrow the syntax and lexicon of metaphysics when 
submitting it to critique. In The question of Being, for example, one 
finds Heidegger crossing out 'Being' so that the word is legible 
but its traditional associations are suspended. 42 Derridean 
deconstruction is a dialogue with and a departure from Hei
deggerian Destruktion, and this departure can be observed in the 
passage from 'Being' to 'sign' as the point of incision for a 
critique of onto-theology. Heidegger never spells out why, if the 
ontico-ontological difference is sent to us by Being, it is so wrong 
to think Being in relation to beings, but Derrida establishes that 
metaphysics inheres in the distinction between signified and 
signifier; that this account of the sign is, on its own terms, 
unstable; and that there is always a rapport between meta
physics and what is held to lie outside metaphysics. As we have 
already discussed the first two points in the first chapter, we 
shall turn to the third, taking our bearings from Derrida's 
remarks upon the sign. 

Derrida is keener in the formulation of his problem than 
Heidegger, and moreover his formulation has a substantially 
wiper scope. As we know, Derrida takes the distinction between 
presence and representation to institute and govern the whole of 
western thought. More particularly, he views metaphysics from 
the perspective of the distinction between the intelligible and the 
sensible: for since Plato, he contends, the intelligible has been 

41 Derrida, Positions, p. 42. 
42 Heidegger, The question of Being, trans. and in trod. W. Kluback and J. T. Wilde 

(London: Vision Press, 1959), p. 81. 
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construed as presence (self-presence, presence in time, presence 
to a subject, or whatever) while the sensible is taken to be the 
representation of that presence. Formulated in this fashion, the 
sign is metaphysical, both with respect to a referent and in its 
internal constitution: in the first place, it is taken to represent a 
presence - a sign is always a sign of something; and in the 
second, the signified is regarded as the intelligible content of the 
sign whereas the signifier is by definition a sensible mark, a 
phoneme or a grapheme. Without any immediate loss of clarity, 
Derrida is able to resolve the text of western thought, what he 
calls the 'general text', into a number of distinctions which 
ultimately merge with that between presence and represen
tation. 43 If metaphysics is to be read as constituted by the distinc
tion between the intelligible and the sensible, the same is to be 
said of epistemology with respect to the distinction between the 
simple and the complex. Similarly, theology arises from the 
distinction between the transcendent and the immanent; mysti
cism from that between immediacy and mediation; and so on. 
Such distinctions can easily be multiplied, cutting across all 
generic divisions. Thus we have distinctions between identity 
and difference, reason and non-reason, the original and the 
derivative, the arche and the an-arche, the literal and the figural, 
and- to conclude with the one for which Derrida is perhaps best 
known - between speech and writing. 

So while Derrida accepts the description of metaphysics as 
onto-theology he does not take this to be the sole description of 
metaphysics or even the most telling. In fact many of these 
distinctions find a place under the description of metaphysics as 
'logocentrism', an overdetermined word whose specific 
meanings must be drawn out. On one level, 'logocentrism' 
signifies any attempt to determine a unique master-word which 
could serve as a firm foundation, a ground, for speculation; and 
Derrida claims that all philosophy is logocentric in this sense. On 
a straightforward linguistic level, Logos means both 'reason' and 
'speech', and Derrida takes any appeal to a natural order of 
reason, prior to all linguistic determination, to be logocentric. 
More controversial is Derrida's other claim that the valorisation 
of speech over writing is of a piece with these characteristics of 
metaphysics. Finally, the word signifies Christ as the divine 

43 See, for example, Positions, p. 44 and pp. 59-60. 
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Logos and recalls the doctrine, first formulated by Justin Martyr, 
of the Logos spermatikos. Thus when Derrida asserts that 'God 
and the logos are one'44 he is asserting that Christianity, reason 
and the quest for grounds have been complicit from St Paul to 
Heidegger; and once more the three are linked by the structure 
of the sign. The structure of the sign would therefore seem to be 
metaphysical, theologic~l and Christological: the Logos is a 
'passage from the infinite to the finite, from the finite to the 
infinite', the archetype of the sign. 45 Or more pointedly: the 
intelligible signified, the Logos, is incarnated in the sensible 
signifier. 

Are we to conclude from this that all theology is to be taken as 
metaphysics? I do not think so. The object of Derrida's critique is 
the uncritical equation of 'God' and 'full presence' which he 
finds at work in Christian theology and particularly in the doc
trines concerning Jesus as the Christ. And if this is so, Derrida 
like Heidegger is offering a critique of theology and not a critique 
of faith. Thus he can agree with Moses Mendelsohn that the God 
of Judaism 'does not manifest himself, he is not truth for the 
Jews, total presence or parousia'. 46 It is the concepts of 'truth', 
'total presence' and 'parou'sia' that are called into question, not 
the concept 'God' as such. Nor is Judaism the only religion to put 
pressure upon metaphysics: Derrida happily admits that before 
they were assimilated into Greek culture both Judaism and 
Christianity were indeed the 'other' of philosophy. 'And one can 
argue', he continues, 'that these original, heterogeneous 
elements of Judaism and Christianity were never completely 
eradicated by Western metaphysics. They perdue throughout 
the centuries, threatening and unsettling the assured "identities" 
of Western philosophy. '47 Far from being an object of deconstruc
tion, Christian theology - in some of its elements at least - is part 
of a process of deconstruction. 

This reading of deconstruction puts me at odds with many 
readers of Derrida's texts, whether religious or not. I still need to 
temper the foregoing formula, though, and the best way to do 
this is to show what Derrida's refinement of the Heideggerian 
doctrine of metaphysics as onto-theology means for theology. 

44 Derrida, Glas, p. 77a. 45 Derrida, Glas, p. 31a. 
46 Derrida, Glas, p. 51a. 
47 Derrida, 'Deconstruction and the other', p. 117. 
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We shall therefore confine ourselves to five main points. (1) First 
of all, Derrida demonstrates that it is far more difficult to dis
entangle oneself from metaphysics than Heidegger or Kant 
would have us believe. If metaphysics inheres in the structure of 
the sign, then the language of theology will always be complicit 
with metaphysics. And to the extent to which theology is con
strained by this metaphysics to place God within the ontico
ontological difference, it will use 'God' as an arche, a means of 
totalisation, and thus the desire for totalisation, a positive deter
minant of metaphysics, will be inscribed within theology. 
(2) Unlike Heidegger's thought, especially his later thought, 
Derrida makes little use of a religious or quasi-religious vocabu
lary; and though it may appear paradoxical this is, perhaps, of 
greater use to theology than the often tantalising remarks 
offered by Heidegger. For if there is any theological programme 
to be deduced from Heidegger and grafted on to any current 
theology, it comes down to a form of quietism. Heidegger offers 
the possibility of a divine God being revealed to us, though one 
that is far removed from the God of biblical revelation, and about 
whom we cannot say anything at all. The burden is upon Hei
degger to describe what sort of revelation would count as a 
revelation of God rather than Being, and nowhere does he offer 
such a description. 

Nor does Derrida, but he does offer something of far greater 
benefit to theology than Heideggerian quietism. (3) Where Hei
degger is unclear if the Austrag' s sending of Being is to be 
understood ontologically or epistemologically, Derrida is plain 
that differance is the enabling condition for all discourses, totalis
able or not. Whilst it is doubtless true that Derrida seeks to 
situate epistemology with respect to differance, it is also true that 
he makes no claims about anything other than the status of our 
knowledge and truth claims. Differance may block the way to a 
totalised ontology, but it is not concerned with questions of what 
there is in the universe and what conditions its coming into 
presence. (4) Despite those who try to give differance some sort of 
quasi-divine status, it is merely a transcendental principle; we 
can see how in his analysis of 'sign' Derrida passes from 
phenomenal difference to transcendental differance. If people talk 
of this or that as sent by differance, we know full well, as we do 
not with Heidegger, that a metaphor is being employed. Indeed, 
while we may take differance to mark the 'other' of metaphysics, 
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we have no right to specify this 'other' in any exclusive thematic 
sense. Thus Rorty and others are wrong to read deconstruction 
as a debate solely or even primarily between 'philosophy' and 
'literature'; there is no reason why it cannot also be taken as a 
debate between 'philosophy' and 'theology'. (5) Finally, 
although Heidegger does not picture onto-theology as an homo
geneous unity of thought, Derrida's emphasis upon texts over 
Being allows us to be more precise about how and where to find 
points within the classical texts of our tradition from which 
metaphysics is questioned. These points are not, strictly speak
ing, wholly within metaphysics since they must make some 
reference to the 'other' of metaphysics in order to call it into 
question. If we allow that this 'other' can be theological, we can 
find particular movements within the texts of Christian theology 
which call the claims of onto-theology into question; and the 
movement I wish to keep in sight, and to which part III is 
devoted, is negative theology. 

I began this section by talking of a hidden genealogy relating 
Heidegger and Derrida to Kant. It is a genealogy which we shall 
trace as this study proceeds, but we are now in a position to 
discern its larger branches. Both Heidegger and Derrida stand 
squarely in the Kantian heritage of critique of metaphysics. 
Whereas Kant sees metaphysics arising from the trespass of pure 
reason over assigned limits, Heidegger sees it as arising from a 
failure to trespass over those limits, and Derrida sees meta
physics as both conditioned and called into question by its 
trespassing over its own assigned limits, specifically the limits 
announced in the metaphysical conception of the sign. Kant's 
critique of pure reason leads him to adopt a negative theology; 
yet unlike most negative theologians Kant does not use this in 
dialectical tension with a positive theology as such but with an 
ethics. We have, in fine, a theology which lets God reveal 
Himself as God but which allows only a moral life as a human 
response to this revelation. Unlike Kant, however, Heidegger 
and Derrida stress that it is metaphysics which makes us look for 
God within the ontico-ontological distinction. Both reject ethics 
as an adjunct of metaphysics. What is left, then, is negative 
theology. For Heidegger this results in a theological quietism in 
which we are told to be still, to listen to the poets and wait for the 
divine God to be revealed. Derrida, however, fastens more 
firmly upon the Kant of the antinomies, and in construing 
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metaphysics structurally and genetically, argues that discourse 
performs an auto-critique. It does not follow from this that 
deconstruction is a mode of negative theology; but it does 
supply us with a rather more secure position from which to 
inquire about negative theology's relation to language, and that 
will be of assistance to us in reading not only Pseudo-Dionysius 
and Meister Eckhart but also Kant and Heidegger. 

3 Non-metaphysical theologies 

Let us return to our guiding question: how are metaphysics and 
theology related? 

Our central concern has been the notion of 'onto-theology' 
and, more particularly, a fundamental difference between its 
Kantian and Heideggerian senses. For Kant the content of onto
theology is determined by what God is, a particular kind of being 
whose essence is the Being of being; it follows that God must be 
a metaphysical entity and thus beyond the realm of possible 
knowledge. Kant assumes that the identification of 'God' and 
'Being' precedes the discourse on being as such - metaphysics -
and it is precisely this assumption which we have called into 
question. Agreeing with Heidegger, I have argued that it is the 
onto-theological constitution of metaphysics which determines 
the concept of God. If Kant asks us to be cautious in using the 
concept 'God', Heidegger leads us to question the very idea of 
the concept 'God', asking whether the God who is generated by 
the constitution of metaphysics is what people mean by 'God', 
and his answer is that it is not. At a certain level of generality, 
both Kant and Heidegger propose a non-metaphysical theology, 
one in which God can be thought yet not known. They disagree, 
though, in that for Kant God can only be thought in the context 
of His self-revelation while for Heidegger it is God who is 
revealed by the Austrag. We already have, it seems, different 
kinds of non-metaphysical theologies, one broadly Christian 
and one which is less easy to assimilate to Christianity, as the 
number of attempts to do so testifies. 

But if we agree with Heidegger that 'God' aids and abets 
metaphysics must we also agree with his theology rather than, 
say, Kant's? Our study of the Derridean displacement of the 
Austrag by differance leads us to answer no. Besides, it is increas
ingly evident that the description 'non-metaphysical theology' 
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covers a diverse corpus of texts and approaches to texts, so 
before we can proceed we need to be a good deal clearer about 
what sorts of non-metaphysical theology there are and where we 
stand with regards to them. To begin with, we may take as a 
benchmark of metaphysical theology Etienne Gilson's provoca
tive remark that 'He Who is the God of the philosophers is HE 
WHO IS, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob'. 48 So, by 
'metaphysical theology' we shall understand any discourse in 
which the God of metaphysics, the causa sui, is completely 
identified with the God of faith. This leaves us with two prin
cipal ways in which a theology can be non-metaphysical: by 
claiming a decisive rift between the God of metaphysics and the 
God of faith; and by elaborating a theology which works 
between them. 

We have already discussed the first way in some detail with 
regards to Heidegger. As the case of Heidegger reminds us, not 
all non-metaphysical theologies are self-evidently Christian. 
And we should also remember that those Christian theologies 
which do seem 'non-metaphysical' may not all fulfil this 
description in the same way or to the same degree. There are 
theologies which claim, implicitly or explicitly, to be wholly 
non-metaphysical, but which nonetheless find themselves 
entangled in metaphysics. And there are other theologies, 
perhaps the majority, which may appear thoroughly meta
physical but which are questioned from within by non
metaphysical elements. We shall restrict our attention for the 
time being to this first group. Given our allowance of hetero
geneity, it is an easy matter to list some names: St Paul, Tertul
lian, St Augustine, Luther, Pascal, Kierkegaard and Barth. 

Consider Tertullian. Nothing could be more obvious than 
Tertullian's wish to distinguish theology from philosophy; 
indeed, it is Tertullian who set Athens and Jerusalem to stand for 
philosophy and theology. 'What indeed has Athens to do with 
Jerusalem?' he fulminates, 'What concord is there between the 
Academy and the Church? what between heretics and Chris
tians?'49 It seems that by 'philosophy1 Tertullian wishes us to 

48 Etienne Gilson, God and philosophy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1941), 
p. 144. 

49 Tertullian, Prescription against heretics, Ante-Nicene Christian Library, Vol. 
XV. The witings of Tertullian (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1870. Vol. 2 Ch. viii 
(p. 9). 
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understand 'Greek philosophy' and by 'theology' something like 
'faith in scripture'. Now 'philosophy' and 'theology' do not 
designate changeless fields of discourse; so we can be more 
precise by distinguishing Tertullian's contrast from Philo's: for 
whereas Philo reads 'philosophy' and 'theology' as 'concepf and 
'scripture', Tertullian takes 'philosophy' in a wider sense to 
mean both natural and speculative philosophy. On the one hand 
Thales, Anaximines, Anaximander and others are condemned 
for deifying the constitutive elements of the world; on the other 
hand, speculative philosophers are castigated for believing 
themselves able to solve problems which lie outside the limits of 
human knowledge. In either case heresy is held to be instigated 
by philosophy, and either way faith is distinguished from reason 
- its sole object and sustenance being God's revelation of 
Himself in both His Word and word. Needless to say, Tertullian 
will have nothing to do with the allegorical hermeneutic: we are 
to believe in the literal word of scripture, and any tensions 
between the Old and New Testaments are to be resolved by 
means of typology. Accommodations of faith to reason, such as 
one finds in Docetism, therefore meet with immediate rejec
tion. Thus the reply to Marcion: 'The Son of God was crucified; I 
am not ashamed because man must needs be ashamed [of it]. 
And the Son of God died; it is by all means to be believed, 
because it is absurd [ineptum]. And He was buried, and rose 
again; the fact is certain, because it is impossible'. 50 Whether we 
take this to be a sacrificium intellectus or a spirited plea to limit 
human hubris, the point remains that Tertullian patently wants 
to keep reason and faith, philosophy and theology, at the 
greatest possible distance from each other. 

If one accepts the Heidegger-Derrida account of philosophy as 
metaphysics, though, it is not hard to show that there is a 
philosophical discourse at work within Tertullian's text. Tertul
lian readily employs all manner of concepts inaugurated by 
Greek philosophers, and nowhere is this more evident than in 
his account of God. 'All men's common sense will accept', 
Tertullian assures us, 'that God is the supremely great, firmly 

50 Tertullian, On the flesli of Christ, in Tile writings of Tertullian, Vol. 2, pp. 17~74. 
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established in eternity, unbegotten, uncreated, without begin
ning and without end'. 51 So, God is the original being, the 
highest being, and the ground of all that is - the very predicates 
which establish the discourse of onto-theology. It might be 
objected that Tertullian is employing philosophical discourse 
only to defeat Marcion on his own ground, and that he could talk 
of God in a pure biblical language. This assumes that it is 
possible to distinguish between philosophical and biblical lan
guage, and as I have already suggested, this cannot be done. 
Both philosophical and biblical languages are complex entities 
with various strata, and there can be no single line drawn to 
separate one from the other. One may not intend to make a 
metaphysical commitment in talking about the 'real presence', 
say, but upon Derrida's analysis such a commitment is nonethe
less made by virtue of the fact that both 'real' and 'presence' are 
grounding concepts of philosophy. Moreover, the objection 
assumes that metaphysics is a response to construing God in a 
particular way, whereas it is our contention that metaphysics 
precedes 'God', leading us to imagine God as a particular kind of 
being- the original, the highest, and the ground of beings. 

One might accept these arguments and still remain un
convinced of the claim that one cannot develop a purely non
meta physical theology. There are two main lines - call them (1) 
and (2) - that one could adopt. 

(1) First of all, one could say that Tertullian's error lies pre
cisely in his attempt to elaborate a doctrine of God, that Chris
tianity has to do with believing in God and living a good life, not 
with speculating upon the nature of God. Kant and Heidegger 
play variations on this theme, but the most extreme is Wittgen
stein's. 'Christianity is not a doctrine, not, I mean, a theory 
about what has happened and will happen to the human soul', 
he contends, 'but a description of something that actually takes 
place in human life'. s2 Doubtless no one would disagree that 
Christian faith is in major part a matter of personal experience; 
but if one takes no account of the doctrines of the Trinity, the 
incarnation, the resurrection, and so forth, it is hard to know 
what Wittgenstein could mean by 'Christianity'. If we press 

51 Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, ed. and trans. Ernest Evens (Oxford: Claren
don Press, 1972), Vol. I, Sec. 3.2. 

52 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and value, ed. G. H. Von Wright and N. 
Nyman. Second edition. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), p. 28e. 
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Wittgenstein on this point we get a confusing response. We are 
told in Rilkean tones that 'one of the things Christianity says is 
that sound doctrines are all useless. That you have to change 
your life'. 53 Christianity involves radical conversion, to be sure, 
but how would one know in what way to change one's life if it 
were not for some doctrinal content? Furthermore, if doctrine 
helps one to change one's life for the better it cannot be useless; 
and no doctrine is likely to persuade one to change one's life 
unless it is thought to be (in some sense) sound. Wittgenstein 
could rightly argue that there is no positive link between the 
Christian faith and totalised doctrines. But he is wrong to suggest 
that there is a pure form of Christianity untouched by doctrine 
and unmotivated by a will to totalise. 

At least in the English-speaking world, the phrase 'non-meta
physical theology' signifies a network of arguments drawn 
largely from Wittgenstein and elaborated by, amongst others, 
Hare, Macintyre, Miles and Ramsey. While we cannot do justice 
to the variety of views and arguments represented here, we do 
need to explain why, upon our assumptions, this theology is not 
non-metaphysical; and the best place to begin is with Wittgen
stein's remarks on Christian faith: 

A proof of God's existence ought really to be something by 
means of which one could convince oneself that God exists. 
But I think what believers who have furnished such proofs have 
wanted to do is give their 'belief' an intellectual analysis and 
foundation, although they themselves would never have come 
to believe as a result of such proofs. Perhaps one could 'con
vince someone that God exists' by means of a certain kind of 
upbringing, by shaping his life in such and such a way. 54 

We see here the beginning of what was to become the familiar 
explanation of religious faith as a blik. The word is R. M. Hare's 
and signifies any deep conviction which is not susceptible to 
verification or falsification. 55 Moreover, a blik does not constitute 
an explanation, as it is precisely that by which we decide what 
will or will not count as an explanation. Quite clearly, Wittgen
stein claims that Christian belief is a conviction of this kind, the 

53 Wittgenstein, Culture and value, p. 53e. Cf. p. 83e. 
54 Wittgenstein, Culture and value, p. 85e. 
55 See R. M. Hare, 'Theology and falsification' in New essays in philosophical 

theology, eds. A. Flew and A. Macintyre (London: SCM Press, 1955), pp. 
99-103. 
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locus classicus of which would be St Anselm's ontological proof of 
God's existence, set in the context of a prayer. Anselm and 
Wittgenstein agree that faith is in quest of understanding. How
ever, while Anselm thinks his proof can convince the atheist that 
God does exist, Wittgenstein takes the acquisition of religious 
faith solely as the development of a set of bliks. 

This view must be set against the positivist critique of meta
physics, according to which metaphysics consists of statements 
which are, strictly speaking, meaningless in that they do not 
admit of verification (as Ayer requires) or falsification (as Popper 
requires). It is evident that if one measures meaning by veri
fication or falsification, all theological statements are also mean
ingless. There are no facts to which one can point which could 
establish or refute a statement such as 'God is a loving Father'. If 
one accepts the general thrust of the positivist critique of meta
physics and still wishes to elaborate a theology, it is plainly 
necessary to develop a non-metaphysical theology, one in which 
the categories of verification and falsification have no role to 
play. And this is precisely what the blik theory provides us with, 
an account of religious faith in which verification and falsi
fication are preceded by that which cannot be verified or falsi
fied. The Wittgensteinian account of faith gives content then, to 
the idea of a non-metaphysical theology. But is this particular 
attempt to determine a non-metaphysical theology successful? 
Given our account of metaphysics, the answer must be no. Even 
if we set aside the familiar difficulties involved in formalising the 
principles of verification and falsification, there are reasons why 
the positivist critique of metaphysics will not do. In the first 
place, it assumes that a line can be boldly drawn between 
metaphysics and non-metaphysics, which is itself a meta
physical gesture. And second, positivism remains metaphysical 
in its quest for an arche, an absolute epistemological starting
point, whether this be in a 'protocol' sentence or the principle of 
verification itself. 

There is, however, an entirely different way of trying to excise 
metaphysics from theology, and since it leads us to the border 
land between (1) and (2) we would do well to attend to it here. It 
is sometimes held that certain mystical texts develop a theology 
which makes no metaphysical claims. It is easy enough to gather 
a wealth of remarks by mystics which denigrate philosophy. St 
Teresa of Avila, for instance, seems almost to repeat Tertullian 
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word for word when, writing of one of her experiences, she 
claims that 'The less I understand this, the more I believe it and 
the greater is the devotion it arouses in me'. 56 Philosophy 
becomes an ancilla theologia? whose services can be dispensed 
with, for anyone 'who has got as far as reading theology must 
not descend and read philosophy'. 57 But the argument for mysti
cism as non-metaphysical does not rely so much upon what 
mystics think of philosophy as on how commentators under
stand mysticism. Caputo, for instance, maintains that Aquinas's 
purported mystical experience before his death is 'the story of a 
"step back" out of metaphysics' and that the mystical kernel of 
Aquinas's thought can be discerned by 'a deconstructive reading 
of St Thomas's metaphysics'.ss 

Several points are immediately called for. First, we have 
already ~een that Caputo is engaged with Heideggerian Destruk
tion, not Derridean deconstruction; and the discussion earlier in 
this chapter details the differences between these modes of 
critique. Second, we have raised a number of objections to the 
view that it is possible to 'step back' out of metaphysics. And 
third, we have demonstrated the superiority of differance over the 
Austrag as an account of the 'ground' of metaphysics. Keeping 
these points in mind, we can probe Caputo's case in more detail. 
It may be resolved into the following questions: Can deconstruc
tion uncover a mystical kernel of a text? and What relation 
obtains between mysticism and metaphysics? With regards to 
the first question, our discussion leads us to conclude that while 
it is possible to claim that deconstruction seeks to find the 'other' 
of metaphysics, it is far from self-evident that this 'other' can be 
readily identified with 'mysticism'. Caputo follows a certain 
philosophical reading of mysticism as pure, immediate union 
with the Godhead, notions which are themselves targets of 
deconstruction. This is not to say that the category of the mysti
cal is of no use to us - quite the contrary. But it does imply that 
Caputo's sense of this category or, if you like, non-category, 
entails apparent contradictions. This leads us to the second and 
somewhat more vexed question. Because it can certainly be 

56 St Teresa of Avila, Spiritual relations, p. 351. (All references to St Teresa are to 
the particular text as collected in The complete works of St Teresa of Jesus, trans. 
E. Allison Peers (London: Sheed and Ward, 1978).) 

57 St Teresa, Book called way of perfection, in Complete works, p. 156. 
58 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas, p. 254 and p. 12. 
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argued that, with the possible exception of the Pseudo
Dionysius, mystics are not so much concerned with knowing God 
as with loving Him; and while Derrida can see epistemological 
questions cooperating with metaphysics, it is unlikely that he 
will also see falling in love as a metaphysical state of affairs. 

Yet the situation is not quite this simple. There can be no strict 
division between 'knowing' and 'loving' with regards to mystical 
experience. St Teresa may be right to affirm that 'the important 
thing is not to think much, but to love much', but this is a matter 
of priority not of exclusive prescription. 59 Furthermore, even 
though mystical experience is more concerned with loving than 
with knowing, it bespeaks a relation between the two. The 
mystic loves God because he or she already knows something of 
Him: love is in quest of knowledge, and knowledge leads to a 
deepening of love. If this is so, mystical experience would seem 
to have a troubled relationship with metaphysics, one that needs 
broad and fine clarification. Part of the problem is to do with the 
scope of 'mysticism', since the word ranges over a kind of 
experience, a hermeneutic (the allegorical hermeneutic) and a 
mode of theologising, namely negative theology. Now these 
three work in a complex and covert economy, and it is one of the 
aims of this study to shed some light upon how this economy 
works. Most philosophical study of the area has been concen
trated upon experiential mysticism; but we shall focus upon 
negative theology and the allegorical hermeneutic, and our 
reasons for doing so constitute our account of the second main 
way in which a non-metaphysical theology could be developed. 

(2) What is most persuasive about Derrida's refinement of the 
Heideggerian account of onto-theology is his argument that 
metaphysics is inscribed within the structure of language, and so 
there can be no direct rapport between what is 'within' meta
physics and what is 'without'. The deconstruction of meta
physics is accomplished in showing that the ground of a meta
physical discourse is linked systematically to a non-ground, held 
to be prior to the ground. In other words, the arche is shown to be 
related to an an-arche. Thus the difference between signified and 
signifier, for example, is metaphysical in that it can be under
stood only with respect to a prior notion of self-identity; while 
the deconstruction of the metaphysical conception of the sign is 

59 St Teresa, Interior castle, in Complete works, p. 233. 
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given in the demonstration that both 'self-identity' and 'differ
ence' have as their condition of possibility a mode of difference 
which is not defined with respect to a prior notion of self
identity. A non-metaphysical theology would accordingly be 
one which would show that metaphysics obliges us to take God 
as a ground; it would uncover a sense in which God could be 
apprehended as a non-ground; and it would show that the 
conceptions are systematically related. 

Positive theology is linked to onto-theology: both are discour
ses motivated by appeals to full presence. The God of the philo
sophers, the causa sui, may not be reducible to the God of 
positive theology but nor are they irreducible. We shall use 
'positive theology' to denote those onto-theological discourses 
which explicitly orient themselves to God, however imagined. 
And it is in this sense that we may say that, whatever else they 
are, Pseudo-Dionysius and Kant are also positive theologians. 
What one finds in these - as in all - positive theologies is a 
supplement of negative theology; it is needed to check that our 
discourse about God is, in fact, about God and not just about 
human images of God. According to our definitions, those theo
logies are metaphysical which claim that this supplement is 
merely added to a positive theology, that positive theology is 
prior to negative theology. What I wish to argue, though, is that 
this supplementation takes place at the origin and ground of 
theology, that origin and ground are themselves supplements. 
Negative theology is a supplement which is, strictly speaking, 
prior to all the statements of positive theology. To use the 
vocabulary steadily developed over part I, negative theology 
performs the deconstruction of positive theology. In doing so, 
negative theology reveals a non-metaphysical theology at work 
within positive ideology. But it is, I shall argue, incapable of 
isolating non-metaphysical from positive theology. 
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I 
! It is equally deadly for a mind tn have a syste1n or to have 

nnne, Therefore it wiU have to dedde to cotnbine both. 
Friedrich Schlegel 
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4 The status of 
I deconstruction 

1 Problems of definition 

While Derrida allo\vs inetaphysks to have a far ¥\rider scope than 
any other philosopher, even Heidegger, he also dain1s to have 
recognised a region which is other than metaphysics, in which it 
is inscribed, and from ·vvhich it can be analysed. This is not to say 
that this region is located entirely outside or beyond meta
physics! for deconstruction is concerned to mark limits, not 
ends. 'A'e can look at this situation fro1n opposing sides. From 
the one vie,,vpoint, metaphysics has neither a simple exterior nor 
a pure interior; the utopia of pure g:ramn1atology and the 
equable realm of idealism are equally foreign places to Derrida. 
Yet it can also be seen that any critique of metaphysics must 
maintain a tacit relationship \Vith what it interrogates: the 'other' 
of metaphysics cannot be 'vvholly other'. And thus arises the 
question of the status of deconstruction. I have already used 
deconstruction to uncover several difficulties with metaphysical 
theology and to suggest how, in general terms, '1\~e can develop a 
coherent non-metaphysical theology. But before we make use of 
these condusions it seen1s 'We rnust take a step back and enquire 
more thoroughly as to the relation bet\l\•een n1etaphysics and 
deconstruction. I shall therefore once more pose the questio.n,. 
1\!Vhat is deconstruction?' 

Strictly speaking, we should be wary of using the singular at 
this stage of our enquiry / for it is by no means self .-evident that 
''deconstruction' is univocaL I have observed how various com~ 
mentators have misused the \Vord 'deconstruction' or mis
construed the concept ·~deconstruction', and part of the problem 
is that Derrida allows a certain elasticity to the word. 
Deconstruction, he once remarked to Lucien Goldmann.1 1is 
simply a question of (and this is a necessity of criticism in the 
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classical sense of the word) being alert to the implications, to the 
historical sedimentation of the language which we use' .1 That 
was in 1966, and in 1979 one finds the similarly straightforward 
observation that to deconstruct is 'to take apart an edifice in 
order to see how it is constituted or deconstituted'. 2 This sounds 
very much like a classical account of critique, a view from which 
Derrida only departs when observing that what is new in 
deconstruction is that it gives rise to the 'internal auto-critique of 
philosophy'. 3 Elsewhere, however, one finds Derrida insisting 
that deconstruction 'is not neutral. It intervenes', that 'because 
deconstruction interferes with solid structures, "material" insti
tutions, and not only with discourses or signifying represen
tations ... it is always distinct from an analysis or a "critique"'; 
or, still more pointedly, that 'deconstruction is deconstruction of 
dogmatic critique'. 4 

This apparent looseness of expression can be explained 
without too much special pleading. While Derrida put the word 
'deconstruction' into circulation, it is not his favoured descrip
tion of all his various enterprises. In the late sixties 'deconstruc
tion' was one word amongst many others - including 'differance', 
'grammatology', 'trace' and 'dissemination' - with which he was 
working. However, the alacrity with which Derrida was taken 
up, especially by literary critics on the east coast of America, 
required that his work be labelled by a catchword, and that came 
to be 'deconstruction'. Derrida was caught up with this popular
ising movement himself and, knowingly or unknowingly, 
contributed to its consolidation, and this gives rise to a tension in 
his vocabulary. Not every strategy which captures his attention 
fits nicely under the heading 'deconstruction', as the word is 
used, say, in Of grammatology, yet conversely the word has 
become a privileged term for explaining whatever Derrida does, 

1 Derrida, 'Discussion' in The structuralist controversy, p. 271. 
2 Derrida et al., The ear of the other, ed. Christie V. McDonald and trans. Peggy 

Kamuf and Avital Ronell (New York: Schocken Books, 1985), pp. 86-87; 
Derrida remarks here that this is a classic operation, though what is not 
classical about it is its object, namely the history of western philosophy. 

3 Derrida, 'Ou commence et comment finit un corps enseignant', in Politiques de 
la philosophie, ed. Dominique Grisoni, (Paris: Bernard Granet, 1976), p. 64. 

4 Derrida, Positions, p. 93 and The truth in painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and 
Ian McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 19. Elsewhere 
Derrida remarks, 'deconstruction is neither an analysis nor a critique', 'Letter to 
a Japanese friend', p. 4. 
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and is, moreover, a word he now feels obliged to use. The 
consequence, in short, is that 'deconstruction' has become 
thoroughly overdetermined; it must be approached with circum
spection. 

We have seen that the hermeneutic model of interpretation 
can be read as an,allegory of Adam's fall. Interestingly enough, 
one of Derrida's most winning accounts of deconstruction is an 
allegory of mankind's second fall as dramatised in the story of 
the tower of Babel. Upon Derrida's reading of Genesis 11: 1-9, 
God is the deconstructor of the tower of Babel. 'He interrupts a 
construction', Derrida observes, then adds, 'The deconstruction 
of the tower of Babel, moreover, gives a good idea what 
deconstruction is: an unfinished edifice whose half-completed 
structures are visible, letting one guess at the scaffolding behind 
them'. 5 It would be useful to see how Derrida reads this story as 
an allegory of deconstruction. The story itself is well known: the 
Shemites fear that they may be 'scattered abroad upon the face of 
the whole earth' and so they desire to organise themselves into 
the one city and to have the one proper name. God observes 
their actions and, as the story is conventionally read, chastises 
the people for their hubris in wishing to build 'a tower, whose 
top may reach unto heaven'. God confuses their language and 
thereby realises the people's fear: 'So the Lord scattered them 
abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth: and they left 
off to build the city'. 

The Shemites overstep the proper limits assigned to man by 
God, and - as with Adam - their trespass of the sign has 
consequences in direct opposition to their desired end: far from 
consolidating their self-identity, their action brings difference 
in to their midst. Once more we have a fall, and once more the 
fall has linguistic ramifications. As Derrida observes, 'shem' 
means 'name', 6 so in building a tower that reaches into heaven 
the Shemites wish to impose not just their language but more 
particularly their proper name upon the entire universe; and 
they do so, it seems, from a fear of losing their self-identity. 
When God interrupts their construction and confuses their lan
guage, He merely realises the difference they have attempted to 

5 Derrida, et al., The ear of the other, p. 102. Also see Derrida's essay 'Des tours de 
Babel' in Difference in translation ed. Joseph F. Graham (Ithaca: Cornell Univer
sity Press, 1985), pp. 165-77. 

6 Derrida, et al., The ear of the other, p. 100. 
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suppress. God's deconstruction produces a dispersal, what 
Derrida amusingly calls a 'disshemination'. And thus ends 
Derrida's reading. 

I argued in part I that Derrida wishes to question the status of 
both genetic and structural explanations, and this allegory goes 
some way towards refining this view. The tower is pictured, 
above all, as a construction: it is built at a particular time and in a 
particular place, and it has a specific structure. On the one 
hand, then, deconstruction is concerned to show that no matter 
how abstract a theory appears, how much it seems to be a 
question of connections between ideas, it can be traced back 
through historical periods. Deconstruction is therefore genea
logical. Which is not to say that it commits the genetic fallacy: 
for it is precisely the explanatory force of 'origin' that is held to 
be problematic. And on the other hand, deconstruction seeks to 
demonstrate that any attempt to unify earth and heaven by 
means of the one structure - to explain the material in terms of 
the ideal or vice versa - will inevitably result in structurally 
undecidable statements which count against the explanatory 
force of the theory. We can further refine this account by distin
guishing between four levels of Derrida's exegesis: (1) the philo
sophical; (2) the meta-philosophical; (3) the psychoanalytic; and 
( 4) the political. 

(1) To begin with, deconstruction is a first-order thesis about 
the relative priority of identity and difference. It is a criticism of 
what Derrida calls 'the metaphysics of the proper'. We know 
that 'shem' means 'name', and Derrida reads the bestowing of a 
proper name as a desire for identity. He argues that this desire is 
always already inhabited by the structure of writing which is, for 
him, a synecdoche for pure negative difference. For example, 
one meaning of 'proper' is 'literal meaning', and it is Derrida's 
contention that what seems to be a text's literal meaning is 
always already divided between the literal and the tropological. 
More generally, deconstruction is a criticism of the totalising 
claims of all hermeneutics. Just as the Shemites seek to com
prehend the universe in terms of their one name but end up 
scattered across the earth, so the hermeneutic attempt to com
prehend a sign system results in not one interpretation but two 
conflicting and irreducible interpretations, that is, not identity 
but difference. Moreover, just as the tower is not destroyed in 
the Genesis story, so the deconstruction of a metaphysical dis-
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course is in no way a destruction of it. Derrida attempts to show 
that any attempt to totalise a text can be seen to depend tran
scendentally upon a generalised form of the differences it pro
poses to subsume. This is the classical element of critique at 
work in deconstruction. 

(2) For Derrida as for Heidegger, any discourse is meta
physical which seeks to ground speculation in an arche: Car
tesian 'clear and distinct ideas', Humean 'sense-impressions', 
Russellian 'logical atoms', and so forth. In each case, Derrida 
avers, we have a construction, erected upon a particular fo1:1n
dation, which attempts to totalise an entire textual field; and this 
makes each of these metaphysical discourses analogous to the 
tower of Babel. No theory whose foundation is held to be an 
arche can hope to account for the whole of a text solely in terms of 
that arche. Even so, Derrida adds, all philosophical systems are 
ultimately based upon one arche or another, and it follows that 
each philosophical system will inevitably break down, that all 
philosophical systems are built both out of and upon the ruins of 
prior philosophical foundations. Metaphysical theories arise 
only to fall short of their ambition by dint of that ambition. 

There is another way in which this allegory situates 
deconstruction as a meta-philosophy, however, and that is 
because, like Heidegger, Derrida understands philosophy to be 
'the fixation of a certain concept and project of translation'. 7 

Derrida's formulation is admirably clear: 

What does philosophy say? What does the philosopher say 
when he is being a philosopher? He says: What matters is truth 
or meaning, and since meaning is before or beyond language, 
it follows that it is translatable. Meaning has the commanding 
role, and consequently one must be able to fix its univocality 
or, in any case, to master its plurivocality. If this plurivocality 
can be mastered, then translation, understood as the transport 
of a semantic content into another signifying form, is possible. 
There is no philosophy unless translation in this latter sense is 
possible.s 

7 Derrida, et al., The ear of the other, p. 120. Cf. Derrida's earlier remark that there 
is 'a violent difficulty in the transference of a nonphilosopheme into a 
philosopheme. With the problem of translation we will thus be dealing with 
nothing less than the problem of the very passage into philosophy', Dissemi
nation, p. 72. Cf. Heidegger, Poetry, language, thought, trans. and in trod. Albert 
Hofstadter (New York: Harper Colophon, 1975), p. 23. 

8 Derrida et al., The ear of the other, p. 120. 
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Philosophy as translation, then: Whitehead and Russell's desire 
in the Principia matlzematica to devise a new Adamic language 
into which our ordinary fallen language could be translated; and 
G. E. Moore, for whom philosophy was at root the translation of 
unclear into clear statements. One may well wonder whether 
people such as Tarski and Quine emerge as philosophers on this 
account; after all, Tarski does not hold truth to abide behind 
language, and Quine offers a decisive critique of propositions. I 
shall postpone problems of scope to the next chapter, though, 
and attend to Derrida's point which I take as directly related to 
the doubling of the sign. For example, if 'le supplement' means 
both 'addition' and 'replacement' in Rousseau's text, any 
attempt to erect a unified construct - a philosophical discourse -
upon the text will find itself caught in a double-bind; since 
'supplement' at once invites and forbids translation by virtue of its 
undecidability. Now Derrida tells us there will always be a word, 
phrase or movement similar to 'supplement' in any text. Once we 
are persuaded of this (and only a great deal of scrupulous close 
reading can persuade us), and once we accept Derrida's descrip
tion of philosophy as metaphysics, it certainly follows that all 
philosophical constructs are built upon shaky ground. 

(3) While this meta-philosophical saga makes use of the tradi
tional lexicon of philosophy, it also accords a privilege to the 
categories of Freudian psychoanalysis. Spivak rightly stresses 
that 'Derrida does not look at psychoanalysis as a particular or 
"regional" discipline, but as a way of reading'; and here the 
psychological conflicts revealed in the Genesis narrative are 
transferred and repeated in the allegory itself. 9 Expositions of 
deconstruction almost invariably talk of the desire of onto
theology or of deconstruction; one is just as frequently informed 
of the repression of differences in onto-theology; and Derrida 
generally maintains that if differences are repressed this will 
result in their unexpected appearance elsewhere. In short, 
D~rrida appeals to the Freudian doctrine that there is always a 
displacement from latent to manifest content. If we were to 
examine Derrida's employment of psychoanalytic categories in 
more detail, we would find various other Freudian concepts 
pressed into service. We could note his use of the dream-work's 
transmutation of words into things in his treatment of the 

9 Spivak, 'Translator's preface', Of grammatology, p. xxxviii. 
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shapes of words and syllables; his use of the repetition compul
sion on those occasions when he argues that any interpretation 
of the text has been anticipated by the text itself - rhetorically, 
thematically or in terms of its narrative structure - and is there
fore a repetition. And we could easily trace this tendency to 
ascribe psychological attributes to the text back to that point 
d'appui of contemporary French thought, Kojeve's lectures on 
Hegel's Phenomenology of mind, especially the discussion of the 
Lord and Bondsman. 

(4) If Derrida calls upon the vocabulary of psychoanalysis to 
develop his critique of metaphysics, he makes even more show 
of political rhetoric. What he seems to object to most strenuously 
in the Genesis story is the Shemites' attempt to claim universal 
applicability for their particular language; and if the Shemites 
stand for philosophers, Derrida seems to take metaphysics as an 
ideology. More generally, one can point to the political rhetoric 
with which Derrida discusses the operations of deconstruction. 
In one frequently cited passage we hear that metaphysics is 'a 
violent hierarchy', that one of its terms 'governs the other ... or 
has the upper hand', that we must bring 'low what was high' 
and that metaphysics is a 'regime' .10 Indeed if, as I shall argue, 
Derrida's main point is that the condition of possibility of an 
interpretation is also and at the same time its condition of 
impossibility for totalising a text, his thought is largely analo
gous with, indeed derived from, a familiar political thesis. I have 
in mind Rousseau's view that 'the flaws which make social 
institutions necessary are the same as make the abuse of them 
unavoidable' .11 

If we take these four points together we have what seems to be 
a satisfactory account of deconstruction. Yet there are various 
criticisms that can be levelled at the theory as stated. It will 
surely be objected, by someone like G. E. Moore, that while 
some philosophers, most notably idealists, do attempt to explain 
the whole of reality, many others set about discussing just one 
aspect of it. 12 While Derrida's theory might well apply to Plato 

10 Derrida, Positions, pp. 41-42. 
11 J.-J. Rousseau, 'A discourse on the origin of inequality', in The social contract 

and discourses, trans. G.D. H. Cole (London: J.M. Dent and Sons, 1973), p. 
99. 

12 See, for example, G. E. Moore, Some main problems of philosophy (London: 
George Allen and Unwin, 1953), p. 24. 
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and Heget it does not obviously apply to analytic philosophers 
from Moore to Davidson who tend to tackle problems in 
piecemeal fashion. It must be remembered, though, that Derrida 
does not argue that all discourses are metaphysical in the same 
way or to the same extent. An analytic philosopher such as J. L. 
Austin contributes a great deal to the deconstructive enterprise 
(much as he would have disliked it in some respects) yet never 
fully frees himself from certain metaphysical commitments, as 
becomes clear in his treatment of etoiliated speech acts. Having 
accepted that reply, one might point to what appear to be flaws 
in the allegory. The position that the deconstructor is assigned in 
the allegory seems not to square with Derrida's general insist
ence that there can be no Archemedian point outside the text. 
And given Derrida's case against foundationalism what alle
gorical role, one wonders, could be attached to the ground on 
which the tower is built? Objections could be multiplied but to 
no real purpose; no allegory can be completely consistent in its 
details. Besides, there is a more damaging objection that can be 
raised. For although there are problems with the theory as 
stated, the main problem seems to stem from stating the theory 
at all. 

Derrida characterises the hermeneutic model of interpretation 
as an allegory of Adam's fall. If this is so, deconstruction is not 
opposed to hermeneutics; it is the demonstration that the 
hermeneutic model is itself unstable. There is no difficulty in 
taking hermeneutics as the allegory of a narrative; after all, 
allegory is the privileged hermeneutic mode by virtue of its 
attempted mastery of textual differences. But there is a difficulty 
in offering an allegorical explanation of deconstruction, since it is 
that very model of interpretation which deconstruction sets out 
to question. The difficulty does not arise accidentally, because 
deconstruction just happens to be presented here as the allegory 
of a biblical text. It stems, rather, from the fact that Derrida puts 
into question not one mode of representation or one theory of 
representation but the idea of representation as such: and if this is 
so the difficulty will recur whenever one attempts to define 
'deconstruction'. With this in mind, we can return to (1)-(4) 
above and see how deconstruction gives tacit credence to what is 
under critique. For example, the terms Derrida draws from 
Freudian psychoanalysis are themselves open to deconstruction 
in certain contexts. Similarly, metaphysics can never be said, 
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without qualification, to be an ideology, since the distinction 
between the de facto and the de jure which is needed to define 
'ideology', is itself sanctioned by metaphysics. 13 

In order to free ourselves from what may seem a dizzying 
series of mises en abfmes we must now heed a question whose 
importance we have noted but which we have had to keep 
waiting. We know that deconstruction is directed against the 
distinction between presence and sign upon which 'represen
tation' relies, but what sort of force is thus directed? Does 
deconstruction seek to argue against 'representation', pointing 
out by more or less agreed rules of argumentation that any 
theory of representation relies upon premises which undercut its 
claims? Or does it eschew classical 'critique' and seek, instead, to 
discredit the framework in which metaphysics works and which 
it seems to require for its own workings? Christopher Norris 
answers the first question in the affirmative, maintaining that 
'Derrida argues, and moreover argues "rigorously"' .14 Others, 
however, answer the second question in the affirmative, yet 
disagree amongst themselves as well as with Norris. There are 
those in this group, such as T. K. Seung, who take a decidedly 
negative estimation of deconstruction, construing it as 'irration
alism ... intellectual anarchy ... shallow tricks in obscurantism 
and shady gimmicks for specious arguments'. 15 And there are 
those, such as Richard Rorty, for whom this amounts to a 
positive point. Deconstruction, he contends, derives its power 
from its vocabulary, not from any assembly of arguments we 
could reasonably call a 'critique' .16 For Rorty, deconstruction is a 
Nietzschean (or groundless) - not a Kantian (grounded)- mode 
of criticism. Contrary to Norris, Seung and Rorty, my claim is 
that Derrida understands both modes of criticism, the grounded 
and the groundless, to be irreducibly entwined. That is, de
construction is a matter of both critique and vocabulary. 

13 I am indebted here as elsewhere in this chapter to V. Descombes's rigorous 
analysis of Derrida's thought in Modern French philosophy, trans. L. Scott-Fox 
and J.M. Harding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), esp. p. 
137. 

14 Christopher Norris, The contest of faculties (London: Methuen, 1985), p. 219. 
See also his discussion on pp. 18, 44. 

15 T. K. Seung, Structuralism and hermeneutics (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1982), p. xii. Seung returns to the point on p. 274 when we are told that 
'Derrida's critique of Iogocentrism turns out to be a series of specious 
arguments'. 

16 See, for example, Rorty, Consequences of pragmatism, pp. 93-97 and pp. 140-41. 
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Let us look again at deconstruction as critique. We can quickly 
reach the central issue by distinguishing different ways of per
ceiving deconstruction. The claim that deconstruction is a criti
que relies upon deconstruction's ability to show that what 
appears to be a monistic whole is in fact always already doubled. 
And second, deconstruction seems always to be in the process of 
doubling itself, thereby making problematic what we mean by 
'deconstruction'. I have explicated the first claim in the opening 
chapter; my present task, therefore, is to work out the relation 
between these claims. To this end, I recall what have become our 
three fundamental points: Derrida takes 'philosophy' as it is 
understood in the Cartesian-Husserlian tradition as 'an all
embracing science grounded on an absolute foundation', in 
Husserl's words;17 he seeks to locate the 'other' of philosophy, 
the vantage-point from which metaphysics can be interrogated; 
and it is impossible to locate a point wholly outside metaphysics. 
Now a powerful critique of a powerful system will ruin the 
system entirely or be incorporated into it to modify the system 
and further strengthen it. Moore's criticisms of Bradley's 
idealism, for example, effectively brought that system to ruin; 
yet Kant's criticisms of idealism were incorporated by Hegel to 
give rise to a more vigorous idealism as explicated in the Encyclo
pedia of the philosophical sciences. Deconstruction does not fit into 
either of these modes of critique, though, for it seeks to offer a 
critique not just of this or that philosophical position but of 
philosophising as such. Needless to say, perhaps, the very 
activity of offering a critique gives rise to a position which is, by 
definition, within philosophy. So Derrida has to negotiate a 
double-bind: an effective critique of 'philosophy' will confirm 
what is submitted to critique; but unless the critique tacitly 
assumes what it questions, it will not be recognised as a critique 
in the first place. 

In a dialogue with Levinas, Derrida gives some credence to 
feigning the language-game of philosophy: he will use philo
sophical language but in full awareness that he is playing a 
game. 18 The tactic here is one of intention, and as Derrida argues 
that intention cannot fix a text's meaning, he cannot then argue, 
from the premise of intentional duplicity, that it can determine 
his text as other than philosophy. Derrida is committed, though, 

17 Husserl, Cartesian meditations, p. 152. 18 Derrida, Writing, p. 89. 
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to the view that deconstruction must reveal itself 'only under the 
species of the non-species'; 19 and this provides him with a more 
powerful principal strategy. Here, deconstruction consists in 
perpetually combining what has become normative under its 
rubric with another - hitherto unknown - element. Thus we 
have deconstruction as critique (classical in its form though not 
in what it submits to critique); then Derrida insists that 
deconstruction is both a critique of metaphysics and a critique of 
the institutions in which that discourse is practised - and that 
this removes deconstruction from a classical notion of 'critique'. 
A theory of supplementation, deconstruction is itself always 
open to be supplemented: it cannot be formalised without 
remainder. 

We have isolated two elements which are peculiar to 
deconstruction as critique: its ability to show that what seems to 
be a monistic whole is always already doubled, and its tendency 
to double itself. The first determines the success of deconstruc
tion as critique, while the second is a critical response to that 
success, one that stems from the scope of what is submitted to 
critique. Deconstruction is not a methodology; it can only be 
defined by the practices done in its name. But while this sets our 
questioning within a visible horizon, we are still some way from 
accounting for deconstruction as a matter of both critique and 
vocabulary. We need to examine how a whole can be always 
already doubled, and how a critique can always be in the process 
of doubling itself. 

2 Interpretations of interpretation 

I take as my point of orientation a short yet highly influential 
passage from Derrida's early essay 'Structure, sign and play in 
the discourse of the human sciences'. It is possibly the most 
frequently cited passage of Derrida as well as the source of the 
most common misconceptions about the methods and aims of 
deconstruction. Derrida contrasts two ways of regarding inter
pretation: one is turned 'toward the lost or impossible presence 
of the absent origin' and is characterised as the 'saddened, 
negative, nostalgic, guilty, Rousseauistic side of the thinking of 
play' while the other is the 'Nietzschean affirmation, that is the 

19 Derrida, Writing, p. 293. 
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joyous affirmation of the play of the world and of the innocence 
of becoming, the affirmation of a world of signs without fault, 
without truth, and without origin which is offered to an active 
interpretation'. The most often quoted passage, though, is this: 

There are thus two interpretations of interpretation, of struc
ture, of sign, of play. The one seeks to decipher, dreams of 
deciphering a truth or an origin which escapes play and the 
order of the sign, and which lives the necessity of interpreta
tion as an exile. The other, which is no longer turned toward 
the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond man and 
humanism, the name of man being the name of that being 
who, throughout the history of metaphysics or of onto
theology- in other words, throughout his entire history- has 
dreamed of full presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin 
and the end of play. 20 

Note that while Derrida associates these modes of interpretation 
with Rousseau and Nietzsche, he could just as easily use the 
standard contrast between Kant and Nietzsche. Either way, the 
general contrast he wishes to draw is between grounded and 
ungrounded interpretations. 

The Nietzschean mode of interpretation is plainly the inverse 
of the Rousseauistic, for the one values the play of signs over 
presence while the other extols the determining power of pres
ence over signs. And it appears as though Derrida is enjoining 
us to favour the Nietzschean mode over the Rousseauistic. Cer
tainly this is what a large number of commentators, both sympa
thetic and unsympathetic, take Derrida to say; and various 
dubious conclusions are drawn from this. It is time to hear what 
the critics have to say. Wayne Booth, for one, attempts to sum 
up Derrida's position wholly in terms of play: 'Jacques Derrida', 
he claims, 'seeks a "free play" amounting to a "methodical 
craziness", to produce a "dissemination" of texts that, endless 
and treacherous and terrifying, liberates us to an errance 
joyeuse' .21 James Hans seems to agree with Booth's description 
but does propose an argument. He holds that the second inter
pretive mode, which he calls 'freeplay', is 'apparently the alter
native to our previous ways of structuring the world' and that 
deconstruction's provenance is freeplay. He therefore takes 

20 Derrida, Writing, p. 292. 
21 Wayne Booth, Critical understanding (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1979), p. 216. 
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Derrida to assert that 'there is no center but only freeplay' .22 

After setting up the case he argues that the alternative between 
'center' and 'freeplay' is facile and that deconstruction 'has not 
escaped the metaphysic but merely turned it on its head' .23 Hans 
takes the 'alternative', as he puts it, between the modes of 
interpretation as the basis of an immanent critique of 
deconstruction. Denis Donoghue, however, simply remarks that 
'Derrida favours' the second mode of interpretation and, from 
here, proceeds to suggest that unless Derrida forges a link 
between play and force, deconstruction will render all human 
enterprises fundamentally trivial. 24 Donoghue agrees with Hans 
that deconstruction is to be identified with the second mode of 
interpretation, but from this assumption, he develops an 
external critique of deconstruction based upon humanist 
grounds. 

Mark C. Taylor divides the interpretative modes into 'Logo
centrism's interpretation of interpretation' and 'Deconstruction's 
interpretation of interpretation', and while he does not discuss 
Rousseau he does equate Nietzsche's position with Derrida's. So 
it is no surprise to find deconstruction identified with the thema
tics of God's death. 'What if the presence of the logos is a fanciful 
dream that is a function of desire rather than experience?', he 
asks, 'What if there is no firm foundation, no secure anchor, no 
abiding truth? What, in other words, if God is dead?'25 Here 
Taylor's 'in other words' does not serve to sharpen his previous 
rhetorical questions but translates them into another, less stable, 

22 J. S. Hans, 'Derrida and freeplay', Modern Language Notes, 94 (1979), pp. 
809-10. Hans repeats his contention that Derrida offers us an alternative 
between the two interpretations of interpretation in a later article when he 
maintains, once more with regards to this particular passage, that 'one can 
move in only two directions according to Derrida'. See 'Hermeneutics, play, 
deconstruction', Philosophy Today, 24 (1980), p. 301. 

23 Hans, 'Derrida and freeplay', p. 818. 
24 Denis Donoghue, Ferocious alphabets (London: Faber and Faber, 1981), pp. 

165-66. Other commentators who align Derrida with the second interpreta
tion of interpretation include the following: F. V. Bogel, 'Deconstructive 
criticism: the logic of Derrida's di ff era nee', Centrum: working papers of the/ 
Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Language, Style, and Literary Theory,· 
No. 6 (1978), pp. 55, 57; S. Mitchell, 'Post-structuralism, empiricism and 
interpretation', in The need for interpretation, ed. S. MitcheJI and M. Rosen 
(London: Athlone Press, 1983), p. 63; and D. C. Hoy, The critical circle 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), p. 83. 

25 M. C. Taylor, 'Deconstruction: what's the difference?', Soundings: An Inter
disciplinary Journal, 66 (1983), p. 396. 
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frame of reference, one that can be read variously in meta
physical, epistemological, theological or ethical terms. Taylor's 
exact meaning need not concern us here; the point at issue is 
merely that he aligns deconstruction with Nietzsche and, more 
specifically, with one of Nietzsche's views. Unlike Taylor, 
Gregory Ulmer' s discussion of the passage in question addresses 
both Rousseau and Nietzsche; yet, like Taylor, Ulmer steers 
Derrida towards Nietzsche, both of whom, in his view, have 
assigned themselves 'the task of undoing Rousseau's eighteenth 
century'. 26 A contrast is quickly established, this time between 
'logocentrism' and 'grammatology'. Rousseau's logocentrism is 
held to be a 'theological view' by which Ulmer understands that 
it is 'based on notions of an immanent God, and of self
consciousness as the guarantee of identity' while grammatology, 
'in contrast, is a theory of language that corresponds to a world 
without God' .27 Notice how Ulmer passes from Derrida's distinc
tion between the two interpretations of interpretation to a 
distinction between Rousseau's natural theism, as indicated in 
the Profession of faith, and Nietzsche's doctrine of God's death. 
Although Ulmer sees deconstruction as upsetting certainty and 
dogmatism, he has no doubt that deconstruction shows 
Nietzsche's views 'already present in Rousseau's texts' and men
tions nothing about what of Rousseau's views may be present in 
Nietzsche's or Derrida's texts. 28 For him, deconstruction pro
ceeds thematically and only in the one direction. Once more, 
deconstruction merges with Nietzsche and, even more specific
ally, with the doctrine of God's death. 

And so we have several arguments based on this familiar 
passage: one that develops an immanent critique of deconstruc
tipn; another that points the way to an external critique; and two 
that align deconstruction with the view that God is dead. None 
of the arguments is particularly impressive. In various ways all 
of them are misled by 'free play' which, far from licensing 
anarchy, indicates - as Derrida puts it- 'that the structure of the 
machine, or the springs, are not so tight, so that you can just try 
to dislocate [sic]' .29 'Free play', it seems, is neither completely 

26 G.L. Ulmer, 'Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man on/in Rousseau's faults', The 
Eighteenth Century, 20 (1979), p. 165. 

27 Ulmer, 'Jacques Derrida ... ', p. 167. 
28 Ulmer, 'Jacques Derrida ... ', p.172. 
29 I. Salusinszky, Criticism in society (London: Methuen, 1987), p. 20. 
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free nor all that playful. Like 'free verse', it has constraints of its 
own. Whatever their limitations, these arguments are part of 
what I shall call the 'common reading' of deconstruction. If we 
stand back and survey these arguments, we can isolate four 
antitheses which, taken together, map out the possible vari
ations of this common reading: decipherment/play; Rousseau/ 
Nietzsche; logocentrism/deconstruction; and theism/atheism. 

When any of these distinctions are uncritically conflated - as 
they variously are by the commentators quoted above - it is easy 
to see how deconstruction can be associated with a doctrine of 
hermeneutic anarchy, one or more of a number of Nietzsche's 
ideas, atheism, or indeed all of the foregoing. Yet such identi
fications are not convincing. After all, deconstruction cannot be 
reduced to the second mode of interpretation, and we need to 
weigh the status of the couple 'Rousseau-Nietzsche' before we 
can confidently transpose any particular claims made by either 
writer onto the mode of interpretation he represents. If 
deconstruction is more than 'Nietzschean' free play, what is it? 

It will be recalled that James Hans argues that freeplay is 
'apparently the alternative to our previous ways of structuring 
the world'. But does Derrida provide us with an alternative 
between Rousseau and Nietzsche? This is how Derrida con
cludes his comments, a passage cited far less often than the one 
with which we commenced our discussion: 

For my part, although these two interpretations must acknowl
edge and accentuate their difference and define their irre
ducibility, I do not believe that today there is any question of 
choosing- in the first place because here we are in a region (let 
us say, provisionally, a region of historicity) where the cate
gory of choice seems particularly trivial; and in the second, 
because we must first try to conceive of the common ground, 
and the differance of this irreducible difference. 30 

On the face of it, Derrida addresses regional politics and is 
concerned with what we may or may not take to be a viable 
choice in a particular historical situation. Yet he also raises an 
epistemological question: what are the conditions of possibility 
for choices in general? 

Derrida insists that the two interpretations are irreducible; and 
this is certainly the case, for the Nietzschean account, as framed, 

30 Derrida, Writing, p. 293. 
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is an inversion of the Rousseauistic. It is also claimed that there is 
something which underwrites this 'irreducible difference', its 
differance, and that this disallows our choosing between the 
Rousseauistic and the Nietzschean theories of interpretation. If 
this is so, it is evident that Derrida cannot be urging the interpre
tations of interpretation as alternatives between which we must 
choose; he seems more concerned to elaborate why we cannot 
choose between them. A closer inspection of the passage reveals 
that, contrary to the commentators' view of the matter, there are 
not two but three interpretations of interpretation: two first-order 
interpretations (Rousseau's and Nietzsche's) and one second
order interpretation, Derrida's. Whereas Rousseau's theory 
assumes a ground, and Nietzsche's is an affirmation of 
groundlessness, Derrida's theory establishes the relationship 
between apparently 'grounded' and 'groundless' theories of 
interpretation. This does not yield a secure meta-philosophical 
position, however, for Derrida's vantage-point - differance -
turns out to be that which at once structures and destructures all 
positions. 'Such a play, ditferance, is thus no longer simply a 
concept', Derrida tells us, 'but rather the possibility of concep
tuality' .31 So it would seem that Derrida's claim is not that we 
should support one sort of interpretation over another but that 
the condition of possibility of the Rousseauistic interpretation 
also enables the Nietzschean interpretation. 

The most economical way of drawing out what is at issue here 
requires us to turn to the concluding pages of 'Plato's pharmacy' 
where we find the following remarkable account of differance: 

The disappearance of truth as presence, the withdrawal of the 
present origin of presence, is the condition of all (manifestation 
of) truth. Nontruth is the truth. Nonpresence is presence. 
Differance, the disappearance of any original presence, is at 
once the condition of possibility and the condition of impossi
bility of truth. At once. 'At once' means that the being-present 
(on) in its truth, in the presence of its identity and ill the 
identity of its presence, is doubled as soon as it appears, as soon 
as it presents itself. It appears, in its essence, as the possibility of 
its own most proper non-truth, of its pseudo-truth reflected in 
the icon, the phantasm, or the simulacrum. What is is not what 
it is, identical and identical to itself, unique, unless it adds to 
itself the possibility of being repeated as such. And its identity is 

31 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 11. 
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hollowed out by that addition, withdraws itself in the sup
plement that presents it.32 

Despite the density and paradoxical flair of this passage, its 
general lines are clear. I have already explicated the main argu
ment developed here, with specific regard to the relation 
between a presence and a sign, in the opening chapter. It will be 
remembered that the sign always works with two modes of 
repetition. The one, sanctioned by metaphysics, allows for the 
sign to repeat its originating presence; but the other, a structural 
trait of the sign, concerns its repetition outside its original 
context. Now when the sign is so repeated, what it signifies will 
be modified by the chance new context. In being subject to the 
second ~ode of repetition, the sign must fail to perform its first 
and primary mode to the extent to which it does not signify the 
presence purely and simply. But as this accident is a structural 
possibility of the sign it is, we are bound to say, essential to the 
sign. The second mode of repetition is a supplement to the first; 
it is, however, a dangerous supplement in that in supplying the 
part it supplants the whole, dislodging the first mode's grip on 
signification. It does not follow, of course, that the second mode 
of repetition now holds sway, since what is put into question is 
precisely the ability of either mode to govern. We do not have an 
undivided origin of signification, governed by a presence, but an 
origin which is itself already doubled by dint of the nature of the 
sign. 

It is an easy matter to apply the foregoing argument about 
signs to interpretations. For within metaphysics the function of 
an interpretation is to repeat the text's proper meaning. If this is 
so, we must agree that an interpretation is a sign of a text, and 
therefore a specific instance of the argument we have rehearsed. 
Just as the origin of signification is always already doubled, 
so too with the origin of interpretation. We shall call the 
two interpretations of any given text the 'proper' and 'non
proper' respectively, thereby keeping in mind Derrida's notion 
of 'the metaphysics of the proper'. A proper interpretation will 
therefore repeat a text's proper or determinate meaning. What 
counts as a 'determinate meaning' will of course depend upon 
one's theory of meaning. Along one possible axis, one may set 
both 'authorial intention' (Hirsch) and 'literary language' 

32 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 168. 
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(Shklovsky); in each case, though, an underived origin, an arche, 
must be assumed at some stage of the theory. However, the 
sign's structure is its condition of possibility for being repeated, 
and hence for non-proper significations to occur. The condition 
of possibility for the proper interpretation, it seems, also enables 
a non-proper interpretation. The proper interpretation lays 
claim to repeat the text's meaning purely and simply, but this 
claim is contested by its condition of possibility. The proper 
interpretation cannot totalise the text: its condition of possibility 
disables all attempts to totalise the text. Formulated in various 
ways and used in various contexts, this is Derrida's central 
contention. 33 

We can go further. If no animating presence can be signified as 
it is, we can never rightly say that we have a sign of a presence. 
The presence can never present itself; it will always withdraw 
behind signification, not to the first degree (as in 'sign of a 
presence') but always to the second degree (as in 'sign of a sign'). 
Now if, within metaphysics, a sign is held to differ from and 
defer its animating presence, all the concept of 'sign of a sign' 
leaves us with is a process of difference and deferment; and this, 
as we know, is what Derrida calls differance or la trace or archi
ecriture. Not that differance can ever occur in and for itself: it is a 
condition of possibility, to be sure, though not a Kantian a priori 
condition of possibility. Before differance can come into play we 
need a text which asserts a metaphysical state of affairs, such as, 
for example, that 'presence' is to be naturally valued over 'sign'. 
In other words, differance is transcendental but does not consti
tute a transcendental ground; it is always revealed in any text, 
though never revealed as such because there is no such thing as 

33 To gain an idea of the frequency with which Derrida uses this formulation 
consider the following quotations: 'The condition of possibiJity for these 
effects is simultaneously, once again, the condition of their impossibility, of 
the impossibility of their rigorous purity', Margins of philosophy, p. 328; 'Their 
possibility is their impossibility', Speech and phenomena, p. 101; 'The rebus 
signature, the metonymic or anagrammatic signature, these are the condition 
of possibility and impossibility', Signsponge p. 64; 'So time, an element of 
degree, marks at once the possibility and the impossibility of frivolity', The 
archceology of the frivolous: reading Condillac, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr 
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1980), p. 132; 'Differance produces 
what it forbids, makes possible the very thing that it makes impossible', Of 
grammatology, p.143; 'This axiom of non-closure or non-fulfillment enfolds 
within itself the condition for the possibility and the impossibility of tax
onomy', 'The law of genre', trans. A. Ronell, Glyph, 7 (1980), p. 212. 
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'differance as such'. To rewrite Heidegger's apothegm: As it 
reveals itself in differences, differance withdraws. 

So the proper and non-proper interpretations are irreducible; 
and the existence of the non-proper interpretation contests the 
claim of the proper interpretation to totalise the text. We can give 
more content to these modes of interpretation by turning to a 
particularly astute and elegant passage by Michel Foucault. To 
interpret or comment, Foucault tells us, 

is to admit by definition an excess of the signified over the 
signifier; a necessary, unformulated remainder of thought that 
language has left in the shade - a remainder that is the very 
essence of that thought, driven outside its secret - but to 
comment also presupposes that this unspoken element slum
bers within speech (parole), and that1 by a superabundance 
proper to the signifier, one may, in questioning it, give voice to 
a content that was not explicitly signified.34 

The proper interpretation ascribes priority to the signified over 
the signifier; it seeks to locate the essence of what is literally 
signified. The non-proper interpretation values the signifier over 
the signified. One way it can do so is by using the signifier to 
uncover what is latently signified; if the latent meaning is deter
minate, we have a hermeneutics of suspicion. Another way is to 
use the signifier with the intention of disseminating rather than 
recovering meaning, and here we do not have, strictly speaking, 
a hermeneutics at all. According to our assumptions, in which all 
hermeneutics, whether of faith or of suspicion, are 'proper' 
interpretations in that they eventually recur to an arche, it follows 
that only disseminative interpretations are non-proper. 

We have already observed that the non-proper mode of inter
pretation is the inverse of the proper; and we can make this quite 
exact by using the formulre Sis and s/S in which 'S' stands for 
'signified' and 's' for 'signifier'. There is no difficulty in 
regarding S/s as metaphysicat in Derrida's sense of the word; 
but can we agree with the common reading of deconstruction 
which claims that s/S is non-metaphysical? We cannot - at least 
not if we agree with Heidegger and Derrida that an inversion of a 
metaphysical hierarchy remains immanently within meta-
physics. According to Heidegger, the epoch of metaphysics 

34 Michel Foucault, The birth of the clinic, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1975), p. xvi. 
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extends from Plato to the inversion of Platonism as found in 
Nietzsche. It little matters at present if we agree that Nietzsche 
does in fact merely invert Platonism; all we need agree upon is 
that the model which Derrida proposes regards both the proper 
and the non-proper interpretation as metaphysical: whether 
Nietzsche represents non-proper interpretation is another ques
tion. Deconstruction has two movements - a phase of inversion 
and a phase of displacement - and this doubling is not to be 
found in non-proper interpretation. So we cannot identify 
deconstruction with non-proper interpretation, as the common 
reading of deconstruction invites us to do. Nor can we un
problematically identify deconstruction with atheism. We have 
seen how Derrida regards the sign S/s as 'theological', with the 
signified forever 'turned toward the word and the face of God' ;35 

but Derrida also takes the inverted configuration, s/S, as 'athe
istic'. 36 And if deconstruction is an operation on both S/s and s/S 
it cannot be solely theistic or atheistic. Deconstruction's relation 
to theology must be thought otherwise. 

It would seem, therefore, that deconstruction is a meta
philosophical position; but to accept this at face value would be 
to forget that the exemplary texts of deconstruction are scrupu
lously close readings of other texts. Is it possible that deconstruc
tion can be an interpretative practice as well as a theory of 
interpretation? And if deconstruction is an interpretative prac
tice, does this not contradict the conclusion we have just 
reached, that deconstruction is not a mode of non-proper inter
pretation? Before anything else, we need to ask what sort of 
interpretative practice deconstruction is; and a salient example 
can be found in Of grammatology. As we know, one of Rousseau's 
crucial words, 'le supplement', can mean both 'addition' and 
'replacement'. When Rousseau figures writing as a supplement to 
speech his intention is to characterise it as an unnecessary addi
tion; speech is complete within itself, and writing can serve only 
to introduce unnatural difficulties and misunderstandings. 
There is, however, another layer of Rousseau's text in which 
writing is held to be a supplement in the other sense. For 
Rousseau is perfectly clear that only by writing (and thereby 
shunning the presence of natural, living speech) can he present 
himself as he really is. Here, writing is a replacement for speech. 

35 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 13. 36 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 54. 
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As with writing so with masturbation: Rousseau at once takes 
masturbation as an addition to normal sexual practice and as a 
convenient replacement; it is, as he says, 'a dangerous sup
plement'. So upon close examination what appears to be the one 
text by Rousseau can be opened up into two texts, using 'sup
plement' as a hinge. These texts are irreducible but not opposed; 
indeed, Rousseau cannot argue that speech and writing are 
opposed, for he has maintained that writing is both an addition to 
and a replacement for speech. 

We would be missing the point, I think, if we took Derrida's 
essay to be nothing more than an interpretation of Rousseau's 
text. For while Derrida would not wish to quarrel with the 
epistemological point that his remarks on interpretation are 
themselves interpretations, not facts, it does not seem to me that 
Derrida is offering anything like a first-order interpretation of 
Rousseau's text. Throughout Derrida's analysis our attention is 
directed to the workings of the signifier 'le supplement' and not to 
n1atters of description, theme or evaluation such as one normally 
finds in readings of Rousseau. What we have, I would suggest, 
is Derrida using Rousseau's text against the tradition of 
Rousseau interpretation. And this tradition becomes the object 
of criticism by virtue of its tendency to totalise Rousseau's text in 
the very oppositions - nature/culture, presence/absence, and so 
forth- that his text can be-shown to subvert. 

If we turn from Derrida's reading of Rousseau to his remarks 
upon the two interpretations of interpretation, the Rousseauistic 
and the Nietzschean, we find the same emphasis. Even though 
we pass from a close reading of a particular text to a meta
philosophical point, the critical object remains the same - total
isation - and so there is no contradiction between the views that 
deconstruction is a textual practice and a meta-philosophical 
theory. Whether discussing a text or a theory of textual interpre
tation, Derrida's point is constant: there are always 'Two texts, 
two hands, two visions, two ways of listening. Together simul
taneously and separately'. 37 

We can dismiss any conflation of the distinction between 
logocentrism and deconstruction with distinctions between 
Rousseau and Nietzsche, proper and non-proper interpretations 
or theism and atheism. More generally, the relationship between 

37 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 65. 

127 



The status of deconstruction 

metaphysics and deconstruction is more subtle than the 
common reading of deconstruction suggests. Our focus in this 
section has been on the first two of the four points by which we 
characterised deconstruction; and we have established, contra 
Rorty, that deconstruction is, at least in part, a mode of argu
mentative critique. The question of the status of deconstruction's 
vocabulary will be taken up in the following section, and this will 
involve us in a discussion of the remaining two points. 

3 Erasure and palreonymy 

'What is is not what it is', Derrida insists, 'unless it adds to itself 
the possibility of being repeated as such'. 38 Now what is true of 
the critical objects of deconstruction must also be true of 
deconstruction itself. That is, deconstruction gains its identity by 
being repeated outside its originary context (Derrida's critique of 
genetic phenomenology) in other, chance contexts; and it is 
precisely because the element of chance is a structural trait of the 
sign (or any group of signs) that we cannot rigidly fix the identity 
of deconstruction. We may say of it what Derrida says of Con
dillac's method of analysis, 'it is already no longer there when 
we naively believe we have captured it in a wide-mesh net'.39 

The parallel between Condillac's 'analysis' and Derrida's 
'deconstruction' is worth pursuing a little further. In his Essay on 
the origin of human knowledge, Condillac distinguishes between 
two kinds of metaphysics. 40 The first, instituted by Aristotle, is a 
discourse upon grounds and upon the highest ground (theion); it 
is a metaphysics of essences and causes, a 'first philosophy', and 
its aim is to explain what is hidden. Condillac, however, elabor
ates a second kind of metaphysics, one concerned with phenom
ena and relations, which he proposes to call 'analysis'. Whereas 
Aristotelian first philosophy works by establishing a set of archai, 
Condillac' s method of analysis proposes itself as a discourse 
upon the arche - an archeology- and it will therefore reflect upon 
the status of the archai. The true science of origins, analysis will 
retrace the genesis of first philosophy; and its impulse .for so 
doing is, as Derrida neatly puts it, that first philosophy 'has 

38 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 168. 39 Derrida, Archceology, p. 63. 
40 Etienne Bonnot de Condillac, An essay 011 the origin of human knowledge, 

trans. Thomas Nugent (Gainesville, FL: Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, 
1971), p. 2. 
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consisted of bad linguistic use coupled with a bad philosophy of 
language'. 41 

Analysis will seek to account for, or re-mark, the defects of 
the language of metaphysics. To do so, it requires a new lan
guage of greater formal precision, one which will supply the old 
language with what it lacks. In re-tracing the ways in which 
these defects arise, that is, in accounting for particular lapses in 
a general theory, the new discourse of analysis must itself 
develop general principles which, once formalised, com
prehend the old discourse in its totality. Analysis does not cure 
metaphysics but discovers what can be seen, after the fact, as 
the ground of metaphysics, the condition of possibility to which 
it has remained blind. Analysis can therefore claim to have the 
greater explanatory force, since it re-marks not only the defects 
of the prior theory but also the theory as such; it supplants the 
old in the act of supplying it with what it cannot itself supply. 
This new discourse is a calculus; it must of necessity appear 
more artificial than the language of the old metaphysics; yet it 
shows itself, through specific analyses, to be capable of ascer
taining the natural provenance of that metaphysics. And in this 
very demonstration the calculus lays hold of what seems, 
within the old language, nevertheless to precede language, the 
realm of the metaphysical itself. In sum, the calculus proves 
itself to be a metaphysics despite its claim to be a critique of 
metaphysics. 

We have here, as Derrida observes, 'a theory of the general 
conditions for the upsurge of a theory'. 42 And this is exactly 
what Derrida himself wishes to establish, but with one impor
tant difference: unlike Condillac, Derrida desires a critique of 
metaphysics that is not itself metaphysical. He proposes to 
retrace the stages of Condillac's theory and to supplement and 
supplant it with his own without, in this process, supplying a 
ground. In other words, whereas Condillac's 'new science' is an 
Adamic venture, passing back beyond Babel 'to give ideas their 
names', 43 deconstruction is the demonstration that Babel pre
cedes Adam's naming day in Eden. Derrida must therefore 
retrace Condillac's account of retracing and supplying/ 
supplanting, then supply it with what it lacks - an account of the 

41 Derrida, Archceology, p. 36. 
43 Derrida, Archceology, p. 33. 

42 Derrida, A.rch;eology, p. 63. 
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difference which will supplant it while not providing a new 
ground. This calls for a detailed explanation. 

Condillac's first stage of retracing is entirely immanent, and 
elements external to the theory in question appear only in the 
second stage; yet even here there must be, as Condillac says, a 
'quantity of connection' between what supplies and what 
requires supplementation. 44 If this condition is to be met, 
though, we cannot say that there is a rigorous distinction 
between what is within the prior theory and what is outside it, 
for the supplement must be at once within and outside the 
theory. And the same holds for Derrida's reading of Condillac' s 
theory: it must locate what is needed to be supplied from outside 
the theory from within that theory. In addition, both writers' 
first moves are concerned with what is present and known - a 
previously established theory - while their second moves 
concern what appears, within the given theory, to be absent and 
unknown. So there is an analogy between Condillac's analysis 
and Derrida's deconstruction; in fact, it is the notion of 'analogy' 
which is fundamental to each. 

It would be useful to begin with Condillac' s use of 'analogy' 
which is somewhat different from the more familiar Aristotelian 
usages. For we do not have, with Condillac, an analogy between 
elements which are present and known but, rather, an analogy 
between what is present and known and what is, at first, absent 
and unknown. Perhaps the situation is best expressed by 
Duchamp's observation that 'since a three-dimensional object 
casts a two-dimensional shadow, we should be able to imagine 
the unknown four-dimensional object whose shadow we are'. 45 

This is not an analogy of proportion, which locates a difference 
of degree, nor is it - strictly speaking - an analogy of propor
tionality, since although it does specify a difference of kind this 
difference can be discerned only after the fact. The point of the 
analogy, as Duchamp's example shows, is to link the known and 
the unknown, and thereby to situate what is known in a wider, 
imaginative context. Analogy, here, consists in a generalising 
after the fact and requires - as the notion of people being 
shadows suggests - a metaphoric transfer of predicates from one 

44 Derrida, Arch;eology, p. 72f. 
45 Quoted by Octavio Paz, Alternating current, trans. Helen R. Lane (London: 

Wildwood House, 1974), p. 66. 
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subject to another. The drawing of such an analogy can thus be 
seen to be equivalent to Condillac's analytic method of retracing 
the present and known and supplementing it with what is, 
within the prior theory, absent and unknown. Similarly, there 
must be a 'quantity of connection' between the poles of the 
analogy for it to be an analogy; and this, for Condillac, decides 
the truth or the non-truth of the analogy. 'Truth' is a matter of 
quantity of connection. 

It is here that Derrida detects a gap in Condillac's reasoning. 
He does not contest the introduction of 'truth' and 'non-truth' -
they are necessary effects of the theory - only Condillac's claim 
to master thereby the operation of the analytic method. 'But 
since mastery', he objects, 'in order to be what it is, must take 
possession of what it is not, of nothing then, to be sure it is never 
itself' from which he concludes that 'Mastery, if there is any, does 
not exist'. 46 A puzzling remark, this can be cashed out as 
follows. Mastery can only be a mastery over that which is 
present and known. Within Condillac's theory, though, this 
condition never obtains: there is always one element which is 
absent and unknown, so by his own presuppositions Condillac 
cannot master his method. But if the analytic method claims 
superiority over 'first philosophy' by virtue of its ability to give 
ideas their 'true names', there is an aporia at the heart of Condil
lac's theory; for the analytic method at once claims to give true 
names and subverts the possibility of our knowing if they are 
true or non-true. The ground of analysis - truth- can therefore 
be said to differ from itself. Thus Derrida's re-reading of Con
dillac supplies the analytic method with what it lacks, an account 
of why this difference arises. But as difference is shown to occur 
in what Condillac proposes as the ground of the theory, we have 
already passed from supplementing the theory from outside to 
supplanting it apparently from within. We have seen how analy
sis is prior to metaphysics; by the same reasoning, we must 
admit that deconstruction is prior to both analysis and meta
physics. 

First philosophy establishes a number of archai as its grounds, 
while Condillac's critique of metaphysics is directed not to the 
question of ground as such but to whether Aristotle's archai are 
the right grounds. By contrast, Derrida's critique of Condillac 

46 Derrida, Arcl1a?ology, p. 78. 
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does not seek to establish a new and better ground. Yet it would 
be a mistake to conclude from this that Derrida holds there to be 
no grounds, that there are only 'an-archai'. Derrida does not 
replace the arche with the an-arche : he demonstrates that the 
arche is always already related to an an-arche. If we give credence 
to Condillac's unusual notion of 'analogy', what is absent and 
unknown is accounted for as a lack within what is present and 
known: it is not 'wholly other' for it is what is missed within the 
theory in question and, moreover, negatively implied by that 
theory's archai. This is not an affirmation of groundlessness -
anarchy - but a meta-philosophical remark about the nature of 
grounds. 

The point can be sharpened by a brief contrast. In the Posterior 
analytics Aristotle argues that not all knowledge is demonstrable, 
for the knowledge of the archai comes not by demonstration. 
Indeed, these archai are known better than what is deduced from 
them, which implies that the basis of rational knowledge is not 
itself rational knowledge but something still more certain, 
nous. 47 For Aristotle nous (or 'intuition') is accordingly the tran
scendental ground of reason which is itself non-rational though 
not, of course.. irrational. Following Kant and Heidegger .. 
Derrida distinguishes between 'thought' and 'reason'; he 
observes that '"Thought11 requires both the principle of reason 
and what is beyond the principle of reason, the arkhe and an
archy'. 48 This, after alt is not an attack against reason or a 
systematic doubting of reason's claim upon us; but it is a ques
tioning of the limits of reason from the viewpoint of the nature of 
reason, and its upshot is that a ground can be posited only if we 
acknowledge that it must be linked to a non-ground. Whether 
Derrida fastens upon 'reason', 'truth', 'arche' or 'ground', his 
point is the same: a discourse's condition of possibility is also, 
and at the same time, its condition of impossibility for being 
totalised. 

Which brings us to the question of vocabulary. As we know, 
Condillac wishes to conserve the name 'metaphysics' for the 
analytic method even though he rejects metaphysics as first 

47 Aristotle, Analytica posteriora in The works of Aristotle, ed. W.D. Ross, Vol. 1 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1928), Book 1, Ch. 3, 72b18 and Book 2, 
Ch. 19, lOOb Sf. 

48 Derrida, 'The principle of reason: the university in the eyes of its pupils', 
trans. Catherine Porter and Edward P. Morris, Diacritics, 13 (1983), pp. 18-19. 
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philosophy; and this is because, in his view, analysis includes 
and surpasses Aristotelian metaphysics. This same tactic -
'pal<Eonymy', the science of old names - is used extensively by 
Derrida. Within metaphysics, for example, identity is held to be 
prior to difference; but the deconstruction of this hierarchy 
reveals that both identity and difference, as defined within 
metaphysics, are in fact conditioned by a form of pure negative 
difference - differance - so that both identity and difference can be 
said to be determined modifications of differance. Similarly, with 
the hierarchic division between speech and writing, both 
phenomenal speech and script are shown to depend tran
scendentally upon a generalised form of script, what Derrida 
calls 'archi-ecriture'. Rather than talk about devaluation we could 
choose to talk about repression, as is suggested by the word 
'hierarchy', and this is the basis for Derrida's use of political and 
psychoanalytical vocabularies. The same point can be made with 
reference to either discourse, so I will concentrate upon 
Derrida's employment of a political vocabulary. 

The use of a political vocabulary in metaphysics and epistemo
logy is as old as philosophy itself. Writing to Dionysius, king of 
Syracuse, Plato draws an analogy between the first principle 
(arche) and the king. 49 And thus begins a tradition. In the Treatise 
Hume views reason as a queen 'in possession of the throne, 
prescribing laws, and imposing maxims, with an absolute sway 
and authority', while reason's enemy, scepticism, 'is oblig'd to 
take shelter under her protection, and by making use of rational 
arguments to prove the fallaciousness and imbecility of reason, 
produces, in a manner, a patent under her hand and seal' .so 
Notice that there is no reason offered by Hume why reason has 
possession of the throne; philosophy is frankly presented as a 
monarchy, and reason's enemy must accept the grounds estab
lished by the monarchy. At first glance Derrida's problem seems 
to turn upon this dilemma: 'The unsurpassable, unique, and 
imperial grandeur of the order of reason, that which makes it not 
just another actual order or structure ... is that one cannot speak 
out against it except by being for it, that one can protest it only 

49 Plato, 'Letter II' 312e in E. Hamilton and H. Cairns, eds. The collected dialogues 
of Plato: including the letters (Princeton, N .).:Princeton University Press, 1963). 

50 David Hume, A treatise of human nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, 2nd. ed. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 186. 
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from within it' .s1 Heidegger provides us with a radical solution 
to the problem. 'Has reason cons ti tu ted itself to be the ruler of 
philosophy?' he enquires, 'If so, by what right?'52 The question 
of rights raised here cuts very deep, suggesting that there is an 
authority prior to reason. And for Heidegger there is - the 
thought of Being. The sceptic must presuppose, at least pro
visionally, the ground of reason; but Heidegger adduces the 
ground in which reason is itself grounded. The true ruler of 
philosophy, for Heidegger, is not reason but Being, a groundless 
ground, an an-arche. 

Derrida differs markedly from both Hume and Heidegger. 
Whereas Hume's sceptic can question reason only from within 
reason's realm, and Heidegger's thinker attempts to 'step back' 
outside metaphysics, Derrida positions himself at a point at once 
within and without the realm of philosophy. It is within phil
osophy in that the critique begins from what is devalued or 
suppressed by metaphysics - the phenomena of script, play and 
difference, for example - and it is without metaphysics in that the 
critique works from the enabling condition for metaphysics: the 
transcendentals archi-ecriture, jeu and differance. Deconstruction 
as critique is doubled, then, 'in that it works at the same time 
from two realms: the phenomenal and the transcendental. To 
translate this into political terms, philosophy may present itself 
as a monarchy - with reason as the monarch, appealing only to 
natural rights - but can do so only by suppressing a contender to 
the throne, namely that which arises from the monarch's 'other', 
the an-arche. A critique of philosophy must necessarily be poli
tical, as philosophy itself is always a political state of affairs. 

We cannot separate Derrida's use of political metaphors from 
his mode of critique, for the political metaphor is inscribed 
within the history of philosophy and within what Derrida takes 
philosophy to be: a discourse upon the arche to the exclusion of 
the an-arche. Palreonymy may be a strategy in the political sense 
- it responds to a situation which is political because it is always 
already a question of domination - but, as our account of 
Derrida's reading of Condillac shows, it is also a strategy in the 
sense that it is part of an argument. Whether a matter of politics 

51 Derrida, Writing, p. 36. 
52 Heidegger, What is philosophy? trans. and introd. W. Kluback and J. T. Wilde 

(New York: Twayne Publishers, 1958), p. 25. 
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or argumentation, it is plain that Derrida derives strategic benefit 
from giving the name of the phenomena which is devalued 
within metaphysics to the transcendental which conditions 
metaphysics. And this is part of a larger problem, arising from 
the extraordinary extension which 'metaphysics' is allowed to 
have. 

It is time to return to the relation between 'presence' and 
'sign'. We have seen how Derrida uses the structural peculiari
ties of the sign to launch a critique of presence, specifically of 
that which is signified in and of itself - the arche or the 'tran
scendental signified'. As Derrida well realises, however, 'as 
soon as one seeks to demonstrate . . . that the play of signifi
cation henceforth has no limit, one must reject even the concept 
and word "sign" itself - which is precisely what cannot be 
done'. s3 It is impossible to use the word or concept sign without 
thereby making a commitment to metaphysics. Not only does 
'sign' mean 'sign of a presence' but even if one works with the 
Saussurian bivalent sign, one finds the instituting distinction of 
metaphysics, that between the intelligible and the sensible, 
repeated in the distinction between the signified and the signi
fier, the very structure of the sign. Even though deconstruction 
may launch its critique from the 'other' of metaphysics, the 
critique of metaphysics seems unable to free itself from a compli
city with metaphysics. Deconstruction's problem, it seems, is a 
problem about vocabulary or, at any rate, about the relation 
between vocabulary and argument. For even though Derrida 
provides us with a persuasive argument against metaphysical 
totalisation, the stating of the argument requires a vocabulary 
which would seem to call into question the efficacy of the 
argument. 

All this can be taken as a problem of translation. Philosophy, 
for Derrida, is a certain practice of translation, 'the transport of 
a semantic content into another signifying form'. 54 And yet 
there is something of great importance to philosophy that re
mains forever untranslatable - the proper name. Condillac 
objected that Aristotle failed to give ideas their proper names, 
and that was the task he assigned himself in developing the 
method of analysis. However it is considered, from the point of 
view of Aristotelian 'first philosophy' or Condillac's 'analysis', 

53 Derrida, Writing, p. 281. 54 Derrida, et al., The ear of the other, p. 120. 
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metaphysics is an Adamic enterprise in that it seeks to recover 
the proper names of ideas, the names which were given before 
the fall into language and the fall of language. When Derrida 
names the transcendentals which condition metaphysics, 
though, he does not seek to ascribe proper names. 'Differance', 
'Archi-ecriture', and so forth, are names (or, better, nicknames) 
drawn from a system whose instituting claims are called into 
question; the choices are governed by considerations of critical 
strategy, not of institution. Moreover, it is Derrida's claim that 
the border between proper and common names shifts, that 
proper names can take on lexical attributes and get caught up in 
a signifying system. We have then a claim - directed against 
philosophy - that the proper is always already related to the 
non-proper. The claim is framed by the language of philosophy 
though it is not, strictly speaking, in the language of philosophy; 
for to be within philosophy is, upon Derrida's account, not to 
contest the primacy of the proper. 

If this is so, we are led to admit that Derrida uses the language 
of philosophy against itself. When Husserl uses the word 'sign', 
for instance, it is used philosophically; but when Derrida uses 
the same word to undo Husserl's semiology it is not simply used 
philosophically. Insofar as 'sign' or 'difference' is a determined 
modification of what conditions metaphysics it cannot be philo
sophical; yet insofar as the word is always already framed by 
metaphysics it remains metaphysical. To use 'sign' in this way is 
to use it under erasure (sous rature), and to draw our attention to 
the peculiar status of such words, Derrida, following a conven
tion established by Heidegger, crosses out the words as they are 
written. 55 We may link together pal02onymy and erasure in the 
following way: crossing over from the phenomenal to the tran
scendental involves a provisional crossing out of a word's meta
physical commitment. 

This brings me to the end of my discussion of Derrida's use of 
vocabulary as well as to the more general discussion of the status 
of deconstruction. My conclusions are these. First of alt we can 
reject Rorty's claim that deconstruction is entirely a matter of 
vocabulary and involves no argumentation whatsover. As my 
analysis of Derrida's reading of Condillac demonstrates, the 

55 See Heidegger, The question of Being, p. Blf. and Derrida, Of grammatology, 
p. 19 and p. 60. 
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question of vocabulary arises as a result of an argument about 
the status of the archai. It is not true to claim, as Rorty does, that 
Derrida '[does] not have arguments or theses' .56 Nor is Norris 
entirely correct to read deconstruction as argumentative critique; 
the question of vocabulary is inextricably bound up with the 
strategy of deconstruction. Related to this is my second conclu
sion, that deconstruction is not a celebration of groundlessness. 
Derrida shows that any arche is always already related to an 
an-arche; and this is a meta-philosophical remark about the 
nature of philosophical systems, not an apologia for irrational
ism and anarchy. And finally, I can state quite exactly the status 
of deconstruction with regards to metaphysics: the condition of 
possibility for metaphysics also enables the deconstruction of 
metaphysics. Or in rather less cumbersome terms: deconstruc
tion acts as an originary supplement to metaphysics, supplying it 
with what it lacks only to supplant it. 

56 Rorty, Consequences of pragmatism, p. 93. 
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Introduction 

Howe·ver much readers of Derrida may disagree, the.re is no 
dispute about one point: that Derrida takes apparently dear 
binalj" oppositions and seeks to demonstrate that they are 
neither oppositions nor dear. One place \Vhere arguments do 
arise, though1 is over the question ,,vhether Derrida's concern is 
critical or ideological. H the former, deconstruction consists in 
sholving that the apparent opposition behveen, say,. identity 
and difference is in fact a mode of difference/ not an opposition. 
If the latter! deconstnu::tion c:Iso demonstrates that a philosophi
cal tradition of affirming the priority of identity is contested, 
lvithin history, by a ininor tradition \vhich affirms the priority of 
difference. So far my discussion of Derrida has focussed upon 
criticism rather than ideology, arguing that appeals to a genetic 
origin and to a structural centre are equally open to deconstntc
tion. I have pointed out Derrida's reliance upon the Hei
deggerian-Nietzschean account of the history of philosophy as 
the history of nihilism; but I have not yet considered Derrida's 
ideological stake in the history of philosophy. 

lndeed1 my examination of the status of deconstruction has 
tended to foreclose questions that might arise concerning its 
scope. Differtrttt"'e is not merely the name of a particular concept 
but also the condition of possibility for conceptuality as such. 
Thus the scope of deconstruction is unlintited; it operates in all 
texts - philosophical,. theological, literary or whatever - as well 
as in all the various positions in any given dispute. A cursory: 
reading of Derrida confirms this vieV\1 • He points with the one 
hand to thinkers such as Plato and Hegel v..1ho elaborate the 
central the1nes of metaphysics \\rith exemplary po\ver; and, with 
the other hand, to -vvriters such as H:usserl and tieidegger who 
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put pressure upon these themes and try to free themselves from 
metaphysics. Yet Derrida does not condemn the traditional texts 
of metaphysics or celebrate the attacks against them. There are, 
to be sure, essays in which Derrida takes a venerable meta
physical text and shows that the text's arguments are subverted 
by a certain layer of the text itself. However, there are also essays 
in which he shows that all those modern attempts to step outside 
the tradition of presence turn out to be entangled in the very 
concepts they challenge. Phenomenology, structuralism, 'ordi
nary language' philosophy, Freudian and Lacanian psycho
analysis: all are shown to be in fee to the notions of presence 
they claim to reject. 

Nevertheless, there still appears to be a hidden agenda in 
what is submitted to deconstruction. For while Derrida admits 
that no text can stand wholly outside metaphysics (from which it 
follows that all texts are open to deconstruction) there are privi
leged texts which Derrida does not deconstruct but which are 
variously invoked in the deconstruction of other texts. I touched 
upon this issue in the second chapter, but it is time for a more 
thorough discussion. At a quite general level, Derrida sets 
literary against philosophical language: Mallarme and Genet are 
used to unsettle Hegel; Poe is shown to undo Lacan; Husserl 
plays the straight man to Joyce; and so on. Similarly, Derrida 
plays off the tradition of Jewish textuality against Christian 
theology. Despite an early hesitation, the texts of Marx, and -
more particularly - the Leninist reading of Marx, are exempted 
from critical interrogation. Moreover, elements of Marxist 
rhetoric are written into Derrida's descriptions of deconstruc
tion. And finally, while Nietzsche is invoked on occasion by way 
of criticising Heidegger, at no time - not even in Spurs - is 
Nietzsche himself brought under deconstructive scrutiny. To be 
sure, Derrida offers readings of passages by Nietzsche, but this is 
a different matter from deconstructing Nietzsche's claims. And 
the same may be said of Derrida's treatment of Artaud, Blanchot, 
Celan, Jabes, Kafka, Mallarme, Ponge and Sollers: in fact, all the 
novelists and poets he admires. 

There are two distinct problems here. First, it must be recog
nised that deconstruction is not exhausted by Derrida's 
deployment of it. Derrida does engage in playful ('affirmative' is 
his favoured word) readings of texts apart from his strict de
constructive critiques. He is sympathetic to 'open Marxism', and 
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he is Jewish. It may be that deconstruction can be used to 
promote political and cultural ends, but this is not to say that in 
accepting the deconstructive critique of metaphysics one is 
thereby committed to Derrida's particular views or his literary 
taste. Second, Derrida is often less than clear whether those 
writers who affirm difference over identity are pointing the way 
to a critique of 'value' as specified within metaphysics or pro
moting a different, and perhaps better, set of values. In other 
words, are we to prize Nietzsche because his interpretation of 
interpretation has a tactical value or because it is a better interpre
tation of interpretation? 

These problems invite us to question the scope of deconstruc
tion. A number of Derrida's points have already been examined; 
now we shall see if it is possible to connect them in a new way. 
To begin with, we shall examine Derrida's well-known distinc
tion between Rousseau and Nietzsche. Derrida's Nietzsche is 
seen to subvert Rousseau, but is it possible to find another 
Nietzsche who is subverted by Rousseau? In other words, does 
deconstruction work in only one direction or can it work simul
taneously in two? This is not a matter of questioning the struc
tural asymmetry of deconstruction but the way in which it has 
been thematised. Deconstruction is commonly portrayed as pre
supposing a distinction between philosophy and literature. Is 
this the only distinction that can be used? If not, what happens if 
we work with other distinctions? And finally, what does Derrida 
mean by the phrase 'general text', and just how general is it? 

1 'Oppositions': Rousseau and Nietzsche 

Derrida's interest in apparent binary oppositions stems partly 
from the work of structuralists such as Levi-Strauss, and partly 
from Nietzsche. 'The fundamental faith of the metaphysicians is 
the faith in antithetical values', Nietzsche tells us, 1 a remark which 
leads Derrida to view structuralism as one more instance of 
metaphysics. Overlooked, as often as not, is the variety of 
conceptual oppositions to which Derrida attends, and the ques
tion of what relations we may legitimately draw between them. 
Derrida often talks about the 'complicity' or 'systematic solid~ 
arity' between certain oppositions, and these are phrases whose 

1 Nietzsche, Beyond good and evil, §2, p. 16. 
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weight in Derrida's general argument we shall have to determine 
and whose usefulness we shall have to assess. But before we do 
so, it is important to recognise the range of oppositions Derrida 
discusses and judge the degree of precision which it is reason
able to expect of his analyses. 

Although the opposition between Rousseau and Nietzsche is 
frequently taken to institute Derrida's use of binary oppositions, 
it is preceded by another, and perhaps more influential, oppo
sition between Husserl and Joyce. Both writers wish to isolate a 
pure historicity, but their strategies are widely divergent. 
Husserl attempts to reduce empirical history to a pure historicity 
by reducing empirical language to a strict univocality or at least a 
manageable polysemy. Only if a text is readable - univocal or at 
the least comprehensible in its plurivocality - can it be trans
mitted, and thus form part of an historical tradition. If Husserl 
works towards an idea of linguistic underdetermina tion, Joyce 
works with the idea of linguistic overdetermination. By maxi
mising semantics over syntactics, Joyce attempts to call up, quite 
unpredictably, the historical resonances sedimented within each 
word, indeed within each syllable. 2 The contrast here is itself 
overdetermined, since it can easily be read as operating between 
different strategies of grasping historicity, between philosophy 
and literature, and between univocality and dissemination. We 
are reminded, too, that Husserl seeks to establish a natural, ideal 
language - an Adamic tongue- while Joyce is clearly a writer of 
the Fall: not only of the first trespass of the sign, the Fall of 
Adam, but also of its second trespass, the deconstruction of 
Babel, the fall of the signified into chains of signification. In 
Finnegans wake, according to Derrida, Joyce 'repeats and mobi
lizes and babelizes the (asymptotic) totality of the equivocal, he 
makes this his theme and his operation' ;3 and here Derrida could 
well be speaking of Glas as well as sections of The post card and 
The truth in painting. 

There is, though, yet another opposition which precedes that 
between Rousseau and Nietzsche. In Derrida's 1964 essay on 
Edmund Jabes one reads: 

2 Derrida draws the distinction in his Edmund Husserl's The origin of geometry, 
trans. and introd. John P. Leavey, Jr. (Stony Brook, NY: Nicholas Hays, 1978), 
pp. 102-3. 

3 Derrida, 'Two words for Joyce', in Post-structuralist Joyce, ed. Derek Attridge 
and Daniel Ferrer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) p. 149. 
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In the beginning is hermeneutics. But the shared necessity of 
exegesis, the interpretive imperative, is interpreted differently 
by the rabbi and the poet. The difference between the horizon 
of the original text and exegetic writing makes the difference 
between the rabbi and the poet irreducible. Forever unable to 
reunite with each other, yet so close to each other, how could 
they ever regain the realm? The original opening of interpreta
tion essentially signifies that there will always be rabbis and 
poets. And two interpretations of interpretation.4 

The rabbi, here, represents a mode of interpretation which seeks 
to recover literal meaning, while the poet affirms the endless 
play of interpretation. So we have three variations on the one 
theme: Husserl/Joyce; rabbVpoet; and Rousseau/Nietzsche. 

The philosophers mentioned indicate quite sweeping 
approaches to interpretation. There is nothing peculiarly 
Rousseauistic about the emphasis upon 'deciphering a truth', 
and it is evident from Derrida's general remarks upon interpreta
tion that this first type may be called Platonic or Hegelian or, in 
short 'philosophical'. It is also important to recognise that each 
of these oppositions is a matter of bricolage rather than of engi
neering. The opposition between Husserl and Joyce is formula
ted in an essay on Husserl; that between the rabbi and the poet 
in an essay on Jabes's prose-poems on the Jew and ecriture; and 
that between Rousseau and Nietzsche in an essay on Levi
Strauss's latent Rousseauism. We could take the first opposition, 
between Husserl and Joyce, to denote a distinction between 
philosophy and literature; but this does not quite fit with the 
third opposition, as both Rousseau and Nietzsche are pre
eminently 'literary' philosophers. Similarly, we could take the 
second opposition, between the rabbi and the poet, to bespeak a 
general opposition between theology and literature; but this 
hardly squares with Derrida's more general distinction between 
the Book and the text, with its unmistakable reference to Chris
tianity and Judaism. 

Further, one can point to Derrida's less overt yet nonetheless 
important opposition between Parmenides and Heraclitus. Once 
more the opposition is thoroughly overdetermined, suggesting 
'being/non-being', 'one/many', not to mention a rigid choice 
between the ways of 'is' and 'is not' and the undifferentiated play 

4 Derrida, Writing, p. 67. 
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of becoming. Such oppositions abound in Derrida's work: 
between presence and sign, the intelligible and the sensible, the 
arche and the an-arche, the name of the father and the name of the 
mother, and so forth. But one does not need to multiply 
examples to make what are by now obvious points: Derrida uses 
a wide variety of oppositions - between one genre and another, 
one synecdoche and another, one individual and another - and 
the scope of these oppositions cannot be neatly delimited. 
Derrida's model of the text is informed by its root metaphor of 
'textile'. The oppositions constitute a fabric's woof and warp; 
their function is formal rather than substantive, and substantive 
relays between different oppositions are therefore not to be 
countenanced. It may be, for example, that Derrida does satis
factorily demonstrate a convergence between signified/signifier 
and intelligible/sensible, but it does not follow that one can pass, 
as is so often done, from Rousseau/Nietzsche to philosophy/ 
deconstruction or, for that matter, to theism/atheism. Phil
osophy as metaphysics may form a system, and a system may, 
as Kant says, 'exhibit the connection of its parts in conformity 
with a single principle', but this is not to say that the system's 
mode of connection is single or simple. 5 I turn now from this 
general consideration of Derrida's oppositions to a specific dis
cussion of the opposition between Rousseau and Nietzsche. 

The first thing one notices here is the alacrity with which 
commentators pass illicitly from 'Rousseau/Nietzsche' to 'meta
physics/deconstruction', and thus - by identifying 'deconstruc
tion' with 'Derrida' - equate Derrida's views with Nietzsche's. In 
short, the assumption, perhaps most directly phrased by Rorty, 
that Derrida merely 'continues along a line laid down by 
Nietzsche' is seldom questioned. 6 Three questions are relevant: 
(1) Do Nietzsche and Derrida in fact hold the views ascribed to 
them? (2) Upon what points are Nietzsche and Derrida in agree
ment? and (3) Does Derrida hold these shared views as a con
sequence of deconstruction or upon other grounds? 

5 Kant, Critique of pure reason, A 645. Derrida's view that philosophy as meta
physics is an absolute system is drawn from Heidegger's 'Sketches for a 
history of Being as metaphysics', in his The end of philosophy, trans. Joan 
Stambaugh (London: Souvenir Press, 1975), p. 57. 

6 Rorty, 'Deconstruction and circumvention', Critical Inquiry, 11 (1984), p. 2. 
There are many instances of this view. Ramen Seldon, for one, suggests that 
The will to power is 'the fountainhead of deconstructive logic'. See his Criticism 
and objectivity (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1984), p. 8. 

143 



Questions of scope 

(1) There is no doubt, I think, that Nietzsche and Derrida are 
often criticised for holding views which are in fact rejected by 
either or both of them. Gerald Graff, for one, takes Derrida to 
argue the pluralistic thesis that in 'the absence of any appeal to 
... a coercive reality to which the plurality of interpretations can 
be referred, all perspectives become equally valid' .7 Nietzsche's 
central theory of the need to surpass 'man', and his condem
nation of the 'herd mentality' remove him from any suspicion of 
pluralism. And Derrida does not hesitate on the matter: 'I am not 
a pluralist', he says, 'and I would never say that every interpreta
tion is equal'. 8 T. K. Seung, for another, first assumes that 
Derrida's account of interpretation is to be identified with 
Nietzsche's, then, when he finds differences between them, criti
cises Derrida for going 'against the Nietzschean spirit of free 
play' .9 Carl Raschke may observe that 'Deconstruction is the 
dance of death upon the tomb of God';10 but Derrida is positive 
that, as far as he is concerned, deconstruction is not to be identi
fied with a thematics of God's death. As he says, 'It is that con
ceptuality and that problematics that must be deconstructed' .11 

(2) Speaking of Valery's relation to Nietzsche, Derrida also -
and perhaps incidentally - .supplies us with a fair description of 
what is common to himself and Nietzsche: 

the systematic mistrust as concerns the entirety of meta
physics, the formal vision of philosophical discourse, the 
concept of the philosopher-artist, the rhetorical and philologi
cal questions put to the history of philosophy, the sus
piciousness concerning the values of truth ('a well-applied con
vention'), of meaning and of Being, of the 'meaning of Being', 
the attention to the economic phenomena of force and of the 
difference of forces, etc.12 

(3) One can distinguish between deconstruction as critique 
and as ideology. As critique, deconstruction asserts nothing; it 
shows how any text resists complete formalisation by producing 

7 Graff, Literature against itself (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), p. 
39. 

8 James Kearns and Ken Newton, 'An interview with Jacques Derrida', Literary 
Review, 14 (1980), p. 21. 

9 Seung, Structuralism and hermeneutics, p. 254. 
10 Raschke, 'The deconstruction of God', in Deconstruction and theology, p. 28. 
11 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 68. 
12 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 305. Cf. Writing, p. 280 and Of grammatology, 

p. 19. 
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a supplement. It can therefore be applied to any theory, 
regardless of its ideological content, which claims to be both 
consistent and to offer (or be able to offer) a complete account of 
textual phenomena. But since it is a critique, deconstruction can 
be pressed into the service of particular aims which do have 
assertive power, and at all events Derrida does use deconstruc
tion to support positions to which he gives at least tacit credence 
on independent grounds. These include a number of political 
objectives: a belief, for example, in the viability of a form of 'open 
Marxism'. Now Derrida's ideological convictions, while they are 
worth keeping in sight, need not detain us here. They may be 
consequences of the employment of his critique, but they are not 
necessary ends of that critique. As with all critiques, deconstruc
tion can be turned against positions which it has been used to 
support, and it therefore does not commit one to particular 
political or religious positions. The patristic critique of rabbinical 
hermeneutics, with its emphasis upon the spirit rather than the 
letter, helped to establish the view that the Jewish scriptures 
prefigured the Christian revelation. The same hermeneutical 
principle was later used by Freud to demystify the doctrines it 
once supported when used by the Fathers: 'spirit' and 'letter' 
thus become, for Freud, latent and manifest content. And 
indeed it is part of Derrida's programme, in demonstrating that 
speech depends upon a prior notion of script, to call into ques
tion the authority of the spirit/letter distinction and thus to press 
into service the original Rabbinic emphasis upon the letter. In 
precisely the same way, deconstruction can be used to unsettle 
certain layers of Derrida's texts. 

In pointing to the devolution of critique, I do not mean to 
suggest that deconstruction can be used to support any given 
position or that it has no agenda of its own. Derridean 
deconstruction comprises several first- and second-order posi
tions, and its salient feature is that these second-order positions 
call into question the stability of the first-order positions. It is in 
this relation between first- and second-order positions that we 
see the point of closest contact between Nietzsche and Derrida. 
For Nietzsche is a non-cognitivist in meta-philosophy yet none
theless argues strongly for a wide variety of philosophical posi
tions; and Derrida is a nihilist (in the Nietzschean sense) in 
meta-philosophy, yet also holds a number of philosophical 
views, only some of which are derived from Nietzsche. If this is 
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so, Derrida may continue 'along a line laid down by Nietzsche', 
as Rorty says, but not quite in the simple linear sense in which 
this phrase is usually taken. 

Derrida's characterisation of Rousseau and Nietzsche on inter
pretation is certainly open to question, as it is far from self
evident that Nietzsche's theory of interpretation celebrates 'the 
innocence of becoming' .13 After all, Nietzsche's is a theory of the 
will to power and this necessarily involves struggles between 
strong and weak interpretations, victories and losses, which 
could hardly be considered innocent. 14 Derrida is most likely 
thinking of Nietzsche's well-known comment on Heraclitus: 'In 
this world only play, play as artists and children engage in it, 
exhibits coming-to-be and passing away, structuring and des
troying, without any moral additive, in forever equal inno
cence' .1s The word 'innocence' is not the antonym of 'guilt' or 
'experience', only one of Nietzsche's synonyms for 'amoral'. An 
ethical thesis, then, yet also an epistemological thesis. Make no 
mistake, Nietzsche thinks that some positions are more moral 
than others, and that we can reason about these positions; but as 
a non-cognitivist in meta-ethics he denies the possibility that 
there is an absolute moral truth to reality. Similarly, while 
Nietzsche affirms the possibility of 'infinite interpretations' as a 
meta-philosophical thesis he also thinks that some interpreta
tions are more persuasive or more useful, and (at least on 
occasion) more sound, than others. Play, consequently, is a 
matter of meta-ethics and meta-philosophy, and this to some 
extent limits the freedom of the play that Nietzsche can in fact 
affirm. 

In fact if one continues to probe this opposition one soon finds 
that the link between Rousseau/Nietzsche and decipherment/ 
play is far from strong. There is more agreement between 
Rousseau and Nietzsche over interpretation and specific moral 
issues than is generally acknowledged. Both writers adopt a 
genealogical approach to interpretation. We cannot prize the 
method of Nietzsche's Genealogy of morals, say, without 
valuing the method of Rousseau's Essay on the origin of lan-

13 Derrida, Writing, p. 292. My emphasis. 
14 Samuel Weber develops this point in 'Closure and exclusion', pp. 35-36. I am 

indebted to his analysis. 
15 Nietzsche, Philosophy in the tragic age of the Greeks, trans. and introd. Marianne 

Cowan (South Bend, IN: Gateway Editions, 1962), p. 62. 
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guages or Discourse on the origins of inequality, since both 
writers employ a hermeneutic of suspicion, searching for an 
explanation which is concealed within what seems natural and 
inevitable. Also, Rousseau and Nietzsche agree that western 
culture has evolved into a slave morality; and this is essential to 
both writers' diagnostic discussion of western morality. It is the 
basis of Rousseau's elevation of nature over culture and of 
Nietzsche's theory of the iibermensch. However, it might be 
objected, Derrida's contrast is not founded upon a scholarly 
examination of both writers' complete works: it answers to 
Nietzsche's reading of Rousseau. It is true that Nietzsche's texts 
are peppered with comments upon Rousseau, and it also seems 
to be true that Nietzsche had read only a small number of 
Rousseau's works. Let us see what happens if we construe 
'Rousseau/Nietzsche' in line with this assumption. 

How does Nietzsche picture Rousseau? In the early essay 
'Schopenhauer as educator' Nietzsche maintains that there are 
three irreducible images of man which have been set up by 
the modern age: Rousseau's, Goethe's and Schopenhauer's. 
Whereas Rousseau's image 'possesses the greatest fire' and pro
motes 'violent revolutions', Goethe's, although it stems from 
Rousseau's, is finally of 'the contemplative man in the grand 
style', and one can be sure, Nietzsche confides, that with 
Goethean man 'no "order" will be overthrown' .16 The favoured 
image, that of Schopenhaurean man, differs from both prior 
images but is dearly closer to the former than to the latter. 
Schopenhaurean man is 'in his knowledge full of blazing, con
suming fire and far removed from the cold and contemptible 
neutrality of the so-called scientific man' .17 If the portrait of 
Rousseau is positive when compared with that of Goethe in the 
1874 essay, the situation is completely reversed by 1889, the date 
of Twilight of the idols. Here Nietzsche fulminates against 
Rousseau, calling him an 'abortion recumbent on the threshold 
of the new age' by dint of his desire for a 'return to nature'. 'I 
hate Rousseau even in the Revolution', Nietzsche continues, 
and 'what I hate is its Rousseauesque morality', Rousseau's 
purported endorsement of 'everything shallow and mediocre' in 

16 Nietzsche, Untimely meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale and introd. J.P. Stern 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 151-52. 

17 Nietzsche, Untimely meditations, p. 153. 

147 



Questions of scope 

the name of revolution. 18 Goethe, however, is praised as the 
virtual embodiment of the will to power; he is pictured as 'a man 
of tolerance, not out of weakness, but out of strength, because he 
knows how to employ to his advantage what would destroy an 
average nature; a man to whom nothing is forbidden, except it 
be weakness, whether that weakness be called vice or virtue'; 
and, finally, Goethe is favourably compared with Nietzsche's 
ultimate image of affirmation, Dionysos.19 

Nietzsche's mature view of Rousseau is brought sharply 
into focus by Hollingdale's observation that, for Nietzsche, 
'Rousseau's "back to nature" means back to the animals, back to 
passion uncontrolled'. 20 This view of Rousseau is certainly at odds 
with Derrida's Rousseau who represents order and the nostalgic 
desire for a stable origin. Upon Nietzsche's reading, Rousseau's 
nostalgia for a purely natural state is associated with a lack of 
control and condemned for this very lack. Nor does the difficulty 
stop here: if Nietzsche is to condemn Rousseau for, amongst 
other things, a lack of control, he must be confident that his own 
position exhibits control. And if this is true, we must qualify the 
view that Nietzsche unreservedly affirms free play. I wish to 
suggest that this is the case, then trace one or two of the 
consequences. 

While Nietzsche does not offer us a coherent system of 
thought, there are particular themes which constellate in his 
writings - the apparent opposition between Apollo and Diony
sos, for example. As is well known, the opposition is first 
formulated in The birth of tragedy of 1872 in which 'Apollo' stands 
for the force that creates form and is itself in creative tension 
with 'Dionysos', the spontaneous overflow of energy. And 
although the distinction is not invoked so much by name in 
Nietzsche's middle period, the terms of the distinction - 'force', 
'form', and so on- appear with an almost predictable regularity, 
structuring his response to a variety of problems. Hollingdale's 
contention that after Thus spake Zarathustra Nietzsche recognises 
only 'one force in the human constitution, the will to power' and 
that he calls this phenomenon by the single name of Dionysos, 

18 Nietzsche, 'Expeditions of an untimely man' § 48, in Twilight of the idols and the 
anti-Christ, pp. 101-2. 

19 Nietzsche, 'Expeditions of an untimely man'§ 49, p. 103. 
20 R. J. Hollingdale, trans. Twilight of the idols and the anti-Christ, p. 206. 
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begs the question. 21 The will to power, far from being a unitary 
force, is an economy of conflicting forces, within the one indi
vidual as much as between individuals. This is seen most clearly 
in Nietzsche's emphasis that one must harness forces, that is, 
subject them to some kind of order. 'The "great man" is great 
owing to the free play and scope of his desires', observes 
Nietzsche in 1887, "'and to the yet greater power that knows how 
to press these magnificent monsters into service'. 22 And in the 
following year Nietzsche once more invokes the distinction 
between Apollo and Dionysos, the former standing for 'freedom 
under the law' and the latter 'ecstatic affirmation' .23 It is evident 
that Nietzsche attaches equal value to both elements. 

So Derrida's characterisation of Rousseau and Nietzsche in 
terms of centre/play is based only upon Nietzsche's meta
philosophical views; but this correlation breaks down if we take 
stock of their respective philosophical views. In that case, the 
apparent difference between Rousseau and Nietzsche turns out to 
be a difference within Nietzsche. So we can trust Derrida's char
acterisation only if we agree to a strict distinction between phil
osophy and meta-philosophy. And this is an assurance that we 
cannot give. Meta-philosophical theses have no special marks to 
distinguish them from philosophical theses: paradoxical though 
it may seem, meta-philosophy is no more than a branch of 
philosophy. In addition, Derrida's entire programme is directed 
against the hierarchical order that is part and parcel of the 
traditional distinction between meta-philosophy and phil
osophy. 

This conclusion does not affect Derrida's main point- that the 
interpretations of interpretation are irreducible - but it should 
make us careful when attributing scope and status to Derrida's 
oppositions. In the first place, they are used to make a critical 
point: that the agent of totalisation is always already doubled. 
Also Derrida often uses oppositions as heuristic devices, enabling 
both him and us to get our bearings with regards to a text, 
problem or tradition. And further, these oppositions play a 
tactical role in Derrida's discourse; when they are found in or 
implied by a text they provide a point of incision for deconstruc-

21 Hollingdale, trans. Twilight of the idols and the anti-Christ, p. 198. 
22 Nietzsche, The will to power, § 933. Cf. § 928. 
23 Nietzsche, The will to power, § 1050. Kaufmann observes in a footnote to this 

remark that 'neither element [Apollo, Dionysos] is given preference'. 
' 
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tive analysis. With these distinctions in mind, let us once more 
focus upon the apparent opposition between Rousseau and 
Nietzsche. That this distinction has a definite heuristic value is 
evident by the amount of clarifying commentary it has spawned 
upon both interpretation as such and the specific authors con
cerned, and Paul de Man's Allegories of reading is a good example 
of this. Of particular moment is the apparent tension between 
the opposition's critical and tactical values. We are invited to see 
that both interpretations of interpretation, Rousseau's and 
Nietzsche's, are conditioned transcendentally by differance. Yet 
we are also invited to value Nietzsche, by virtue of the commerce 
between his affirmation of phenomenal difference and the 
knowledge of transcendental differance. 

The question that must concern us, then, is this: if we are 
committed to the critical points of deconstruction, to what extent 
must we throw in our lot with Derrida's strategies? 

2 Allegory and irony 

At the beginning of what is doubtless the most accessible and 
reliable guide to Derrida's thought, Jonathan Culler observes iI 
will not attempt to discuss the relationship of Derridian 
deconstruction to the work of Hegel, Nietzsche, Husserl and 
Heidegger'. 24 Culler follows this with an extended account of 
how deconstruction has been and should be applied to literary 
criticism. While Culler presents deconstruction as a literary 
phenomenon, he nonetheless maintains that 'a distinction 
between literature and philosophy is essential to deconstruc
tion's power of intervention'. 25 This view is challenged by 
Richard Rorty who, by way of queering the distinction between 
literature and philosophy, finds that he has to draw a distinction 
between two different sorts of deconstruction. The first species 
refers to ithe philosophical projects of Jacques Derrida', where 
ibreaking down the distinction between philosophy and litera
ture is essential'. 26 The second species of deconstruction is / a 
method of reading texts', as practised not by Derrida but by 
literary critics; and here, Rorty tells us, there is need for a 
distinction between philosophy and literature. 

24 Culler, On deconstruction, p. 85 n. 1. 25 Culler, p. 149. 
26 Rorty, 'Deconstruction and circumvention', p. 2. 
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Interestingly enough, Rorty has reintroduced the distinction 
in the very act of rejecting it: the two modes of deconstruction he 
defines are 'philosophical' and 'literary'. This counts against 
Rorty's conclusion, but it also reminds us how recalcitrant this 
distinction is. And so it is no surprise to find that, of all the 
oppositions invoked with regards to deconstruction, the most 
common is that between philosophy and literature. I want to say 
something about this particular distinction, and why it is neces
sary; then I shall probe another opposition with which this 
seems to intersect, that between allegory and irony. 

To begin with, it would be useful to take a closer look at what 
Rorty takes the distinction between philosophy and literature to 
mean. He offers two glosses: a 'contrast between the representa
tional and the non-representational, or the literal and the meta
phorical'. 27 The first reduces to a distinction between that which 
conceives itself governed by a presence and that which does not; 
while the second aligns philosophy with the proper use of 
language and literature with the non-proper. The first gloss is 
less helpful to us than the second. For while no one would argue 
that literature is not conditioned by tropes, many would insist 
that certain texts are also representational. It cannot be denied 
that Zola, for example, uses a range of tropes - especially 
metonymy and hyperbole - but the claim of naturalist fiction is 
that it does represent the empirical world. We shall therefore take 
the distinction between philosophy and literature to be that 
between proper and non-proper use of language. 

Upon Rorty's account, Derrida argues that philosophy is one 
literary genre amongst others, that the instituting distinctions of 
philosophy - between time and space, the sensible and the 
intelligible, subject and object, and so on - are, in effect, 'just a 
few extra tropes'. 28 It is not hard to find prima facie evidence for 
this claim: 'the task', Derrida tells us, 'is to consider philosophy 
also as a "particular literary genre"'. 29 As is often the case with 
Derrida's apparently authoritative statements, this remark is 
embedded in a commentary upon another writer - here, Paul 
Valery - and the extent to which Derrida subscribes to this view 
is far from evident. Suppose he does agree with Valery: what is 
said is that philosophy is to be considered also as a 'particular 

27 Rorty, p. 3. 28 Rorty, p. 19. 
29 Derrida, Margins of philosoplzy, p. 293. 
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literary genre', which means that philosophy is not reducible to 
literature. And this should not be unexpected: we have already 
seen that one of Derrida's main points is that it is impossible for 
any discourse wholly to escape philosophical determinations. 
Even if we adopt the extreme position of trying to read Hegel's 
Phenomenology as a Bildungsroman we cannot prevent it from 
making philosophical claims. Rorty's Derrida resembles the 
Quine who rejects the distinction between the analytic and the 
synthetic, understanding all statements as synthetic and hence 
revisable. Yet while there are some similarities between the 
Harvard and the Ecole philosophers, this is not one of them: 
Derrida situates himself critically and tactically with respect to 
boundaries; Quine erases them. 

It is appropriate, then, that Derrida should accent the question 
of literary genre rather than literary language. At a general level, 
he is concerned to demonstrate that what seem to be distinct 
genres participate in each other; and there is no conceptual 
difficulty with this as regards literary genres. There may be 
passages in particular texts which participate in quite different 
genres at the one time - 'autobiography' and 'epic', say - and 
this may unsettle a tradition of reading Dante's Commedia. Even 
more unsettling, though, is the attempt to read philosophy as a 
literary genre. For in whatever age it is practised, philosophy 
views itself not just as a discourse on the truth (which is only one 
of its concerns) but as a discourse which tells the truth. Philoso
phers may develop accounts of categories but not genres: the 
former is a matter of concepts; the latter, words. For philoso
phers, Derrida insists, truth is before or behind language; and 
genre is a matter of linguistic arrangement and convention. One 
way of clarifying the distinction between literature and phil
osophy is by saying that whereas a literary text admits belonging 
to one or more genres, a philosophical text denies that, qua 
philosophy, it participates in any genre at all. This is not to say, 
of course, that certain literary texts make no claim to speak truly 
about the human condition. Truth claims are one of the effects of 
all texts, regardless of genre and - in some instances of experi
mental writing - despite protestations to the contrary. Phil
osophy cannot rid itself of all tropes (and to that extent is 
literary), while literature cannot prevent itself from making 
philosophical claims. There are philosophers who have wished 
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to blur the distinction between philosophy and literature, but 
Derrida is not amongst them. 3o For Derrida, the two discourses 
are thoroughly entwined, each helping to define the other in an 
irresolvable dialectic, preventing the possibility of what Rorty 
thinks Derrida is advocating, 'a seamless, undifferentiated 
"general text"'. 31 

On the basis of the untenable view that philosophy is only a 
literary genre, Rorty develops his account of the history of 
philosophy. 'Hegel invented a literary genre which lacked any 
trace of argumentation', we are told, and Nietzsche, Heidegger 
_and Derrida are held to stand squarely in this tradition. 32 So we 
have a division between neo-Kantian normal philosophy, in 
which people argue along agreed lines about agreed problems, 
and Hegelian and post-Hegelian abnormal philosophy, in which 
philosophy is one literary genre amongst others - a genre of 
commentary on past philosophical texts. Rorty has a number of 
sources for this view, but the most important are Harold Bloom 
and Thomas Kuhn. Just as Bloom considers English literary 
history as a Freudian family romance, in which the ephebe poet 
must overcome the deadening influence of the father text, so 
Rorty takes philosophical history, of the abnormal sort, as 'what 
one writes after reading Plato, Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, 
Freud ... '33 Similarly, whereas normal philosophy is like 
Kuhn's normal inquiry, abnormal philosophy is like Kuhn's 
abnormal inquiry. 'Abnormal inquiry - called "revolutionary" 
when it works and "kooky" when it does not - requires only 
genius' Rorty tell us. 34 A more helpful formulation would be that 
the aims of abnormal inquiry are discernible only after the fact; 
but Rorty's polemic intent is patent when he identifies 'abnormal 
philosophy' with 'Continental philosophy'. 

30 Derrida remarks that 'one could reconsider all the pairs of opposites on which 
philosophy is constructed and on which our discourse lives, not in order to see 
opposition erase itself but to see what indicates that each of the terms must 
appear as the differance of the other ... ', Margins of philosophy, p. 17 (my 
emphasis). Cf. Wittgenstein's' ... philosophy ought really to be written only 
as a poetic composition', Culture and value, p. 12e. 

31 Rorty, 'Deconstruction and circumvention', p. 3. 
32 Rorty, Consequences of pragmatism, p. 147. 
33 Rorty, 'Derrida on language, Being, and abnormal philosophy', The Journal of 

Philosophy, 74 (1977), p. 680. 
34 'Derrida on language', p. 679. 
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If I disagree with Rorty's premises, it would seem unlikely that 
I would agree with his conclusion that Derrida is an 'abnormal' 
philosopher. Yet this is just where I do agree with Rorty, for 
different reasons. Deconstruction is an abnormal philosophy, 
but in Godel's sense of 'abnormal', not Kuhn's. In chapter 3 we 
noted that Derrida draws analogies between his account of 
undecidable elements and Godel's theorem on formally un
decidable propositions. Godel's theorem tells us that there are 
propositions which, while they cannot be proven with respect to 
a given axiomatic system, must be admitted to be true within that 
system. If this is so, a system cannot be both complete and 
consistent: to be complete it would need to be able to prove all 
possible theorems which follow from its axioms; yet there will 
always be at least one theorem which can be proven only at the 
cost of inconsistency. And since incompleteness is to be valued 
over inconsistency, we must conclude that no system can be 
complete. So we have a proposition p which is formally undecid
able with respect to a system S: Hence it follows that S can be 
extended by adding p or the negation of p. If we choose to add p, 
then S is extended in a normal direction; if not p, then in an 
abnormal direction. 

Derrida's contention is that formal and philosophical systems 
are analogous. No text, he argues, can be translated into philo
sophical language without remainder; there will always be a 
supplement which resists formalisation. Recall the Phaedrus: 
Socrates' statement that writing is a pharmakon harbours a double 
signification; it can mean both that writing is a poison and that 
writing is a remedy, and its meaning cannot be decided within 
the terms of Plato's discourse. Normal philosophy- the tradition 
of metaphysics as onto-theology - adds on to the system of 
Platonic metaphysics the proposition that writing is a poison. 
And what makes Derrida a practitioner of abnormal philosophy 
is that he adds to this system the proposition that writing is a 
remedy. This addition of not p does not, however, constitute 
deconstruction as such, for deconstruction is both a first- and a 
second-order analysis; and it is an originary supplement to 
metaphysics. Derrida is an abnormal philosopher not by virtue 
of his critical points, which apply equally to normal and abnor
mal philosophy, but rather by dint of his generating abnormal 
philosophical readings for tactical reasons. 

Floyd Merrell suggests that Godel is 'perhaps the greatest 
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11 deconstructor" the Western World has seen'. 35 This overshoots 
the mark somewhat, not least because Derrida's case is based 
upon undecidable words whereas Godel's theorem turns on 
propositions. More particularly, it is in the distinction between 
criticism and tactics where the analogy between deconstruction 
and Godel' s theorem breaks down. Derrida cannot claim that 
truth is a more powerful notion than provability, since it is the 
value of 'truth' which comes under scrutiny. Also, Godel's claim 
is considerably weaker than Derrida's: he need establish only 
that there is at least one proposition which is formally undecid
able with respect to a system; but Derrida can go further and 
claim that there is no distinction within a text which is not 
susceptible to deconstruction. One distinction is chosen in pref
erence to another for historical and tactical, not critical, reasons. 
As I have already suggested, these tactical reasons include a 
political agenda; they also fulfil a formal role, though: the gener
ation of abnormal readings serves to defamiliarise a given text (in 
this case, Plato's Phaedrus) and a tradition of philosophy as 
metaphysics. 

To follow normal or abnormal philosophy is not solely a 
matter of choice, because the choice arises only on account of 
structure. At first glance it would seem possible to thematise this 
distinction between the normal and the abnormal by way of the 
proper and the non-proper and, by extension, philosophy and 
literature. But this turns out to be a good deal more complicated 
than it seems. The obvious place to begin would be Aristotle's 
remarks on the proper and the non-proper, but - as Derrida is 
quick to report - Aristotle does not have 'a very simple, very 
clear, i.e. central, opposition of what will be called proper, literal 
meaning/figurative meaning. Nothing prevents a metaphorical 
lexis from being proper, that is appropriate (prepon), suitable, 
decent, proportionate, becoming, in relation to the subject, situ
ation, things'. 36 Individual writers aside, what philosophy 
demands is not that the text be proper but that the text's meaning 
be proper-a situation which applies as much to literary criticism 
as to philosophy. 

In the last chapter I defined meaning as the allegory of a 

35 Merrell, Deconstruction reframed (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 
1985), p. 66. 

36 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 246. 
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text. This is of assistance to us in several ways. To begin with, we 
can use it to place an important objection to one side. Paul 
Ricreur argues that deconstruction misses its critical object: 
deconstruction, the case runs, offers a critique of 'sign' but 
meaning is located at the level of the sentence, not the sign. 37 

Both remarks in this objection are correct, yet this does not 
constitute a case against Derrida. For Derrida's analysis does not 
rely upon the sign as the irreducible unit of meaning but rather 
on the hierarchic distinction between presence and sign. No 
doubt one can argue that meaning abides with the sentence, but 
as soon as one does so one finds that the hierarchic distinction 
between presence and sign is repeated in the distinction 
between meaning and sentence or, if you like, between allegory 
and text. The structure of 'text and allegory' is exactly the same 
as the structure of 'sign and presence' or 'signifier and signified'. 
This returns us to binary oppositions. If we look for the figure 
which forms an oppositional pair with allegory, the strongest 
candidate is irony; and as the strongest theoretician of these 
tropes is Paul de Man, it is to him that we turn. 

The first thing one notices is that de Man softens the distinc
tion between allegory and allegoresis. 'Allegory' traditionally 
signifies a particular narrative mode in which a series of concrete 
events invite reconstruction as a second narrative. De Lorris's 
Roman de la rose and Bunyan's Pilgrim's progress stand as 
examples of this literary genre. 'Allegoresis', on the other hand, 
is a mode of interpretation - what I called, in the second 
chapter, 'the allegorical hermeneutic' - in which the meaning of 
a text is held to be constituted outside that text as another 
discourse. De Man's point is that all allegoresis takes the form of 
a narrative and, to that extent, is an allegory. Allegoresis, Philo 
tells us, is a 'wise Master-builder' concerned to establish a tower 
wherein the living truth may abide forever, outside the ravages 
of time and the slippages of textual meaning. 38 But if allegoresis 
is grounded in allegory, as de Man contends, the tower - like the 
tower of Babel - nonetheless remains subject to that which it 
seeks to transcend. De Man's point thus comes to be close to 
Walter Benjamin's famous contention against Hegel, that 'Alle-

37 This is the general thrust of Ricceur's analysis of Derrida's account of meta
phor in The rule of metaphor, trans. Robert Czerny with Kathleen McLaughlin 
and John Costello, SJ (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), esp. p. 294. 

38 Philo, On dreams, II.ii. 8 (Philo, Vol. 5). 
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gories are, in the realm of thought, what ruins are in the realm 
of things' .39 De Man's second major point also follows tradition, 
going back directly to Quintillian. 40 It is that both allegory and 
irony share an identical structure, since 'in both cases, the 
relationship between sign and meaning is discontinuous ... the 
sign points to something that differs from its literal meaning 
and has for its function the thematization of this difference' .4t 

Both points are of use to us, but we need the second 
immediately. 

If allegory and irony share identical structural conditions for 
their realisation, irony is not wholly exterior to allegory. To dis
tinguish between them we must go beyond necessary con
ditions and locate the differentia in the sufficient conditions 
which are, of course, supplied by the expectations of generic 
convention and tone. One further point: classically understood, 
allegory is a trope of closure - it seeks to fix the meaning of a 
text. Irony, however, is always a trope of non-closure, forever 
indicating the difference between text and meaning and there
fore calling allegorical closure into question. With this in mind, 
we can listen to one of Derrida's most explicit formulations of 
the process of deconstruction: 

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures 
from the outside. They are not possible and effective, nor can 
they take accurate aim, except by inhabiting those structures. 
Inhabiting them in a certain way, because one always inhabits, 
and all the more when one does not suspect it. Operating 
necessarily from the inside, borrowing all the strategic and 
economic resources of subversion from the old structure, 
borrowing them structurally, that is to say without being able 
to isolate their elements and atoms, the enterprise of 

39 Benjamin, The origins of German tragic drama, trans. John Osborne (London: 
NLB, 1977), p. 178. For an extended analysis of the relation between allegore
sis and allegory, though stated in rather different terms, see J. Hillis Miller, 
'The two allegories', in Allegory, myth, and symbol, ed. Morton W. Bloom
field. Harvard English Studies 9 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1981), pp. 255-70. 

40 Quintillian, lnstitutio oratoria, trans. H. E. Butler. Loeb Classical Library. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976), Vol. III. Book IX. ii. 
Norman Knox informs us that Quintillian is followed in this taxonomy by 
Cocondrius and Bede; and we may add Isidore of Seville to this list. See The 
word IRONY and its context 1500--1755 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1961), p. 6. 

41 De Man, Blindness and insight, 2nd ed., revised (London: Methuen, 1983), 
p. 209. 
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deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its own 
work.42 

To translate this into the language of rhetoric: allegory supplies 
the necessary structure for its ironic subversion, and of course 
the subversion brought about by irony is itself open to be 
overturned to the extent to which the ironic becomes canonised 
as 'literature' (as with Swift) or 'philosophy' (as with Socrates). 
In passing from allegory to irony there is a movement that is at 
once violent and miniscule, through the agency of an adopted 
tone or attitude. So while allegory in no way entails irony or vice 
versa, deconstruction can be seen to subvert allegory by realising 
the ironic possibilities inherent in its structure. Indeed, the 
rhetorical and critical operations invite parallel descriptions. 'As 
in jiujitsu, the expert presses gently and the victim ties himself in 
knots', writes Worcester concerning satire; and Marshall, des
cribing deconstruction, remarks in the same terms that 'as with 
the jiu-jitsu wrestler, the opponent is made to trip himself up by 
having hi.s own weight and force turned against him'. 43 

Needless to say, perhaps, not even deconstruction can claim 
immunity from irony in this state of affairs. A deconstructive 
reading of a text, despite what it does to previous readings, will 
always be an allegory of the text and, as such, be subject to a 
deconstruction to the second degree. At this level of sophisti
cation, irony is exactly as described by Friedrich Schlegel, 'a 
permanent parabasis'. 44 So for de Man irony is always one step 
ahead of allegory: as a contingent temporal sequence, of course, 
but also because the possibility of being ironised is written into 
the structure of allegory. If this is true, de Man is perfectly 
correct to remark that 'Irony is no longer a trope but the undoing 
of the deconstructive allegory of all tropological cognitions, the 
systematic undoing, in other words, of understanding'. 45 Or in 
the vocabulary we have refined: irony is not simply a trope, it is 
also, when generalised, both the condition of possibility for all 

42 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 24. 
43 David Worcester, The art of satire (New York: Russell and Russell, 1960), p. 94. 

Marshall's remark on deconstruction is from his unpublished paper, rea'd in 
the Department of English at Yale, 'Sophism and deconstruction'. I am 
indebted to Professor Howard Felperin of Macquarie University for drawing 
this paper to my attention. 

44 Quoted by de Man, Allegories of reading, p. 300. 
45 De Man, Allegories of reading, p. 301. 
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tropes and the condition of impossibility for any cognition which 
is not conditioned by tropes. 

Is Derrida an ironist, as this discussion would lead us to 
believe? There is a sense, to be sure, in which Derrida's project is 
not merely philosophy. Like Bataille, Derrida's concern is 'To 
laugh at philosophy (at Hegelianism)'. 46 Allan Megill suggests 
that Derrida is· 'undoubtedly the most accomplished ironist of 
our age'. 47 Charles Altieri has remarked that Derrida remains 
trapped 'in an ironic or demonic version of the logic he wishes to 
deconstruct'; Harold Bloom advises us to 'oppose ... the abysses 
of Deconstruction's ironies'; and Richard Bernstein invites us to 
picture Feyerabend and Derrida as satirists. 48 It is also tempting 
to consider irony in part responsible for what many take to be 
Derrida's obscure and affected style. And we may note, in 
passing, Wayne Booth's suggestive observation that 'irony is 
usually seen as something that undermines clarities, opens up 
vistas of chaos, and either liberates by destroying a dogma or 
destroys by revealing the inescapable canker of negation at the 
heart of every affirmation'. 49 There is a connection here between 
Derrida and Hume. Writing of Humean irony John Price draws a 
nice distinction, 'To treat philosophies ironically and yet remain 
a cogent philosopher is no small task. Irony, however, is not 
only a concept, it is a way of dealing with concepts'. so Sure 
enough, there are parallels between Hume and Derrida in the 
tactical way in which they deal with concepts. Here is Price on 
Hume's treatment of miracles: 

By temporarily assuming the alleged 'truth' of the reasoning 
which links testimony, miracles, and the Christian religion, 
Hume was later able to destroy the logic of that 'truth' by 
carrying the logical implications of the propositions concerned 
to their ultimate limit. Once the 'logic' of those propositions is 
pushed as far as it will go, the inherent contradictions, Hume 
believes, will be seen. The irony is apparent: what better way 

46 Derrida, Writing, p. 252. 
47 Megill, Prophets of extremity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), p. 

260. 
48 Altieri, 'Wittgenstein on consciousness and language: a challenge to Der

ridean literary theory', Modern l.Anguage Notes, 91 (1976), p. 1398. Harold 
Bloom, Deconstruction and criticism, p. 37. R. J. Bernstein, Beyond objectivism 
and relativism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), p. 63. 

49 Booth, A rhetoric of irony (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), p. ix. 
50 Price, The ironic Hume (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1965), p. 25. 
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to undermine an opponent than to use his own argument 
against him?st 

Hume's tacit acceptance of a text's prevailing logic in order to 
uncover its inherent contradictions is remarkably similar to 
Derrida's own strategy as stated in Of grammatology. This is not 
to agree with E. D. Hirsch, though, that Hume may be con
sidered 'the deconstructionist par excellence' by virtue of his view 
in the Treatise that 'the understanding, when it acts alone, and 
according to its most general principles, entirely subverts itself 
and leaves us not the lowest degree of evidence in any propo
sition'. 52 Hume's is a formula for epistemological scepticism; 
Derrida, however, is not concerned with a thematics of certainty 
and doubt but with an analysis of the textual effects of such 
claims. 

A comparison between Derrida and Hume goes some way 
towards clarifying Derrida's use of irony; but a consideration of 
Kierkegaard's reflections upon Socratic irony will take us a good 
deal further. The ironist, Kierkegaard tells us, 'conceals his jest 
in seriousness and his seriousness in jest' ;53 and it is evident that 
what is being concealed in each case is a weapon. If Derrida is, as 
he signs himself on one occasion, 'the laughing rabbi', he none
theless conceals his laughter successfully in a tome such as Of 
grammatology; and if a performance like Glas with all its puns, 
antonomasia and other legerdemains is at times very amusing 
indeed, this should not distract us from the number of serious 
points which we are there urged to accept. More pressing is 
Kierkegaard's remark upon the strategy of the ironist. 'As the 
ironist does not have the new within his power, it might be 
asked how he destroys the old, and to this it must be answered: 
he destroys the given actuality by the given actuality itself'. 54 We 

51 Price, p. 56. 
52 Hirsch, 'Derrida's axioms', London Review of Books, 21 July-3 August 1983, 

p. 17. 
53 S0ren Kierkegaard, The concept of irony, trans. Lee M. Capel (London: Collins, 

1966), p. 273. Kierkegaard's formulation seems to be an unacknowledged 
quotation from Aristotle's Rhetoric in which we are told that Gorgias was right 
to say 'that you should kill your opponents' earnestness with jesting and their 
jesting with earnestness', The works of Aristotle, ed. W. D. Ross, Vol. XI, 
Rhetoric, 1419b. 

54 Kierkegaard, p. 279. Cf. p. 234. It is also possible to construe irony as a 
pharmakon. Consider the following: 'irony is a healthiness insofar as it rescues 
the sou] from the snares of relativity; it is a sickness insofar as it is unable to 
tolerate the absolute except in the form of nothingness', p. 113. 
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recall Derrida's formulation of deconstruction, how it must 
operate 'necessarily from the inside, borrowing all the strategic 
and economic resources of subversion from the old structure'. ss 
So parallels can doubtless be drawn - and what is more, be seen 
to converge in the distance. 

Such, at least, is Mark C. Taylor's view. For upon his reading 
Kierkegaard anticipates deconstruction, being 'the first thinker 
of writing' .56 Without disagreeing with Taylor, we can nonethe
less secure another viewpoint. We know how Derrida uses the 
familiar opposition between Greek and Jew in working towards 
the deconstruction of Greek metaphysics. Derrida's strategy is to 
take what seems to be a difference between Greek and Jew, 
namely between concept and ecriture, then demonstrate that the 
Greek notion of conceptuality is already conditioned by a gen
eralised version of ecriture. Speaking of the father of all meta
physics, Parmenides, and of Plato's inability to escape the rule of 
his ideas, Derrida enquires, 'But will a non-Greek ever succeed 
in doing what a Greek in this case could not do, except by 
disguising himself as a Greek, by speaking Greek, by feigning to 
speak Greek in order to get near the king?'57 Kierkegaard pro
vides us with a suggestive answer to this question. It is not a 
non-Greek who brings about the end of Hellenism, he tells us, 
but a Greek, Socrates, who employs irony 'even in destroying 
Hellenism'. ss Derrida is referring here to using language under 
erasure, it may be objected; but what is irony if not the trope of 
erasure? We can resolve this more sharply if we attend to Kierke
gaard on the Greeks and the Jews: 

With respect to the chosen people, the Jews, it was necessary 
for the scepticism of the Law to prepare the way, by means of 
its negativity to consume and burn away the natural man, as it 
were, in order that grace should not be taken in vain. It is the 
same with the Greeks - who might well be called the chosen 
people of fortune whose native soil was harmony and beauty, 
a people in whose development the purely human traversed 
its determinations, a people of freedom - so also with the 
Greeks, I say, in their intellectual world void of sorrow it was 
necessary for the silence of irony to become the negativity 
preventing subjectivity from being taken in vain. Irony, like 

55 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 24. 
57 Derrida, Writing p. 89. 
58 Kierkegaard, p. 281. 

56 Taylor, Erring, p. 91. 
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the Law, is a demand; indeed, irony is an enormous demand, 
for it disdains reality and demands ideality. 59 

This passage is remarkable in various respects, not the least 
because of its strong Hegelian overtones in a book otherwise 
concerned to fight against the Hegelian system. The characteri
sation of the Greeks as a happy people, and the account of the 
Jewish Law as negativity are both Hegelian; yet Kierkegaard is 
resolutely unHegelian in linking Athens and Jerusalem through 
different principles of negativity, irony and the Law. And we 
can perhaps see the beginnings of a deconstructive move in 
Kierkegaard's conception of both Athens and Jerusalem as 
equally subtended by a principle of negativity, modified as irony 
and Law respectively. 

Reasons why Kierkegaard should be seen as a precursor of 
Derrida could doubtless be multiplied, but our interest in him is 
otherwise. I have shown how deconstruction can be read as a 
mode of irony, and we need not question the efficacy of this in 
the hands of a conceptual rhetorician such as de Man. What 
Kierkegaard shows us, though, is that while we may accept 
deconstruction as a permanent parabasis, the thematic direction 
of this parabasis is neither natural nor inevitable. There is no 
doubt that, for de Man, the ironies of deconstruction enforce a 
militant atheism. But Kierkegaard shows us that irony - a proto
deconstructive use of irony, moreover - can be turned to apolo
getic ends. As Bloom reminds us, the ironies of deconstruction 
are linked to a despiritualisation of thought. 6° Kierkegaard 
meanwhile points us away from irony as a trope of disaffection 
to irony as a trope of elliptic affirmation. 'Irony', he tells us, 'is 
like the negative way, not the truth but the way'. 61 And if this 
identification of trope and religious practice seems odd, we have 
only to remember that 'apophasis' names both the negative way 
to God and the trope of denial. Once more, we seem to be able to 
accept Derrida's critical points in the service of other tactical 
points. 

59 Kierkegaard, pp. 235-6. . 
60 Harold Bloom, A map of misreading (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1975), p. 79 and p. 85. 
61 Kierkegaard, p. 340. 
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3 Whose 'general text'? 

Throughout this discussion I have stressed two distinctions -
one between the phenomenal and the transcendental, and one 
between the critical and the tactical- and I have sought to draw 
out the relations between them. One problem has kept circling 
around our analysis, that the heuristic value of these distinctions 
is continually threatened by their critical and tactical functions. 
Just as the doctrines of erasure and palreonymy require that the 
distinction between the phenomenal and the transcendental be 
blurred, so too the very distinction between the critical and the 
tactical must be called into question. As soon as we accord a 
special privilege to the critical over the tactical, we open our
selves to a deconstruction which will affirm that the critical is a 
determined modification of the tactical. It little matters if we 
define d~construction analytically (by way of recursion) or 
rhetorically (as the effect of parabasis), the point remains the 
same: deconstruction may be pressed into the service of certain 
first-order positions, but it will be the first to check the will to 
totalise at work within those positions. 

We have observed how Rorty reads Derrida as a radically 
anti-Kantian philosopher, and there is some truth in this con
struction. For one thing, Derrida rejects the notion of a priori 
transcendental grounds in demonstrating that any text requires 
transcendental conditions of possibility which are not a priori. As 
far as Derrida is concerned, there is no such thing as 'necessary 
conditions for experience in general'; even the notion of 'experi
ence' must be used under erasure, since it 'has always desig
nated the relationship with a presence'. 62 Derrida's critique of 
Kant's necessary conditions for experience is an issue in its own 
right (which I shall discuss in chapter 7), but I would like to take 
up another, related issue: what seems to be a curiously Kantian 
move in defining a 'general text' in the first place. I say 'Kantian' 
not because Derrida adduces a priori reasons for what counts as a 
text but rather because he allows some particular oppositions the 
status of generality but does not heed others with as good a 
claim. For whom is the 'general text' general? Suppose we first 
fathom what Derrida means by 'general text', then develop our 
criticisms. 

62 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 60. 
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In the second chapter I considered the opposition between 
'book' and 'text'. Since then, though, I have unravelled the 
phenomenal and the transcendental senses of 'text'. So when 
Derrida tells us 'There is nothing outside of the text'63 we should 
take this to be a transcendental claim. There is, Derrida tells us, 
nothing which is not already conditioned by a generalised 
version of the difference which marks phenomenal script. A text 
is 'a differential network, a fabric of traces referring endlessly to 
something other than itself, to other differential traces'. 64 It is 
true that any piece of writing will have traces of other texts, 
whether we are talking of stylistics, semantics or syntactics. This 
is the basis of concepts as otherwise divergent as Harold Bloom's 
'anxiety of influence' and Julia Kristeva's 'intertextuality'. But 
Derrida's claim goes further than this. We saw in the opening 
chapter that, given Derrida's definitions, we cannot rightly talk 
of a 'trace of a presence' but only of a 'trace of a trace'. All texts, 
accordingly, are composed of traces of moments of presence 
which can never be said to have presented themselves: Derrida's 
point thus concerns phenomenal texts, but also the transcenden
tal underpinnings of textuality. Following the strategy of palreo
nymy, Derrida calls this transcendental realm 'the text'; and this 
transcendental text is, as we have said, a generalised version of 
the phenomenal text. 

To say that there is nothing outside the text can lead to 
confusion - in particular to the view that things exist only 
because they are written about (thereby making Derrida into an 
idealist) or to the Borgesian conceit that the universe is one vast 
library. Yet Derrida's meaning is otherwise: 'it was never our 
wish', he says, 'to extend the reassuring notion of the text to a 
whole extra-textual realm and to transform the world into a 
library'. 65 However, if Derrida admits that there is an extra
textual realm, what can he mean by the formula that there is 
nothing outside the text? The quickest route to an answer, oddly 
enough, is via the philosophy of the thing itself rather than of 
the text itself. Deconstruction, we are told, 'can no more break 
with a transcendental phenomenology than be reduced to it'. 66 

63 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 158. Italics deleted. Cf. 'If there is no extratext it 
is because the graphic-graphicity in general - has always already begun, is 
always implanted in "prior" writing', Dissemination, p. 328. 

64 Derrida, 'Living on', p. 84. 65 Derrida, 'Living on', p. 84. 
66 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 62. 
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That is to say, deconstruction cannot be reduced to phenomeno
logy because it thinks the ground of phenomenology. At the 
same time deconstruction is not entirely unphenomenological in 
its procedure; its intentional object, the text, is constituted by an 
endless series of noetic modifications: the noema is forever 
subject to noesis. Accordingly, when Derrida claims that there is 
nothing outside the text, he is making a remark concerning 
constitution, not concerning what is. In other words, he does 
not say that everything is only a text but that everything is also a 
text. 

'Text', then, in both its phenomenal and transcendental 
senses has a very general extension; but this does not quite give 
us what Derrida means by the phrase 'general text'. In fact 
Derrida's account of the general text is explicitly given in one 
place only: in his interview with Jean-Louis Houdebine and Guy 
Scarpetta, when for the first time in print he openly addresses a 
range of political issues. In the midst of distinguishing differance 
from the totalising drive of the Hegelian Aufhebung, Derrida 
observes that differance, since it can never be totally resolved, 
'marks its effects in what I call the text in general, in a text which 
is not reduced to a book or a library, and which can never be 
governed by a reference in the classical sense'. 67 Later in the 
interview Derrida underlines these remarks in a tangled and 
somewhat frenzied fashion: 

There is such a general text everywhere that (that is, every
where) this discourse and its order (essence, sense, truth, 
meaning, consciousness, ideality, etc.) are overflowed, that is, 
everywhere that their authority is put back into the position of 
a mark in a chain that this authority intrinsically and illusorily 
believes it wishes to, and does in fact, govern. This general 
text is not limited, of course, as will (or would) be quickly 
understood, to writings on the page. The writing of this text, 
moreover, has the exterior limit only of a certain re-mark. 
Writing on the page, and then 'literature', are determined 
types of this re-mark. They must be investigated in their speci
ficity, and in a new way, if you will, in the specificity of their 
'history', and in their articulation with the other 'historical' 
fields of the text in general. 68 

67 Derrida, Positions, p. 44. Derrida's earliest invocation of the general text, 
though without overt political ramifications, is to be found in Of grammato
Iogy, p. 14. 

68 Derrida, Positions, p. 60. 
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Let us first put this into manageable English. The general text 
comprises not just the written texts of western thought but also 
the material institutions which house them. This knowledge, 
along with the assurance that no presence can totalise a textual 
field, provides us with new ways of criticising literature and 
philosophy. In particular, it shows us that historicism and for
malism are forever bound up with one another: formalist critique 
- the theory as well as the practice - is always framed by 
historical context, but historicised readings can never totalise a 
text. 

I have already argued that deconstruction proceeds along two 
lines at the same time, as a theoretical and as a political critique. 
And this is because there are two sites which mark the 'other' of 
philosophy as metaphysics: the groundless ground of phil
osophy, differance, which provides us with a theoretical critique, 
and the realm of the political, from which one derives a political 
critique. Now while these critiques can be distinguished, they 
are not distinct. Because, first, deconstruction seems required to 
double itself in order to remain what it is: it must be both 
theoretical and political. Secondly, it follows from the extension 
granted to 'metaphysics' that the political is always already in 
league with the metaphysical. Consequently, while Derrida 
insists that the theoretical critique must precede the political in 
order to prevent a nai:Ve reconfirmation of metaphysics under 
the guise of a political rhetoric, this does not commit him to a 
naive valuing of theory over praxis. 

This calls for a more detailed discussion. The instituting 
distinction of metaphysics, Derrida maintains, is that between 
the intelligible and the sensible. The Saussurean sign, for 
instance, is metaphysical because the distinction between the 
signified and the signifier converges with that between the 
intelligible and the sensible. And the same holds for the familiar 
philosophical distinctions between mind and body, identity and 
difference, truth and error, logic and rhetoric, as well as for the 
distinctions between Apollo and Dionysos, man and woman, 
management and labour, and so forth. Thus, when Derrida is 
engaged with the theoretical deconstruction of, say, the distinc
tion between identity and difference in a text he is also, simul
taneously, unsettling the distinction between management and 
labour. (Whereas Quine allows for a person's web of beliefs to be 
revised from its empirical edges inwards, Derrida holds that the 
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deconstructive revision of the general text must necessarily pro
ceed outwards, from the instituting distinctions of metaphysics.) 
Theoretical deconstruction implies a political deconstruction, 
then; but Derrida is adamant that we also need a specifically 
political deconstruction, one that is addressed to particular 
political situations. Theoretical deconstruction may be involved 
with the political (le politique), but it needs a supplement 
to deal with politics (la politique). 

We know Derrida's characteristic move that supplements are 
structurally necessary, but a non-structural choice is introduced 
here. Nancy Fraser provides us with a rewarding commentary 
on this problem. Reporting on the rise and fall of the 'Centre for 
Philosophical Research on the Political', a group established 
largely to discuss questions relating to the overlap between 
deconstruction and politics, we are told that Derrida said that he 
had 'deliberately not produced a discourse against revolution or 
Marxism in order to avoid contributing to the "anti-Marxist 
concert" of the circa 1968 period. He did not and does not want to 
weaken "what Marxism and the proletariat can constitute as a 
force in France11

• Despite his distrust of the idea of revolution qua 
metaphysical concept, he does not "devalue what [this idea] could 
contribute ... as a force of 'regroupment' (rassemblement)"'.69 
The words 'deliberately', 'in order to avoid', 'want' and so forth 
underline the role that choice plays in this matter. But what are 
we to make of Derrida's statements regarding choice and 
deconstruction? I have in mind familiar remarks such as 'I do not 
believe that today there is any question of choosing [between one 
of the two interpretations of interpretation]' and 'The incision of 
deconstruction ... does not take place just anywhere ... it can 
only be made according to lines of force and forces of rupture 
that are localizable in the discourse to be deconstructed' .70 

One thing is certain: if Derrida deliberately elects to exempt 
Marxism from deconstruction at the present time for local 
reasons of French politics, he is engaging in a choice of some sort 
and is plainly not attending to the apparent necessity of the 
'lines of force' which doubtless occur in the text of Marx and in 
the Leninist reading of Marx. What interests me here is not so 

69 Fraser, 'The French Derrideans: politicizing deconstruction or deconstructing 
the political?', New German Critique, 33 (1984), p. 133. 

70 Derrida, Writing, p. 293 and Positions, p. 82. 
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much the choice that Derrida makes, whether or not to support 
Marxism in France at the present moment, but at what level the 
issue of choice takes root in deconstruction. For it is obvious that 
Derrida chooses to accent the political aspect of the general text 
rather than, say, its theological aspect. Just as the realm of the 
political is within the general text yet indicates philosophy's 
'other', so too with the realm of the theological. If we accept 
Derrida's account of metaphysics, we can readily assent to the 
view that oppositions such as those between management and 
labour, man and woman, are of a piece with metaphysics; but we 
can also trace another chain of oppositions within the general 
text, all of which are gathered around the distinction between 
the God of metaphysics and the God of faith. In his remarks 
upon Catholic French theology after Derrida, Claude Geffre 
supplies us with a useful list of these oppositions: 

It is a theology that takes note of the decline of metaphysics 
and that strives to let God be the God of revelation rather than 
reconstructing him conceptually. Rather than think God in the 
discourse of representation, it seeks to think God in terms of 
advent ... It is concerned to contemplate the advent of a God 
who reveals him~elf in the events of history and of the world, 
who appears more in alterity than in identity; in the gap, 
gratuitousness and excess more than in the immediacy of his 
presence. In this regard, one must not neglect the growing 
influence of the work of E. Levinas on French theologians.71 

And to underline this final point we may add the particular 
opposition which has oriented this study, that between God 
regarded as the highest being and God as otherwise than Being. 

We can go further. Just as Derrida draws from the general text 
a wide variety of oppositions - between concept and concept, 
genre and genre, synecdoche and synecdoche ...L so, too, it is an 
easy matter to follow other threads within the general text. 
Rather than attend to the ways in which Joyce unsettles Husserl, 
Nietzsche disturbs Rousseau, Mallarme undoes Plato, and so 
forth, we could examine the following couples: St Augustine and 
St Gregory Nazianzus; Aquinas and Eckhart; Descartes and 
Pascal; Kant and Hamann; Hegel and Kierkegaard; not to 
mention configurations of non-contemporaneous authors -

71 Geffre, 'Silence et promesses de la theologie catholique fran~aise', Revue de 
theologie et de philosophie, 114 (1982), p. 239. 

168 



Whose 'general text'? 

Gilson and Tertullian, for example. Note the parallels between 
this set of oppositions and Derrida's. Each first-mentioned 
writer is, in one way or another, associated with a thematics of 
presence in a way which each second-mentioned writer is not. 
This is not to say, of course, that any of these new oppositions 
can be easily resolved into a distinction between the meta
physical and the non-metaphysical, only that they are congruent 
with Derrida's own oppositions. 

St Augustine, to be sure, can hardly be considered a philo
sophical theologian in any straightforward sense of the phrase. 
His De doctrina Christiana, however, with its emphasis upon the 
one true interpretation of scripture (that which most contributes 
to the reign of charity) is palpably metaphysical in Derrida's 
sense of the word. It is equally plain, though, that St Gregory's 
Poemata qucr spectant ad alios, with its extraordinary thesis that all 
interpretations of the scriptures are equally true, is - whatever 
else it is - not simply metaphysical. 72 Another example might be 
useful. Even though Kant's entire project is directed against 
dogmatic metaphysics, its doctrines of the a priori categories and 
the transcendental subject render it metaphysical in Derrida's 
sense of the word. One consequence of these doctrines is that 
language, like reason, is held to operate properly only within the 
realm of the phenomenal. Hence scripture is not held to be a 
trustworthy passage to knowledge of God: that privilege is 
accorded solely to practical reason. Hamann, however, can be 
read as calling the metaphysics of Kant's project into question, 
specifically in his remarks concerning the relation of reason and 
revelation to language. Language, he contends, conditions both 
reason and revelation. 73 

We need not explore the views of St Gregory and Hamann in 
any further detail, for the truth or falsity of these views is not our 
immediate concern. Our object has been to demonstrate that the 
general text is far more heterogeneous than Derrida indicates. 
More particularly, we have seen that while deconstruction has a 

72 The relevant section of St Gregory's poem is to be found in Patrologice cursus 
completus: series Grcrca, ed. J.P. Migne (1882; rpt. Westmead, Hants.: Gregg 
Press, 1965), Vol. 37, Col. 1561£. 

73 'I am quite at one with Herder that all our reason and philosophy amount to 
tradition ... For me it is not a matter of physics or theology, but language, the 
mother of reason and revelation, their alpha and omega. It is the two-edged 
sword for all the truths and lies'. Hamann to Jacobi, 28 Oct., 1785. Quoted by 
R. G. Smith in his/. G. Hamann 1730-1788 (London: Collins, 1960), pp. 252-3. 
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critical function, what is chosen as a critical object is a matter of 
tactics, and that this choice depends largely upon how one 
understands philosophy. Derrida's deconstruction is in terms of 
the oppo.sitions philosophy/literature and philosophy/politics; 
ours, however, is by way of philosophy/theology. 
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III Dialogue 

Here it is required to surrender everything; not only \vife and 
child as one is accustomed to sav, but whatever there is, even . . 

God, because even he, as far as this standpoint is concerned.( is 

I 
a being. Thus he who wants to attain the initial stage of a truly 

, free philosophizing must give up even God. Here it is true: He 
who \vants to keep it shall Jose it, but he who surrenders it, he 
shall find it. 

Friedrich Schelling 
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61 The economy of mysticism 

Introduction 

Let us recollect the arguntent It has hvo related stages, one 
negative and one positive. In the first place, I have argued 
against \Vhat I have called the 'common vievv' of deconstruction 
in \vhkh Derrida's programme is framed as a straightforv.rard 
affirmation of groundlessness and hence as anti-theological. 
This "comrnon vieV\r' is in fact a fan1ily of vh:w,s; but \Ve may take 
a remark by Eugene Goodheart to be characteristic 'Epistemolo
gicaHy, deconstructive skepticism is opposed to logocentric 
kno\vledge; theologically, to belief or faith. '1 Upon my reading, 
this is m.istaken on several counts. (1) Deconstruction is not a 
collection of first-order positions about kno\vledge or being but a 
second-order discourse on epistemology and ontology, one that 
traces the effects of their \viU to totalise. Since it deals \Vith 
particular texts, deconstruction finds its starting-point in mater
ial situations - texts and institutionsi but its vantage point is the 
gap behveen materiality and phenomenality. Unlike Pyrrho_. 
Derrida does not hold the sceptical vietv that V\re cannot prefer 
one position to another because every argument for a position is 
balanced by an equally persuasive argument against it Derrida's 
position is closer to (though not identical vvith) Godel' s: any 
metaphysical reading of a text \Vill generate at least one element 
-vvhkh cannot be decided \<Vithin .metaphysics. So ~rrida does 
not advocate sceptidsn1 - it is not even a considered position for 
him. (2) Deconstruction is not opposed to logocentrism; indeed1 

it is the vvill to totalise in the Hegelian and structuralist notions of 
'opposition' vvhich Derrida seeks to convict. Far from opposing 
philosophy, deconstruction is an originary supplement to phil-

1 Gtx!dheart, Tiu~ skt~ptic disposition in conhmtporary criticism, p. 10, 
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osophy. (3) Deconstruction is not a critique of theology as such 
but a questioning of the limits of metaphysics. Consequently, it 
has a legitimate interest in the ways in which metaphysics is 
licensed by theology. 

This leads us to the positive stage of the argument. Given (3) 
above, deconstruction would seem to be able to unravel the 
relationships between theology and metaphysics, especially 
with regards to the elusive notion of non-metaphysical theology. 
Deconstruction has already been linked to non-metaphysical 
theology under the rubrics of mysticism and negative theology. 
Instead of working to discredit these discourses, as Derrida 
sometimes seems inclined to do, deconstruction may in fact help 
us to understand how they work. 2 Deconstruction can illumi
nate how mysticism and negative theology work as discourses: 
certain concepts and textual manoeuvres developed by Derrida 
can be used to analyse the mystical theologian's use of language 
and his or her attitude to it. And most importantly, deconstruc
tion can clarify how mysticism and negative theology work 
within philosophy. On various important occasions in the history 
of philosophy, mysticism has been regarded as the 'other' of 
philosophy, as that which must at all costs be excluded from 
philosophical discourse. Deconstruction supplies us with the 
means to trace the effects within a discourse of exactly this kind 
of exclusion; and to do so would lead to a greater understanding 
of the history of both 'philosophy' and 'mysticism'. But this 
situation also has consequences for deconstruction; for if, as 
Derrida tells us, deconstruction seeks to question philosophy 
from a site philosophy cannot name, and if the mystical is one 
such site, there is reason to probe possible connections between 
deconstruction and mysticism. 

1 A restricted economy 

'Mysticism' has proved to be one of the most elusive yet most 
recalcitrant words used in discussing religious experience and 
discourse. 'This expression is so extremely vague that it seems 

2 Although Derrida often takes negative theology to be a phase of positive 
theology, he does not always seem content with this construction. Thus: 'I 
believe that what is called "negative theology" (a rich and very diverse corpus) 
does not let itself be easily assembled under the general category of "onto-
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better to avoid it', writes Schleiermacher of the word 'mystical', 
and elsewhere he notes that 'mysticism' is often given an 'un
fortunate nuance' when used in theological polemics. 3 Widely 
disseminated throughout history and across cultural bound
aries, 'mysticism' and its grammatical forms can refer to an 
entire spectrum of particular experiences, ranging from the 
prayer of quiet to the soul's union with God. They can refer, with 
equal ease, to a diverse body of writings which straddles litera
ture and philosophy or seems to slip between their dividing 
lines. Mystical texts differ in kind - from alleged autobiographi
cal testimonies to speculative treatises - as well as in degree, and 
a general taxonomy of such texts would be a redoubtable project. 
To facilitate discussion, though, we may resolve 'mysticism' into 
five areas: mystical experience; mystical testimony; mystical 
theology; the via negativa; and the mystical (or allegorical) herme
neutic. 

We are familiar with the allegorical hermeneutic, and I have 
already said something of mystical experience in earlier chap
ters; what we need now is a definite idea of mystical theology 
and the via negativa. And to see these in perspective we first need 
to draw a broader distinction. In discussing theology one is 
generally concerned with what is known in the west as 'positive 
theology' and in the east as 'kataphaticism', in which God is 
taken to manifest Himself by way of a katabasis, a descent: the 
Father is revealed by the Son in and through the Spirit, thereby 
positing a God that can be described, albeit imperfectly, in 
positive and negative predicates. In 'apophaticism', however, 
'knowledge' of God is gained through successive denials of 
'God', resulting in an anabasis, an ascent to God through the 
darkness of unknowing. Let us concentrate upon this negative 
movement, and refine matters by agreeing that 'theology' names 
a discourse which critically reflects upon the phenomenon and 
discourse of religion. If this is so, we may distinguish between 
the via negativa, a religious programme of practices by which the 
soul progressively denies all that is not God in order to become 

theology to be deconstructed" '. 'Letter to John P. Leavey', Derrida and biblical 
studies, p. 61. 

3 Friedrich Sch1eiermacher, The Christian faith, Vol. 2, ed. H. R. Macintosh and 
]. S. Stewart (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 429; 'The aphorisms on 
hermeneutics from 1805, and 1809/10', trans. R. Hass and J. Wojcik, Cultural 
Hermeneutics, 4 (1976-77), p. 370. 

175 



The economy of mysticism 

one with God, and negative theology, the discourse which 
reflects upon positive theology by denying that its language and 
concepts are adequate to God. The religious practice and the 
theological reflection are often inextricably entwined, but the 
distinction is nonetheless useful. Whereas the aim of the via 
negativa is union with God, the critical object of negative theol
ogy is the concept of God. In order to embark upon the via 
negativa one must be motivated by love; yet while the love of God 
may prompt one to engage with negative theology, this is also 
elicited by epistemological concerns. 

What, then, is negative about 'negative theology'? I have said 
that negative theology denies the adequacy of the language and 
concepts of positive theology, and 'denial' requires some 
comment. Apophasis, in its strict Aristotelian sense, signifies 
'negation'; yet when we talk of apophatic theology we must take 
into account the influence of two other Greek words which 
became linked with it. Aphairesis, meaning 'abstraction', was 
used interchangeably with apophasis in the early development of 
negative theology; and negative theology was itself called analy
sis, meaning 'the way of successive abstractions'. We can see 
how aphairesis and analysis illumine the kind of negation at work 
in negative theology by attending to what will be our guiding 
text, The mystical theology. Speaking of the ineffable God of faith, 
Pseudo-Dionysius provides us with a catalogue of what God is 
not: 

nor is It personal essence, or eternity, or time; nor can It be 
grasped by the understanding, since It is not knowledge or 
truth; nor is It kingship or wisdom; nor is It one, nor is It unity, 
nor is It Godhead or Goodness; nor is It a Spirit, as we 
understand the term, since It is not Sonship or Fatherhood; nor 
is It any other thing such as we or any other being can have 
knowledge of; nor does It belong to the category of non
existence or to that of existence; nor do exist~nt beings know It 
as It actually is, nor does It know them as they actually are; nor 
can the reason attain to It to name It or to know It; nor is it [sic] 
darkness, nor is It light, or error, or truth; nor can any affir
mation or negation apply to it [sic} ... 4 

4 Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagite, The divine names and the mystical theology, trans. 
C. E. Rolt (London: S.P.C.K., 1940), pp. 200-1. I shall have recourse to two 
other translations: The works of Dionysius the Areopagite, trans. Rev. John Parker 
(1897-1899; rpt. NY: Richwood Pub. Co.,1976); and Pseudo-Dionysius Areo-
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We shall return to this rich passage, but for the present it 
emphasises that simple negation has no special privilege with 
respect to discourse on God. What is denied within negative 
theology is the claim that God can be described adequately by 
positive or negative predicates, and in this way negative theol
ogy seeks to abstract our attention from concepts of God to the 
true God who cannot be conceptualised. The negative theo
logian continually points to the status of human discourse on 
God. In this passage Pseudo-Dionysius focuses upon the in
adequacy of both Aristotelian ('essence', 'unity', 'existence') and 
theological vocabulary ('kingship', 'wisdom', 'Sonship', 'Father
hood') before the mystery of the unnameable God. 

Now what of the relations between these terms? One of the 
first things one notices in reading commentaries on mysticism is 
their tendency to link the element under consideration with one 
or more other elements. Thus Hans-Georg Gadamer has noted, 
in a passing reference to Pseudo-Dionysius, that 'The allegorical 
procedure of interpretation and the symbolical procedure of 
knowledge have the same justification'; and Joel Fineman has 
remarked, without further explanation, that 'it is significant that 
Philo, who was the first to employ an extensively allegorical 
mode of scriptural criticism, was also the first to introduce the 
terms of negative theology into theological discourse'. 5 It is this 
relationship between the allegorical hermeneutic and negative 
theology which chiefly concerns us, as one connection in what 
appears to be a far more comprehensive economy. When 
reading a work of negative theology, commentators will often 
attempt to find evidence of the author's mystical experience, as 
though to validate a theological position. Similarly, testimonies 
of mystical experience will be studied for signs of the author's 
theological commitment. It is as though where any one element 
of mysticism occurs, several others must also be present. This 
may be a useful heuristic or a misleading fiction. At any rate, we 
shall call it 'the economy of mysticism' and examine it further. 

pagite, The divine names and mystical theology, trans. and introd. John D. Jones 
(Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 1980). 

5 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and method, ed. G. Barden and J. Cumming 
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1975), p. 66; J. Fineman, 'The structure of alle
gorical desire' in Allegory and representation, ed. S. J. Greenblatt. Selected 
Papers from the English Jnstitute, 1979-80. New Series, No. 5 (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), p. 29. 
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Think of Origen, perhaps the first Christian theologian in 
whose writings this economy is seen to be at work. To begin 
with,. de Lange tells us that 'Origen was the founder of the 
science of hermeneutics in the Church', and Etienne Gilson 
observes that it is in Origen's theology that one finds the origins 
of negative theology within Christian thought. 6 Andrew Louth 
tells us that Origen's 'interpretation of Scripture lies at the very 
heart of his mystical theology'; and Rowan Greer agrees when 
he suggests that 'Origen's approach to Scripture or his herme
neutical principle is really nothing more than his theological 
view'. 7 So we have prima facie connections between negative 
theology and the allegorical hermeneutic, and there is evidence 
in Origen' s Commentary on the Song of Songs that he advocates the 
via negativa. 8 More difficult to establish, though, is if Origen 
enjoyed mystical experience of any kind. Most commentators 
take Origen's mysticism to be a matter of intellectual contem
plation rather than of personal experience. It is all the more 
worthy of note, therefore, to find C. W. Macleod stressing the 
relation between allegorical interpretation and mystical experi
ence. Following Philo, Origen maintains that the exegete must 
be inspired before he can properly interpret scripture. In 
Origen's Christian vocabulary, understanding scripture pre· 
supposes purity of heart and the gift of God's grace: the Word is 
held to be incarnate in scripture as well as in Jesus of Nazareth. 
'If, then, we consider the belief and doctrines which animate 
Origen's allegory', MacLeod infers, 'we have surely the right to 
talk of a mystical experience in some sense, one which is implicit 
in the nature of his faith; for allegory is the expression par 
excellence of the spiritual life'. 9 This move certainly grants a 

6 N. R. M. de Lange, Origen and the Jews (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1976), p. 134; E. Gilson, History of Christian philosophy in the middle ages 
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1955), p. 37. 

7 A. Louth, The origins of the Christian mystical tradition, p. 54; and R.A. Greer, 
trans. and introd. An exhortation to martyrdom, prayer and selected works. The 
Classics of Western Spirituality: Origen. Pref. Hans Urs von Balthasar 
(London: S.P.C.K., 1979), p. 32. 

8 Consider, for example, 'For with these preliminaries accomplished by which 
the soul is purified through its acts and habits and conducted to the discern
ment of natural things, the soul comes suitably to doctrines and mysteries, and 
is led up to the contemplation of the Godhead by a genuine and spiritual love', 
Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, in R. A. Greer, p. 234. Cf. p. 231 and 
p. 252. 

9 C. W. Macleod, 'Allegory and mysticism in Origen and Gregory of Nyssa', 
Journal of Theological Studies, NS 22 (1971), p. 371. 
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remarkable extension to 'mystical experience'. If we grant this 
extension, we have a positive idea of how the economy of 
mysticism works; but if we do not accept it we have something 
perhaps even more revealing, an instance of the working of the 
desire to establish a relationship between the allegorical herme
neutic and mystical experience. And this invites us to ask if there 
are other, hidden forces which motivate this desire for a restric
ted economy. 

One such motivation is the desire to win mysticism for ortho
doxy. Thus Newman's remark, when discussing the various 
merits and demerits of the Alexandrian and Antiochene schools 
of theology, that 'it may be almost laid down as an historic fact, 
that the mystical [i.e. allegorical] interpretation and orthodoxy 
will stand or fall together'. 10 As Newman rightly insists, 'the 
school of Antioch, which adopted the literal interpretation, was 
the very metropolis of heresy'; 11 but this is not to conclude that 
there is a necessary connection between the allegorical herme
neutic and orthodoxy. Indeed, textual evidence constrains us to 
say that many of the orthodox Fathers drew a fine, though not 
always straight, line between doctrine and the allegorical 
method. Thus the three.great Cappadocians critically built on 
Origen's hermeneutics yet rejected certain doctrinal conclusions 
reached by Origen, in particular his subordinationalism. Simi
larly, St Athanasius repudiated Origen's account of the Trinity 
while approving features of his hermeneutic. The allegorical 
hermeneutic may have helped to shape a number of orthodox 
doctrines, but it also served to mould various heterodox doc
trines. The same is substantially true of the literalist hermeneutic 
of the Antiochenes. 

What is significant, however, is that while positive theology 
was developed by both the Alexandrians and the Antiochenes, 
it was only those who followed the allegorical hermeneutic 
who developed negative theologies. The Alexandrians Philo, 
Clement and Origen - and those who were greatly influenced by 
Alexandrian hermeneutics, such as St Gregory Nyssa - are pre
cisely the early writers with whom we associate negative theol~ 
ogy. Vladimir Lossky suggests that orthodoxy and apophaticism 

10 J. H. Newman, An essay on the development of Christian doctrine, ed. and 
introd. J.M. Cameron (1845; rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974), p. 340. 

11 Newman, p. 340. 
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are correlative in the fourth century and beyond. 12 A detailed 
assessment of this claim is quite outside the scope of this study. 
Suffice it to say, by way of passing, that a late literalist such as 
Theodoret rejected the notion of immediate communion with 
God, and in this he was following a theme, deeply opposed to 
experiential mysticism, which began with Theophilus of Antioch 
and which characterised Antiochene theology in its entirety. 
Also, far from Antioch, Eunomius held that the divine essence 
could be expressed conceptually, a view that was exhaustively 
combated by each of the Cappodocians who argued against it 
on the basis of apophaticism. In short, Lossky's relating of 
orthodoxy and negative theology is far more plausible than 
Newman's close identification of orthodoxy and allegorising. 

We must leave the question of orthodoxy to the theologian 
and return to philosophical concerns, specifically to a point of 
methodology. Our access to mystical experience is through texts 
and, unless we become mystics ourselves, we know of mysti
cism - at least in its highest reaches - vicariously, at the level of 
concepts. The fact that mystics frequently draw attention to their 
inability to represent their experiences in a satisfactory manner 
serves only to compound the problem: language is a medium 
that reveals mystical experience while simultaneously hiding it 
from inspection. Disturbing as it is, this is merely the surface of 
the problem. Whilst many are happy to agree that there have 
been genuine Christian mystics there is far less agreement as to 
who they are and how they can be distinguished from those who 
merely seem to have been mystics. MacLeod does not hesitate to 
call Origen a mystic, yet Dodds classes him as a 'mystic 
manque' .13 Augustine and Aquinas agree that St Paul enjoyed a 
mystical experience on the road to Damascus, yet Walter Stace 
concludes that there is insufficient evidence to call Paul a 
mystic. 14 Lack of agreement over what one means by 'mystic' is 
one explanation for these divergent views, and different criteria 
for evidence is another; yet even if agreement on these issues 
could be reached a problem would remain. 

For not only is mystical experience refracted rather than 

12 See V. Lossky, The mystical theology of the eastern Church (London: James 
Clarke and Co. Ltd., 1957), Ch. 2. 

13 C. W. MacLeod, 'Allegory and mysticism', p. 368. 
14 Aquinas, Summa theologicr, 2a2re Q. 175 art. 3; W. Stace, The teachings of tlze 

mystics (New York: Mentor, 1960), p. 132. 
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reflected in texts but the texts themselves are endlessly refracted 
by other texts, by entire traditions of textual practices. Although 
what we may take to be a presence may institute a text it cannot 
function as the origin of the text's significations; nor can it be 
recovered by a reading of the text, since we cannot even talk of a 
trace of a presence in a text, only of a trace of a trace. This 
situation is not a matter of much concern with literary texts: 
whether Wordsworth really did see a field of golden daffodils 
before composing the famous lyric should not arise in any 
important sense when we evaluate Wordsworth's talent as a 
poet. However, whether Angela of Foligno actually did hear 
Christ say to her 'Thou art I and I am Thou' must arise when 
deciding if her writings are mystical texts. Questions touching 
upon the subject's psychology, not to mention phenomeno
logical questions concerning her foreconception of the experi
ence, can be placed to one side here. My point is merely that 
questions of experience and intention must be posed when 
dealing with mystical texts, but that textuality ensures that 
neither experience nor intention can ever be confidently recov
ered from texts. 

Here is an example. 'Broadly speaking mystical theology can 
be divided into two categories - descriptive and theological', 
writes William Johnston. 15 He later wields this distinction with 
great confidence. It can 'scarcely be doubted', he tells us, that 
The cloud of unknowing testifies to the author's personal mystical 
experience; other texts by the same writer - A treatyse of the stodye 
of wysdome and his modified translation of Pseudo-Dionysius's 
The mystical theology- merely 'give the theoretical or theological 
basis' for such experience. 16 Whether or not the Cloud - au th or 
was a mystic worries me less than Johnston's reason for conclud
ing that one text is testimonial while the others are theoretical. 
Only one reason is offered: 

the sureness of touch with which he writes indicates clearly 
enough that he himself experienced the sapiential repose in 
silence which he describes with a serene authority arising, one 
feels, not only from deep theological study but also from silent 
communion with God at the sovereign point of his own 
spirit.17 

15 W. Johnston, The mysticism of The cloud of unknowing. Foreword by Thomas 
Merton (1978; rpt. Wheathampstead, Herts.: Anthony Clarke, 1980), p. xiv. 

16 Johnston, pp. 3, 4. 17 Johnston, p. 4. 
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The argument is that personal experience is necessary for per
suasive writing. Many objections could be raised. One could 
point to any number of poems or novels which effectively des
cribe events of which the author has had no direct experience. 
Conversely, rhetorical skill is requisite for persuasive writing, 
even if one is writing from direct experience. The cloud of unknow
ing may seem realistic, but the very concision of the text suggests 
that material has been selected and framed, which implies that 
the text does not so much report raw experience as deploy a 
realist code. There may be traces of direct experience in the text, 
but the argument from literary persuasiveness to personal 
experience will not help us isolate them. 

Questions of genre, style and tradition - not to mention the 
humility of the writers themselves, their desire not to appear as 
beneficiaries of special graces - qualify all inferences from text to 
experience. Our knowledge of mystical experience is textual, 
and on the basis of textual experience alone one cannot judge if a 
text refers to a lived experience or to another text about such 
experience, if the writer is a practising mystic, a theorist, or both. 
It may well be that we can never know for sure if The cloud of 
unknowing or Origen's Homilies on Numbers refract actual experi
ence; however, we can talk with far more certainty about mysti
cal theology. That is, while we can never be absolutely certain 
that a specific text answers to a particular experience, we can be 
sure that any 'mystical' text is underpinned by or underwrites a 
theology. It may be that Origen and the Cloud - author were 
mystics; but it is certain that they used and developed negative 
theologies. 

On the basis of these distinctions it may be polemic to cast 
philosophers such as Kant, Hegel and Derrida as mystics, but it 
would be an entirely different matter to ascribe to them the 
status of negative theologians. In this way one does not attribute 
to them any experience of God or any personal belief in God, but 
one claims that their texts underwrite a certain attitude towards 
discourse on God. Kant's inveighing against mysticism as 'mon
strosities on reason' and his hope that Herder will 'attain to that 
serenity which is peaceful yet full of feeling and is the contem
plative life of the philosopher, just the opposite of that dreamed 
of by the mystic' are well known. 18 However, this is not to say 

18 Kant, Critique of practical reaso11, trans. L. W. Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs
Merrill EducationaJ Publishing, 1956), p. 125; Letter to Herder in Riga, 1768. 
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that Rosenzweig is necessarily wrong to talk, in the one breath, 
of 'the negative theology of Nicholas of Cusa or of the sage of 
Koenigs burg' .19 One can tell a similar story of Hegel. Benedetto 
Croce is in part correct to maintain that 'Hegel became fero
ciously satirical against mysticism, with its frenzies, its sighings, 
its raising the eyes to heaven, its bowing the neck and clasping 
the hands, its faintings, its prophetic accents, its mysterious 
phrases of the initiates' .20 It is true that Hegel did object to 
religious enthusiasm and to undialectical claims to know God, 
though this hardly amounts to a complete rejection of 'mysti
cism', as Hegel's admiration for Meister Eckhart and Jacob 
Bohme !!lakes clear. However, even if Hegel does reject the 
possibility of immediate experience of God, this does not commit 
one to disagree with Quentin Lauer's characterisation of Hegel's 
philosophy as 'negative theology'.21 And finally, although 
Derrida distinguishes deconstruction from 'the violences of mys
ticism' and Spivak emphasises that grammatology 'is not "mys
tical'", Crossan's suggestion that 'what Derrida is saying leads 
straight into a contemporary retrieval of negative theology' is not 
thereby contradicted. 22 · 

2 Derrida and mysticism 

Just as there are a number of casual remarks which associate 
allegory and negative theology, so too with deconstruction and 
negative theology. At first glance it would seem that at least one 
of these associations is mistaken, for deconstruction is always 
the unravelling of allegoresis. Yet deconstruction does not work 
by opposing itself to another discourse: so it may be possible that 
both associations are of use to us. Mikel Dufrenne, Geoffrey 
Hartman and Susan Handelman have sketched parallels 
between deconstruction and negative theology, while Paul 
Ricceur and Henri Meschonnic have suggested that all such 

Quoted by E. Cassirer, Kant's life and thought, trans. J. Haden and introd. S. 
Korner (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 85. . 

19 F. Rosenzweig, The star of redemption, trans. W. W. Hallo (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p. 23. 

20 B. Croce, What is living and what is dead of the philosophy of Hegel, trans. D. 
Ainslie (London: Macmillan, 1915), p. 6. 

21 Q. Lauer, S.J. 'Hegel's negative theology', Journal of Dharma: An International 
Quarterly of World Religions, 6 (1981), p. 47. 

22 Derrida, Writing, p. 87; G. Spivak, 'Translator's preface' to Of grammatology, 
p. Ixxviii; J. 0. Crossan, Cliffs of fall, p. 11. 
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parallels are illusory. z3 Whilst there has been no sustained dis
cussion of the problem, the most persistent and provocative 
contribution to the debate has come from John Dominic Crossan. 

We noted Crossan's first formulation that 'what Derrida is 
saying leads straight into a contemporary retrieval of negative 
theology', and of particular importance is his gloss upon this 
remark: a negative theology, it turns out, is 'a theology articulat
ing itself by a philosophy of absence'. 24 The main obstacle 
Crossan has to face here is Derrida himself, especially a familiar 
passage from 'Differance' which I quote in extenso: 

the detours, locutions, and syntax in which I will often have to 
take recourse will resemble those of negative theology, occa
sionally even to the point of being indistinguishable from 
negative theology. Already we have had to delineate that 
differance is not, does not exist, is not a present-being (on) in any 
form; and we will be led to delineate also everything that it is 
not, that is, everything; and consequently that it has neither 
existence nor essence. It derives from no category of being, 
whether present or absent. And yet those aspects of differance 
which are thereby delineated are not theological, not even in 
the order of the most negative of negative theologies, which 
are always concerned with disengaging a superessentiality 
beyond the finite categories of essence and existence, that is, of 
presence, and always hastening to recall that God is refused 
the predicate of existence, only in order to acknowledge his 
superior, inconceivable, and ineffable mode of being. Such a 
development is not in question here, and this will be con
firmed progressively. Differance is not only irreducible to any 
ontological or theological - onto-theological - reappropriation, 
but as the very opening of the space in which ontotheology
philosophy - produces its system and its history, it includes 
onto-theology, inscribing it and exceeding it without return.is 

So deconstruction is neither a negative theology nor a philosophy 
of absence: a point which Derrida has been at pains to stress in a 

23 Mikel Dufrenne, Le poetique, p. 21£. G. Hartman, Saving the text, p. 7. S. 
Handelman, 'Jacques Derrida and the heretic hemeneutic', in Displacement, 
ed. M. Krupnick, passim. P. Ricreur, 'A response', Biblical Research, 24125, p. 
74. H. Meschonnic, Le signe et le poeme, p. 403. 

24 J. D. Crossan, Cliffs of fall, p. 11. This chapter of Crossan's book first appeared 
as 'Paradox gives rise to metaphor: Paul Ricreur's hermeneutics and the 
parables of Jesus', Biblical Research, 24125 (1979--80). 

25 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 6. Cf. Derrida's other remarks on negative 
theology in Derrida and difference, pp. 4, 130, 132. 
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recent essay, 'Comment ne pas parler' .26 This point allows us to 
see the root of Crossan's difficulty in associating negative theol
ogy with deconstruction. It is this: Crossan assumes that the 
distinction between positive theology and negative theology 
converges with that between a philosophy of presence and a 
philosophy of absence. And upon this model, negative theology 
- far from having a rapport with deconstruction, as Crossan 
would wish - will always be open to deconstruction. 

In a subsequent essay Crossan refines his position, observing 
that 'there can certainly be little communication between Derrida 
and negative theology if that is conceived as a simple alternative 
strategy within onto-theology' .27 This is a decisive move; unfor
tunately, though, Crossan does not indicate how we are to 
re-think negative theology. Finally, in a further essay, he comes 
to the brink of a solution: 'Derrida's thematics of absence could 
be extremely important for negative theology. But even more 
important would be the thought of difference for that theology 
which is neither positive nor negative but paradoxical'. 2s What 
prevents Crossan from actually finding a solution is, once more, 
his insistence upon construing positive theology and negative 
theology along the lines of presence and absence. The distinc
tion at issue is, rather, between presence and representation. 
Derrida does not maintain that presence is a modification of 
absence but that presence is always already a representation. 
Similarly, the negative theologian is not so much concerned with 
the existential problem of God's absence as with the double bind 
that God imposes upon man: Represent me, but on no account 
represent me. 

It may be worth spelling this out. Representation is usually 
thought as derived from presence, but when the distinction 
between presence and representation is deconstructed we must 
think representation otherwise, as that from which presence is 
derived. We see here the workings of the familiar distinction 
between a marginal element's phenomenal and transcendental 
senses: as phenomenon, representation is within the realm of 

26 See Derrida, 'Comment ne pas parler: denegations', in Psyche, pp. 537-45. 
Unfortunately this essay appeared only just as this book was in press and I 
am therefore unable to discuss it in the detail it deserves. 

27 Crossan, 'Difference and divinity', in Derrida and biblical studies, p. 38. 
28 Crossan, 'Stages in imagination', in The archeology of the imagination. Journal of 

the American Academy of Religion Studies, 48 (1981), ed. C. Winquist, p. 59 
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presence, but as transcendental it is outside that realm because it 
is the condition of possibility for that realm. In other words, we 
do not need a third theology, one neither positive nor negative
a theology of paradox - for negative theology, properly under
stood, is that theology: a discourse which works at once inside 
and outside onto-theology, submitting its images of God to 
deconstruction. My position is not that deconstruction is a form 
of negative theology but that negative theology is a form of 
deconstruction. 

One point which is liable to introduce unnecessary difficulties 
into the discussion is the view that Derrida speaks of differance in 
a language which recalls how negative theologians write of God. 
Responding to Derrida's description of differance as 'the struc
tured and differing origin of differences', Mark C. Taylor 
observes, 'This is a remarkable formulation, for it suggests a 
striking similarity between Derridean differance and what theo
logians have traditionally called "God"'. 29 Derrida warns us that 
'the detours, locutions, and syntax' he must adopt in talking of 
differance 'will resemble those of negative theology, occasionally 
even to the point of being indistinguishable from negative theol
ogy'. 30 And this prompts Crossan to ask, 'Why, then, are the 
syntactics so similar if the semantics are so different?'31 The 
similarity between the discourses answers to the fact that in each 
case its subject is ineffable; and we may answer Crossan's ques
tion by distinguishing between ineffability as a consequence of 
the subject being transcendent and because of the subject being 
transcendental. If God is understood as transcending the 
phenomenal world, one cannot hope to describe Him because 
language is restricted in its scope to the realm of the phenome
nal. Similarly, if differance enables concepts to emerge it cannot 
be described adequately by concepts. 

It may be objected that while the God of onto-theology is 
transcendent He also fulfils a transcendental role. And this is 
surely correct. God is absolutely in and for Himself, and thus 
transcendent, and is also an absolute ground, and in that sense 
transcendental. But we must recall the distinction between 'tran
scendental ground' and 'transcendental': God is understood to 

29 Taylor, Deconstructing theology, p. 99. 
30 Derrida, Margins of philosophy, p. 6. 
31 Crossan, 'Difference and divinity', p. 39. 
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constitute a transcendental ground because He is pure self
presence; but differance is transcendental yet cannot constitute a 
ground because it must always differ from itself. The apparent 
similarity of the theological and grammatological vocabularies 
betrays a fundamental difference. The God of onto-theology 
reveals that He is yet conceals what He is; the play of differance is 
revealed in the phenomenal differing and deferring of meaning 
yet is concealed at the level of the transcendental, not because it 
is inaccessible but because there is no independent transcend
ental realm. 

This last point needs to be teased out a little. We can say that 
differance originates at the level of the phenomenal text because 
prior to writing there is no differance: it is not a transcendental 
principle which could theoretically be articulated in a world 
without phenomena. However, Derrida argues that meta
physics presupposes a generalised version of the difference it 
systematically devalues. This is difterance in its transcendental 
sense; and because it is a condition of possibility it is also a·n 
origin. Strictly speaking, differance is constituted by a doubled 
origin, at once phenomenal and transcendental. The tran
scendental is implied by the phenomenal, and the phenomenal 
turns out to be conditioned by the transcendental. This is what 
Derrida means by describing differance as 'the structured and 
differing origin of differences'. 

The ineffability that concerns the theologian differs, then, 
from the ineffability that perplexes the deconstructionist. 
Having reached this point, we can weigh Derrida's views on 
mysticism and negative theology. Whilst it has become an idee 
refue of much contemporary discussion of mysticism to remove 
mysticism from the operations of reason - to argue, as Rudolph 
Otto does, that the experience of the holy is fundamentally 
non-rationaP2 - Derrida locates a complicity between 'ration
alism and mysticism'. 33 This puzzling association is not to be 
confused with Harnack's definition of mysticism as 'nothing else 
than rationalism applied to a sphere above reason' nor with 
Inge's polemic revision of this definition in which mysticism is 
characterised as 'reason applied to a sphere above rationali-

32 Rudolf Otto, The idea of the holy, trans. J. W. Harvey (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1971), Ch. 1. 

33 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 80. 
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sm'. 34 Whereas Harnack and Inge at least agree that there is a 
marked difference between philosophy and mysticism, Derrida 
suggests that both may serve the same obscure end. This 
immediately places Derrida at odds with the common view 
whereby mysticism is the other of philosophy. There are, to be 
sure, traces of this view throughout the history of philosophy; 
but its point of maximum force is first felt in Kant and variously 
drawn out by neo-Kantianism. This relation between philosophy 
and mysticism will pass under review in the following chapters, 
and we can best prepare ourselves for this inquiry by probing 
Derrida's reasons for assimilating mysticism to philosophy. 

Although he names Meister Eckhart, and while he often has 
Pseudo-Dionysius in mind when evoking negative theology (he 
characterises the God of negative theology as a 'superessential
ity'), Derrida is not especially interested in mystical texts. The 
recent essay 'Comment ne pas parler' is something of an excep
tion, yet even here he is more concerned to justify and clarify his 
earlier, occasional remarks on negative theology than to explore 
the texts of Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister Eckhart in any detail. 
Apart from his heuristic assumptions, such as that all meta
physics addresses presence, Derrida's general statements are 
usually rooted in readings of particular texts; and he is con
cerned to find texts which have been systematically relegated to 
the margins of philosophy - as mystical texts certainly have. 
What attracts Derrida, however, is the distinction between phil
osophy and mysticism, especially when it is drawn along the 
lines of metaphysics and non-metaphysics. Derrida's move, here 
as elsewhere, is to show that what seems free of metaphysics is 
in fact already indebted to it. Thus the mystic's characteristic 
claims to enjoy immediate experience of God, to hear God's 
voice, and to pass beyond the confines of human concepts, are 
metaphysical in that they value immediacy over mediation, 
speech over writing. In fine, Derrida's moves against mysticism 
are all programmatic and - perhaps because of this - often 
phrased too briefly to be of much moment. 

Derrida's remarks upon negative theology, however, are far 
more pressing. For while they are often dogmatic, they also 
show signs of a certain unease. The dogmatism is explained by 
Derrida's perfectly legitimate desire to establish that his dis-

34 W.R. Inge, Christian mysticism (1899; rpt. London: Methuen and Co., 1948), 
p. 21. 
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course is not a negative theology, while the unease perhaps 
answers to his anxiety that negative theology be seen, as in my 
view it should be, as a deconstructive discourse. What, then, 
does Derrida say about negative theology? Writing of Pseudo
Dionysius, Meister Eckhart or even Georges Bataille, Derrida has 
the one theme: 'The negative movement of the discourse on God 
is only a phase of positive ontotheology. '35 Negative theology, 
he holds, may be recuperated by positive theology, since both 
ultimately posit 'a "superessentiality"; beyond the categories of 
meaning, a supreme being and an indestructible meaning'. 36 

How persuasive are these assessments of mysticism and nega
tive theology? It is possible to adduce a wealth of evidence in 
favour of the view that many mystics remain complicit with 
Platonism and hence with metaphysics. Consider St Teresa of 
Avila. Writing of an experience in which Christ changes the 
cross of a rosary into four large stones, St Teresa comments that 
they were 'much more precious than diamonds - incomparably 
more so, for it is impossible, of course, to make comparisons 
with what is supernatural, and diamonds seem imperfect 
counterfeits beside the precious stones which I saw in that 
vision' .37 Similarly, in her vision of hell St Teresa tells us that the 
pictorial and verbal re"presentation of the suffering of the 
damned 'is like a picture set against reality'. 38 Whatever else is 
happening in these passages, it is evident that St Teresa is 
positing a hierarchy of presence over representation and is doing 
so in an overt Platonic manner. Given that St Teresa feels herself 
unable to communicate her experience of Christ's presence, her 
comparisons cause her some anxiety. According to the theology 
to which St Teresa subscribes, there is only one way in which her 
comparisons can be validated, and that is if they are confirmed 
by Christ. It must be Christ because only He is both the full 
presence of God and the representation of God in human form. 
And this is exactly what happens in St Teresa's narrative of her 
mystical experiences: after pondering the validity of one of her 
images of God, Christ answers her by saying 'The comparison 
thou hast made is a good one'.39 St Teresa's experiences may or 

35 Derrida, Writing, p.337, n.37. 
36 Derrida, Writing, p. 271. Derrida continues to argue the same line in 

'Comment ne pas parler'. 
37 St Teresa of Avila, The life of the Holy Mother Teresa of Jesus, in The complete 

works of St Teresa of Jesus, trans. E. Allison Peers (London: Sheed and Ward, 
1978), Ch. XXIX, p. 190. 

38 St Teresa, Life, Ch. XXXII, p. 217. 39 St Teresa, Life, Ch. XXXIX, p. 289. 
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may not be of a metaphysical state of affairs, but her account of 
them is surely metaphysical. 

One could find similar evidence to. argue that the various 
treatises of St John of the Cross are metaphysical, at least in part. 
But we need not labour the point: it may well be that a mystic's 
testimony is metaphysical, but this is not to say that it is simply 
metaphysical.· There may be elements in his or her discourse 
which call metaphysical claims into question. With this in mind, 
let us describe the model of negative theology which Derrida 
assumes. The Thomist and Hegelian models present themselves 
as starting points, so I shalJ take them, very briefly, one at a time. 

I have already distinguished between the main ways in which 
one can know God. In positive theology God is known in His 
effects, while in negative theology one gains 'knowledge' of God 
by successively abstracting God from images of Him. The one 
assumes a movement from presence to representation, the other 
a movement from representations to presence (or, perhaps more 
accurately, to that which is otherwise than presence). There is, 
however, a third position - the way of eminence, or analogical 
theology; it was developed by Celsus and Albinus, but our inter
est is in St Thomas's adaptation and refinement of it. St Thomas 
develops this position when answering the question, Can we say 
anything literally about God? On the one hand, he says, it seems 
as though no word can be used literally of God, for every predi
cate we apply to God is drawn from our discourse on creatures, 
and so can only be used metaphorically of God. On the other 
hand, St Thomas is committed to the view that there are propo
sitions which are literally true of God, such as, for example, that 
God is both trinity and unity. His solution is as follows: 

We have to consider two things, therefore, in the words we use 
to attribute perfections to God, firstly the perfections them
selves that are signified - goodness, life and the like - and 
secondly the way in which they are signified. So far as the per
fections signified are concerned the words are used literally of 
God, and in fact more appropriately than they are used of 
creatures, for these perfections belong primarily to God and 
only secondarily to others. But so far as the way of signifying 
these perfections is concerned the words are used inappro
priately, for they have a way of signifying that is appropriate to 
creatures. 40 

4-0 Aquinas, Summa tht•ologicr Ia Q.13 art. 3. 

190 



Derrida and mysticism 

St Thomas is referring here to proper predicates, those which 
signify the transcendental properties of being such as unity, 
truth, goodness and beauty. Excluded from consideration are all 
those improper predicates which specify the various perfections 
of each created species; these can only ever be applied to God in 
a metaphorical manner. With the scope of St Thomas's remark in 
mind, we may isolate his central point: negations correspond 
only to the mode of signification, not to what is signified. But 
how does this square with Pseudo-Dionysius's remarks on nega
tion? St Thomas tells us that this is in fact what Pseudo
Dionysius meant: 'The reason why Dionysius says that such 
words are better denied of God is that what they signify does not 
belong to God in the way that they signify it, but in a higher 
way'. 41 For St Thomas, therefore, the transcendental properties 
of being belong eminently to God. If this is so, negative theology 
and positive theology work together in a dialectic; moreover, 
this dialectic has a positive accent, for it affirms that God is the 
highest value. For the moment we can bracket whether St 
Thomas' s distinction between positive theology and negative 
theology does indeed correspond to Pseudo-Dionysius's and 
turn, instead, to a second model of negative theology - that of 
Hegel. 

Why Hegel? I have said that both models of negative theology 
are dialectical. This is true, but negative theology for St Thomas 
is part of a closed dialectic - it corrects the anthropomorphisms 
inherent in positive theology and plays no further role - while 
negativity for Hegel plays a constitutive role. But does Hegel offer 
us a negative theology? Quentin Lauer thinks so, and he quotes 
in support of this view one of Hegel's most puzzling yet most 
often cited passages: 

The life of God and divine intelligence, then, can, if we like, be 
spoken of as love disporting with itself; but this idea falls into 
edification, and even sinks into insipidity, if it lacks the 
seriousness, the suffering, the patience, and the labour of the 
negative. Per se the divine life is no doubt undisturbed identity 
and oneness with itself, which finds no serious obstacle in 
otherness and estrangement, and none in the surmounting of 
this estrangement. But this 'per se' is abstract generality, 
where we abstract from its real nature, which consists in its 
being objective to itself, conscious of itself on its own account 

41 Aquinas, Summa theologi;e Ia Q.13 art. 3. My emphasis. 
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(fur sich zu sein); and where consequently we neglect altogether 
the self-movement which is the formal character of its 
activity. 42 

To place this passage in its historical context, Hegel is arguing 
here against Schelling's notion of God as an undifferentiated 
Absolute. Considered as a pure abstraction, without regard for 
its inner workings, the Absolute appears to be a natural self
identity. But far from being an abstraction, the Absolute, for 
Hegel, is what is; and actual reality is differentiated, so the 
Absolute must contain difference and negativity within itself. As 
Hegel says elsewhere, the nature of the Absolute 'is to differen
tiate itself within itself, and thus to preserve within itself the 
element of difference, but yet to do this in such a way as not to 
disturb the universality which is also there. Here universality [or 
the Absolute] is something which has this element of difference 
within itself, and is in harmony with itself .'43 

It is crucial to recognise that in Hegel's understanding God is 
driven by His nature to posit that which is other than Himself. 
And as we saw in our discussion of Hegel's account of the Fall, 
this self-estrangement is repeated in man: 'the step into oppo
sition, the awakening of consciousness, follows from the very 
nature of man'. 44 We know that for Hegel philosophy is the 
tracing of the dialectic, and that as the dialectic is nothing other 
than an itinerarium mentis in deum, philosophy is theology. We 
know too that the forward movement of the dialectic is given by 
the negativity in God and consequently in man: the dialectic 
proceeds by successively negating what is inadequate in a form 
of knowing. So there is a sense in which we may rightly call 
Hegel's philosophy a negative theology; and this, in short, is 
Lauer's thesis. 

Quite clearly, Lauer's sense of 'negative theology' does not 
correspond to my own use of the term. Moreover, Hegel would 
reject the sense I have given to 'negative theology'. 45 For in my 
view negative theology seeks to guarantee that human speech 
about God is in fact about God and not a concept of God. This 

42 Lauer's translation, 'Hegel's negative theology', p. 47. 
43 Hegel, Lectures on the philosophy of religion, trans. R.B. Spiers, Vol. III, p. 9. 
44 Hegel, Logic, p. 43. 
45 The same case is argued, at length, by R. Williamson, 'The mystery of god 

[sic] in Hegel's philosophy', in The via negativa (Prudentia, Supplementary 
Number 1981), eds. D. W. Dockri11 and R. Mortley, pp. 107, 114. 
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implies that there is, in principle, something which man cannot 
know about God, and it is this position against which Hegel's 
entire project is directed: a perfectly adequate account of what 
God is in and for Himself, Hegel would argue, is already given in 
his Encyclopcedia. I develop the Hegelian model of negative theol
ogy, however, not in order to promote it as true but because it is 
needed to clarify Derrida's idea of negative theology. To this 
end, we may observe that, different though they are, the 
Thomist and Hegelian models of negative theology share a 
fundamental similarity: in each case, the negative moment of 
theology is subdued to the positive moment. We have already 
seen that Derrida's main objection to linking deconstruction and 
negative theology is that 'The negative movement of the dis
course on God is only a phase of positive ontotheology'. 46 I 
would suggest that Derrida's conception of negative theology is 
circumscribed by either or both the Thomist and Hegelian 
models; and that these models supervene even when his 
remarks are based upon Pseudo-Dionysius or Meister Eckhart. 
Derrida assumes the Thomist reading of Pseudo-Dionysius and 
the Hegelian reading of Meister Eckhart. That is, Derrida always 
regards negative theology as part of a dialectic with positive 
theology. 

One place where Derrida argues that negative theology 
remains in fee to positive theology is in his reading of Bataille' s 
reading of Hegel. Derrida distinguishes Bataille' s a theology from 
negative theology: 'Even in its discourse, which already must be 
distinguished from sovereign affirmation, this atheology does 
not, however, proceed along the lines of negative theology; lines 
that could not fail to fascinate Bataille, but which, perhaps, still 
reserved, beyond all the rejected predicates, and even "beyond 
being", a "superessentiality''; beyond the categories of beings, a 
supreme being and an indestructible meaning'. 47 Bataille devel
ops this position (or, better, non-position) by locating the blind 
spot in Hegel's discourse, the point of radical negativity or 
no·n-reserve which cannot be designated as positivity or nega
tivity within the Hegelian system. Thus Hegel's theology is held 
to be conditioned by an atheology. Derrida, in turn, isolates the 

46 Derrida, Writing, p. 337, n. 37. 
47 Derrida, Writing, p. 271. Bataille titles volurnes five and six of his Oeuvres 

completes (Paris: Gallimard, 1973) 'La somme atheologique'. 
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blind spot of Bataille's reading of Hegel, the place where 
Bataille's transgression of the Hegelian system presupposes that 
system. In my turn I wish to draw attention to the blind spot in 
Derrida's account of negative theology, and I shall do this by 
reference to his reading of Bataille on Hegel. 

3 From a restricted to a general economy 

'He did not know to what extent he was right', he had no idea 
'with what exactitude he described the movement of Nega
tivity'. 48 Bataille refers here to two passages, one of which I have 
already discussed, namely Hegel's remarks in the preface to the 
Phenomenology upon 'the labour of the negative'. Hegel is right, 
Bataille argues, to take negativity as fundamental to the dialectic; 
but in the preface Hegel restricts negativity to the narrow 
compass ·of seriousness, suffering, patience and labour, to the 
secure realm of history and meaning, and thus negativity is 
always recuperated in advance by positivity. Here Hegel is blind 
to what he has already written in the body of the Phenomenology, 
the sovereignty of the negative in the form of death. Hegel's 
insight occurs in the parable of the Lord and Bondsman. We 
enter the story half-way through with Hegel talking of the lord 
and ~aster's independent - and therefore limited - conscious
ness: 

Still, it does in fact contain within itself this truth of pure 
negativity and self-existence, because it has experienced this 
reality within it. For this consciousness was not in peril and 
fear for this element or that, nor for this or that moment of 
time, it was afraid for its entire being; it felt the fear of death, 
the sovereign master. It has been in that experience melted to 
its inmost soul, has trembled throughout its every fibre, and all 
that was fixed and steadfast has quaked within it. This com
plete perturbation of its entire substance, this absolute disso
lution of all its stability into fluent continuity, is, however, the 
simple, ultimate nature of self-consciousness, absolute nega
tivity, pure self-referent existence, which consequently is 
involved in this type of consciousness. 49 

In this description of consciousness risking its life in order to 
gain freedom, we see Hegel almost coming to an understanding 

48 Quoted by Derrida, Writing, p. 260 from Georges Bataille, Hegel, la mort et le 
sacrifice, p. 36. 

49 Hegel, The phenomenology of mind, p. 237. 
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of the true scope of negativity. Yet even here negativity is 
perceived as constructive work. Bataille again: 'Hegel, elabo
rating the philosophy of work (it is the Knecht, the freed bonds
man, the worker, who in the Phenomenology becomes God) sup
pressed chance- and laughter' .50 What Hegel overlooks, Bataille 
contends, is a kind of radical negativity which resists conversion 
into positivity; and Bataille takes potlatch as a representative 
instance of this radical negativity. 

Marcel Mauss's discussion of potlatch amongst the Tlingit, the 
Haida, the Tsimshian, and other people of the northwestern 
coast of North America, is well known. 51 A community may 
make a large gift of various goods to a rival community with the 
intention of humiliating the recipients; in order to overcome this 
shame, the recipients must respond with a larger gift. Humili
ation can also be aroused, however, by a community or its 
representative being seen to destroy accumulated wealth; and 
the only acceptable way of saving face is to raze more of one's 
own property and possessions. Quite clearly, Bataille is not 
drawing attention to Hegel's ignorance of this particular social 
practice; it is the principle which is pertinent. 'As a game, potlatch 
is the opposite of a princ!ple of conservation', Bataille observes; 
'At no time does a fortune serve to shelter its owner from need. On 
the contrary, it functionally remains - as does its possessor - at 
the merC1J of a need for limitless loss'. 52 The Hegelian dialectic works 
with a restricted economy- Hegel speculates only with the hope 
of making a return on his conceptual layout: the Aufhebung 
advances us towards absolute knowledge - and remains blind to 
all that is excessive and transgressive in negativity: chance, 
eroticism, laughter, sacrifice, play. 

Bataille proposes a displacement of the Hegelian system. 
Negativity will no longer be recuperated by positivity: there will 
be a transgressive overflow which will remain negative. This 
view seems entirely coherent from a distance, but upon closer 
inspection it resolves into distinct positions. Bataille wishes to 
push the Hegelian dialectic as far as it will go: whereas a limited 

50 Bataille, Le coupable, in Oeuvres completes, Vol. V (Paris: Gallirnard, 1973), p. 
341. 

51 See Marcel Mauss, The gift, trans. I. Cunnison (New York: Norton, 1967}. 
52 Bataille, Visions of excess, ed. and introd. A. Stoekl, trans. A. Stoekl, C.R. 

Lovitt and D.M: Leslie, Jr. Theory and History of Literature, Vol. 14 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), pp. 122-23. 
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negativity of work is sublated with Hegel, a radical negativity of 
eroticism, laughter and sacrifice is embraced by Bataille. Yet 
Bataille recognises that the unlimited loss which characterises 
radical negativity does serve a need; in providing an outlet for 
excess energy it paradoxically helps to preserve norms. 53 In this 
sense, excess and transgression turn out to be yet one more ruse 
of the dialectic. Bataille remains Hegelian even as he trans
gresses the Hegelian system. Derrida nicely captures this double 
movement of subversion and reversion in the subtitle to his 
essay on Bataille, 'an Hegelianism without reserve', meaning 
both 'an Hegelianism without reserve funds' and 'an unqualified 
commitment to Hegelianism'. 

Upon Bataille's account, Hegel's insight into negativity is 
directly related to his blindness with regards to the scope of 
negativity; but on Derrida's reading, Bataille's insight into Hegel 
is itself related to a similar blindness. Derrida sees Bataille as 
working towards deconstruction in recognising that the Hegel
ian dialectic excludes play and chance; and, following from this, 
in drawing a distinction between a restricted and a general 
economy. Bataille's reading of Hegel is exemplary, then, in that 
it displaces the dialectic and situates it in a new configuration of 
concepts governed by a re-interpretation of Hegel's own notion 
of absolute negativity in terms of chance, eroticism, laughter, 
sacrifice and play. Through his analyses of these various 
instances of transgression and excess, Bataille maintains that 
unlimited loss is prior to conservation, or - in his vocabulary -
that general economy is structurally prior to restricted economy. 
However it is instantiated, the principle of unlimited loss con
firms the structural stability of a society; but for Bataille it does so 
only as a phenomenal supplement, as a social particular which is 
simultaneously excluded and required. And upon Derrida's 
reading, this is where Bataille remains blind to the scope of 
negativity. 

What Bataille fails to think through is the relation between that 
which is excluded by the Hegelian dialectic and the enabling 

53 Thus Bataille remarks, 'But a transgression is not the same as a back-to-nature 
movement; it suspends a taboo without suppressing it' then notes, 'There is 
no need to stress the Hegelian nature of this operation which corresponds 
with the dialectic phrase described by the untranslatable German 'aufheben': 
transcending without suppressing.' Bataille, Death and sensuality (New York: 
Walker and Co., 1962), p. 36. 
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condition of that dialectic. Bataille overturns Hegel's valuing of 
conservation over loss, work over play, by attending to the 
structural role played by the supplements of play; but in not 
questioning the structurality of that structure, he allows his 
critique to be gathered back into the dialectic. For although a 
supplement adds itself as a surplus, appearing to work for 
completeness, it is always unequal to the task. That which 
requires supplementation already has within it a trace of what 
the supplement brings: just as speech already harbours the 
difference which marks the supplement of script, so too labour is 
always already marked from within by play. Here is Derrida 
explicating Bataille on Hegel but already moving into position to 
question Bataille's idea of play: 

In interpreting negativity as labor, in betting for discourse, 
meaning, history, etc., Hegel has bet against play, against 
chance. He has blinded himself to the possibility of his own 
bet, to the fact that the conscientious suspension of play (for 
example, the passage through the certitude of oneself and 
through lordship as the independence of self-consciousness) 
was itself a phase of play; and to the fact that play includes the 
work of meaning or the meaning of work, and includes them 
not in terms of knowledge, but in terms of inscription: meaning is 
a function of play, is inscribed in a certain place in the con
figuration of a meaningless play. 54 

Implicit here, and later drawn out by way of archi-ecriture, is 
that play is always already doubled: it is both the supplement of 
phenomenal play and the transcendental play of difterance. 
Bataille may observe that 'In the world of play philosophy dis
integrates' ,55 but Derrida accuses Bataille of not thinking 'play' 
radically and thus allowing philosophy to be reintegrated by the 
dialectic. Whereas Bataille embraces the negativity of trans
gression and excess, at the level of the phenomenal eroticism, 
play and so forth, Derrida affirms these at both a phenomenal 
and a transcendental level. Differance at once accounts for the 
excess of textual meaning at the level of discourse and names the 
condition of possibility for meaning as such. Or in terms of 
supplementation, Bataille proposes the structural importance of 
excess while Derrida shows that the supplement of phenomenal 
excess leads us to recognise that the entire self-grounding dialec-

54 Derrida, Writing, p. 260. 55 Bataille, Death and sensuality, p. 275. 
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tic is inescapably bound up with groundless play. The sup
plement's excess goes beyond what Bataille imagines: it under
writes meaning and the dialectic which accounts for meaning. 

Let us step back for a moment and see Derrida's reading of 
Bataille in perspective. Derrida's analysis consists of two stages: 
after he retraces Bataille's distinction between restricted and 
general economies, he then supplies it with what it lacks, an 
account of the structurality of structure. This supplement is 
more than adequate to fill the gap in Bataille's reasoning, 
however, for the account of structurality Derrida provides 
exceeds what is required: it points to the implicit transcendental 
commitment of Bataille's phenomenal distinction. Bataille has 
already espoused play as negativity, but Derrida points out the 
extent of this commitment. 'The supplement', Derrida tells us 
elsewhere, 'can only respond to the nonlogical logic of a game. 
That game is the play of the world' .56 We can therefore distin
guish between two sorts of supplement and, accordingly, two 
sorts of negativity: the phenomenal, which works within a 
restricted economy and thus within metaphysics; and the tran
scendental, which defines a general economy and which ques
tions metaphysics. And as explained in part II, the phenomenal 
and the transcendental are mutually dependent, so restricted 
negativity will always involve general negativity, and vice versa. 

To return to the argument. Just as Bataille convicts Hegel of a 
blindness with regards to the scope of negativity, so too with 
Derrida on Bataille. Yet there is a sense in which Derrida also 
remains blind to the scope of negativity: not because there is 
anything more negative than the play of le supplement, but 
because Derrida fails to recognise that negative theology has 
deconstructive power. We are used to Derrida's insistence that 
negative theology always answers to positive onto-theology. 
Here, though, his remarks are guarded: 

Bataille's atheology is also an a-teleology and an aneschato
logy. Even in its discourse, which already must be distin
guished from sovereign affirmation, this atheology does not, 
however, proceed along the lines of negative theology; lines 
that could not fail to fascinate Bataille, but which, perhaps, still 
reserved, beyond all the rejected predicates, and even 'beyond 
being', a 'super-essentiality'; beyond the categories of being, a 

56 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 259. 
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supreme being and an indestructible meaning. Perhaps: for 
here we are touching upon the limits and the greatest audaci
ties of discourse in Western thought.57 

As the words 'superessentiality' and 'beyond being' suggest, 
Derrida has Pseudo-Dionysius in mind. However, it is equally 
clear that Derrida's reading of Pseudo-Dionysius is largely deter
mined by Aquinas's reading of that author. 

There is no reason to assimilate St Thomas's version of nega
tive theology to deconstruction, but does The mystical theology 
accord with St Thomas's interpretation? Textual evidence con
strains us to say no. Even The divine names, which is usually 
taken as the source of Pseudo-Dionysius' s positive theology, 
begins and ends by stating that negative theology is to be pre
ferred to positive theology. The text starts by telling us that 
positive theology is necessary but necessary only as a route to 
negative theology. The point of theology is to pass from 
knowing to unknowing, to attain 'that Union which exceeds our 
faculty, and exercise of discursive, and of intuitive reason'.ss In 
the middle of the text Pseudo-Dionysius reminds us of the 
superiority of negative theology, informing us that 'the Divinest 
Knowledge of God, the [sic] which is received through Un
knowing, is obtained in 'that communion which transcends the 
mind' .59 And the text concludes with Pseudo-Dionysius under
lining the point: 'we have given our preference to the Negative 
method'. 60 Rather than serving to correct positive theology, as St 
Thomas would have it, negative theology is argued to be correct 
in itself. 

But if negative theology is the correct way to talk of God it 
must be correct in a peculiar sense of the word. For negative 
theology is engendered only with respect to positive theology, 
and this would seem to grant priority to positive theology. The 
theologies are bound up with one another, as Pseudo-Dionysius 
remarks in his ninth letter: 

The theological tradition is double, being on the one hand, a 
tradition which is not expressed in words and which is mysti
cal and, on the other hand1 a tradition which makes manifest 

57 Derrida, Writing, p. 271. 
58 Dionysius, The divine names 1.i. 585B-588A (Rolt, p. 51). 
59 Dionysius, The divine names VII. iii. 872B (Rolt, p. 152). 
60 Dionysius, The divine names XIII. iii. 981 B (Rolt, p. 198). 
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and is better known. One is symbolic and aims at initiation; the 
other is philosophical and demonstrative. What is not said is 
woven together with what is said. One persuades and makes 
known the truth of what is said, the other fulfills and situates 
souls in qod through a mystical guidance which is not learned 
by teaching. 61 

So, the theologies are not separately developed. Despite Pseudo
Dionysius' s appeal to silence, negative theology is prized in The 
divine names, and positive theology is assumed in The mystical 
theology. The difference between the texts is a matter of empha
sis. But while negative theology may be superior to positive 
theology, we still have no definite idea as to their relationship. 
We cannot just deny St Thomas's point that negative theology 
confirms positive theology. There are passages throughout the 
Areopagitica which suggest that the progressive negations of 
negative theology serve to reveal and affirm God's preeminence 
- and these cannot be easily dismissed. 62 

John Jones is of assistance here. In his acute and timely com
mentary on The divine names and Mystical theology, he draws 
attention to a doubling within theology and negative theology: 

There is a double sense to negative theology. On the one hand, 
negative theology functions within affirmative theology or, 
more specifically, metaphysics to express the preeminence of 
the divine cause. Here, if you will, the negations are 'super 
affirmations'. On the other hand, negative theology provides 
the foundation for mystical unity with the divinity. Here nega
tive (mystical) theology denies all that is and all reference to 
beings and, by my interpretation, ultimately denies all affirma
tive theology and, hence, metaphysics. Negative (mystical) 
theology involves the ultimate denial of divine causality and 
preeminence. 63 

First of all, we can use this distinction to clarify what happens in 
St Thomas's account of negative theology. St Thomas contends 

61 Dionyius, Letter IX. 1106C-D. Quoted by J. D. Jones in his introduction to The 
divine names and mystical theology, p. 102. 

62 Consider, for example, ' ... that we may offer Him that transcends all things 
the praises of a transcendent hymnody, which we shall do by denying or 
removing aJI things that are like as men who, carving a statue out of marble, 
remove all the impediments that hinder the clear perceptive of the latent 
image and by this mere removal displace the hidden statue itself in its hidden 
beauty', Mystical theology II. 10258 (Rolt, p. 195). 

63 John D. Jones, trans. The divine names and mystical theology, p. 20, n.20. 
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that theology is characterised by its positive statements about 
God; negative theology is required only to draw attention to the 
imperfections in the predicates we attach to God. In the vocabu
lary we have developed, negative theology supplements positive 
theology; it comes to fill a lack in positive theology, a lack which 
results from the use of improper predicates. 

There is no difficulty in agreeing with Jones that negative 
theology, thus understood, is metaphysical. But we cannot agree 
that what he calls negative (mystical) theology provides us with 
an exit from metaphysics, as the denial of metaphysics is itself a 
metaphysical gesture. The relation between the two negative 
theologies is one of supplementarity. Negative theology is 
invoked to supply what is lacking within positive theology; 
however, in supplying what is needed the supplement supplants 
what calls for supplementation. Negative theology supplies 
positive theology with what it lacks: a guarantee that improper 
predicates can speak of God, not solely a human image of God. 
As soon as this occurs, though, attention is drawn to the 
distinction between the proper and the improper. Even the 
proper predicates which one ascribes to God in positive theology 
- that He is good, He is one and that He is truth, and so on - are 
seen to be improper and so require negation if they are to refer to 
God. Pseudo-Dionysius acknowledges this at the end of The 
mystical theology when the proper names of God are denied just as 
the improper names have been: 

nor does It belong to the category of non-existence or to that of 
existence; nor do existent beings know It as It actually is, nor 
does It know them as they actually are; nor can the reason 
attain to It to name It or to know It; nor is it [sic] darkness, nor is 
It light, or error, or truth; nor can any affirmation or negation 
apply to it [sic]; for while applying affirmations or negations to 
those orders of being that come next to It, we apply not unto It 
either affirmation or negation, inasmuch as It transcends all 
affirmation by being the perfect and unique Cause of all things, 
and transcends all negation by the pre-eminence of Its simple 
and absolute nature - free from every limitation and beyond 
them all.64 

So for Pseudo-Dionysius, negative theology is both within 
metaphysics, as a restricted economy, and outside it as a general 
economy. That is, negative theology plays a role within the 

64 Dionysius, The divine names and tlze mystical theology (trans. Rolt), p. 201. 
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phenomenon of positive theology but it also shows that positive 
theology is situated with regards to a radical negative theology 
which precedes it. In short, negative theology performs the 
deconstruction of positive theology. This description is impor
tant to us, for several reasons: it allows us to describe negative 
theology and its complex relations with positive theology with 
far more precision than has yet been available; it clarifies 'non
metaphysical theology', explains in what sense negative theol
ogy can be a non-metaphysical theology, and establishes the 
limits within which this description is accurate; and it 
demystifies certain descriptions of deconstruction as an atheolo
gical discourse: on the contrary, in some contexts it is theological 
discourse par excellence. 

It may be objected that even at the end of The mystical theology 
Pseudo-Dionysius makes positive statements about God; in 
chapter 5, God is still the transcendent 'superessentiality' 
addressed in chapter 2. And if this is so, we cannot rightly say 
that negative theology is a mode of deconstruction, since 
deconstruction is always directed against presence. While this 
objection is pressing when addressed to Rolt's translation, it is 
beside the point when one returns to the actual text of Pseudo
Dionysius. The word Rolt translates by 'superessential' is 
hyperousious. The English word, when used to describe God, 
suggests that God is the highest being, that He exists yet in a way 
which transcends finite beings. The Greek word, however, 
makes no such claim; indeed, the prefix 'hyper' has a negative 
rather than a positive force. To say that God is hyperousious is to 
deny that God is a being of any kind, even the highest or original 
being. As Jones remarks, Pseudo-Dionysius denies that God is a 
being and denies that God is be-ing (on). The divinity, he says, is 
'beyond be-ing beyond-beingly before aW or - to borrow Levinas' 
concise formulation - otherwise than being. 65 Given this, Derrida is 
wrong to say that negative theology reserves a supreme being 
beyond the categories of being. Just as 'sign' must be crossed out 
in the deconstruction of metaphysics, so too must 'God' in the 
deconstruction of positive theology. 66 The God of negative 
theology is transcendent in that He transcends being, all concep
tions of being as presence, as well as the categories of gender. 

65 Jones, p. 32, n. 64. Jones is referring to The divine names V. 8. 824B. 
66 J.-L. Marion, for example, crosses out 'Dieu' throughout Dieu sans l'etre. 
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The negative theologian uses language under erasure; and this, I 
think, gives us a better account of what happens in mystical 
discourse than has been done under the familiar rubric of 
'paradox'. 

This brings us to the end of our discussion of negative theology 
as supplement; but before we can conclude we must return, very 
briefly, to what I have called the economy of mysticism. We saw 
at the beginning of the chapter that allegory, negative theology 
and mystical experience are often taken to be mutually implica
tive. Since then, however, our discussion of supplementarity has 
put us in a position where we can explain more fully the working 
of this economy. The logic of the supplement begins to operate 
whenever we have an hierarchic distinction between an inside 
and an outside - just the situation we have with the economy of 
mysticism. Allegory, mystical experience and negative theology 
has each been held, often at the one time, to be essential to 
Christianity; however, they have also been recognised as threat
ening the original purity of the faith. 

The main argument against the orthodoxy of allegory rests on 
the claim that it is radically unhistorical whereas Christianity 
finds its meaning within history. Jean Danielou draws a line 
between the 'general tradition of the Church and the private 
interpretations of the Fathers' in terms of typology and 
allegory. 67 The distinction is nicely made by Woollcombe. 'Typo
logical exegesis is the search for linkages between events, 
persons or things within the historical framework of revelation', he 
writes, 'whereas allegorism is the search for a secondary and 
hidden meaning underlying the primary and obvious meaning 
of a narrative'. 68 There is, as he notes, no necessary connection 
between allegory and history; and, for Danielou, 'it is necessary 
to set up a rigorous distinction· between them, between what is 
authentically Christian and what is inherited from Philo and the 
pagans. 69 Allegory, claims Danielou, is capable of 'corrupting ... 

67 Jean Danielou, From shadows to reality (London: Burns and Oates, 1960), p. 149. 
68 K. }. Woolkombe, 'The Biblical origins and patristic development of typo

logy', in Essays on typology by G. W. H. Lampe and K. J. Woollcombe. Studies 
in Biblical Theology No. 22 (London: SCM Press, 1957), p. 40. 

69 Danielou, 'The problem of symbolism', Thought (New York), 25 (1950), p. 
435. 
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the whole nature of true typology'; it is 'a perpetual danger that 
menaces the symbolic interpretation of Scripture'; it is a 'dis
tortion' and 'entirely foreign to genuine tradition'. 70 

These oppositions between normality and abnormality, inter
iority and exteriority, purity and corruption, are also to be found 
in accounts of mystical experience. For Margaret Smith, mysti
cism is the 'most vital element in all true religion, rising up in 
revolt against cold formality and religious torpor'; Evelyn Under
hill agrees, remarking that mysticism represents 'in its intensive 
form the essential religious experience of man'; and Otto 
Pfleiderer also recognises mysticism as 'the religious life at its 
very heart and centre'. 71 Yet, as David Knowles remarks, mysti
cism is also frequently 'regarded as something abnormal and 
occasionally, if not wholly, "extraordinary"'; and Lossky com
ments how 'mysticism is frequently opposed to theology'. 72 In 
his influential Agape and eros, Anders Nygren argues that 
whereas the Agape motif defines true Christianity, mysticism 
derives from the Greek motif of Eros and is consequently outside 
the original purity of the faith, entering it only as a corrupting 
element. Interestingly enough, Nygren finds a link between the 
domestication of the Eros motif and the allegorical hermeneutic. 
'Thu& the conflict between Hellenistic piety and Christianity is 
settled for the Alexandrian theologians; Eros and Agape have 
come to terms', he writes, 'But the Eros motif retains the ascendency, 
for it is allowed to represent the deeper, spiritual meaning of Christian
ity'. 73 For Nygren, allegory and mysticism are inextricably link
ed, and alien to the spirit of Christianity. 

If both mysticism and the allegorical hermeneutic are thus 
associated and condemned as parasitical, the same is true of 
negative theology. 'Argument about the roots of negative theol
ogy is part of the old question: What is there common between 

70 The first two quotations are from Danielou's 'The problem of symbolism', p. 
438; the second two are from his 'The Fathers and the scriptures', Theology: A 
Monthly Ret1iew, 57 (1954), pp. 86, 88. 

71 Margaret Smith, An introduction to the history of mysticism (1930; rpt. 
Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1973), p. 3; E. Underhill, Mysticism (1911; rpt. New 
York: E.P. Dutton, 1961), p. vii of 1930 Preface; Otto Pfleiderer, Primitive 
Christianity, quoted by Smith, p. 3. 

72 David Knowles, What is mysticism? (London: Bums and Oates Ltd., 1967), 
p. 43; V. Lossky, The mystical theology of the eastern Church, p. 7. 

73 Anders Nygren, Agape and eros, trans. P.S. Watson (London: S.P.C.K., 1953), 
p. 353. 
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Athens and Jerusalem?' remarks Ardley. 74 Without the 'proper 
stance' of St Thomas's harmonising of negative and positive 
theology, he suggests, negative theology is 'in peril of drifting to 
disaster' and 'prey to aberrations'. 75 And here Ardley seems to 
have in mind the sort of accusations which have been levelled at 
Pseudo-Dionysius, that negative theology leads him to confuse 
Christ's person and nature. Allegory, mystical experience and 
negative theology are associated not because they are absolutely 
exterior to the faith but because they supplement it. Danielou 
does not dismiss allegory out of hand; he devalues it in com
parison with typology and suggests that it may serve to sup
plement the true interpretation of scripture. Similarly, Nygren 
does not seek to deny that certain persons have enjoyed mystical 
union with God; his point is that the Eros motif should remain 
marginal with respect to the Agape motif. And finally Ardley 
wishes to conserve negative theology but only as a supplement 
to positive theology. In each case the supplement is held to be 
limited, adequate to what it supplements. 

At stake in construing each of allegory, mysticism and nega
tive theology as a process of corruption, is the notion of an 
original purity, unique to Christianity and manifested in history. 
Each argument is directed at historical encroachments upon 
Christianity, and each assumes that there is an original, pure 
form of the faith that precedes the process of corruption. The 
situation is exactly parallel to that recorded in the Corpus hermeti
cum, the fear expressed by Hermes that 'there will be many who 
make philosophy [i.e. the Hermetic doctrine] hard to under
stand, and corrupt it with manifold speculations'. 76 And as the 
corruption of the Hermetic doctrine does not come entirely from 
outside but through the hermeneutic which preserved the doc
trine for the initiated whilst simultaneously concealing it from 
the uninitiated, so too the 'process of corruption' claimed to 
infect Christianity in its historical development can be seen to be 
grounded within the faith itself. To distinguish typology from 
allegory, true interpretation from false, and thereby to maintain 
the purity of the faith, it is necessary to draw a line between 

74 G. Ardley, 'From Greek philosophy to apophatic theology', in The via 
negativa, p. 135. 

75 Ardley, p. 142. 
76 W. Scott, ed. and trans., Hermetica (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1936), 

Vol. 1, p. 311. 

205 



The economy of mysticism 

them, to divide the inside from the outside. For Danielou, this 
line runs between the public and the private; typology, unlike 
allegory, 'expresses the inherent intelligibility of history' and is 
thus open to public inspection. 77 What makes history intelligible 
as a sequence of types, however, is revelation which, for 
Danielou, must be public and must originate outside history. 
That is, the inside - typology - depends for its constitution upon 
what comes from outside history; and since it is the allegorical 
hermeneutic which removes the meaning of scripture from 
history, typology depends upon that which also constitutes 
allegory. This does not mean that we cannot distinguish between 
typology and allegory; but it does mean that, if allegory is a 
process of corruption, it is not wholly external to typology. Once 
more, a restricted economy is underwritten by a general 
economy. 

77 Danielou, 'The conception of history in the Christian tradition', Journal of 
Religion, 30 (1950), p. 173. 
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71 Kant: mysticism and 
I parerga 

Introduction 

The previous d1apter identified and analysed a phenomenon 
\\rhich I called 'the economv of mvstidsm'. I ,,vas concerned there 

.! ,, 

to see in \vhat ways deconstruction could illuminate the work-
ings of mystical discourse. Rather than being a restricted 
economy framed by positive theology, negative theology is, I 
argued, also a general economy \·Vhich underwrites positive 
theology. At the beginning of my discussion, ho\veve~, I sug~
gested that deconstruction could clarify how negative theology 
\\rorks within philosophy; and this suggestion ansv~rers to a more 
commonly acknowledged framing of mysticisn1 as philosophy1s 
'other'. \A/ e could doubtless trace this framing of mysticism back 
past Russell and \Vittgenstein to Leibniz and indeed back to a 
certain layer of Plato's text; but I wish instead to examine the 
point at which the full force of this distinction is felt, and that 
requires us to d\veU upon the thougJ1t of Immanuel Kant. 

Our examination will proceed along tvlo lines, for we cannot 
discuss the distinction behveen philosophy and mysticism in 
any detail vvithout also considering the economy of 1nystkism. 
So far I have considered this economy at work in theological 
discourse; no\V / though_, l shall trace its more covert operations 
in Kant's philosophy. \tVhatever else it does, the Kantian tran
scendental consciousness performs a hermeneutic function of 
great force and consequence: it interprets representations 
according to its own rules, leaving the realm of presence outside 
hermeneutic inquiry. With respect to both philosophy and relig
ion this hermeneutic systematically relegates mystical experi
ence, as Kant conceives it_, to a marginal position. Yet this 
exclusion, I shall argue, has a peculiar effect upon Kant's system. 
In denying inystical experience Kant's hermeneutic simultane-
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ously leads him to affirm a mystical theology, in philosophy as 
well as religion. Derrida may tell us that negative theology 
travels 'through philosophical discourse as through a foreign 
medium', 1 but upon my reading Kant's philosophical discourse 
is a negative theology. If this is so, we may rightly say that the 
deconstruction of the Kantian philosophy is performed by that 
which Kant sets beyond philosophy, namely mysticism. 

Derrida has written several essays upon Kant, and in develop
ing my case I shall have recourse to his reading of Kant's remarks 
on frames and parerga. One of the issues which will direct our 
discussion, albeit from a distance, is a certain framing of Kant 
and Derrida, one I have already mentioned and one which will 
refine our view of the relation between philosophy and 
deconstruction. Rorty has argued that Derrida is suggesting 
'how things might look if we did not have Kantian philosophy 
built into the fabric of our intellectual life'. 2 On the contrary, 
Derrida contends that one cannot unravel the Kantian phil
osophy from this fabric. Our intellectual life is composed of a 
philosophical warp and a non-philosophical woof. What Derrida 
does, and does very effectively, is show how any given text is a 
fabrication, how its tension varies, how one can detect loose 
ends in even the smoothest production. Indeed, as we shall see, 
Derrida cannot entirely unravel the Kantianism in his own dis
course. 

1 Mysticism and the 'death of philosophy' 

From his early attack on Swedenborg, Dreams of a spirit-seer, to 
the late Conflict of faculties, Kant remains constant in his strong 
condemnation of what he calls 'mysticism' (die Mystik). At no 
time, however, does he discuss or even allude to specific texts by 
Pseudo-Dionysius, the Cloud-author, Meister Eckhart, St Teresa 
of Avila, Jacob Bohme or, for that matter, any person who is 
taken to be a mystic; and it is possible that he had no first-hand 
knowledge of any of these writers. It is also unlikely that Kant 
had any direct acquaintance with the writings of the eastern 
mystics, although he sometimes has these in mind when 
addressing the subject. Our first task, therefore, is to work out 
what Kant understands mysticism to be. 

1 Derrida, Writing, p. 116. 2 Rorty, Consequences of pragmatism, p. 98. 
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Kant's most sharply focused description of mysticism is found 
in his Lectures on philosophical theology. 'We men know very little a 
priori, and have our senses to thank for nearly all our know
ledge', he begins. 3 He goes on to distinguish between man's 
knowledge and God's. God has no conceptus, only intuitus: so 
whereas God knows things as they are in themselves, modum 
noumenon, man can know things only as they appear to us, mod um 
phc:enomenon. After this brief rehearsal of the critical epistemo
logy, Kant turns his attention to mysticism: 

If we were to flatter ourselves so much as to claim that we 
know the modum noumenon, then we would have to be in 
community with God so as to participate immediately in the 
divine ideas, which are the authors of all things in themselves. 
To expect this in the present life is the business of mystics and 
theosophists. Thus arises the mystical self-annihilation of 
China, Tibet, and India, in which one is under the delusion 
that he will finally be dissolved in the Godhead. 4 

Upon Kant's understanding, the sine qua non of mysticism is 
immediate contact with God. Mysticism is therefore prone to 
two kinds of objections. First, the claim that one can enjoy an 
unmediated experience of God is epistemologically untenable. 
Experience, for Kant, involves a synthesis of sensible intuitions 
with the concepts of the understanding. And as the concepts 
necessarily mediate objects of experience, for human beings 
there can be no experience of immediate intellectual intuition. A 
'transcendental [ubersinnliche] experience', Kant insists, 'is 
impossible' because it is contradictory.s Second, Kant distrusts 
mysticism on moral grounds, fearing that the mystic may claim 
an individual privilege to act in a manner which would defy the 
moral law: this is the basis for his association of mysticism 
and fanaticism (Schwiirmerei). In short, he fears that mystical 
experience could be cognitively or morally significant. 

Kant's understanding of mysticism is both more narrow and 
more broad than is usual today. It is true that he distinguishes 
between gradations of mysticism: that which claims to know 
God, and that which claims to feel God's presence. All the same, 
Kant defines mystical experience in terms of immediacy, and 

3 Kant, Lectures on philosophical theology, p. 86. 4 Kant, Lectures, p. 86. 
5 Kant, Der Streit der philosophischen Fakultiit mit der theologischen, in Kant's Werke, 

ed. E. Cassirer et al. (Berlin: Bruno Cassirer, 1912-22), p. 358. 
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this is a long way from the finely discriminating taxonomy of 
mystical experience one finds in the writings of individual 
mystics. St Teresa, for instance, is positive that some mystical 
experiences occur when one is not enjoying immediate union 
with God. 'It should be noted', she writes, 'that we never, I 
think, see visions or hear these words when the soul is in union 
during an actual state of rapture, for then ... all the faculties are 
wholly lost, and at that time I do not believe there is any seeing, 
hearing or understanding at all'. 6 At the same time, Kant's 
notion of mysticism is wide enough to accommodate alchemy 
and occultism. If, as Kant proposes, we are to subsume theo
sophy under 'mysticism' it can only be on account of its adher
ence to something like the Neoplatonic theory of emanation. 
And while Swedenborg and others do seem to have believed 
that all reality is, in some sense, spiritual, this is far too lax a 
criterion by which to label them 'mystics'. We need a way of 
distinguishing between a claim that God has revealed Himself to 
someone and the claims which follow from adopting a philo
sophical system; and Kant does not offer this. 

So it may be that Kant's particular remarks upon mysticism are 
chiefly of historical curiosity. Yet the ways in which Kant frames 
mysticism have been decisive, in the post-Kantian reception of 
mysticism and in the determination of 'philosophy'. From the 
institution of philosophy as an autonomous academic subject in 
the Enlightenment to the latter half of the twentieth century, 
philosophers have shown little interest in the problems gener~ 
ated by the claims of mystics. It was common enough before 
Kant for philosophy to define itself against poetry or theology; 
but it is Kant who, more vividly than any before him, introduces 
mysticism to this role: 'supernatural communication' and 'mysti
cal illumination' become, for Kant, Lthe death of all philosophy'. 7 

What gives life to the mystic brings death to philosophy: such is 
the burden of Kantian philosophy. The fundamental distinctions 
which establish the critical philosophy - between knowing and 
thinking, cognition and intuition, work and Grace, the moral 
law and vision - also serve to distinguish philosophy from 
mysticism. The immediate clarity of the mystic's vision is thus to 

6 St Teresa, The life of the Holy Mother Teresa of Jesus in The complete works of St 
Teresa of Jesus, trans. E. Allison Peers Vol. 1, p. 158. All further references wi11 
be to this edition. 

7 Kant, Von einem neuerdings erhobenen vornehmen Ton, in Kant's Werke, Vol. 
VI, pp. 487, 495. 
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be opposed by a clarity of another kind which is revealed in and 
through a rigorous analysis of concepts, a logical enquiry into 
the scope and status of human knowledge, and, now more than 
was ever envisioned in the Enlightenment, an inspection of the 
connections between the structures of language and knowledge. 
By these means philosophers since Kant have established a 
discipline that can look outside its borders with an achieved 
confidence, folding what is outside into its own territory, 
expanding itself by means of the familiar formula 'the phil
osophy of x' where the unknown element can be replaced by 
almost any other area of enquiry. History, science, theology, 
psychology, law, and the many other areas that philosophy 
interrogates as a matter of course, share assumptions with phil
osophy, particularly a faith in the eminence of reason, which 
enables philosophy to bring them under its surveillance. 

Yet if the borders of philosophy are continually expanding, it 
is nonetheless true that mysticism represents philosophy's 
'other', a discourse (or, at any rate, a family of discourses) 
concerned with truth and reality but which repudiates philo
sophical method and which prizes certain experiences over 
reason and language. Whereas philosophy licenses itself as 
prosecutor and judge, mysticism appears closed to dialectical 
inspection. The mystic's vision finds expression in metaphors, 
hyperboles, oxymorons, prosopopoeia - in tropes of every kind 
-which are anathema to philosophical lucidity, and all the more 
alien to philosophy since the thought which gives rise to them 
seems anything but confused. Resisting attempts to be exclus
ively classified as 'literature', mystical texts often claim a special 
authority which stands at odds with that of philosophy and, at 
times, that of theology. Thus while the philosophy of religion 
has become a standard branch of philosophy, the description 
'philosophy of mysticism' is seldom used when discussing mys
tical experiences or mystical texts. Problems arising from mysti
cism are conventionally treated under the rubric of the phil
osophy of religion, as a species of problem rather than as a 
different kind. Indeed, for Kant 'the philosophy of mysticism' 
would be a contradiction. It would be nothing less than the 
philosophy of the death of philosophy. 

If philosophy and mysticism are to be distinguished in such a 
manner, how then is it possible for Kant to philosophise about 
mysticism? He draws another distinction, this time between 
religion and mysticism. It surely comes as no surprise to find 
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that Kant relegates anything which could be associated with 
mysticism - works of Grace, miracles, mysteries, and the means 
of Grace - to the status of parerga to religion properly regarded. 
In order to make sense of this move, we must become clear as to 
what Kant understands by 'parergon'. In The critique of judgement 
we are informed that a parergon is 'only an adjunct, and not an 
intrinsic constituent in the complete representation of the 
object', and that 'in augmenting the delight of taste [it] does so 
only by means of its form'. 8 Examples are then offered: 'Thus it is 
with the frames of pictures or the drapery on statues, or the 
colonnades of palaces'; and Kant is quick to point out that 
parerga - unlike what he calls finery - play some role, albeit 
limited, in the composition of the art work. 9 

It is Kant's latet remarks upon parerga in Religion within the 
limits of reason alone, however, which most concern us. His 
introductory observations on the matter are worth attention: 

This General Observation is the first of four which are appen
ded, one to each Book of this work, and which might bear the 
titles, (1) Works of Grace, (2) Miracles, (3) Mysteries, and (4) 
Means of Grace. These matters are, as it were, parerga to 
religion within the limits of pure reason; they do not belong 
within it but border upon it. Reason, conscious of her inability 
to satisfy her moral need, extends herself to high-flown [uber
schwenglich) ideas capable of supplying this lack, without, 
however, appropriating these ideas as an extension of her 
domain. Reason does not dispute the possibility or the reality 
of the objects of these ideas; she simply cannot adopt them into 
her maxims of thought and action.10 

So not everything which is beyond the scope of reasonable 
religion is a parergon to it: the four parerga answer to acknowl
edged moral needs. As is well known, the essence of religion for 
Kant is morality: 'Religion', he tells us elsewhere, 'is the recogni
tion of all duties as divine commands' .11 Also, while a parergon 

8 Kant, The critique of judgement, trans. J.C. Meredith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1952), Part I, p. 68. 

9 Kant, The critique of judgement, Part I, p. 68. 
10 Kant, Religion within the limits of reason alone, trans. T. M. Greene and H. H. 

Hudson with a new essay by J. R. Silber (New York: Harper and Row, 1960), 
pp. 47-48. 

11 Kant, Critique of practical reason and other writings in moral philosophy, trans. 
and ed. Lewis White Beck (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), 
p. 232. Also see Religion, p. 142. 
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is, as the word itself suggests, beside the work ( ergon) it nonethe
less maintains a rapport with the work. The relation between 
work and parergon does not admit a rigorous distinction 
between the essential and the accidental, or the inside and the 
outside. 

What we have, in sum, are four notions which are required for 
religion and morality yet which are, at the same time, beyond 
rational discussion. Dogmatic faith, Kant tells us, claims to know 
what is beyond the realm of pure reason, and consequently 
places its authority in jeopardy. On the other hand, the theory of 
parerga at once answers to the richness and complexity of relig
ious experience while removing from temptation all questions 
regarding the realm of the transcendent: it allows a space for 
faith, but for reflective faith. Just as the critical philosophy seeks 
to replace dogmatic metaphysics, so too reflective faith offers 
itself as a more circumspect and more honest replacement for 
dogmatic faith. Transcendental illusions arise from the nature of 
reason yet are exposed and limited by critique; similarly, the 
experiential illusions of faith which comprise mysticism arise 
from the nature of religious feeling and are kept at bay only by 
the critical theory of parerga. Not only will reflective faith protect 
us from unreasonable dogma, it will also enable us to avoid the 
manifold dangers of mysticism: 

As regards the damage resulting from these morally
transcendent ideas, when we seek to introduce them into 
religion, the consequences, listed in the order of the four 
classes named above, are: (1) [corresponding] to imagined 
inward experience (works of grace), [the consequence is] 
fanaticism; (2) to alleged external experience (miracles), super
stition; (3) to a supposed enlightening of the understanding 
with regard to the supernatural (mysteries), illumination, the 
illusion of the 'adepts'; (4) to hazardous attempts to operate 
upon the supernatural (means of grace), thaumaturgy - sheer 
aberrations of a reason going beyond its proper limits and that 
too for a purpose fancied to be moral (pleasing to God). 12 

To. protect ourselves from all this we need to have reflective 
faith; but what is it? 'Faith', Kant writes, 'is the moral attitude of 
reason in its assurance of the truth of what is beyond the reach of 
theoretical knowledge' .13 Thus there is an essential connection 

12 Kant, Religion, p. 48. 13 Kant, The critique of judgement, Part II, p. 145. 
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between faith and morality; moreover, faith is grounded in its 
moral specificity. In order to characterise this connection, 
though, we need to draw out a distinction occluded in the word 
'assurance'. For Kant elsewhere distinguishes between neces
sary belief, which is guaranteed by transcendental argument, 
and pragmatic belief. The latter works in the context of other 
possible conditions yet is sufficient to form the ground for 'the 
actual employment of means to certain actions' .14 

Both kinds of faith fall under the aegis of practical reason, 
since the only· way in which faith can become assertoric is to 
yield to the guidance of the moral law. Our belief in God as the 
moral author of the world is necessary, Kant contends, because 
only the existence of God could possibly underwrite our judge
ments and because there can be no exemption from judging. 
Quite plainly this sort of critical faith is not claimed by the 
mystic. Nor can he or she lay claim to pragmatic faith, Kant 
thinks, as this requires the weighing up of alternatives which is 
just what the mystic does not do. A doctor prescribing medicine 
for a patient in a critical condition relies upon pragmatic belief, 
but in this instance there is always the possibility that another 
doctor, called in for a second opinion, might propose a sounder 
diagnosis. When a mystic claims to have experienced the 
immediate presence of God, however, Kant thinks that the issue 
of alternatives cannot arise. And if this is so, the mystic has no 
moral grounds for belief or action and thus lapses into fanati
cism. The problem here, of course, is that there are cases when 
even someone familiar with a range of mystical experiences, 
such as St Teresa, considers the possibility that one may be 
misled in hearing supernatural locutions. One should not act 
upon a supernatural voice, she recommends, 'without taking the 
advice of a learned confessor ... even though one may under
stand the locutions better and better and it may become evident 
that they are of God'. ts 

Kant's general case against mysticism may show a contempt 
for (or even ignorance of) the particular case, but let us put this 
to one side and concentrate upon his framing of the situation 
which is, as we have seen, a discourse upon the frame. The 
parerga, recall, cannot be wholly eliminated from the system of 

14 Kant, Critique of pure reason, A 824/B 852. 
15 St Teresa, The interior castle, Vol. II, p. 283. 
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religion considered within the limits of reason alone: they 
supply a lack within that system. One of the things which 
recommends reflective faith is the honesty of admitting that 'if in 
the inscrutable realm of the supernatural there is something 
more than she [Reason] can explain to herself, which may yet be 
necessary as a complement to her moral insufficiency, this will 
be, even though unknown, available to her good will' .16 Kant 
expands upon this modesty of reason in The conflict of faculties: 

One can add to this, that faith in this complementation [Ergaen
zung: also 'supplementation'] is beatific, because it is only 
through this that he can summon up courage and a firm 
attitude toward a God-well-pleasing conduct (as the only pre
condition for the hope of blessedness), that he does not 
despair in the successful outcome of his end-goal (to be well 
pleasing to God). - But that he must know and must certainly 
be able to state, wherein the means of this compensation 
[Ersatzes: also 'replacement', 'restitution'} which in the end is 
still excessive (and, despite all that God Himself wants to have 
told us about it, is for us incomprehensible) consists.17 

Thus the parergon shares t~e same structure as the supplement: 
it supplies what is recognised as a lack within religion con
sidered within the limits of reason alone. It would be useful to 
explore this in more detail, focusing upon mystery, grace and 
revelation. 

One notices, first of all, that in each case there is a quantity of 
connection between what is within religion, as Kant under
stands it, and what is rendered marginal. Although Kant plainly 
regards works of Grace as incomprehensible, an aberration from 
the point of view of rational religion, he concedes that there is a 
morally legitimate form of Grace: 'if by nature ... is understood 

16 Kant, Religion, p. 48. 
17 Kant, Der Streit, p. 355. Cf. 'The thesis of the moral destiny of our nature, viz. 

that it is able only in an infinite progress to attain complete fitness to the 
moral law, is of great use, not merely for the present purpose of supplement
ing the impotence of speculative reason, but also with respect to religion', 
CritU,ue of practical reason, p. 226; also 'It may even be conceded that one is 
privileged to supplement this unavoidable lack by a permissible and wholly 
reasonable hypothesis to the effect that since wisdom, beneficence, etc., are 
displayed in all the parts offered to our more exact knowledge, it will be the 
same with the rest', p. 241. Kant also discusses the supplement in these terms 
in letters to J.C. Lavater, April 26, 1775 and some time after this date. See A. 
Zweig, ed. and trans., Kant: philosophical correspondence 1759-99 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1967), pp. 81-83. 
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the general capacity for accomplishing with one's own power a 
certain purpose, so is grace nothing more than the essence 
(Wesen) of man' .1s The same holds true for mysteries. Kant 
associates special mysteries with superstition and devalues them 
accordingly, yet allows place within rational religion for the 
mysteries of the divine call, atonement and election. And finally, 
while specific revelations are pushed to the borders, general 
revelation is contained within rational religion: 'God has indeed 
revealed His will through the moral law in us, but the causes due 
to which a free action on earth occurs or does not occur He has 
left in ... obscurity' .19 Kant is perfectly happy to consider these 
various parerga as supplements, but if his system is to work 
these must remain within a restricted economy, supplying a lack 
yet never supplanting the whole. 

But does his system work? We shall see if it does with regards 
to just one parergon - revelation. Kant allows that God reveals 
Himself in the moral law, and if this is so he cannot subscribe to a 
firm distinction between natural and revealed religion. It may be 
that God reveals Himself in ways other than through the moral 
law, but the only way in which we can be certain of not being 
deceived is by trusting the revelation that comes to us mediated 
by nature, that is, in the moral law. To use his own words, Kant 
is a 'pure rationalist', one who 'recognizes revelation, but asserts 
that to know and accept it as real is not a necessary requisite to 
religion'. 20 The immediate problem that arises here is how Kant 
can reconcile this with the institution of a revealed religion such 
as the one he professes to be true, Christianity. At first glance it 
would seem as though he must admit a special revelation and 
thereby place the moral law in jeopardy. In order to avoid this, 
Kant draws another distinction, between natural and learned 
religion. 'This distinction is very important', he assures us, 'for 
no inference regarding a religion's qualification or disquali
fication to be the universal religion of mankind can be drawn 
merely from its origin, whereas such an inference is possible 

18 Kant's negative remarks upon grace as parergon may be found in Religion, 
pp. 48-49 and p. 162. The partial assimilation of 'grace' and 'nature' is found 
in Der Streit, p. 43. I have used Carl A. Raschke's translation as found in his 
Moral action, God and history in the thought of Immanuel Kant, American 
Academy of Religion Dissertation Series, No. 5 (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars 
Press in conjunction with A.A.R., 1975), p. 168. 

19 Kant, Religion, p. 135. 20 Kant, Religion, p. 143. 
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from its capacity or incapacity for general dissemination, and it is 
this capacity which constitutes the essential character of that 
religion which ought to be binding upon every man' .21 

The true religion, Kant thinks, must be able to be accepted 
universally. And in order for a religion to be universal it must be 
capable of being disseminated. If this is so, however, the religion 
cannot be instituted purely and simply by a special revelation; 
since upon Kant's understanding a special revelation is ipso facto 
ineffable and cannot be communicated. The possibility of univer
sal communication depends upon that which is naturally 
common to all people and that is, of course, the moral law. This is 
Kant's solution: 

Such a religion, accordingly, can be natural, and at the same 
time revealed, when it is so constituted that men could and ought 
to have discovered it of themselves merely through the use of 
their reason, although they would not have come upon it so 
early, or over so wide an area, as is required. Hence a revelation 
thereof at a given time and in a given place might well be wise 
and very advantageous to the human race, in that, when once 
the religion thus introduced is here, and has been made known 
publicly, everyone can henceforth by himself and with his own 
reason convince himself of its truth. In this event the religion is 
objectively a natural religion, though subjectively one that has 
been revealed; hence it is really entitled to the former narne.22 

We know that Kant's epistemology is, at least in part, an 
answer to and displacement of Leibniz's strict distinction 
between truths of reason and truths of fact. Of moment here, 
though, is the theological consequence of this displacement, 
what happens when Leibniz's distinction is made in theology. 
This was Lessing's move when he insisted on a radical separation 
of events and truth: 'accidental truths of history can never 
become the proof of necessary truths of reason'. 23 Sympathetic as 
he is to Lessing' s distinction, Kant nonetheless manages to 
reconcile natural practical reason and supernatural revelation. 
The supplement of revelation takes place, it seems, at the origin 
of the Christian religion; it remains, however, secondary to the 
moral law. Speaking disparagingly of the Jewish faith, Kant 
argues as follows: 

21 Kant, Religion, p. 143. 22 Kant, Religion, pp. 143-44. 
23 H. Chadwick, ed. and trans., Lessing's theological writings (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1957), p. 53. Italics deleted. 
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when a religion of mere rites and observances has run its 
course, and when one based on the spirit and the truth (on the 
moral disposition} is to be established in its stead, it is wholly 
conformable to man's ordinary ways of thought, though not 
strictly necessary, for the historical introduction of the latter to 
be accompanied and, as it were, adorned by miracles, in order 
to announce the termination of the earlier religion, which 
without miracles would never have had any authority. Indeed, 
in order to win over the adherents of the older religion to the 
new, the new order is interpreted as the fulfilment, at last, of 
what was only prefigured in the older religion and has all 
along been the design of Providence. If this be so it is quite 
useless to debate those narratives or interpretations; the true 
religion, which in its time needed to be introduced through 
such expedients, is now here, and from now on is able to 
maintain itself on rational grounds. 24 

Whereas before we had just two categories to adjust - the 
natural and the supernatural - Kant now draws our attention to 
a third. Miracles may be admitted in the institution of true 
religion; the moral law, being universal, is necessary; and inter
pretation falls between the two. Just as judgement is found 
between understanding and reason, in a realm which is neither 
simply practical nor simply theoretical, so here interpretation is a 
middle ground between the natural and the supernatural, the 
necessary and the contingent. Furthermore, interpretation is 
viewed with a certain ambivalence by Kant. From one point of 
view, it is necessary if the Jews are to be convinced of Christian
ity's truth; from another, its necessity is merely historical and is 
to be replaced by the moral law. 

Essential yet dispensable, exterior yet in communication with 
an interior, interpretation has the structure of a parergon. 
Doubtless Kant needs this description, as his system requires 
that adherence to the moral law replace interpretation. A 
problem arises, though, for what is the moral reading of scrip
ture if not an interpretation? Kant can of course reply that it is 
the correct interpretation, and therefore not an interpretation in 
the sense which would make it a parergon. But a difficulty 
nonetheless remains. For when interpreting scripture we need 
to know what is within the text and what frames it from outside; 
however, if Kant tells us that the frame is a parergon, an exterior 

24 Kant, Religion, p. 79. 
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which helps to constitute an interior, the act of interpretation 
immediately becomes problematic. Rather than solving the 
problem of the institution of the true religion, interpretation 
seems to introduce complications which cannot be easily 
smoothed over. The problem seems to reside in Kant's herme
neutics, so let us examine this more closely. 

2 Kant's hermeneutics and negative theology 

The critical philosophy works with two interpretative con
straints, both of which appeal, in different ways, to the im
position of structure. In the first place, we have the interpreta
tive role of the transcendental consciousness; and we can best 
get into a position to discuss this by reconstituting Kant's 
account of the relation between consciousness, knowledge and 
interpretation. Knowledge can begin only with the appearing of 
a phenomenon in the pure forms of sensible intuition. Once 
presented, this manifold of sensible intuition is synthesised and 
schematised in an act of the imagination. Before we have know
ledge of a phenomenon, however, there must be both an indi
vidual consciousness and ~ guarantee that there is a relation 
between the represented manifold and an object. Both con
ditions can be met. The understanding supplies us with a 
concept of an object in general - that which is conceived as 
substance, perceived in relations of cause and effect, and so 
forth. We cannot pass from represented manifold to particular 
object without reference to consciousness, though, since there 
must be a constant unity of consciousness to accompany each 
represented manifold. Without this 'pure apperception', as Kant 
calls it, representations would be impossible or void of import. 
Yet in becoming conscious of objects, I also become conscious of 
myself as conscious of objects. Self-consciousness and in
tentional consciousness are therefore correlative for Kant. 
Indeed, unless there is a unity of pure apperception and repre
sentation there can be no knowledge. In other words, the unity 
of apperception is transcendental. 

The understanding, Kant tells us, is 'nothing but the faculty of 
combining a priori, and of bringing the manifold of given repre
sentations under the unity of apperception'. 2s Phenomena, 

25 Kant, Critique of pure reason, B 134. 
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therefore, are ultimately subject to the a priori concepts of the 
understanding. Unlike the forms of intuition, which- although a 
priori - are passive and immediate, the concepts of the under
standing are actively engaged in mediation. Understanding 
judges; but as 'judgement' means no more here than mediate 
knowledge of an object, we may say, with at least as much 
accuracy, that the categories interpret phenomena, though only 
formally. 26 The first interpretative constraint, then, is the struc
ture of the human consciousness. And the second constraint has 
already entered our discussion: it is the restriction of context, 
without which no interpretation could begin. We need not go 
into the various relations between the active faculties of imagin
ation, understanding and reason to see that the activity of inter
pretation is framed by understanding. And we will not dwell 
upon this framing with regards to consciousness, since the same 
points can be made, with greater pertinence, if we turn to Kant's 
framing of mysticism. 

Rational religion is bordered by four elements which we may 
associate with mysticism. This entire picture, however, is itself 
framed - not just once but twice. First of all, religion is framed by 
the moral law. Kant is plain that morality does not depend upon 
religion but, on the contrary, that the moral law provides the 
only reliable path to God. 'The moral law commands us to make 
the highest possible good in a world the final object of all our 
conduct'; yet this highest good can be attained only with God's 
help, and so religion must be 'added' to morality. 27 This addition 
recalls something we have already discussed, Kant's assurance 
of reason's entitlement to believe in God's supplementation of 
our inadequate justness. We have a complicated situation, then. 
Without morality, religion would not know that mysticism was 
merely supplementary and, consequently, would remain threat
ened by the various dangers of mysticism. So morality protects 
religion from the supplement. At the same time, morality recog
nises a lack within itself which only religion can supply and thus 
fashions religion as a supplement to itself. Furthermore, once 
supplemented, morality allows the possibility, on its own terms, 
of divine supplementation. The difference between religion 
before and after its moral basis has been provided is that the 
26 Despite appearances, this characterisation of the categories is not simply and 

directly traceable to post-structuralist interest in interpretation. Writing in 
1929, F. E. England describes the categories as 'principles of interpretation', 
Kant's conception of God (1929; rpt. New York: Humanities Press, 1968), p. 99. 

27 Kant, Critique of practical reason, p. 232. 
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supplement has been limited to a restricted economy; it is no 
longer morally dangerous. 

The second framing of religion comes from Kantian epistemo
logy. Before the critical philosophy, religion was not aware of 
the impossibility of mystical experience: only God can possibly 
have ari intuition which is purely intelligible, and so only God 
can have experience and knowledge of Himself. The framing of 
religion by concepts, by the privileged realm of epistemology, 
responds not to a lack of concepts in religion but to what Kant 
considers an illegitimate use of concepts. There must be, he 
says, a strict distinction between knowing and thinking. Theo
retical reason assures us that there is nothing logically impos
sible in the concept of God; practical reason tells us that there is a 
God; so it is entirely reasonable, indeed it is our duty, to think 
God, though not to claim knowledge of Him. All this is familiar, 
so familiar perhaps that it prevents us from seeing something 
very odd: a way in which Kant, despite himself, manages to 
supply the basis for a mystical theology. 

We will get further more quickly, I think, if we put to one side 
one possible way of construing the critical philosophy as a 
displaced mysticism. One finds with Fichte, Schelling, and the 
young Hegel a particular reading of Kant which centres upon 
re-interpreting the doctrine of pure apperception. Walter Cerf 
puts it well when, in his imaginative reconstruction of a discuss
ion between Kant, Schelling and Hegel, the latter two philoso
phers demonstrate what they take to be a fundamental flaw in 
Kant's system. The flaw they point out is that Kant unknowingly 
makes 'intellectual intuition the ultimate basis of all knowledge 
claims'; and the argument they propose consists in showing that 
the unity of nature depends ultimately upon the unity of the 
Kantian 'I think' in its act of thought; and that in this very move 
Kant unwittingly gives transcendental apperception the char
acteristic which marks intellectual intuition. 'To think oneself as 
thinking- pure self-consciousness - is to give oneself existence as 
a pure I', they argue, doubtless thinking of Kant's remark in the 
first Critique that 'The "I think" expresses the act of determining 
my existence'. 28 

28 Walter Cetf, 'Speculative philosophy and intellectual intuition: an intro
duction to Hegel's Essays', in Hegel's The difference between Fichte's and Schell
ing's system of philosophy, p. xxviii; and I. Kant, Critique of pure reason, B 159 a. 
Consider, in this regard, the following remark by Schelling: 'This intellectual 
intuition takes place whenever I cease to be an object for myself, when -

221 



Kant: mysticism and parerga 

Cerf makes no mention of Fichte in this regard, but there is an 
obvious connection. Introducing the second edition of his Science 
of knowledge, Fichte retraces the connection of ideas in the 
Kantian system and supplies it with what it seems to lack: 

Intellectual intuition in the Kantian sense is a wraith which 
fades in our grasp when we try to think it, and deserves not 
even a name. The intellectual intuition alluded to in the 
Science of Knowledge refers, not to existence at all, but rather 
to action, and simply finds no mention in Kant (unless, 
perhaps, under the title of pure apperception). Yet it is nonethe
less possible to point out also in the Kantian system the precise 
point at which it should have been mentioned. Since Kant, we 
have all heard, surely, of the categorical imperative? Now what 
sort of consciousness is that? ... - This consciousness is 
undoubtedly immediate, but not sensory; hence it is precisely 
what I call 'intellectual intuition' ,29 

Fichte does not argue on the basis of this that Kant's argument 
from epistemology against mysticism is radically mistaken. If we 
were to accept the reading of Kant circulating amongst Schelling, 
Fichte and the young Hegel, this option would be open to us. 
But the question is whether this reading of intellectual intuition 
is persuasive, and a glance at its use in the first Critique is 
sufficient to see that it is not. 30 

While we cannot convict Kant's case against mystical experi
ence on the charge of internal inconsistency, it is nevertheless 
open to other objections. We could contest what Kant means by 
'mystical', arguing- as we have already begun to do - that not all 
mystical experience is unmediated. And we could also, like 
Hamann and Hegel, draw attention to the narrow sense Kant 
attributes to 'possible experience' in setting his 'necessary con
ditions of possible experience'. 31 Either line of attack would put 

withdrawn into itself - the intuiting subject is identical with the intuited. In 
this moment of intuition, time and duration vanish for us; it is not we who are 
in time, but time is in us; in fact it is not time but rather pure absolute eternity 
that is in ourselves. It is not we who are lost in the intuition of the objective 
world; it is the world that is lost in our intuition'. F. W .J. Schelling, 'Philo
sophical letters on dogmatism and criticism', in The unconditional in human 
knowledge, trans. and commentary Fritz Marti (Lewisburg: Bucknell 
University Press, 1980), p. 181. 

29 J. G. Fichte, Science of knowledge, ed. and trans. Peter Heath and John Lachs 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, Press, 1982), p. 46. 

30 Kant, Critique of pure reason, B. xi n. 
31 Hamann insists, contra Kant, that 'Experience and revelation are one and the 

same' in his letter to Jacobi, 14 November, 1784. This is quoted by R. G. 
Smith, J. G. Hamann 1730-1788, p. 77. Also see Hegel's Lectures on the history of 
philosophy, Vol. III, p. 425. 
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pressure on Kant's case; but I wish to try another approach. A 
moment ago I suggested that we are perhaps overfamiliar with 
Kant's epistemological framing of religion and mysticism. And 
now I want to follow this up by arguing that this framing is 
something of a frame-up. For what reason is there to suppose, as 
Kant does, that the mystic wants to make epistemological 
claims? What if it were epistemology which he or she wished to 
render problematic in discourse with and on God? To b~ sure, it 
cannot be denied that the mystic's discourse makes an epistemo
logical claim. That is not at issue; what is in question, though, is 
the status of that epistemological claim. These considerations 
point us in a different direction from that which Fichte seems to 
offer, a direction which is anticipated by several descriptions of 
Kant as a negative theologian.32 

Our most suitable point of entry is Kant's treatment of inter
pretation. To avoid confusion, we shall distinguish between the 
interpretative function of the transcendental consciousness and 
the textual practice of exegesis. And to start with we shall take 
stock of Kant's view of the relation between textual interpreta
tion and mysticism. This topic receives its most focussed dis
cussion in The conflict of faculties where we find a dispute between 
the biblical theologian and the philosopher over biblical exe
gesis. The biblical theologian, Kant says, is apt to take 'the cloak 
of religion for religion itself' and this occurs, 'when he must 
explain, e.g. the whole Old Testament as a continuing allegory 
of prototypes and symbolic images [Vorstellungen] of the state of 
religion that is yet to come, when he does not want to assume 
that what happened in those days was already true religion, 
whereby the new (that surely cannot be truer than true) would 
be made dispensable'. 33 What Kant objects to here is not allegory 
as such but typology; and it is typology, he tells us, which allows 
the mystics to find evidence in support of their own claims. 
Against this mystical interpretation, with all its dangers, Kant 
proposes a philosophical mode of exegesis. 'As regards the 

32 See F. Rosenzweig, The star of redemption, p. 23; Pearson's remark is quoted by 
Rufus M. Jones, Studies in mystical religion (London: Macmillan and Co., 
1923), p. 229 n. 1; 0. M. MacKinnon, The problem of metaphysics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1974), p. 9 and 'Kant's philosophy of religion', 
Philosophy, 50 (1975), p. 141; Don Cupitt, 'Kant and the negative theology', in 
The philosophical frontiers of Christian tlieology, ed. Brian Hebblethwaite and 
Stewart Sutherland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 
55-67. 

33 Kant, Der Streit, p. 356. 
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so-called mysticism of exegesis by reason [Vernunftauslegung}, 
when philosophy has espied a moral meaning in written pas
sages, nay when it [philosophy] presses it upon the text, then 
this is exactly the only means with which to keep mysticism (e.g. 
that of Swedenborg) at bay .'34 

There are ~ couple of odd things here. In the first place, the 
philosophical mode of exegesis is allegorical: it claims that text 
and meaning are discontinuous and that this meaning is 
ahistorical. If we were to follow Derrida in claiming that the 
mystical is invariably complicit with the intelligible, we would 
have to say that Kant is consistently caught up in what he 
rejects. Yet we need not invoke Derrida to find a difficulty for 
Kant. In fact we need not look past Kant's account of typology. 
To be sure, this account sets Kant apart from the mainstream of 
post-Reformation biblical hermeneutics, but it also sets Kant 
apart from himself. For we recall that, in Religion, we are told 
that 'in order to win over the adherents of the older religion to 
the new, the new order is interpreted as the fulfilment, at last, of 
what was only prefigured in the older religion and has all along 
been the design of Providence' .3s If this is so, the condition of 
possibility for the institution of the true religion is also, and at 
the same time, the condition of possibility for mysticism. Kant's 
hermeneutics, it seems, involves him in substantial difficulties. 

We can go further, however, if we change direction a little and 
consider the interpretative function of the transcendental 
consciousness. To recapitulate: the interpretative function of the 
categories excludes a priori the possibility of mystical experience 
as Kant defines it; yet in doing so it generates a particular sort of 
negative theology. Kant believes in God on the basis of practical 
rather than theoretical reason. The Idea of God is commended to 
us as regulative, not constitutive. We cannot represent God 
adequately because the interpretative role of the pure concepts 
of the understanding does not legitimately extend to the realm of 
the transcendent. So if we are to talk of God we cannot say 
anything which positively describes Him. Moreover, the theol
ogy which issues from this position must contest the statements 
of any theology which does make dogmatic positive assertions 
about God. In short, Kant's theology is a negative theology. 

What does this mean? If we go back to Philo Jud<Eus, perhaps 

34 Kant, Der Streit, p. 357. My emphasis. 35 Kant, Religion, p. 79. 
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the first negative theologian, it is evident that the tradition Philo 
founds is oriented around God's nature or essence. 'In a word', 
says Philo summing up his position, 'who can make any positive 
assertion concerning His essence or quality or state of move
ment?'36 Furthermore, Philo makes it clear that no positive asser
tions of God's essence can be made because this essence is a 
simple unity. 37 If Kant develops a negative theology, it is one 
which answers not to the ineffability of God's essence but to our 
inability to know that God exists. As Don Cupitt observes, what 
distinguishes Kant from the scholastic theological tradition is his 
insistence that we have an idea of God and sufficient practical 
reason to act upon that idea. And indeed it is this insistence 
which also maps out a distinctive negative theology. Cupitt also 
draws our attention to a second difference between these ways 
of developing a negative theology. 'The Greek Fathers', he 
reminds us, 'invoke a sense of the mystery of the divine tran
scendence in order to awaken heavenly longings. Their lan
guage is designed to attract, whereas Kant's language is 
designed to repel. '38 

In short, Kant presents us with a negative theology spun from 
philosophical considerations - from the structure of the tran
scendental consciousness - and not from experience. Despite 
their marked differences, both Philo and Kant agree that God 
cannot be expressed conceptually, which entails that the tran
scendent Christian God cannot be positively expressed in lan
guage. In denying the mediation of concepts with regards to 
God, however, both negative theologies allow for God to be 
'known' through unknowing, though Kant of course would 
never admit the paradox as it implies an analogy between 
knowing and thinking. Yet if one keeps their differences in 
mind, it is possible to point to several parallels between the 
writings of Kant and particular mystics. For example, Kant 
would doubtless agree with St Teresa's emphasis that 'the 
important thing is not to think much, but to love much'; and that 
'The highest perfection consists ... in the bringing of our wills 
so closely into conformity with the will of God'. 39 And if we 
allow a little room to manoeuvre with regards to vocabulary, 

36 Philo, Allegorical interpretation, Ill. lxxiii. 206. 
37 Philo, On the giants, 11.52. 
38 Cupitt, 'Kant and the negative theology', p. 63. 
39 St Teresa, Interior castle, p. 233; Book of the foundations, p. 23. 
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Kant would agree, too, with St John of the Cross that 'though 
faith brings certitude to the intellect, it does not produce clarity, 
but only darkness'; that 'intellectual comprehension of God ... 
is impossible'; that the soul 'should desire to journey to God by 
unknowing'; and that 'the supernatural does not fit into the 
natural, nor does it have anything to do with it'. 40 

Further parallels could be drawn. Crucial, however, is the 
recognition that it is the interpretative function of the tran
scendental consciousness which at once denies the possibility of 
mystical experience yet simultaneously establishes the means 
for a negative theology. Kant's framing of mysticism in episte
mological terms, as the immediate knowledge of God, unwittingly 
leads him to provide the basis for a negative theology. 
Moreover, Kant does not merely elaborate a negative theology as 
part of his philosophy of religion; it constitutes, rather, the entire 
project of the critical philosophy. He comes to the threshold of 
our problem when he establishes that all talk of God must be 
conceptual but that theology must be non-cognitive. Faced with 
this aporia, Kant steps back and ponders the religious person's 
moral duty, and this is where his conclusions are worked out. At 
no time, though, does Kant work towards the deconstructive 
move, found in the text of Pseudo-Dionysius, that the language 
of negative theology must undo the conceptual commitment of 
individual propositions. The Kantian construction of philosophy 
as negative theology accordingly remains metaphysical, a 
restricted negative theology, and therefore open to deconstruc
tion. And yet just as the texts of Kant and of certain mystics are 
near counterparts, so also with Kant and Derrida. Despite his 
deconstruction of Kant, Derrida remains, as we shall see, within 
the shadow of the critical philosophy. 

3 Kant and Derrida 

One of the most common framings of Derrida is that he stands in 
a distinct tradition from that instituted by Kant. I have already 
explored several aspects of this framing and found various 
problems with it. In particular, I have taken issue with 
Rorty's picture of Derrida. According to Rorty, 'philosophy -

40 St John of the Cross, The ascent of Mount Carmel, pp. 119, 126, 99 and The living 
flame of love, p. 623. 
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Kantian philosophy, philosophy as more than a kind of writing -
is an illusion' and it is Derrida, he thinks, who, along with other 
edifying writers, is responsible for drawing our attention to this 
illusion. 41 'The twentieth-century attempt to purify Kant's 
general theory about the relation between representations and 
their objects by turning it into philosophy of language is, for 
Derrida, to be countered by making philosophy even more 
impure - more unprofessional, funnier, more allusive, sexier, 
and above all, more "written"'. 42 And thus western philosophy 
becomes a family romance of 'Father Parmenides, honest old 
Uncle Kant, and bad brother Derrida'. 43 The relations between 
Kant and Derrida are not entirely straightforward, however, as 
Rorty admits. There is the Derrida Rorty admires, the writer who 
is suggesting 'how things might look if we did not have Kantian 
philosophy built into the fabric of our intellectual life'. Yet 
Derrida at times seems to succumb to the lure of transcendental 
philosophy in the great Kantian tradition: 'The worst bits of 
Derrida are the ones where he begins to imitate the thing he 
hates and starts claiming to offer "rigorous analyses"'. 44 

Rorty's claim, then, is that there are two traditions, the 
Kantian and the non-Kantian, the one a matter of argument and 
the other a matter of vocabulary. What is more, he contends that 
it is possible to distinguish between the Kantian and non
Kantian parts of Derrida along the lines of specific texts: thus, in 
Of grammatology one finds Derrida fashioning a counter
philosophy based upon the trace, while in Glas Derrida 'does 
not want to comprehend Hegel's books; he wants to play with 
Hegel' .45 On the contrary, I have argued, 'Kantianism' and 
'non-Kantianism' are not historical traditions but structural 
elements of any discourse, whether philosophical or literary. It 
follows from my reading of Derrida that the deconstruction of 
Kant will be bound up with certain structural elements of 
Kantianism. Here, for example, are two placing shots. Rorty 
characterises Derrida's distance from Kant by specifying that 
Kantian philosophy is an illusion. True, Derrida sees meta
physics as leading to illusions; but what could be a more ortho
dox Kantian move? It is also true that Derrida seeks to displace 

41 Rorty, Consequences, p. 93. 42 Rorty, Consequences, p. 93. 
43 Rorty, Consequences, p. 92. 
44 Rorty, Consequences, p. 98 and 'Deconstruction and circumvention', p. 9. 
45 Rorty, Consequences, p. 96. 
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Kant; but when he does so it is by way of developing a 'new 
transcendental aesthetic' .46 This recognition of Derrida's resi
dual Kantianism helps us understand Derrida's views of theol
ogy and mysticism but it is also, and more importantly, of help 
in recognising problems which arise in trying to articulate 
deconstruction and theology. 

First of all, it is important to realise that Kant's epistemology 
has generated completely opposing judgements of both mysti
cism and interpretation. Thus we have Rudolf Otto who recon
ciles mystical experience with Kantianism by arguing that the 
holy is an a priori category; while Albrecht Ritschl's neo
Kantianism is firmly opposed to any mystical element in Chris
tianity. Both writers agree, though, with Kant's fundamental 
assumption, that mystical experience is primarily a matter of 
knowing that something is or is not the case. Similarly, con
temporary theories of interpretation draw opposing inspirations 
from the critical philosophy. As Ricreur has amply demon
strated, although 'Husserl did phenomenology ... Kant limited 
and founded it'. 47 All in all, it is the Kantian emphasis upon the 
primacy of the constituting subject which animates that 
extended family of interpretation theories, ranging from 
Schleiermacher and Dilthey to Jauss and Gadarner, which passes 
under the general title of 'hermeneutics'. Broadly opposed to 
these hermeneuticists are the structuralists and semiologists, 
from Levi-Strauss to Todorov; yet structuralism is also deeply 
rooted in Kantian epistemology, in the very idea of a priori 
structures of human consciousness. 

This is perhaps most dearly seen in the Ur-text of structural
ism, The course in general linguistics. It is not that the signifier is 
arbitrary with respect to a given signified, Saussure argues, but 
that the relation between signifier and signified is arbitrary: 
neither the signified nor the signifier is able to form a ground. 
The familiar empiricist doctrine of the arbitrariness of the signi
fier is here combined with a far more radical thesis, that of the 
reciprocity of signifier and signified. If we are to talk of 'ground' 
in Saussurean linguistics we must turn to the linguistic system 
itself, since signifiers and signifieds achieve definition only by 

46 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 290. 
47 Ricreur, Husserl: an analysis of his phenomenology, trans. Edward G. Ballard and 

Lester E. Embree (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1967), p. 201. 
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virtue of their place in the system. If we combine the three 
notions of arbitrariness, reciprocity and system, we have a 
powerful case against the idea that language names a set of 
concepts which precede language. And if this is so, Saussure is 
Kantian to the extent that he argues for the impossibility of our 
having direct experience of reality as it is in itself. The difference 
between Kant and Saussure is that the one finds the determining 
structures in the transcendental consciousness while the other 
locates them in language. To expand Ricreur's observation on 
Levi-Strauss, if structuralism is a Kantianism without the tran
scendental consciousness, hermeneutics is a Kantianism without 
the a priori structures. 48 

Derrida's response to these sets of opposed judgements may 
be readily anticipated. Both the prizing and rejection of mystical 
experience remain ensnared by metaphysics. For as we have 
seen, Otto's mysticism is complicit with Ritschl's rationalism and 
both assume the instituting distinction of metaphysics, that 
between the intelligible and the sensible. Similarly, phenomeno
logical hermeneutics and structuralism are equally comprehen
ded by metaphysics. Both are haunted by the lack of a perfect fit 
between linguistic and logical categories, a space which allows 
the play of difference. This gap can be closed in either of two 
ways: by the development of a pure logical grammar, such as 
Husserl attempted in the Logical investigations, or by the elabo
ration of a more formal grammar such as semiology announces. 
And it is these attempts to erase the differences between 
grammar and logic which are submitted to Derrida's most per
sistent critiques. Both early phenomenology and structuralism 
attempt to cover the entire textual field with a calculus, be it a 
grammar raised to a logic or a logic condensed to a grammar. 

So deconstruction seems to call into question everything 
which issues from Kant. But while Derrida manages to dislodge 
the critical philosophy he does not succeed in entirely escaping 
it, nor would he claim to do so. In one respect at least Kant and 
Derrida are similar: both set out to limit metaphysics yet remain 
within its closure. Kant's argument that 'we can know a priori of 
things only what we ourselves put into them' necessarily elimi
nates the metaphysical as a possible area of positive know-

48 Ricceur, The conflict of interpretations: essays in hermeneutics, ed. Don Ihde 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), p. 33. 
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ledge. 49 Like Condillac before him, Kant distinguishes between 
good and bad metaphysics. Good metaphysics is to be found in 
the method of transcendental deduction which supplies a firm 
ground to speculation; what is beyond dogmatic metaphysics 
turns out to be critical metaphysics. Derrida's situation is at once 
similar and different. Derrida demonstrates that metaphysics 
depends transcendentally upon differance, but metaphysics is not 
thereby eliminated. Indeed, it is differance which produces meta
physics: 'Differance produces what it forbids, makes possible the 
very thing that it makes impossible' .50 Or in other words, differ
ance enables metaphysics yet disables the totalisation of a text by 
metaphysics. 

Whereas the critical philosophy establishes a transcendental 
ground, deconstruction locates a transcendental realm which 
cannot constitute a ground. It is a short step from here to a closer 
parallel. Just as Kant formulates 'necessary conditions of pos
sible experience' so too Derrida establishes the 'general text' as 
the condition of possibility for the act of interpretation. And just 
as Kant's necessary conditions work with a narrow sense of 
'experience', so too Derrida's general text is more closely speci
fied than it at first seems. It is the third parallel, however, which 
is of particular interest. The critical philosophy seeks to dispose 
of dogmatic metaphysics and in the process decides the role and 
scope of any future metaphysics. Now Rorty would argue here 
that Derrida attempts to dispose of metaphysics as such yet, in 
arguing against metaphysics, constructs one more "final' meta
physics - grammatology, the logos of the gramme. I disagree: 
Derrida satisfactorily shows that metaphysics is situated with 
respect to a site it cannot properly name without losing its 
specificity as metaphysics; but he also admits, as he must, that in 
naming this site - albeit provisionally, with all the strategic 
displacements of erasure and palC:"eonymy - he is unable fully to 
escape metaphysics: differance is itself a metaphysical name.s1 

Whereas Kant proclaims the end of dogmatic metaphysics, 
Derrida outlines its closure. 

We should pause and look at this more closely. For Kant the 
speculative illusions of dogmatic metaphysics arise from the 
transcendent employment of the understanding and, more dis-

49 Kant, Critique of pure reason, B xviii. 
51 Derrida, Margins, p. 26. 
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turbingly, from the transcendent employment of reason. It is in 
the nature of reason to generate ideas which go beyond possible 
experience; however, these ideas can be used legitimately or 
illegitimately. Reason misuses its ideas if it exceeds the bounds 
of the understanding, where what counts as knowledge is 
resolved, ·and attempts by itself to constitute positive knowledge 
of things. This is not to say that the ideas of reason have no 
constructive role to play. Far from it; practical reason gives us 
sufficient assurance that the ideas of reason are indispensable in 
regulating our thought. This distinction between the constitu
tive and the regulative roles of reason is therefore extremely 
important for Kant. But it also, I want to suggest, orients 
Derrida's diagnosis of the illusions of metaphysics. 

Derrida's enterprise revolves around the possibility of finding 
a site which is unconditioned by metaphysics. This is a project 
he shares with modern thinkers as different as A. J. Ayer and 
Martin Heidegger. But what distinguishes Derrida from these 
people is the persistence of his recognition that, as he puts it, 
'the limit or end of metaphysics is not linear or circular in any 
indivisible sense' .52 While Derrida can demonstrate that meta
physics is conditioned by the transcendental play of differance he 
must also admit the structural impossibility of designating what 
is beyond metaphysics. The very question 'What is beyond 
metaphysics?' repeats the instituting question of philosophy, 
'What is ... ?', and so the question turns out to manifest the 
problem. While the grammatologist can and should put 'the 
outside of metaphysics' to use as a regulative principle, only 
illusions will result from its constitutive use. Note the words 
'can' and 'should'. The analytic point is one which Derrida 
accents repeatedly: the most that deconstruction can do is 
glimpse 'the yet unnameable glimmer beyond the closure'. 53 The 
moral point, however, while just as frequently made, is one 
which Derrida is less prepared to elaborate. 

These aspects, the analytic and the moral, are at times difficult 
to separate. There are times when Derrida appears to anticipate 
the end of metaphysics as a particular event, almost, it seems, as 
part of salvation-history. In Of grammatology, for instance, we 
find talk of 'the future which proclaims itself at present, beyond 

52 Derrida, 'Deconstruction and the other', p. 111. 
53 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 14. 
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the closure of knowledge'; we hear that this future 'can only be 
proclaimed, presented, as a sort of monstrosity'. 54 And this apo
calyptic tone is intensified in 'Structure, sign and play'. Speaking 
of the problem of conceiving differance, Derrida remarks, 

Here there is a kind of question, let us still call it historical, 
whose conception, formation, gestation, and labor we are only 
catching a glimpse of today. I employ these words, I admit, 
with a glance towards the operations of childbearing - but also 
with a glance toward those who, in a society from which I do 
not exclude myself, turn their eyes away when faced by the yet 
unnameable which is proclaiming itself and which can do so, 
as is necessary whenever a birth is in the offing, only under the 
species of the nonspecies, in the formless, mute, infant, and 
terrifying form of monstrosity.ss 

These and other passages are sometimes cited as evidence that 
deconstruction does point the way beyond the closure of meta
physics to a realm of pure freedom; and it is not difficult to detect 
the moral significance with which this is imbued. 

Gayatri Spivak, for one, argues that deconstruction unequi
vocally urges us to correct social injustices, such as the sub
jugation of women, and that Derrida is here urging us to open 
our discourse to an outside 'constituted by ethical-political con
tingencies'. 56 Michael Ryan seems to take this a step further, 
considering deconstruction within a moral frame. 'There is a 
difference', he tells us, 'between the angelic disinterestedness 
accompanying the hypothesis that no truth is determinable, no 
text readable, and the provisional limitation of a potentially 
unlimited and indeterminate textuality in the name of the poli
tical interest of countering the structures of power whose inter
ests are served implicitly by the angelic disinterestedness of 
liberal detachment'. 57 And, finally, Jacob Rogozinski argues the 
more subtle thesis that there are two political views irreducibly 

54 Derrida, Of grammatology, pp. 4, 5. 
55 Derrida, Writing, p. 293. ln 'A dialogue on language', Heidegger talks of two 

sites: metaphysics and a transformation to another site which must be left 
without a name. See On the way to language, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1971), p. 42. 

56 Gayatri Spivak, 'II faut s'y prendre en s' en prenant a elles', in Les fins de 
l'homme, ed. P. Lacoue-Labarthe and J.-L. Nancy (Paris: Editions Galilee, 
1981), p. 514. 

57 Michael Ryan, Marxism and deconstruction, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer
sity Press, 1982), p. 41. 
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at work in Derrida's discourse: the first resists political upheaval 
in an indefinite deferral of rupture and revolution while the 
second, found in the above passages, enjoins us to a radical 
revolution.58 On this model there is no possibility of choice but, 
Rogozinski contends, it is morally and politically necessary to 
choose between them. And so, once more, deconstruction is 
questioned from within a moral - and political - frame. 

All three readings agree that Derrida is addressing an epoch 
which will be constituted within history yet beyond meta
physics; and each assumes that what is beyond metaphysics is, 
at least in part, constituted by a moral imperative. Now I think 
this is a misconstruction of Derrida's intention and text. To begin 
with, it is differance which is glimpsed beyond the closure of 
metaphysics, and differance cannot be a value in itself. In the 
second place, the uncritical placing of deconstruction within an 
ethico-political frame ignores the arguments Derrida adduces 
against Levinas' s insistence that 'the Good beyond essence' 
provides us with a point of entry into a non-metaphysical ethics. 
Far from freeing us from the metaphysical, Derrida argues, the 
realm of the ethical aids and abets metaphysics. This is the thrust 
of Derrida's case that the 'step beyond' (le pas au-dela) meta
physics leads us 'not beyond' metaphysics. There is no need to 
appeal even to these arguments, however, for Derrida's text 
makes it clear that in these debated passages he is not addressing 
a state to come, a post-Iapsarian grammatological paradise. 

The future world he characterises is one which 'will have put 
into question the values of sign, word and writing', one which is 
currently proclaiming itself. 59 It is proclaiming itself today 
because the values of sign, word and writing have been called 
into question, in one way or another, from Hegel to Heidegger, 
and more particularly because the very text which these words 
introduce, Of grammatology, is an explicit interrogation of those 
values. We have passed the initial stage of grammatology as a 
positive science and, in 1967, when this passage was written, we 
stand upon the threshold of the second stage, of grarnmatology 
as part of the project of deconstruction of metaphysics, including 
'positivity' and 'science'. The images of monstrosity and abnor
mality do not refer to a time beyond metaphysics but rather to 

58 J. Rogozinski, 'Deconstruire la revolution', in Les fins de I'homme, pp. 523--24. 
59 Derrida, Of grammatology, p. 5. 
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the enterprise in which Derrida is engaged, the deconstruction 
of metaphysics, which - as I have argued - is an abnormal 
philosophy. (Whereas Kant uses the antinomies of pure reason 
to establish a discourse upon the limits of pure reason, Derrida 
uses what we could perhaps call the antinomies of impure genre 
to establish a discourse upon formal undecidability.) Exactly 
how this second stage of grammatology will be elaborated, 
Derrida cannot say; it is regulated, however, by the thought of 
differance. Derrida uses the future anterior, 'will have put into 
question', because differance, as a transcendental, always already 
precedes phenomenal texts. At the same time, though, differance 
can only be thought in reading specific phenomenal texts. This is 
partly done in the text Derrida is introducing here and will be 
part of a much larger project. 

We must reject both the general view that 'beyond meta
physics' can be employed constitutively and the particular view 
that this realm is itself constituted by the ethical. Just as Kant 
maintains that 'freedom' has only a regulative role, so too 
Derrida contends with unlimited 'free play'. Yet there is a differ
ence between Kant and Derrida here. For while Kant allows the 
unavoidable problems of God, freedom and immortality to play 
positive regulative roles, Derrida in effect distinguishes between 
positive and negative regulative roles. 'Free play' performs a 
positive role, but we need to recall that grammatology is itself 
regulated, albeit negatively, by the concepts of metaphysics. 
Metaphysics and the deconstruction of metaphysics are equally 
produced by differance, and while the question of symmetry does 
not arise here by virtue of the totalising claim of metaphysics, it 
is nonetheless true that deconstruction needs the resistance 
which metaphysics naturally supplies. To graft Kant's aphorism 
onto the Derridean problematic, 'The light dove, cleaving the air 
in her free flight, and feeling its resistance, might imagine that its 
flight would be still easier in empty space'. 60 

None of this is to deny, however, that what is glimpsed 
beyond the closure has moral significance; and this demands 
some attention. Differance may well be the 'nonethical opening of 
ethics' but it is also 'the origin of morality as of immorality': so 
while grammatology does not constitute a moral position of 
absolute freedom, it can be pressed into the service of such moral 

60 Kant, Critique of pure reason, A 5. 
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positions as certain forms of feminism and socialism. As 
Jean-Luc Nancy shows, Derrida's text contains an axiomatics 
and suggestions of an axiology. When Derrida tells us il faut 
deconstruire la philosophie, ii faut penser l' ecriture, il faut entendre 
doublement, and so forth, we seem to be placed under an obli
gation of some sort. 61 Nancy follows Heidegger's 'Letter on 
humanism' in affirming that all that is currently addressed 
under the title of 'ethics' is part and parcel of western meta
physics. 62 Interestingly enough, Nancy's response here is that 
deconstruction 'does its duty' (fail son devoir) in resisting the call 
to develop an ethics; but what can the 'duty' of deconstruction 
be if not a moral duty? Regardless of how theoretical a discourse 
deconstruction sets itself up to be, it would seem that it gener
ates practical demands upon the reader. In deconstructing the 
critical philosophy, and the distinction between theoretical and 
practical reason in particular, Derrida's discourse does not 
escape the effects of this distinction. The Kantian philosophy 
cannot be entirely unstitched from the fabric of our intellectual 
life, as Rorty suggests. 

We have uncovered several places where Derrida repeats a 
familiar Kantian move, sometimes with the intention of displac
ing the critical philosophy yet sometimes with the effect of 
confirming it. It is possible to see that Derrida repeats Kant's 
move with respect to mysticism and finds himself in almost the 
same position. Kant frames mystical experienc'e in epistemologi
cal terms, then relegates it to the status of a parergon only for it 
to exert a powerful force upon Kant's entire system, making the 
critical philosophy a negative theology. Derrida follows Kant 
exactly in framing mystical experience epistemologically and, in 
construing it as complicit with metaphysics, he relegates it to the 
status of a parergon within his own discourse. For as is surely 
apparent by now, metaphysics, once deconstructed, is a parer
gon to grammatology - it is pushed to the margins of Derrida's 
discourse where, like the idea of 'free play' but conversely, it has 
a regulative role. Unlike Kant, though, Derrida's discourse does 
not become a negative theology; it turns out, as chapter 6 
showed, that negative theology is itself a mode of deconstruc-

61 J.-L. Nancy, 'La voix libre de I'homme', in Les fins de l'homme, p. 166. 
62 Heidegger, 'Letter on humanism', in Basic writings, p. 195. See Derrida, 

Writing, p. 81 and p. 312 n. 5. 
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tion. The difference between the two philosophers on this score, 
then, is that Kant's philosophy is a restricted negative theology 
whereas Derrida's grammatology is a belated version of the 
deconstructive power of a general negative theology. 
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s I Heidegger: the revealing 
I and concealing of 
mysticism 

lntrodudion 

Neither the questioning of metaphysics nor the quest for a 
non-metaphysical theology is peculiar to this century. vVe have 
seen the two problen1atics intersect, first in Pseudo-Dionysius, 
then in the critical philosophy. Now.1 though1 vve must tum to a 
philosopher \\rhose intervention in tvventieth-century ideas has 
been decisive, a man \Vhose thought has already exerted a 
considerable force throughout this study; Martin Heidegger. We 
can resolve this force in hvo directions. It is the Heideggerian 
project of the Destruktion of ·western meta physics which is the 
hnmediate precursor of Derridean deconstruction. .And it is 
Heidegger who1 more than any single philosopher this century, 
has influenced the development of contemporary speculative 
theology. So if deconstruction is, as vle have suggested, a rigor
ous revision of Destruktion, then surely w·e should expect it to 
clarify and extend the theological projects already begun under 
the aegis of Heidegger. 

Yet we do not turn to Heidegger purely for historical reasons, 
and in passing from the eighteenth to the twentieth century we 
do not thereby step outside the shadow cast by the critical 
philosophy. After alt it is Heidegger who subn1its the critical 
philosophy to a rigorous and ground-breaking analysis; for 
unlike most commentators, Heidegger attends partly to Kanes 
doctrines and arguments and partly to \Vhat remains unsaid in 
Kant's text. Such is the burden of Kant and the 11roblem o.f meta~ 
physics and What is a thing?1 In this way Heidegger begins his 
radical questioning of the relation between metaphysics and 

1 Heidegger, Kant and the rroblt!1n of metarhysics, trans. James S. Churchill 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1962); }·\that is a thing? trans. \V. B. 
Barton, Jr, and Vera Deutsch (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1%7). 
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interpretation, the problem for which he is perhaps best known. 
One of the things which remains unthought by Kant yet which 
specifies the character of his philosophical speculation, Hei
degger tells us, is the principle of sufficient reason (or, as he 
often prefers, the principle of ground). 2 What interests me here 
is that it is just this principle which enables us to see the relation 
between metaphysics and interpretation as part of the wider 
configuration of metaphysics, interpretation and mysticism. We 
have seen how this configuration works in Kant's text, and now 
we shall examine the ways in which it is reworked by Hei
degger. 

1 Philosophy, mysticism and tone 

In the last chapter we distinguished between the Kantian doc
trine of the interpretative function of the transcendental 
consciousness and Kant's view of scriptural exegesis. These two 
are related, and this will enable us to get our bearings. As we 
have seen, mystical experience is foreclosed in the act of limiting 
pure reason while mystical interpretation is dismissed by the 
demands of practical reason. The speculative and the practical 
are jointly entertained in a late essay on the dangers of mysti
cism, 'About a recently raised superior tone in philosophy'. We 
enter Kant's discussion towards its conclusion, distinguishing 
between the adherents of Gefuhlsphilosoph, such as Jacobi, who 
affirm the possibility of immediate intuition and thus opens the 
gate to mysticism, and Kant who stresses the primacy of medi
ation and the moral law: 

But, why now all this disputation between two parties, that at 
bottom have one and the same good intention, namely to 
make people wise and upright? - It is an uproar about 
nothing, disagreement out of misunderstandings, which does 
not require making it up with each other but rather only a 
reciprocal explanation ... The veiled goddess, before whom 
we on both sides bend our knees, is the moral law in us, in its 
invulnerable majesty. Although we hear her voice, and also 
understand her commandment well indeed; but are in doubt 
when listening, whether it comes from the person out of the 
might-fulness of his own reason, or whether it comes from 

2 Heidegger, The essence of reasons (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1969), p. 9. 
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another whose being is unknown to him, and which speaks to 
the person through this his own reason.3 

The disagreement between the parties is not, therefore, over 
interpretation, what something means, but over the grounds for 
interpretation, its theoretical justification. There are two inter
pretations of interpretation: one which posits divine action ab 
extra as its guarantee and one which is grounded in the knowing 
subject. These modes of interpretation are not of equal value, 
however, for the second - mystical - mode of interpretation is at 
best a supplement to the first. 

It might be useful to tease this out further. Kant distinguishes 
between reason's voice and a voice beyond reason. Mystagogues 
such as Jacobi fail to distinguish between speculative and practi
cal reason; they confuse what can be known with what can only 
be thought. The mystagogues cannot hear the difference between 
the voices. (One might say that they do not have an 'ear for 
philosophy'.) The mystical mode of interpretation has its use, 
though, as long as it does not trespass from the realm of thought 
to that of knowledge: 

Maybe at bottom we would do better just to pass over this 
inquiry; since it is only ~peculative, and what is obliged to be 
done by us (objectively) always remains the same, whether 
one may found it on the one or the other principle: only that 
the didactic proceeding is actually alone philosophical, to bring 
the moral law in us on to clear concepts according to logical kind 
of teaching, but that one [proceeding], to personify that law 
and to make a veiled ISIS out of the morally commanding 
reason, (if we straight away adjoin to this one no other quali
ties than the ones found according to that method), is an 
aesthetic kind of conceptualization of just the same item; of 
which one can well make use after 1 when through the former 
the principles have already been cleared up, in order to enliven 
those ideas through sensory even although only analogical 
representation, but always with some danger of happening 
into fanciful vision that is the death of all philosophy. 4 

It is clear, then, that the modes of interpretation are to be 
characterised as the philosophical and the mystical. Moreover, it 
is a special attitude towards interpretation which specifies the 
difference between philosophy and mysticism. Kant is plain that 

3 Kant, Von einen neuerdings erhobenen vornehmen Ton in der Philosophie, p. 494. 
4 Kant, Von einen neuerdings erhobenen vornehmen Ton, pp. 494-95. 
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whereas the voice of reason 'speaks to each without equivo
cation', thus making univocality the medium of philosophical 
discourse, the voice of the oracle is equivocal, open to conflicting 
interpretations.s In other words, Kant distinguishes between 
moral and mystical interpretations by way of mutually exclusive 
processes of unveiling and reveiling. ' 

More than anything else, it is this equivocality which disturbs 
Kant. There can be hermeneuts only where there are equivocal 
texts. The hermeneut is therefore in a position of power which 
does not answer directly or indirectly to reason: a power which 
resides precisely in the ability to make out the oracle's secret 
whispers, that is, to employ a hermeneutic. As soon as this 
happens, Kant says, the mystagogue's tone leaps; he adopts a 
'superior tone', bypassing the labour of philosophy in order to 
claim direct access to the truth. Thus we have a sharp division. 
There is the philosopher who listens to the unequivocal voice of 
reason, writes in prose and adopts a neutral tone befitting the 
patient investigation of the truth. And there is the mystagogue 
(and the mystic) who listens to the equivocal voice of a private 
oracle, lapses into poetry, adopts a high tone and, in short, 
threatens to bring about the death of philosophy. 

So upon Kant's account the mystic must make some sort of 
leap, but exactly what this consists in is far from self-evident. 
Several questions arise: from what ground does the mystic leap? 
Where does the mystic come to rest? Or if he or she does not 
come to rest, what sort of fall is experienced? More generally, 
what relationship is presupposed between philosophy and mys
ticism in this account? To answer these questions we need to 
make something of a leap ourselves, from Kant to Heidegger. A 
leap forward, to be sure, yet also a leap slightly backwards. For 
the help we need from Heidegger is not to be found in his 
readings of Kant but in his analysis of Leibniz's principle of 
sufficient reason. Heidegger's contention is that there is a 
'rapport between Leibniz and Kant'; indeed, the principle of 
sufficient reason is the hidden support of the entire archi-

5 Cf. Gershom Scholem's remark about revelation and mysticism: 'Here revela
tion, which has yet no specific meaning, is that in the word which gives an 
infinite wea]th of meaning. Itself without meaning, it is the very essence of 
interpretability. For mystical theology, this is a decisive criterion of revelation', 
The messianic idea in Judaism and other essays on Jewish spirituality (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1971), p. 295. 
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tectonics of the critical philosophy. 6 'Behind the formula "a priori 
conditions of possibility"', Heidegger insists, 'is hidden the sign 
of the sufficient reason which, as ratio, is pure reason'. 7 

To begin with, we need to reconstitute Heidegger's reading of 
the principle of sufficient reason. There is no doubt of the 
importance which Leibniz attributed to this principle. While he 
held the principle of contradiction to be 'the great foundation of 
mathematics', it must be combined with the principle of suffi
cient reason to ground metaphysics and natural theology.a Hei
degger agrees with Leibniz's estimation of the principle's 
importance. Although the principle was explicitly stated by 
Leibniz as late as the seventeenth century it was always implicit 
in philosophy, Heidegger tells us, as far back as Plato. Not that 
Leibniz's discovery of the principle was accidental: the unveiling 
of the principle is part of the inscrutable Seinsgeschick. The impor
tant point is that, for Heidegger, the principle of sufficient 
reason is not peculiar to Leibniz's metaphysics but constitutes 
metaphysics as such. In offering a reading of this one principle, 
Heidegger is therefore claiming to present a reading of the text of 
philosophy, in both senses of the text of philosophy and the text 
of philosophy. 

It is therefore important to establish the text of this principle; 
and this is not quite as easy as it seems. Heidegger distinguishes 
three versions: (a) the short, principium rationis; (b) the strict 
principium reddendcr rationis; and (c) the complete, principium 
reddendce rationis sufficientis: 

(a) Nothing is without ground; 
(b) Nothing is unless a ground can be rendered for it; 

and 

6 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, trans. Andre Preau with preface by Jean 
Beaufret (Paris: Gallimard, 1962), p. 165. Apart from its concluding lecture, 
Heidegger's Der Satz vom Grund has not yet been translated into English. I shall 
use the French translation, cited above. The concluding lecture, 'The principle 
of ground' has been translated in Man and World, 7 (1974), pp. 207-22. All 
translations from the body of the text are my own, made in consultation with 
the German text and certain passages translated by John D. Caputo in The 
mystic.al element in Heidegger's thought, a book whose influence upon my account 
I gratefully acknowledge here. 

7 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 169. 
8 H. G. Alexander, ed., The Leibniz-Clarke correspondence (Manchester: Man

chester University Press, 1956), p. 16. 
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(c) Nothing is unless a sufficient ground can be rendered 
for it. 9 

Although Heidegger takes pains to establish the importance of 
the expression that a ground 'can be rendered', (b) and (c) chiefly 
serve to elucidate (a) which he takes as his text. 

On the face of it, the difference between (a) and (b) is not so 
much between degrees of strictness in formulation as it is 
between a statement of ontology and epistemology; and if this is 
so, (c) is merely a refinement of an epistemological statement. 
Indeed, if one examines the correspondence between Leibniz 
and Clarke there appear to be three quite distinct principles 
advanced under the title 'principle of sufficient reason': that 
every event has a cause; that God requires a motive for acting; 
and that God acts for the best. IO For Heidegger, these criticisms 
are largely beside the point. What is important, he would claim, 
is not whether he has recovered Leibniz's intention or reached a 
correct scholarly account of Leibniz's text but whether he has 
grasped the determining principle of philosophy as meta
physics. The fact that Heidegger holds this principle to come to 
light only with Leibniz in no way commits him also to maintain 
that Leibniz's statement of this principle is faultless. Despite all 
that one hears about Heidegger's break with phenomenology, 
what we have here, in fact, is a phenomenological reduction, 
performed with respect to a series of texts rather than the world. 
Heidegger wishes to hear what Being has to say, not what 
Leibniz says; so he must bracket the natural attitude which 
accords an explanatory role to Leibniz's intention. Heidegger's 
'hermeneutical violence' is no more than phenomenology 
working with texts. 

At any rate, it is the short version of the principle, 'Nothing is 
without ground', which Heidegger analyses. Heidegger no
where makes any reference to Kant's essay 'About a recently 
raised tone in philosophy', so it is all the more curious that his 
analysis is based upon hearing a tonal difference between pos
sible readings of the principle. Throughout the long tradition of 
onto-theology, we have heard the principle only in the one way, 
with the following accent: (1) Nothing is without ground. Heard in 

9 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, pp. 79, 137. 
IO Alexander, ed., The Leibniz-Clarke correspondence, p. xxii. 
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this key, we have the familiar statement of the principle. Most 
commentators on Der Satz vom Grund follow Heidegger in stress
ing the principle's ontological character to the virtual exclusion 
of its epistemological character. This is understandable, given 
Heidegger's suspicion of the distinction between ontology and 
epistemology; yet the distinction is required if we are to explain 
what is at stake here. 

The epistemological character of (1) may be traced from Aris
totle's insistence in the Posterior analytics that all statements have 
archai (except, of course, the archai themselves) to Husserl's 
remark in the Logical investigations that 'Scientific knowledge is, 
as such, grounded knowledge. To know the ground of anything 
means to see the necessity of its being so and so ... To see a state 
of affairs as a matter of law is to see its truth as necessarily obtaining, 
and to have knowledge of the ground of the state of affairs or of its 
truth: all these are equivalent expressions' .11 To say that every 
statement must have its reason is to remain within calculative 
thinking which is, in Heidegger's sense of the term, leagued 
with metaphysics. And this brings us to the ontological interpre
tation of the principle. Within metaphysics, Heidegger tells us, a 
being is understood as that which is grounded; and from Aris
totle to the present day a being's ground is called Being. Given 
this, if we ask 'What is Being?' the only reply we have open to us 
is that it is the being of beings. The grounding principle of 
metaphysics- the principle of ground- is thus a statement about 
beings, not about aeing. According to this reasoning, all that can 
be said of Being is that it is the ground of beings. 

Is it possible to turn the logic which sustains this system 
against its starting-point? For within this world, in which every
thing must be grounded, it seems perfectly reasonable to 
inquire into the ground of Being. Within metaphysics, 
however, the question is inadmissible; it appears cogent in 
much the same way as in mathematics it seems reasonable to 
divide a number by zero. Yet just as there is a point of dis
continuity between zero and the smallest real number, so too 
there is a radical difference between Being and a being: the one 
is construed as essentia, the other as existentia. The only answer 
that can be advanced here is that Being formally functions as an 
arche, as that which can be known though not demonstrated, 

11 Husserl, Logical investigations, Vol. I, pp. 227-28. 
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and as such it serves to prevent an infinite regress. If this is so, 
we must accept that metaphysics is that discourse which not 
only elaborates itself within the difference between Being and 
beings but also assumes that there is nothing prior to 
Being. 

Is this assumption entirely defensible? Heidegger does not 
think so; and, with striking critical insight, claims that the 
assumption is questioned from within the principle of sufficient 
reason itself. If one is attentive to the voice of Being, he tells us, it 
is possible to hear the principle in another key, thus: (2) 'Nothing 
is without ground'. Barely heard in the text of philosophy, the 
copula is a harmonic of ground. Epistemologically, Being and 
reason belong together: the thought of Being stands in its own 
reason, not before reason, as Kant's judiciary metaphor would 
have it. And ontologically, Being and ground belong together: 
Being is not a ground for beings; rather, Being is ground in and 
for itself. Being is not grounded in anything else because, in 
itself, Being is groundless. 

It is tempting to object that Heidegger is simply confusing the 
'is' of distribution with the 'is' of identity. But as a hermeneut of 
suspicion, Heidegger has a standard reply to this knock-down 
argument, that he is not concerned to hear what is said in the 
principle of sufficient reason but what remains unsaid: herme
neutical violence is the precondition of finding an exit from 
metaphysics. Heidegger may be right to claim that this reading 
of Being is not normally heard in the principle of sufficient 
reason; but the reading is common enough in transcendental 
idealism. Here is Schelling, for example: 'we cannot say of the 
true I that it exists: for it is the Ground of Existence - it gives 
existence in all Things, but is not itself. The eternal "I AM", or the 
timeless Act of Self-affirmation, needs no Being to support it, has 
no Substance or Substratum ... ' 12 Heidegger's originality 
depends upon finding this doctrine hidden in the principle of 
sufficient reason and in showing that, far from being part of 
transcendental idealism, it questions idealism. 

We agreed earlier that metaphysics is that discourse which 
elaborates itself within the ontico-ontological distinction and 

12 The translation is by Coleridge and is from an unpublished translation of part 
of Schelling's System of transcendental idealism. The passage is quoted by G. N. 
G. Orsini, Coleridge and German idealism (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni
versity Press, 1969), p. 211. 
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assumes that nothing precedes this distinction. Upon this 
understanding, it is patent that (1) is the pre-eminent statement 
of metaphysics, in both the subjective and objective senses of the 
genitive. The assurance with which {l) is asserted within meta
physics is called into question, though, by (2); for here it is 
claimed that there is indeed something which precedes the 
ontico-ontological distinction and thus philosophy- the thought 
of Being. But in what sense is (2) non-philosophical? Heidegger 
moves from the grammatical function of the verb 'to be' to a 
statement about Being; yet, as he realises, the substantive verb 
can properly refer only to beings, not to Being. 'The goal of all 
ontology is a doctrine of categories', he says, while flatly 
denying that the essential characteristics of Being are cate
gories.13 Within metaphysics, beings are rendered intelligible to 
the extent that they accord with the system of predication; so 
Being remains essentially concealed within the epoch of onto
theology. More particularly, thought is in no way reducible to a 
univocal proposition: 

all true thought remains open to more than one interpretation 
- and this by reaso~ of its nature. Nor is this multiplicity of 
possible interpretations merely the residue of a still un
achieved formal-logical univocity which we properly ought to 
strive for but did not attain. Rather, multiplicity of meanings is 
the element in which all thought must move in order to be 
strict thought.14 

Strictly speaking, (2) cannot be formally stated as a pro
position. If (1) is thetic, (2) must be athetic: whereas the one is 
Setzung, concerned with position, the other is Ubersetzung, trans
lating us beyond position, back into the ground of metaphysics. 
Or as Heidegger elsewhere hints, (2) is a thesis, but in the original 
Greek sense of the word 'which means a setting up in the 
unconcealed ... bringing forth into what is present, that is, 
letting or causing to lie forth' .15 So whereas (1) accords with the 
metaphysical notion of truth as correspondence between a 
proposition and reality, (2) works with the supposedly more 

13 Heidegger, An introduction to metaphysics, trans. Ralph Manheim (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), p. 156. 

14 Heidegger, What is called thinking?, trans. J. Glenn Gray (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1968), p. 71. 

15 Heidegger, 'Addendum' to 'The origin of the work of art', in Poetry, language, 
thought, p. 82. 
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originary notion of truth as aletheia. Heidegger respects the 
protocol of this difference, expressing the import of (2) as 'Being 
and reason: the Same' .16 Thus (2) is non-philosophical in the 
sense that it names the condition of possibility for philosophy 
and in that it resists reduction to a thesis. 

Even so, we have still to puzzle out the relation between (1) 
and (2). There is a sense in which, if Heidegger is right, this 
cannot be satisfactorily done. For to explain the relation 
between the philosophical and the non-philosophical is to 
declare in favour of philosophy at the outset. And yet not to 
offer some sort of account of how one can at least pass from (1) 
to (2) would be to resign oneself to becoming a mystagogue, like 
those Kant condemned. In trying to accede to this latter 
demand, Heidegger also manages, I think, to show how the 
former problem can be evaded. The distance from (1) to (2) can 
be negotiated only by a leap. Heidegger neatly makes the point 
by means of an untranslatable pun: 'The principle· [Satz] of 
reason is not only a Satz as supreme principle. It is a Satz in the 
special sehse that it is a leap' .17 There can be no continuous 
train of reasoning from (1) to (2) and therefore (2) cannot be 
governed by (1). At first this sounds like a Kierkegaardian 'leap 
of faith', not from non-belief to belief but from philosophy to 
non-philosophy. 

It is worth noting, first of all, that in developing the non
relation between (1) and (2) Heidegger has recourse to a familiar 
metaphor. 'The change of tone is sudden', he tells us. 'It repre
sents a leap of thought. Without the help of a bridge, that is to 
say without the continuity of a progression, the leap brings 
thought into another region and into another way of saying.' 18 

The metaphor is not accidental: Heidegger habitually recurs to 
it. With regards to the gulf between the sciences and thinking, 
for instance, he says 'There is no bridge here - only the leap'. 19 

Heidegger's metaphor takes us back not just to Kierkegaard but, 
even further and more decisively, to Kant. In the Critique of 
judgement we are offered the following explanation why our 
theoretical cognition cannot advance towards the supersensible: 

16 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 144. 
17 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 135. 
18 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 134. 
19 Heidegger, What is called thinking?, p. 8. 
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Albeit, then, between the realm of the natural concept, as the 
sensible, and the realm of the concept of freedom, as the 
supersensible, there is a great gulf fixed, so that it is not 
possible to pass from the former to the latter (by means of the 
theoretical employment of reason), just as if they were so 
many separate worlds, the first of which is powerless to exer
cise influence on the second: still the latter is meant to influence 
the former ... There must, therefore, be a ground of the unity 
of the supersensible that lies at the basis of nature ... 20 

A little further on Kant fills out the metaphor in more detail. 
Speaking of this same gulf, he remarks, 'The concept of freedom 
determines nothing in respect of the theoretical cognition of 
nature; and the concept of nature likewise nothing in respect of 
the practical laws of freedom. To that extent, then, it is not 
possible to throw a bridge from the one realm to the other. '21 Kant's aim 
is to preclude any possibility of theoretical reason passing from 
the sensible to the supersensible for moral and religious reasons. 
We know these reasons, and we also know Kant's solution to the 
problem by appeal to the a priori principle to be found in reflect
ive judgement. But let us put these issues to one side and discuss 
the relation between Kant and Heidegger more generally. 

There can be no bridge, Kant tells us, from pure reason to its 
desired supersensible objects; but there must be, nonetheless, a 
ground of the unity of the supersensible at the very basis of 
nature. It is by this means - the limiting of pure reason - that, 
while according a definite privilege to knowledge, Kant also 
secures a position of honour for thought. Knowledge therefore 
keeps (or, strictly speaking, should keep) thought under scrutiny: 
reason's desire to construct a bridge must be abandoned in order 
to secure a solid ground for its legitimate operation. There is no 
question, for Kant, of a Kierkegaardian 'leap of faith' because his 
architectonic guarantees that there is no absolute discontinuity 
between faith and morality. Still keeping religious questions 
aside, Heidegger agrees with Kierkegaard rather than with Kant. 
For although Heidegger repeats Kant's metaphor it is evident 
that his account of the principle of reason is a positive revision of 
the Kantian model. There is a gulf between knowledge and 
thought, and the gulf is precisely the notion of ground. 

20 Kant, Critique of judgement, p. 14. 
21 Kant, Critique of judgement, p. 37. My emphasis. Cf. Vom einen neuerdings 

erhobenen vornehmen Ton, p. 486. 
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But is Heidegger committed to a complete rift between (1) and 
(2) in the same way that Kierkegaard is committed to ruptures 
between the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious? Like Kierke
gaard, Heidegger gives some credence to a preparation for the 
leap. After all, he arrives at the thought of the leap only by 
following detours along the path of thought: 'But these paths 
and detours have brought us to the leap. The detours evidently 
could not replace the leap, still less accomplish it; but in a certain 
way they prepare us for the leap.'22 Kierkegaard and Heidegger 
mainly differ in that the former understands the leap in terms of 
a gulf between philosophical and religious categories while the 
latter takes religious thought as a preparation for a leap from 
philosophy to thought. This comparison only takes us so far, 
however, and we can draw out the differences between the two 
more readily if we recur to Heidegger's earlier remarks on the 
leap in An introduction to metaphysics. We come into the discuss
ion with Heidegger questioning the ground of the fundamental 
question of philosophy: 'Why?' 

At first glance, he tells us, we are liable to think that the 
question 'Why the why?' is merely playing with words: 

But if we decline to be taken in by surface appearances we shall 
see that the question 'why', this question as to the essent as 
such in its entirety, goes beyond any mere playing with words, 
provided we possess sufficient intellectual energy to make the 
question actually recoil into its 'why' - for it will not do so of its 
own accord. In so doing we find out that this privileged 
question 'why' has its ground in a leap through which man 
thrusts away all the previous security, whether real or 
imagined, of his life. The question is asked only in this leap; it 
is the leap; without it there is no asking ... Here it may suffice 
to say that the leap in this questioning arrives at its own 
ground. We call such a leap, which opens up its own source, 
the original source or origin [Ur-sprung], the finding of one's 
own ground. 23 

No doubt there are elements of existential pathos in this passage 
which recall Kierkegaard's opposition of speculative philosophy 
and life, but Heidegger is quick to distinguish his critique of 
philosophy's privileged question from the early Christian's 
rejection of philosophy as 'foolishness'. However, while the 

22 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 134. 
23 Heidegger, An introduction to metaphysics, p. 5. 
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problem of the difference between beings and Being is in place 
here, it is only in Der Satz vom Grund that we find a deft formula
tion. First of all, there is no doubt in the later text that the leap is 
not a matter of existential choice, as it was for Kierkegaard, but a 
consequence of listening to the voice of Being. And in the second 
place, Heidegger draws a succinct distinction between asking 
the question 'Why?', which involves eliciting the ground of 
something else, and offering the explanation 'Because' in which 
one's own ground is adduced. In other words, Heidegger draws 
a firm line between standing before a ground and standing in one's 
own ground. 

It is common, all too common, to picture Kierkegaard and 
Heidegger, in their different ways, as opposed to Hegel. Inter
estingly enough, though, it is Hegel who first formulates a 
notion of the leap; and it is Hegel who can help us specify what it 
is to stand in one's own ground. In the preface to the Phenomen
ology the Spirit's development through history is compared to 
the growth of a child who makes 'a qualitative leap' in its 
maturity.24 This leap is, of course, a necessary part of the dialec
tic's forward motion; and Hegel's metaphor places a stress upon 
another important point: for the dialectic is not an unfolding of 
consciousness, it is an aleatory process of growing. There is no 
question of the dialectic being a deduction from clear and dis
tinct archai; on the contrary, the dialectic must stand in its own 
archai. Donald Verene grasps the importance of this for the 
Hegelian dialectic: 'What consciousness requires to have the 
new object is a new arche, a new first principle. Archai come from 
nowhere. They come when needed and they come from 
nowhere. They are drawn forth from consciousness suddenly 
and without method, that is, without some set procedure. 
Consciousness turns to itself and suddenly has in its hands 
something of itself that it did not know was there in any explicit 
sense.'25 

The difference between Hegel and Heidegger is that while for 
Hegel there are many leaps, for Heidegger there is only one. We 
may have distinguished Heidegger's leap from Kierkegaard's, 
but for those who remain uneasy about 'the voice of Being', 

24 Walter Kaufman, trans. and ed., Hegel (New York: Anchor Books, 1966), p. 
20. 

25 Donald P. Verene, Hegel's recollection, SUNY Series in Hegelian Studies. 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), p. 24. 
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there is a need to contest the text of philosophy on its own 
grounds. This is, r think, the abiding difference between Hei
degger and Derrida; but the difference can be uncovered more 
swiftly by reference to a well-known passage by Paul de Man. 
After discussing the apparently unbridgeable gulf between con
temporary semiology and rhetorical criticism, de Man turns to 
an example, the closing lines of Yeats's 'Among school children'. 
We need concern ourselves only with the poem's final line: 'How 
can we know the dancer from the dance?' De Man has just 
blocked out the main lines of the traditional reading of the poem, 
the one which prizes the poem's rhetoric over its grammar: 

A more extended reading, always assuming that the final line 
is to be read as a rhetorical question, reveals that the thematic 
and rhetorical grammar of the poem yields a consistent reading 
that extends from the first line to the last and that can account 
for all the details in the text. It is equally possible, however, to 
read the last line literally rather than figuratively.26 

So we have two ways of hearing the one line (and, by impli
cation, the entire poem). More particularly, we must respond to 
two possible tones: the rhetorical reading (1') in which the 
question provides its own answer, that we cannot know the 
dancer from the dance; and the grammatical reading (2') in 
which the line is read as asking, with real concern, how can we 
know the dancer from the dance? Now if we adopt (2') the 
urgency of the tone will reverberate back throughout the entire 
poem, de Man assures us, so that what we normally interpret 
rhetorically can be interpreted grammatically. De Man nowhere 
mentions Heidegger in this context but so far we have a per
fectly orthodox extension of Heidegger's reading of the text of 
philosophy to a literary text. We may not anticipate a leap from 
philosophy to non-philosophy but it seems likely that de Man 
will ask us to make a leap from a traditional reading of the poem 
to a non-traditional reading. In point of fact, though, his conclu
sion is far more disturbing - for Heidegger as well as for literary 
criticism. After making out a plausible case for each reading, de 
Man remarks as follows: 

This ... should suffice to suggest that two entirely coherent 
but entirely incompatible readings can be made to hinge on 
one line, whose grammatical structure is devoid of ambiguity, 

26 PauJ de Man, Allegories of reading, p. 11. 
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but whose rhetorical mode turns the mood as well as the mode 
of the poem upside down. Neither can we say ... that the 
poem simply has two meanings that exist side by side. The two 
meanings have to engage each other in direct confrontation, 
for the one reading is precisely the error denounced by the 
other and has to be undone by it. Nor can we in any way make 
a valid decision as to which of the readings can be given 
priority over the other; none can exist in the other's absence. 27 

The genealogy of this move is not hard to trace. When Kant 
identified the antinomies of pure reason - what he called, in a 
letter to Christian Garve, 'the scandal of ostensible contradiction 
of reason with itself'28 - he was led to limit the scope of pure 
reason by critique. Hegel agreed with this identification and 
characterisation; but rather than claiming, with Kant, that the 
antinomies expose the illusions of pure reason, he maintained 
that both sides of the antinomies offer true perspectives on the 
nature of reality. It is true, Heidegger tells us, that there is a 
contradiction in reason. Indeed, it is to be found in the principle 
of sufficient reason itself: we may discover it by attending closely 
to the voice of Being, and respond by leaping from reason's 
domain into the realm of thought. Derrida - followed here by 
de Man - offers a fourth variation on this theme. Heidegger is 
right, he claims, to say that the antinomies are not found at the 
level of concepts but at the level of interpretation, and to claim 
that this is symptomatic of philosophy as such; but he is wrong 
to make a leap from reason to thought. We cannot decide 
between either interpretation on purely formal grounds, not for 
sceptical reasons but by virtue of the very systematicity of the 
text of philosophy. There is no need to make a leap out of 
philosophy because any philosophical text will generate at least 
one statement which escapes its jurisdiction and which will 
trouble philosophy from within. 

The philosophical parricide has been a powerful figure from 
when Plato gave voice to the Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist 241d 
to the present day. To be sure, there are many contenders for the 
title of the thinker who ends philosophy - Nietzsche, Kierke
gaard and Wittgenstein amongst them - but our present discuss
ion provides us with a definite tradition. Kant wishes to end 

27 De Man, Allegories of reading, p. 12. 
28 Arnulf Zweig, ed. and trans., Kant, p. 252. 
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dogmatic metaphysics; in elaborating a dialectic which thrives 
upon its contestation, Hegel folds all future thought into his 
system and so places his seal on all philosophy; and Heidegger 
attempts to overcome philosophy as onto-theology. Finally, 
Derrida tropes what has become, paradoxically enough, a philo
sophical tradition of ending philosophy by distinguishing 
between 'closure' and 'end' then by situating both philosophy 
and the attempts to end it with respect to what cannot be 
named by philosophy. Yet just as philosophy survives the 
deconstruction of philosophy as onto-theology (by becoming 
grammatology, for example), so too theology may survive 
the deconstruction of theology as onto-theology. Derrida un
doubtedly provides us with the most rigorous mode of critique 
of philosophy; but this needs to be supplemented by the 
Heideggerian reflection upon the relation between philosophy 
and theology. 

2 God and Being 

Let us retrace our steps a little. In chapter 3 I distinguished 
between thinking of God as a particular kind of being, and 
therefore a metaphysical entity, and the possibility that it is 
metaphysics which compels us to imagine God as a particular 
kind of being. I argued there that the only kind of non
metaphysical theology which would survive the strictures laid 
down by Derrida would be a negative theology which decon
structs the metaphysics at work within positive theology. It may 
be the case that God is not a being; but there is still a problem to 
consider: is God to be identified with Being? 

Towards the end of the second volume of Nietzsche, Heidegger 
focuses upon a short untitled text of Leibniz's which he dubs 
'The twenty-four statements'. These short remarks provide us 
with a concise account of Leibniz's view of the principle of 
ground. The first draws out an important consequence of the 
principle of sufficient reason: 'There is a ground in nature why 
something exists rather than nothing. This is a consequence of 
the great principle that nothing exists without a ground, just as 
there also must be a ground why this exists rather than some
thing else.'29 That this ground could be solely a formal cause is 

29 Heidegger, Tlze end of philosophy, (London: Souvenir Press, 1975), p. 49. This 
text does not appear in the English translation of Nietzsche. 
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then eliminated: 'This ground ought to be in some real being or 
cause. For a cause is nothing else than a real ground, and the 
truths of possibilities and necessities ... would not produce any
thing unless the possibilities were grounded in an actually exist
ing thing.'30 Rightly or wrongly, Leibniz stresses the principle's 
ontological import. 

Whether this is a clarification or a mystification is something I 
have touched upon earlier. Of chief importance, here and now, 
is the theological use to which Leibniz puts the principle. This is 
Leibniz's third statement: 

But this being must be necessary; otherwise, a ground would 
again have to be sought why it exists rather than not- contrary 
to our hypothesis. That being is, of course, the ultimate 
ground of things and is usually designated by the one word 
GOD. 31 

'Nothing is without ground' is not only the text of philosophy, 
then, it is also the text of theology. This invites the obvious 
question, what sort of theology are we committed to if we hear 
the principle of sufficient reason as (2)? The major shift we have 
to accomplish is not to think of God as a being - the ens origi
narium, ens summum and ens entium - but rather as Being: not 
Being as a ground for something but as standing in its .own 
ground. In the displaced philosophical vocabulary in which 
Heidegger is forced to express (2), all that can be said is 'Being 
and ground: the same'. So it would seem likely that we should 
write the theological correlative of (2) as 'Being and God: the 
same'. 

This identification of Being and God is a very comL1on move 
with respect to certain grafts of Heidegger's later thought on to 
theology. In re-thinking Christian theology along Heideggerian 
lines, John Macquarrie aims to show that 'the understanding of 
God as being rather than as a being will bring new intelligibility 
and relevance to many traditional doctrines'. 32 One response to 

30 Heidegger, The fnd of philosophy, p. 50. 
31 Heidegger, TJu~end of philosophy, p. SO. Elsewhere, Heidegger shows how the 

Leibnizian model of intuitive knowledge of the archai is that of the visio Dei, 
God's intuitive cognition. See The metaphysical foundations of logic, trans. 
Michael Heim (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), pp. 63-65 and 
P· x. 

32 John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian theology (London: SCM Press, 1966), 
p. 107. 
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this claim is to cite Heidegger's various denials of it. At the 1960 
meeting of 'old Marburgers', he suggested that 'philosophical 
thinking is to being as theological thinking is to the self-revealing 
God', which makes it quite clear that, in his mind, Being and 
God are not to be identified. 33 And elsewhere he is still more 
insistent, telling us that Being 'is not God' and that the word 
'Being' has no place in a theology. 34 The difficulty with this 
response, however, is that Heidegger offers very little by way of 
explanation of his statements and they are by no means self
evident. 

Uncertainty over Heidegger's statements concerning God and 
Being arise partly from his vocabulary, partly from the parallels 
he draws between thought and mysticism. Macquarrie offers a 
defence of his interpretation of Being as God in observing that 
'being seems to have all the characteristics of God, even grace'. 35 

True, Heidegg.er's later vocabulary has an unmistakable Chris
tian resonance: the notion of Seinsgeschick is in some respects not 
unlike the Catholic belief in the progressive revelation of doc
trine; and the consolation of religion is surely suggested by such 
words and phrases as 'Shepherd of Being', 'Openness', 'Light
ing', 'Call of Being' and 'Being as gift'. Even so, Macquarrie's 
reasoning here is not entirely persuasive. Heidegger is loath to 
identify Being and God, Macquarrie argues, because 'Heidegger 
thinks that the God of Christianity has been conceived as an 
entity'. 36 To be sure, Heidegger does think that Christian theol
ogy, especially scholasticism, has apprehended God as a being; 
it is for this very reason that he distinguishes between the god of 
onto-theology and the divine God of the early Christians and the 
mystics. Furthermore, Heidegger agrees with Holderlin that we 
live in the time of the 'default of God' .37 Metaphysics has 
impaired our openness to the divine God, and all we can do, at 
present, is content ourselves with interpreting the traces of the 
withdrawn God. In any event, the metaphysical concept of God 

33 J. M. Robinson and J. B. Cobb Jr., eds., The later Heidegger and theology. New 
Frontiers in Theology, Vol. 1. (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), pp. 43, 
190. 

34 Heidegger, 'Letter on humanism', in Basic writings, p. 210; and The piety of 
thinking, p. 184. 

35 Macquarrie, Twentieth-century religious thought Revised edition (London: 
SCM, 1971), p. 355. 

36 Macquarrie, Twentieth-century religious thought, p. 355. 
37 Heidegger, 'What are poets for?', in Poetry, language, thought, p. 91. 
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must be displaced, and one way in which this can be done is by 
talk of the 'holy' and the 'gods' which, unlike talk of 'God', is 
free from metaphysical associations. But Macquarrie is not 
entirely in the wrong, either, for in Der Satz vom Grund Hei
degger draws parallels between the thinker's leap out of meta
physics and the mystic's radical denial of God as a ground for 
beings. And this implies that there is some sort of relation 
between Being and God. 

Yet even if Heidegger's dismissals were self-evident, there 
would still be difficulties. For in its valued equivocity the state
ment 'Being and God: the same' covers quite different formula
tions: Aquinas's deus est suum esse and Eckhart's esse est deus. We 
have seen that metaphysics articulates itself in the space 
between Being and beings; but there is another distinction which 
is of importance here, between essentia and existentia. Within 
metaphysics, Being is fashioned as the essence of all that exists. 
Now when Aquinas claims that God is His own act of being, we 
have an unequivocal statement of God's uniqueness: He is the 
one being whose existence coincides exactly with His essence. In 
characterising God this ~ay, Aquinas identifies the ontico
ontological distinction with that between essentia and existentia 
and thus propounds one of the strongest possible statements of 
theology as onto-theology. The only way out of this situation, 
Heidegger insists, is to think the ground of the ontico
ontological distinction itself, that is, to think Being otherwise 
than as the Being of beings. One finds this in Eckhart's insist
ence, contra Aquinas, that the act of being is God (or, less archly 
phrased, that Being properly belongs only to God). 

Aquinas may distinguish between God's essence and His 
existence in epistemological terms, but Eckhart distinguishes 
between them by way of ontology. To say that Being is God is to 
maintain that God is pure essence which refuses the possibility 
of any existential predicate. God, here, is not the essence of 
beings and therefore an absolute ground: He is essence without 
determinate existence. Heidegger's remarks on this are worth 
attention: 

When Meister Eckhart says 'God' he means Godhead, not 
deus but deitas, not ens but essentia, not nature but what is 
above nature, the essence - the essence to which, as it were, 
every existential determination must still be refused, from 
which every additio existentire must be kept at a distance. 
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Hence he also says: 'Sprache man von Gott er ist, das ware 
hinzugelegt'. 'If it were said of God that he is, that would be 
added on'. Meister Eckhart's expression 'das ware hinzu
gelegt' is the German translation, using Thomas' phrase, of: it 
would be an additio entis ... Thus God is for himself his 'not'; 
that is to say, he is the most universal being, the purest 
indeterminate possibility of everything possible, pure nothing. 
He is the nothing over against the concept of every creature, 
over against every determinate possible and actualized 
being.38 

Heidegger is right to draw the contrast between Aquinas and 
Eckhart: but it can be pushed even further. Whereas for Aquinas 
negative theology is a correction to positive theology, for Eckhart 
negative theology precedes all positive theology. 

Appropriately enough, Derrida selects Meister Eckhart as an 
exemplary practitioner of negative theology; yet, despite Eck
hart's refusals to ascribe existential predicates to the Godhead, 
Derrida nonetheless concludes that 'This negative theology is 
still a theology'. 39 The evidence he cites is, at first glance, 
impressive; from the sermon 'Quasi stella matutina' we have the 
remark, 'When I said that God was not a Being and was above 
Being, I did not thereby contest his Being, but on the contrary 
attributed to him a more elevated Being'. 40 If one reads this in 
the context of Eckhart's entire sermon, Eckhart says that God (or 
Being) is to be thought in a distinct manner from beings. For 
Eckhart, God lives without a 'why', without a ground; and we 
can only be one with God when we have overcome all desire to 
ground our belief in God. 41 Indeed, as Heidegger implicitly 
shows, this very discourse regards onto-theology as an addition, 
a supplement, to what conditions onto-theology as such. We 
must remember, too, that Eckhart's account of God does not 
come in isolation; it is plainly framed with his brother Domini
can's account in mind. Although the form of Eckhart's account of 

38 Heidegger, The basic problems of phenomenology, trans. and introd. Albert 
Hofstadter (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), pp. 90-91. 

39 Derrida, Writing, p. 146. 
40 Derrida, Writing, p.146. Cf. 'Thus when I say that God is not being and that 

he is above being, I have denied him being but, rather, I have dignified and 
exalted being in him.' R.M. Blakney, trans. Meister Eckhart (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1941), p. 219. 

41 E. College and B. McGinn, trans. Meister Eckhart. Pref. H. Smith. The Classics 
of Western Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), p. 60. 
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God and Being is a reversal of Aquinas's, it is nevertheless 
situated with respect to a general economy. In strict terms, then, 
Eckhart' s definition of God deconstructs Aquinas's definition. 42 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Eckhart's account of the 
relation between Being and God suggests, as Heidegger admits, 
'an extreme precision and depth of thought' but we should take 
it as clarifying Heidegger's thought, not converging with it. 43 

Where Heidegger departs from Eckhart is in pressing for an 
absolute distinction between philosophical and theological dis
course: not because they are such distinct areas of enquiry but 
because what was possible for Eckhart is rio longer possible. If 
comparisons between Heidegger and theologians must be 
made, it is perhaps more accurate to compare Heidegger's later 
thought with that of Karl Barth. S. U. Zuidema contends that 
'with Barth God is being; and with Heidegger Being is divine', 
but this misses the point entirely. 44 As we have seen, Heidegger 
proposes an analogia proportionalitatis between thinking and 
theology. Just as thought is a response to the voice of Being, so 
theology is a response to faith in God's self-revelation. And as 
the analogy is between proportions, not elements, Heidegger in 
no way links God and Being. The point of the analogy, further
more, is to show that revelation does not answer to epistemolo
gical or ontological conditions. Despite all the surface disagree
ments, which Heinrich Ott has patiently put into perspective, 45 

Barth and Heidegger agree to reject the analogia entis. That is, 
they agree that God reveals Himself in the realm of the sacred 
though not in the realm of Being as defined by the ontico
ontological distinction. 

If this is so, philosophy and theology are, while not wholly 
incommensurate, quite different in orientation. It is not just that 
we cannot identify God with Being; we cannot even identify God 
with Being's essential origin: talk of Ereignis or the Austrag 

42 For Heidegger's comments on these definitions see 'A Heidegger seminar on 
Hegel's Differenzschrift', trans. William Lovitt, Southwestern Journal of Phil
osophy, 11, (1980), p. 38. 

43 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 106. 
44 S. U. Zuidema, 'The idea of revelation with Karl Barth and with Martin 

Heidegger: the comparability of their patterns of thought', Free University 
Quarterly (Amsterdam), 4 (1955), p. 71. 

45 I have in mind Ott's second book, Denken und Sein (1959) and I am indebted to 
Cornelius van Til's lucid account of Ott in his article The later Heidegger and 
theology', Westminster Theological Journal, 26 (1964), pp. 125--36. 
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belongs to a different sphere than talk of God and the holy. 
Heidegger insists upon this: 'nothing religious', he assures us, 
'is ever destroyed by logic; it is destroyed only by the God's 
withdrawal'. 46 More generally, Heidegger claims that theology 
should derive its categories and criteria from faith, not from 
philosophy. Thus theology has a stake in the overcoming of 
philosophy as onto-theology - something I have explored in the 
third chapter. But now I propose to pursue the same issue from a 
slightly different angle, with the hope of reaching further. 

There has been a good deal of work on the role of interpreta
tion in Heidegger's thought. From time to time we have had to 
distinguish the Heideggerian project of Destruktion from the 
Derridean programme of deconstruction, even while admitting a 
filialion between them. We need to focus more intently upon 
them, and the best way to begin is by reminding ourselves how 
Heidegger introduces the notion of Destruktion. We must there
fore turn to the beginning of Being and time: 

If the question of Being is to have its own history made 
transparent, then this hardened tradition must be loosened 
up, and the concealments which it has brought about must be 
dissolved. We understand this task as one in which by taking 
the question of Being as our clue, we are to destroy the traditional 
content of ancient ontology until we arrive at those primordial 
experiences in which we achieved our first ways of determin
ing the nature of Being- the ways which have guided us ever 
since. 47 

So Destruktion does not signify a nihilist destruction but a de
structuring, a loosening up, of the history of ontology. It is a 
quest for the origins of the formulation of the question of Being: 
what is it in western philosophy which requires that Being be 
taken as the ground of beings? 

To this question we respond with a question of our own: what 
is Heidegger's attitude to these origins? His specification of the 
project of Destruktion provides us with an answer: 

In thus demonstrating the origin of our basic ontological con
cepts by an investigation in which their 'birth certificate' is 
displayed, we have nothing to do with a vicious relativising of 
ontological standpoints. But this destruction is just as far from 

46 Heidegger, What is called thinking?, p. 10. 
47 Heidegger, Being and time, trans. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1973), p. 44. 
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having the negative sense of shaking off the ontological tradi
tion. We must, on the contrary, stake out the positive possi
bilities of that tradition, and this always means keeping it 
within its limits ... On its negative side, this destruction does 
not relate itself towards the past; its criticism is aimed at 
'today' .48 

Like Kantian 'critique', Heideggerian 'Destruktion' is concerned 
to set the limits within which metaphysics properly operates. 
Unlike Kant, however, Heidegger understands Being as tempo
rality and, consequently, metaphysics to be properly con
ditioned by historical rather than by a priori categories. For Kant 
there can be no reason other than a lack of perspicacity on the 
part of Leibniz, Hume and others why the substance of the 
Critique of pure reason could not have been formulated earlier than 
it actually was. Heidegger, however, seems to believe that his 
critique of metaphysics depends upon a kairos, a particular 
moment when it is appropriate to act. This brings us to a second 
point. 'Destruction means - to open our ears', Heidegger tells 
us, 'to make ourselves free for what speaks to us in tradition as 
the Being of beings'. 49 The Destruktion of philosophy as meta
physics involves recovering what has remained unheard in a 
philosophical text during the history of philosophy and putting 
it to use in the project of overcoming metaphysics. 

Whatever else it is, Destruktion is a mode of textual interpreta
tion. But it soon becomes evident that this is a hermeneutic with 
very definite presuppositions about language. ;In its essence, 
language is neither expression nor an activity of man', Hei
degger contends, 'Language speaks'. 50 And elsewhere we are 
told, 'Language is the house of Being'. 51 Heidegger suggests that 
we hear the voice of Being in language. When we read a text, 
whether Aristotle's Physics or Trakl's 'A winter evening', we hear 
the author's expression and, if we are attentive, the voice of 
Being which may well run counter to what is literally said in the 
text. There is a good deal of muddled exposition of Heidegger on 
this point. 'In calling language the arrival of being', Paul Meier 
argues, 'Heidegger wants to indicate the occurrence of being in a 
form wherein it clears a space for itself in the human world as a 

48 Heidegger, Being and time, p. 44. 
49 Heidegger, What is philosophy? p. 73. Also see, On the way to language, p. 20. 
50 Heidegger, 'Language', in Poetry, language, thought, p. 197. 
51 Heidegger, 'The nature of Language', in On the way to language, p. 63. 
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bridge between man and the being of the world with him'. 52 

What is wrong here is just this metaphor of the bridge. Meier is 
quick to point out that the bridge metaphor 'does not mean a 
subsequent connection of two independent entities, human lan
guage and being, because it is in the transition of being into 
language that the thingness of the world of historical existence is 
constituted' ;53 but this still misses the point, since Heidegger 
insists that there can be no construction, no bridge, from lan
guage as expression to language as the revelation of Being.54 To 
pass from one to the other one must negotiate a leap, 'a sudden 
leap of insight'. 55 

It is because of this leap from reason to thought that Heidegger 
prefers the word 'illumination' to 'interpretation' as a descrip
tion of his 'exegetical' essays, especially those on literary texts. It 
is Being which illumines beings, and although Heidegger's illu
minations are in some sense answerable to their texts there is no 
method by which one can pass from text to illumination. The 
New Criticism could hardly be described as a method of literary 
interpretation, but even here there are traits to locate - paradox, 
irony, ambiguity, and so forth - if one is to pass from text to 
interpretation. By contrast, Heidegger claims that 'Language 
speaks by saying, this is, by showing', and far from being an 
accidental property of language this saying as showing is essen
tial to language. 56 Still more importantly, 'The same word, 
however, the word for Saying, is also the word for Being ... 
Saying and Being, word and thing, belong to each other in a 
veiled way'. 57 If we put Heidegger's etymological argument to 
one side we have the claim that Being is disclosed in the essence 
of language. Or as he elsewhere remarks, 'Being speaks always 
and everywhere throughout language'. 58 

Assuming for the moment that one does hear the voice of 
Being in a text, the interpretation - or illumination, if you will -

52 P. J. Meier, 'Fundamental ontology and positive theology: Martin Hei
degger's way of thinking', Journal of Religious Thought (Washington), 17 
(1960), p. 113. 

53 Meier, 'Fundamental ontology and positive theology', p. 113. 
54 Heidegger, 'The way to language', in On the way to language, p. 124. 
55 Heidegger, 'Language in the poem', in On the way to language, p. 161. 
56 Heidegger, 'The way to language', pp. 124, 123. 
57 Heidegger, 'Words', in On the way to language, p. 155. Cf. p. 135. 
58 Heidegger, 'The Anaximander fragment', in Early Greek thinking, trans. D.F. 

Krell and F.A. Capuzzi (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), p. 52. 
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which would result would be unheard in that text to the extent to 
which one remains within the epoch of onto-theology. There 
would therefore be two interpretations of the text: that which 
accords with metaphysics and that which leaps out of meta
physics. Heidegger does not reject the metaphysical interpreta
tion out of hand - it has, after all, served its purpose in the 
history of Being - but he does claim that it is the non
metaphysical interpretation, the illumination, which is true: not 
because it corresponds to a certain state of affairs but because it 
illuminates such a state. 'There is a dialogue between thinking 
and poetry', Heidegger tells us;59 but there is also a dialogue 
between thinking and theology which, similarly, takes its bear
ings from hermeneutic questions. 

Which brings us to Rudolf Bultmann, the theologian with 
whom Heidegger's name is most often linked. In rough outline, 
Bultmann's project is to release the Kerygma of the Gospel from 
the detritus of mythology which, to the contemporary reader, 
seems to bind it to a pre-scientific world-view. To this end, 
Bultmann distinguishes between historical modes: Historie, the 
order of recordable factual events, and Geschichte, 'the stream of 
historical happening' as Macquarrie nicely phrases it. 60 Upon 
Bultmann's understanding, the Gospel is encountered in 
Geschichte not in Historie; and with this distinction we have a 
direct heir of Lessing's recognition of the unbridgeable gulf 
between the accidental truths of history and the necessary truths 
of reason. 

The influence of Heidegger here is variously apparent, but I 
want to accent only one aspect: 'de-mythologizing', Bultmann 
explains, 'is an hermeneutic method, that is, a method of interpreta
tion, of exegesis'. 61 Rather than hearing the voice of Being in a 
text, Bultmann enjoins us to listen for the voice of God in the 
gospels; and we can do that, it seems, only if we can hear Jesus's 
eschatological preaching without mythological additions. For 
our purposes, just two points need detain us. As Ott showed as 
far back as 1955, the distinction between Historie and Geschichte, 
between the past as past and the past as presently encountered, 

59 Heidegger, 'Language in the poem', p. 160. 
60 Macquarrie, An existentialist theology (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), p. 

151. 
61 Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus Christ and mythology (New York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1958), p. 45. 
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commits Bultmann to viewing the present as 'a point without 
extension [ausdehnungsloser Punkt] between the realm of genuine 
and of secondary history'. 62 Ott objects that Bultmann leaves no 
room for the 'great deeds of God', creation and apocalypse, and 
one could also point to the metaphysics harboured in Bult
mann's view of time and to the allegorical character of demyth
ologising. Although Bultmann wishes to follow Heidegger in the 
Destruktion of metaphysics, his theology keeps reintroducing 
what it tries to bypass. 

But there is another way in which Heidegger's thought is 
associated with non-metaphysical theology. Here there is no 
question of using Heidegger's thought to construct a non
metaphysical theology but rather to spell out what it means for a 
theology to be non-metaphysical. The theology in question is 
Karl Barth's. I do not propose to see if this theology is non
metaphysical - that would take far too long- only to assess one 
part of the case, developed by Ott, for claiming that it is. Hei
degger and Barth agree in rejecting the analogia entis: whereas 
the one thinks Being as an event of disclosure, as that which lets 
beings be, the other takes God to have no ontological relation 
with man, and as thinkable only in a relationship of faith. There 
is further apparent agreement in that Heidegger characterises 
the relationship between Being and beings by way of a double 
movement of revealing [ ent-bergend] and concealing [bergend] -
'As it reveals itself in beings, Being withdraws', as we are told 
elsewhere63 - while Barth's fundamental tenet is that God is at 
once wholly revealed and wholly hidden: 'He unveils Himself as 
the One He is by veiling Himself in a form which He Himself is 
not'.64 

We must be careful not to forget that, in drawing comparisons 
between Heidegger and Barth, we are dealing with an analogy of 
proportionality, not of proportion. Accordingly, the path out of 
metaphysics does not consist in identifying Being and God but 
in attending to the ways in which Being and God reveal them
selves. As I showed in part II, the metaphysics in both phil
osophy and theology is shaken by a double movement of reveal
ing and concealing; and if Heidegger and Barth do establish 

62 Heinrich Ott, Geschichte und Heilsgeschichte in der Theologie Rudolf Bultmanns, 
p. 138. Quoted by C. Yan Til, 'The later Heidegger and theology', p. 126. 

63 Heidegger, 'The Anaximander fragment', p. 26. 
64 Barth, Church dogmatics, 11.i., p. 52. 

262 



God and Being 

non-metaphysical discourses it is owing to a respect for this 
double movement. More often than not, however, there is a 
failure amongst commentators to take this equivocal movement 
with sufficient seriousness. Even Ott succumbs to this in affirm
ing that when Yahweh says 'I am that I am' He 'asserts his 
supremacy above every concept of man. Yet he applies the idea 
of being to himself. There is no metaphysics here'. 65 On the 
contrary, there is both metaphysics here and the resources for its 
deconstruction. The words which the author of Exodus attri
butes tp Yahweh express a position which, in its very act, makes 
use of the metaphysical concepts which he denies are applicable 
to Him. And it is through a systematic negation of these con
cepts, such as occurs in negative theology, that this metaphysics 
is deconstructed. 

One can go further and inquire if even Heidegger takes this 
equivocal movement of revealing and concealing as seriously as 
he needs to. Part of the problem is that the project of Destruktion, 
as Heidegger initially formulates it, does not capture the double 
movement of veiling and unveiling. Hermeneutical violence is 
integral to the activity of Destruktion, and this may well appear to 
constitute a leap out of metaphysics. Yet it quickly becomes 
apparent that this is not the case: 'The laying-bare of Dasein's 
primordial Being must ... be wrested from Dasein by following 
the opposite course from that taken by the falling ontico
ontological tendency of interpretation'. 66 Just as Dasein passes 
from inauthenticity to authenticity in this act of hermeneutical 
violence, so too the Destruktion of a text seeks to recover, as 
Caputo puts it, 'its essential tendencies, tendencies which the 
text conceals'. 67 

If we can accuse Heidegger of a failure it is the failure to think 
through the consequences of the groundlessness of Being. To be 
sure, Heidegger wants to claim that hearing the principle of 
sufficient reason in a new key leads us outside metaphysics: if 
we hear (1) Nothing is without ground, we remain within meta
physics; yet if we hear (2) Nothing is without ground, we no 
longer remain within. However, (1) and (2) cannot be entirely 
separated, since as de Man has shown, 'The two meanings have 

65 Ott, Denken und Sein, pp. 145-46. Paraphrased by C. van Til, p. 129. 
66 Heidegger, Being and time, p. 359. 
67 Caputo, Heidegger and Aquinas, p. 247. Cf. Chapter III§ 3. 
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to engage each other in direct confrontation, for the one reading 
is precisely the error denounced by the other and has to be 
undone by it'. 68 In other words, the revelation of (2) cannot 
entirely escape the concealment of (1). We would be overly 
hasty, however, if we were to conclude that the Heideggerian 
hermeneutic of unconcealment remains simply within meta
physics. This is plainly seen if we compare Kant and Heidegger. 
Kant distinguishes between two modes of interpretation, the 
reasonable and the mystical: the former is unequivocal and 
unveiled whereas the latter is equivocal and veiled. Heidegger 
follows suit with the qualification that his interpretations are 
called the reasonable and the thoughtful. Both philosophers 
understand there to be a leap between the interpretations. Yet 
whereas Kant understands the equivocal interpretation to be 
bad because it.conceals, Heidegger holds it to be good because it 
simultaneously reveals and conceals. And whereas Kant takes 
the second interpretation to be an unnecessary supplement to 
the first, Heidegger takes it to supplant the first. That is, Kant 
thinks the supplement only phenomenally while Heidegger 
thinks it only transcendentally; but the deconstructive move is 
to think the supplement as both addition and replacement at 
once. 

To accept (1) is to assent to, or at least remain complicit 
with, the God of onto-theology, and our guiding question has 
been what happens, theologically, if we accept (2). The Destruk
tion of the principle of sufficient reason certainly requires us to 
reject of the God of onto-theology, but it does not replace this 
with a theology of its own. While Heidegger allows room for 
God in his thought, he rules out imagining God as Being. With 
this, our discussion seems to have reached an impasse. Because 
Heidegger understands religion in such a way that no positive 
distinction between religion and mysticism can be drawn, we 
have attended to his residual Kantianism in several places but 
not where it is perhaps most hidden yet most powerful: in his 
remarks on mysticism. While Heidegger breaks with Kant in not 
allowing thematic differences between religion and mysticism, 
perhaps he covertly reinforces Kant in admitting a structural 
difference between them. If this is so, we would be in a position 
to refine the Heideggerian problematic to explain what goes on 

68 De Man, Allegories of reading, p. 12. 
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in non-metaphysical theology. And this is exactly the position 
we wish to attain. 

3 Negative theology redivivus 

Far from condemning the mystics, as Kant does, Heidegger 
finds himself in sympathy with them. It has become a common 
complaint that Heidegger's thought is itself a form of mysticism. 
'Unless one is content to achieve a mystical contact with reality', 
W. T. Jones suggests, 'one must conclude that the phenomeno
logical route out of the Kantian paradigm has reached a dead end 
in Heidegger'. 69 This complaint is often, at least in part, a 
response to the tone Heidegger adopts in his later work, and it 
takes little reflection to recognise that the complaint is itself 
conditioned by the Kantian idea of mysticism. But there is a 
sense in which Heidegger's thought may have positive links 
with mysticism - it may help us to understand the workings of 
mystical theology- and it is this sense which I wish to explore. 

Whereas Kant reads mysticism as philosophy's dangerous 
'other', Heidegger testifies to 'the extreme precision and depth 
of thought' which is to be ·found in 'great and authentic mysti
cism'. 70 At first glance, though, what Heidegger means by 'mys
ticism' seems to differ markedly from Kant's understanding: 

It is the characteristic quality of medieval mysticism that it tries to 
lay hold of the being ontologically rated as the properly essen
tial being, God, in his very essence. In this attempt mysticism 
arrives at a peculiar speculation, peculiar because it transforms 
the idea of essence in general, which is an ontological ground 
of a being, its possibility, its essence, into what is properly 
actual. This remarkable alteration of essence into a being is the 
presupposition for the possibility of what is called mystical 
speculation. 71 

The mystic, accordingly, does not improperly regard Being as 
the ground of beings - ens originarium, ens summum or ens entium 
- which is the metaphysical theologian's congenital problem. 
Being is properly thought as constituting its own ground, as 
being groundless. Unlike a thinker such as Heidegger himself, 

69 W. T. Jones, A history of western philosophy (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1975), Vol. V, p. 331. 

70 Heidegger, Le principe de raison, p. 106. 
71 Heidegger, The basic problems of phenomenology, p. 90. 
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however, the mystic makes an additional move: Being, once 
properly understood, is then taken as a being. 

It may be worth looking at this more closely. We know that 
Kant frames mysticism twice: it is the death of all philosophy, 
and it is a parergon to religion properly conceived. As we have 
seen, Heidegger has a good deal to say about religion 'properly 
conceived'; for it is only when religion orients itself by reflecting 
upon faith and not by deducing its categories from philosophy 
that it is understood properly. Here mysticism cannot be a 
parergon to religion, since no qualitative distinction between 
them can be drawn. So much for the second framing - what 
about the first? Quite clearly, mysticism maintains a rapport 
with thought, for it thinks outside the confines of the ontico
ontological distinction; yet it is also outside thought in regarding 
essence in general as a being. Mysticism, then, is a parergon to 
thought: in Der Satz vom Grund, recall, ·Heidegger meditates 
upon Eckhart and Angelus Silesius as a necessary 'detour' before 
making the leap from being to Being. 

This Kantian filiation can be traced in more detail, since what 
makes mysticism a parergon in Heidegger's view is its insistence 
upon conceiving a general essence as a personal particular. This 
is a variation upon the case that Kant presents when concluding 
'About a recently raised superior tone in philosophy': 

only ... the didactic proceeding is actually alone philosophi
cal, to bring the moral law in us on to clear concepts according 
to logical kind of teaching, but that one [proceeding], to 
personify that law and to make a veiled ISIS out of the morally 
commanding reason ... is an aesthetic kind of conceptuali
zation of just the same item; of which one can well make use 
after, when through the former the principles have already 
been cleared up, in order to enliven those ideas through 
sensory even although only analogical representation, but 
always with some danger of happening into fanciful vision that 
is the death of all philosophy. 72 

Like Kant, Heidegger has a use for mysticism only when it is 
already purified by thought. And this is why mysticism must 
remain a supplement to thought, supplying it with, first, a 
means of approaching thought and, second, a concrete historical 
instance of how philosophy can be overcome. There can be no 

72 Kant, Vom einem neuerdings erhobenen vernehmen Ton, pp. 494-95. 
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question that Heidegger is far more sympathetic to mysticism 
than is Kant. But upon my reading, there caD also be no question 
that Heidegger's treatment of mysticism gets its bearings from 
the critical philosophy. 

Does this mean that Heidegger's thought, like Kant's, is itself a 
negative theology? After a brief study of the Pseudo-Dionysius 
and St John of the Cross, Ernesto Grassi argues that Heidegger 
presents us with nothing less than a reversal of negative 
theology: 

The essential difference between Heidegger's philosophy of 
unhiddenness and negative theology as found in Dionysius 
and John of the Cross consists in their completely different 
starting points. They understand divine Being as a Being in 
and for itself, outside of history, so that it emerges primarily 
through the theophany of a mystic. Heidegger, however, 
claims that Being emerges through the 'clearing' of different, 
purely historical spaces in which particular gods, institutions, 
and arts appear historically. For negative theology, as well as 
for Heidegger, Being (God) is 'sublime', but in a fundamentally 
different sense. In negative theology the sublime and elevated 
nature of God is defined in the sense that it finally can be made 
visible only by relinquishing those capacities (rational know
ledge, memory, and will) that make possible the 'day' of 
rational life. 73 

Grassi's construction of negative theology is prone to several 
objections. Dionysius does not think of God as a being: it is just 
that image which his negative theology is concerned to decon
struct. And the same holds hue of St John of the Cross. Also, it is 
not the case that Christian mystics entirely relinquish rational 
knowledge, memory and will - that is a stark impossibility. The 
central point which most mystics make is that one must be 
detached from the things of the world. The mystic does not deny 
reason, memory or the will; he or she situates them with respect 
to a far wider configuration. And finally, the mystic does not 
claim that God is 'made visible' by a revelation: the complicating 
feature of most mystical discourse is the insistence upon a 
double movement of rev~aling and concealing. 

Consider St John of the Cross, the bulk of whose theological 

73 Ernesto Grassi, Heidegger and the question of Renaissance humanism (Bingham· 
ton, N.Y.: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, 1983), pp. 
90-91. 
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work is cast as commentary upon several of his poems. Explicat
ing the line 'By the secret ladder, disguised' St John writes, 'Not 
only does a man feel unwilling to give expression to this 
wisdom, but he finds no adequate means of similitude to signify 
so sublime an understanding and delicate a spiritual feeling'. 74 

The wisdom of God's love is, as he says, 'so secret that it is 
ineffable'. 75 Now St John may demur at the thought of being able 
to express his experience of God's grace, but this very scruple 
occurs in a commentary on a poem which is, as we are 
repeatedly told,. about mystical experience. The poem unveils 
the experience, yet simultaneously veils it to the extent that it 
requires a commentary which itself needs to be further unveiled. 
We must be careful to distinguish between the poem's and 
commentary's thematic point that mystical experience is a matter 
of both veiling and unveiling, and the structural relation of 
veiling and unveiling which applies generally to all texts. 
Indeed,, it is this very distinction which will help us in coming to 
a final statement of the difference between grafting the Hei
deggerian and the Derridean problematics onto the question of 
non-metaphysical theology. 

To go back just one step: Grassi's case that Heidegger's 
thought reverses negative theology is far from persuasive. The 
counter argument is more forceful. While Heidegger allows 
room for God in his thought, he denies any identification of God 
as Being. If this is so, however, Heidegger seems committed to a 
negative theology: that God is otherwise than Being. The weak 
link in the argument is the formulation 'allows room for God in 
his thought'. For we can say that Heidegger's thought is a 
negative theology only if he affirms God in the first place. There 
is no difficulty in establishing Kant's belief in God, and in his 
case the argument goes through. But Heidegger is somewhat 
more difficult to pin down. For despite the existential pathos of 
Being and time, Heidegger nearly always speaks as 'thinker', not 
as man, and as he never fails to remind us the thinker qua thinker 
does not speak of God. Heidegger's personal views, though, are 
very much beside the point. The important issue is what 
happens if we add our refinement of the later Heidegger's 

74 St John of the Cross, 'The dark night', in The collected works of St. John of the 
Cross, trans. Kiernan Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Washington: JCS 
Publications, 1979), pp. 368-69. 

75 St John of the Cross, 'The dark night', p. 368. 
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thought on to the question of theology. And as we are dealing 
with an unequivocal affirmation of God, there is no doubt that 
the theology which follows is a negative theology. 

We need only ask now if this Heideggerian negative theology 
is of a restricted or a general kind. A general negative theology 
contests metaphysics as such; but, as we have seen, Heidegger's 
Destruktion of metaphysics remains complicit with metaphysics 
to the extent that it betrays, as Derrida puts it, 'a nostalgic desire 
to recover the proper name, the unique name of Being'.76 This 
suggests that the Heideggerian thematic is ultimately answer
able to metaphysics; and this may well be so. Yet where Derrida 
breaks decisively with Heidegger is in his recognition that meta
physics is structurally encrypted within discourse. It is only 
through the twin strategies of erasure and pal~onymy that 
metaphysics can be isolated; and the mode of 'isolation' is to 
situate metaphysics with respect to the general economy of 
differance. Heideggerian theology therefore remains, like its 
Kantian precursor, a restricted negative theology. However, if 
we add the Derridean problematic to theology what results is a 
general negative theology, one which places the value of the 
proper name in question, and thus provides us with an account 
of the only possible way in which a theology can resist the 
illusions of metaphysics. 

76 Derrida, 'Deconstruction and the other', p. 110. 
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The Question of Context 
0 This is my starting-point/' says Jacques Derrida, 11no meaning 
can be determined out of context, but no context pe_rmits satura
tion."1 What is at issue here, he explains, is not the 11semantic 
fertility,.. of high canonical literature such as the texts to vvhkh he 
has been referring, P. B. Shelley's The Triumph of Life and Maurice 
Blanchot's L'arret de mort, but rather uthe structure of the remnant 
or of iteration,0 lvhich applies to every text regardless of its aes
thetic, moral, political_, or religious values. 2 Doubtless, Derrida 
could have added more disjunctions - remnant or iteration or par
ergon or remark or supplement or trace - for he has given this 
structure many nicknames over the years. One could say \vithout 
being at au grudging that he has done nothing else but brood 
upon this structure as it variously conceals and reveals itself in 
writings that ans\ver the nanu.~s of 0 la\\r/' "'literature/' 11philoso
phy/' "poetry/' upsychoanalysis," or 11thoology." 

In 1977, for instance, vve find Derrida en courroux chastising 
the speech act theotist John Searle for missing the point about 
iteration: 

I repeat; therefore, since it can never be repeated too often: if 
one admits that V\>'rlting (and the mark in general) must be able 
to function in the absence of the sender, the receiwr, the context 
of production, eb:., that implies that this ptrt"le:r, this being able, 
this tJOssibility is ahvays inscribed, hence tte(.Y:ssarily inserlbed as 
possibility in the functioning or the functional structure of the 
mark;) 

Any mark_, and by extension any text, must be able to signify 
in the absence of its original context and intended destination -
though not, of course, in the complete and total absence of any 
context whatsoever. It is always possible for any text to arrive in 
an unforeseen place, to be read 'vithin a frame that its author 
never felt appropriate or could never have imagined. What pres-
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ents itself as outside a text - a supplement, a parergon, or what
ever - cooperates intimately with the inside; it reworks the 
writing from within, delicately adjusting each word, if only 
slightly, affecting what the text signifies and so disrupting any 
presumed self-identity of meaning. It is always possible. Not in
evitable, to be sure, since the text may be so weak or kept so secret 
that it is never in fact repeated outside its original context. Or it 
may be read for a while and then fall into illegibility, its grammar 
having been lost or forgotten. No matter: this chance of radical 
repetition, and all that follows from it, is an enabling condition 
of a mark or a text in the first place. 

It would be reassuring to call this state of affairs a background 
against which I can pose a problem, but the force of Derrida's 
contention is that a background can always flex itself and occupy 
the foreground as well. There is nothing that is not in principle 
exempt from being caught up in this play of text and context. 
With this endless performance in mind, I would like to relate and 
examine two instances of this intertwining of text and context: 
the circumstances that make "Jacques Derrida" significant, and 
those that do the same for "theology." Or, more precisely, I 
would like to see how one of Derrida's words, "deconstruction," 
has been charged with meaning by its first contexts, and how a 
fuzzy set of discourses that has long intrigued Derrida, "negative 
theology," has been resolutely framed by another fuzzy set of 
discourses we can call "philosophy" or /;'the metaphysics of pres
ence" or even, once we know what it means, "onto-theology." 
My broad concern can be outlined in three phases, two state
ments, and a group of questions, and in making the statements I 
would like to take some time to thicken the descriptions on offer. 

Deconstruction and Atheism 

From Derrida's first writings, deconstruction was received, espe
cially in the English-speaking world, in contexts that were at the 
least secular and at the most determinedly atheistic. It could be 
shown from a study of early and influential expository works by 
Jonathan Culler, Gayatri Spivak, and others that the invitation 
to grammatology came hand in glove with a reductive and even 
dismissive treatment of faith, mysticism, and theology. The edito
rial to the Summer 1981 edition of Diacritics can stand as an em
blem. Guest editors Timothy Bahti and Richard Klein devoted an 
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issue of the journal to deconstructive readings of Kant and Hegel; 
they called it "The Ghost of Theology," and their opening re
marks cast theology in an invidious and in the end tedious role 
"as a form, a content, and a performance."4 More generally, the 
first framings of deconstruction foreclosed on possible relations 
that Derrida's writings might have with religion or theology.5 De
rrida' s religious views and intentions are plainly relevant here 
although they have only recently been indicated in print and, 
even so, are difficult to classify. In "Circumfession" (1993) he 
evokes his 

religion about which nobody understands anything, any more 
than does my mother who asked other people a while ago, not 
daring to talk to me about it, if I still believed in God . . . but 
she must have known that the constancy of God in my life is 
called by other names, so that I quite rightly pass for an atheist, 
the omnipresence to me of what I call God in my absolved, 
absolutely private language being neither that of an eyewitness 
nor that of a voice doing anything than talking to me without 
saying anything.6 

Scarcely a declaration of faith, this expression is also not a 
straightforward affirmation of atheism. It is one thing to be an 
atheist, quite another, perhaps, to "rightly pass" (passe a just titre) 
for one while nonetheless admitting to a God effect in one's life. 
There are, as Derrida knows, mystics whose religious confession 
so "resembles a profession of atheism as to be mistaken for it," 
even though he makes no claim to be one of these. 7 His confession 
is further complicated by the reference to an "absolutely private 
language," since Derrida has keenly argued from his earliest 
writings against the hypothesis of a purely private language or 
an absolutely proper name while all the time desiring what re
mains very close to it - a unique idiom. And what, we might ask, 
is an absolved language? We know that absolution must come 
from an Other or the Other, and we know too that it erases a 
content, a list of omissions and I or commissions. A true absolu
tion, however, also removes the obligation to make a return for 
what has been freely given: forgiveness, grace. Absolution re
quires us to think a gift outside or beyond the circuit of exchange, 
a scandalous thought because it is, at heart, a thought of faith, 
maybe the thought of faith, the thought that only faith can give. 
At any rate, an absolved language would be one that accepts 
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what is offered to it and understands this strictly as a gift, with 
no return involved. Yet for this to happen the gift must somehow 
remove itself in advance from the circuit of exchange, for how 
could one who receives a gift absolve himself or herself from such 
a responsibility? To have a sense of an absolved language is to 
have a thought of God, even if "God" here does not refer to a 
supreme being or to being itself. Even so, as I have suggested, 
what Derrida calls "'God" cannot be a wholly private affair, while 
at the same time there can be no guarantee that anyone else will 
fully grasp how "God" functions for him in his idiom. 

The subtleties of Derrida's religious commitment or lack of 
commitment can distract us from the purpose at hand when there 
is no need for that to happen. If he confessed himself to be an 
atheist in the clearest, directest, and most forceful of terms, that 
would surely influence how his writings were received by believ
ers and nonbelievers alike. It would not, however, rigorously de
termine the religious orientation of deconstruction. For by 
Derrida's own reasoning, there is always a chance that his writ
ings might feature in alien situations. And in fact that chance was 
realized very early on. The styles of reading and writing we asso
ciate with him were primarily established in dialogues with Hus
serl and Heidegger; yet while the originary institutional context 
of deconstruction is more heavily marked by philosophy than by 
literature, its horizons of reception have so far been more "liter
aty" than "philosophical." Within the Anglophone academy, the 
word "deconstruction" has been heard more often in Depart
ments of English and Comparative Literature than in Depart
ments of Philosophy, especially in those colleges and universities 
where analytic philosophy sets the pace and the tone. 

In recent years the word "deconstruction" has also been used 
in Departments of Religious Studies and by Faculties of Theol
ogy. Far from lamenting this as a card-carrying atheist might, 
Derrida has shown a sympathetic interest in the religious and 
theological opportunities of his work. When talking in 1985 about 
"a deconstructive theology movement," he suggested that 
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from an institutional perspective, when what needs to be criti
cized is a whole theological institution which supposedly has 
covered over, dissimulated an authentic Christian message. 
And [the point would also seem to bel a real possibility for faith 
both at the margins and very close to Scripture, a faith lived in 
a venturous, dangerous, free way.6 

The formula "would seem to be" and the scare quotes around 
"gospel" suggest that Derrida is entering into another's adven
ture or conviction. But it is a free entrance all the same and one 
he manages in this conversation with ease and generosity. 

Negative Theology and Philosophy 

From early days, Derrida has intermittently expressed an interest 
in what theologians have long called "negative theology," that is, 
attempts to conceive God outside or beyond being construed as 
presence. He has shown a vigilant awareness that his styles of 
writing are not the same as a negative theology's, or even a nega
tive a theology's. In 1968 he took the opportunity in 11Differance" 
to stress that, occasional appearances to the contraty, differance 
has no theological dimension, 

not even in the order of the most negative of negative theolo
gies, which are always [my emphasis] concerned with disengag
ing a superessentiality beyond the finite categories of essence 
and existence, that is, of presence, and always [again my empha
sis] hastening to recall that God is refused the predicate of exis
tence, only in order to acknowledge his superior, inconceivable, 
and ineffable mode of being.9 

More recently, he has rightly obsetved that the expression 
"negative theology" denotes a wide variety of discourses: a point 
that does not lessen his insistence that their negativity is invari
ably regulated by philosophy. 

But what is philosophy? We will get nowhere unless we under
stand the particular inflection he gives to this word. "Philoso
phy," for Derrida as for Heidegger, is best described as "the 
metaphysics of presence." Now presence can work in three re
gisters: the ontic (a being's temporal status as present), the on
tological (the determination of being as presence), and the 
epistemological (a subject's presence to itself or to another sub
ject). The metaphysics of presence is, therefore, accorded a vast 
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scope: it marks all philosophies as well as discourses that would 
hardly seem philosophical or indeed that set themselves against 
philosophy. At the same time, Derrida maintains that the meta
physics of presence does not and cannot form a unity. To the 
extent that any text affirms, bespeaks, or assumes a notion of 
presence, it is in fee to metaphysics. And yet it will never be sim
ply metaphysical. For Derrida also claims, and supports his con
tention with many close readings, that no text fully abides in the 
present. Any text refers to an immemorial past, and that reference 
is essential to its construction as text. Not only is a text always a 
fabric of traces of other texts, he argues, but at any time it is al
ready such. The combination of these adverbs suggests the pecu
liarity of deconstruction: it is oriented by the de facto (hence, 
Derrida attends to the empirical details of a text) while it also 
answers to the de jure by dint of regarding textuality as a system 
of laws that precedes any personal encounter. A text may address 
you familiarly, in the second person singular, but this intimacy is 
conditioned by an impersonality to the extent that it addresses 
all readers in this way .10 

This latter consideration will reappear more concretely toward 
the end of my discussion. The main point to stress now is that 
Derrida holds that negative theology is monitored by philosophy, 
understood in his special sense of the word. The God who is "be
yond being" turns out, he thinks, to enjoy a higher kind of being, 
a supreme mode of self-presence, a superessentiality. Now Der
rida does not claim that this philosophy is the sole, inaugural 
context of these negative theologies, whether of the Pseudo-Dio
nysius, Meister Eckhart, Angeleus Silesius, Martin Heidegger, or 
the many others he does not list and examine. Nor does he hold 
that this broad framework exhausts their meaning and their im
portance. He acknowledges, rather, that there are "original, het
erogeneous elements of Judaism and Christianity" that "were 
never completely eradicated by Western metaphysics. They per
d ure throughout the centuries, threatening and unsettling the as
sured 'identities' of Western philosophy ."11 And elsewhere he 
makes what seems to be a similar concession: "in effect I believe 
that what is called 'negative theology' (a rich and very diverse 
corpus) does not let itself be easily assembled under the general 
category of 'onto-theology-to-be-deconstructed.' Undoubtedly 
there are also the places of 'positive' theology, about which as 
much could be said."12 The expression "does not let itself be eas-
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ily assembled" turns on "easily" rather than on "not." He re
mains firm: no negative theology quite reaches a place that is not, 
in some way, overseen by philosophy. 

Questions 

Let us organize these remarks into two sets of questions, keeping 
in mind the position from which Derrida begins, that for meaning 
to occur a text needs at least one context but that no cluster of 
contexts exhausts the meaning of any text. 

First Set 

Does deconstruction assume the necessity of at least one context 
- call it atheism, disbelief, scepticism, or unbelief - in order to 
function? Is it committed in advance to a world view in which 
there can be no God? Does it make God, insofar as it can ac
knowledge God, into an idol? Or can deconstruction work 
equally well in a theological framework? If deconstruction is not 
a negative theology, is there a deconstructive moment in negative 
theology? 

Second Set 

Does Derrida convincingly show that theology is always and in
variably answerable to philosophy, as he understands it? Must 
theology and negative theology appeal to philosophy overtly or 
covertly in order to be intelligible, let alone meaningful? Or does 
Derrida impose, or sketch in too heavily, a philosophical frame
work for negative theology in order to understand it? Could there 
be a theology that escapes or, deep down, does not need to an
swer to the contexts he would call 11philosophical"? 

Theology and Theiology 

Deconstruction has widely been understood in Nietzschean 
terms as a celebration of God's death and an affirmation of athe
ism. First uttered with the urgency of prophecy, the expression 
"God is dead" has become tired and doctrinaire. That it was spo
ken by a madman in search of God, is indebted to Hegel and 
others, and has competing reference points in epistemology, eth
ics, metaphysics, and religion, has largely been forgotten. Rather 
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than simply fold deconstruction into the three dark syllables 
11God is dead," we need to ask how words such as ""atheism," 
11divine," "God," "sacred," and "theology" function in Derrida's 
writings. One cannot presume they follow the rhythms of Thus 
Spake Zarathustra, Twilight of the Idols, or The Anti-Christ. Nor can 
one assume they always refer to the one religious constellation. 
Christianity, Judaism, and paganism are all evoked in passing by 
Derrida. Or I should say Christianities, Judaisms, and paganisms, 
since his interest has always been to uncover hidden or repressed 
possibilities in traditions. 

Even though theology has not been one of Derrida's prime con
cerns, he has repeatedly touched on the question of God and its 
effects. It would be laborious to map all the nuances the word 
"God," say, acquires in his discussions of Celan, Jabes, and Levi
nas (all Jews but in quite different ways) or in his meditations on 
the Pseudo-Dionysius, Eckhart, Rousseau, and Hegel (all Chris
tians, though all singular in their Christianity). Nevertheless, it 
would not be hard to show that Derrida has a religious lexicon, 
perhaps a richer one than is usually thought, and that it is used 
to definite ends. Consider the word "God." For all its minute 
variations from text to text a broad pattern can be discerned if 
one moves back a step or two: "God is the name and the element 
of that which makes possible an absolutely pure and absolutely 
self-present self-knowledge. From Descartes to Hegel and in spite 
of all the differences that separate the different places and mo
ments in the structure of that epoch, God's infinite understanding 
is the other name for the logos as self-presence."13 Without mak
ing an issue of it, Derrida is pointing out that the word "God" 
does more than signify a divinity men and women may worship. 
It also serves to ground a range of philosophical systems in a 
number of ways and, therefore, marks the imagined end of any 
signifying chain. So when he observes in a vivid image that "the 
intelligible face of the sign remains turned toward the word and 
the face of God," the point is that all sign systems have been un
derwritten, at some stage, by something outside or beyond these 
systems.14 

Derrida's target is this absolute exteriority or interiority that 
has been repeatedly named and used to ground philosophical 
systems. One of the most important names it has been given is 
"God"; but as he shows, Nature and Self-consciousness have also 
been pressed into service from time to time. It is enough to make 
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us look closely at his phrasing when writing about a religion or 
God. Here are two examples, both from Of Grammatology: 

The difference between signified and signifier belongs in a pro
found and implicit way to the totality of the great epoch cov
ered by the history of metaphysics, and in a more explicit and 
more systematically articulated way to the narrower epoch of 
Christian creationism and infinitism when these appropriate the 
resources of Greek conceptuality. 

Only infinite being can reduce the difference in presence. In 
that sense, the name of God, at least as it is pronounced within 
classical rationalism, is the name of indifference itself. Only a 
positive infinity can lift the trace, "sublimate" it .... We must 
not therefore speak of a "theological prejudice," functioning 
sporadically when it is a question of the plenitude of the logos; 
the logos as the sublimation of the trace is theological.1'5 

It is clear in the first passage that Derrida's critical object is 
metaphysics, not faith as such. Christianity is of interest because 
it offers a manageable example of a metaphysical state of affairs, 
but even so it is not a pure instance. Christian theologies become 
metaphysical "when these appropriate the resources of Greek 
conceptuality"; and while those borrowings may be steady and 
extensive, they do not exhaust Christianity. The second passage 
confirms the first. Only when the concept of God is conflated 
with that of pure exteriority or interiority, as happens in "classi
cal rationalism," does it become metaphysical. 

The import of this second passage is made more distinct in 
Glas, where Derrida momentarily overhears a dialogue between 
Mendelssohn and Hegel. "Mendelssohn reckons it a high merit 
in his faith that it proffers no eternal truths," writes the young 
Hegel in "The Spirit of Christianity and its Fate."16 And Derrida 
offers this gloss: "Since God does not manifest himself, he is not 
truth for the Jews, total presence or parousia. He gives orders 
without appearing."17 Here the Jewish God as treated by Men
delssohn seems to slip outside the metaphysics of presence. 
Tempting as it might be, one cannot say, "As in Glas for the Jews, 
so in Of Grammatology for the Christians," since Christianity is his
torically more complicit with Greek metaphysics than Judaism has 
ever been. "Complicit with," though, does not have to imply "de
pendent on.'' And the point that "God" and "presence" are not 
necessarily coextensive remains: a crucial issue, given that Derri-
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da's understanding of all metaphysics revolves around presence. 
We can conclude that not only is Derrida's analysis not pivoted 
around "God" but it keeps open - for others, if not for himself -
a possibility of thinking the divinity in a nonmetaphysical man
ner. As he observes in a long meditation on Antonin Artaud, 
"The death of God will ensure our salvation because the death of 
God alone can reawaken the Divine" and, with a similar paradox
ical flair, "'The divine has been ruined by God."18 

All this goes a fair way toward explaining how the word "the
ology" functions in the second passage and elsewhere. When 
Derrida alludes to "'the theological presence of a centre," this cen
ter need not be named God but, like the philosopher's God, must 
be unique, beyond all displacement, exchange, or substitution. 
And when he tells of the logos sublimating the trace and so being 
theological, or of differance blocking 11every relationship to theol
ogy," the upshot is that there can be no undivided self-presence 
(whether natural or divine) in a world where every proposition is 
always open to be interpreted by another proposition.19 Derrida's 
word "theology" is plainly being used in a special sense. Given 
the Heideggerian cast of the passages I have been discussing, it 
should be no surprise that this sense originates with the German 
thinker. Toward the end of Nietzsche, Heidegger meditates on the 
fundamental question of metaphysics, "Why are there beings at 
all, and why not rather nothing?" This, he tells us, "is the ques
tion of the theion, a question that had already arisen at the begin
ning of metaphysics in Plato and Aristotle."20 I have already 
given one description of metaphysics according to Heidegger, 
and here is another that complements it. Metaphysics in Heideg
ger's view is the study of both beings in general, the on he on, 
which is known as ontology, and the study of the ground of be
ings as a whole, and as the highest ground is called the theion, it 
is known as theology. Thus when Heidegger and Derrida talk of 
metaphysics as theology, or about the onto-theological constitu
tion of metaphysics, they are making claims about philosophy's 
internal logic and historical destiny, not about its relations - his
torical or conceptual, overt or covert - with religion. 

Given all this, it would be helpful to distinguish between thei
ology, the study of highest grounds, and theology, the study of 
God. The one necessarily passes through a metaphysics of pres
ence, while the other, at least in theory, is not obliged to do so. 
Whether it is constrained to do so in practice, as soon as one be-
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gins to speak of or to God, is another question. Certainly the dis
tinction cannot be drawn smoothly and continuously, because 
even those theologies that assail a particular philosophy, or even 
philosophy in general, are not thereby automatically freed from 
metaphysical notions. An example: Tertullian tries to stretch the 
distance between Athens and Jerusalem as far as it will go, and 
yet he cannot stop himself from speaking Greek when specifying 
what he means by "God."21 

One way in which theologians have sought to arrest the meta
physics in their theologies is by developing one or more negative 
theologies: stringent attempts to erase, limit, or suspend the pred
icates one ascribes to the deity. As I have already mentioned, Der
rida has often alluded to negative theology, and although it is 
only in a recent essay, "How to Avoid Speaking," that he ad
dresses the topic at length, he has always asterisked it as a prob
lem or, better, as a cluster of problems. Thus in an early essay 
about Georges Bataille, he obseives, 

Even in its discourse, which already must be distinguished 
from sovereign affirmation, this a theology does not, however, 
proceed along the lines of negative theology; lines that could 
not fail to fascinate Bataille, but which, perhaps, still reserved, 
beyond all the rejected predicates, and even "beyond being,11 a 
"superessentiality'; beyond the categories of being, a supreme 
being and an indestructible meaning. Perhaps: for here we are 
touching upon the limits and the greatest audacities of dis
course in Western thought.22 

I emphasize Derrida's qualifications, those two uses of perhaps 
that are considerably more circumspect than the two alwayses I 
noted in his allusions to negative theology in "Differance." To 
weigh the relative importance of these words, let us recall the 
discussion following the presentation of his paper "Differance" 
in 1968 to the French Society of Philosophy. Early in the piece, 
Brice Parain suggested that differance "is the God of negative 
theology," at which point Derrida interrupted, "It is and it is not . 
. . . It is above all not." A little later he replied more fully, saying, 
"Nothing in such a discourse strikes me as more alien to negative 
theology." Immediately, though, there came a qualification: 
11 And yet, as often happens, this infinite distance is also an infini
tesimal distance. That is why negative theology fascinates me ... 
negative theology is also an excessive practice of language."23 
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I will leave aside the question of whether Derrida and Parain 
are talking about negative theology or negative theiology, and 
what the distinction between these mightbe in this situation, and 
look instead at why Derrida is right to argue for the originality 
of differance. "'Originality," here, should not be taken at face 
value, for Derrida's word looks back and partly translates Hei
degger's Austrag and Blanchot' s Neutre, which themselves look 
back to pre-Socratic Greek.24 That said, Derrida's concept is his 
own, as much as any idea this late in philosophical history can be 
one's own; and it is a long way from the God beyond being and 
even from the God effect that shimmers along the edges of his 
confession in "'Circumfession." What Parain calls "the God of 
negative theology" is the ground of being, which can be ap
proached only by using a syntax of neither-nor. It is transcendent 
and transcendental, which means it forms the condition of possi
bility for the world and human beings to have meaning while 
also surmounting that world. Differance, by contrast, is a condi
tion of possibility that, as "meaningless play," is incapable of 
forming a solid ground; it is transcendental though not transcen
dent. Purely transcendent or purely transcendental: in terms of 
religious belief the difference is infinite; with regard to textual 
interpretation, infinitesimal. A Talmudic scholar or a Christian 
exegete might defend multiple or playful interpretations of Scrip
ture by pointing to the inexhaustible fullness of God's word. Yet 
Derrida can affirm the same styles of reading for sacred and secu
lar texts alike by appealing to differance, which ceaselessly gener
ates meaning while refusing to be reified into a being, let alone 
the highest being, the ground of being, or being itself. 

In "How to Avoid Speaking," Derrida distinguishes decon
struction from negative theology in similar terms. His project is 
both like and unlike those of the Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister 
Eckhart. What worries him about apophatic discourse is that, de
spite all its ruses and deferrals, it is committed in advance to a 
singular destination; it promises to lead one beyond being to the 
immediacy of a presence, to God. No wonder then that Derrida 
takes the act of promising as his guiding thread through that lab
yrinth of problems we call "negative theology." He has often said 
he will explain himself more fully on the topic. "I will speak of a 
promise, then," he says, "but also within the promise."25 He has 
no choice but to speak "within the promise," since by his own 
reasoning all texts are structured as promises. They make a 
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promise to those who read them by their very structure; they may 
promise to convey emotion or knowledge, or just to speak in an 
idiom. They commit themselves to work in, around, or against 
certain genres - the essay, the letter, the ode, the prayer, the trea
tise - to be "philosophy," "theology," "literature," or whatever, 
and to be answerable to the laws of the Church or State. More
over, they promise to be readable in the absence of author and 
intended audience. 

We have encountered this last claim in Limited Inc, though it 
can be found much earlier, in Speech and Phenomena, where it is 
formulated in an arresting way: "My death is structurally neces
sary to the pronouncing of the J."26 Now if a piece of writing 
functions by dint of its transcendental structure rather than by 
virtue of the presence of an author or an addressee, it cannot 
promise anything in the present. The promise it makes to be legi
ble for others will have already been made in an immemorial 
past. One could say the same thing in another way: that texts 
promise to be unreadable, not to yield all their sense and signifi
cance in the present. It follows from either formulation that no 
text can be encoded with a singular destination. There must al
ways be the possibility of a text's being deflected from a simple 
or a single end, regardless of how forcefully that intention may 
be announced. It is as though each text has a tiny hammer, hid
den deep inside, that can hit the author's intention, bend it a little, 
and send his or her text astray. 

What promise does a text of negative theology make, The Mys
tical Theology of the Pseudo-Dionysius, for instance? We know 
that it is addressed to Timothy, a presbyter, who requires induc
tion into the higher reaches of mystical experience. Yet the 
Pseudo-Dionysius does not begin with a greeting to Timothy but 
with a prayer; and as Derrida observes, this is highly significant. 
Without this call to the Other there would be no guide to the 
apophatic way: the negations would be unmotivated, capable of 
heading in any direction. From the perspective of the mystic, the 
opening prayer is a way of smashing all idols in advance, of dis
tinguishing the unknown and unknowable God of faith from the 
God of the philosophers and the gods of the pagans. Yet this does 
not provide us with an example of what Derrida regards as a 
pure prayer, an address to the Other as wholly other, for the 
prayer is supplemented at its origin by an encomium offered to 
the Trinity beyond being. The negativity risked by the Pseudo-
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Dionysius is released in the name of the Christian God and in the 
hope that this God may .(/direct us to the mystical summits:''27 No 
Christian could do otherwise: the supplement is essential. And 
so The Mystical Theology promises, among other things, to be over
seen by the Trinity. 

Having established this, Derrida has no trouble in showing that 
the text in question cannot have a singular destination. It opens 
by addressing both the Other and the Christian God whose alter
ity is already compromised by doctrinal specifications. Moreover, 
the Pseudo-Dionysius does not simply pray, he also quotes his 
prayer and does so while addressing Timothy. So, rather than 
beginning in the immediacy and simplicity of prayer, the work 
starts in the complexity of multiple addressees. And even if the 
prayer were uttered silently, in a hushed and intimate commu
nion with God, the mystic would not be able to eliminate the 
possibility of inscription and all that follows from it. One cannot 
approach God by passing from language to silence; even a silent 
and unwritten prayer would be marked by differance. A moment 
ago I noted that for Derrida the possibility of the writer's and 
intended reader's deaths is written into a text. There is no doubt 
that The Mystical Theology announces the Areopagite' s death. Can 
it also announce God's death? 

In one situation the confession of God's death might be part of 
a Christian apologetics ("God himself is dead," wrote Hegel), while 
in another it might be a forthright atheism ("God is dead," say 
the Nietzscheans). 28 But how can the phenomenon of writing 
sway religious belief one way or the other? Derrida is not the only 
thinker to have made so sublime a claim. An author for whom he 
has the greatest respect, Maurice Blanchot, regards writing as "an 
anonymous, distracted, deferred, and dispersed way of being in 
relation, by which everything is brought into question - and first 
of all the idea of God, of the Self, of the Subject, then of Truth and 
the One, then finally the idea of the Book and the Work."29 A bold 
claim, to say the least, and it is significant that God heads the list 
because it indicates how Blanchot conceives him: as everything 
that follows in his list gathered together and raised to a higher 
power. One finds this sense of God from time to time in Derrida's 
writings, especially in Writing and Difference, although he dis
tances himself from talk of the death of God, knowing full well 
that a denial of God conceived as an elevated mode of presence 
is no less metaphysical than an affirmation of the same deity.30 
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To say that God dies means for Derrida no more than (and no 
less than) that God is unable to reveal himself in language. The 
point is made in the middle of a discussion of Husserl's account 
of meaning and representation: 

If the possibility of my disappearance in general must some
how be experienced in order for a relationship with presence in 
general to be instituted, we can no longer say that the experi
ence of the possibility of my absolute disappearance (my death) 
affects me, occurs to an I am, and modifies a subject. The I am, 
being experienced only as an I am present, itself presupposes the 
relationship with presence in general, with being as presence. 
The appearing of the I to itself in the I am is thus originally a 
relation with its own possible disappearance. Therefore, I am 
originally means I am mortal. I am immortal is an impossible 
proposition. We can even go further: as a linguistic statement 
"I am he who am" is the admission of a mortal. The move 
which leads from the I am to the determination of my being as 
res cogitans (thus, as an immortality) is a move by which the 
origin of presence and ideality is concealed in the very presence 
and ideality it makes possible.31 

It is breathtaking how quickly Yahweh, "I am he who am," is 
transformed into the God of modem philosophers, a res cogitans; 
and we may well ask whether God is a subject in quite this way. 
I leave the question for the moment and underline the general 
point that all inscription, even by God, must pass through the 
realm of differance or the trace. 32 As soon as the word "God" enters 
a discourse it can never again be singular and unique; it begins 
to divide so that we can never be entirely sure whether a text 
refers to the deity or quotes God's name without quotation 
marks. And if that is the case, no treatise of negative theology can 
confidently claim to be negating predicates in such a way that 
will lead one eventually to God. 

This argument deserves serious examination. To highlight one 
of its facets, the status of differance, I will look briefly at Derrida's 
first study of Emmanuel Levinas, "Violence and Metaphysics," 
where Levinas's notion of the trace is examined and adjusted. 
Inspired by Exodus 33 and by Franz Rosenzweig's critique of to
tality in The Star of Redemption, Levinas tries to rethink ethics by 
way of the trace of the Other in preference to inruition, utility, 
virtue, or other touchstones of moral philosophy. His central 
claim concerns the relation between the other person and time: 
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.fl A face is in the trace of the utterly bygone, utterly passed absent, 
withdrawn into what Paul Valery calls 'the deep yore, never long 
ago enough,' which cannot be discovered in the self by an intro
spection."33 One of the things at issue here is that I am always 
and already responsible for the other person. My obligation to 
him or her is not forged in the present moment, or even in a 
future present (the realization of a better society, for example) 
but in an immemorial past. Levinas sometimes calls this "deep 
yore" eternity, but it is not behind, beyond, or above the phenom
enal world; nor is it a knowledge revealed to me directly by God. 
Rather, I approach God only in recognizing that the other person 
moves "in the Trace of God." In acknowledging that the other 
person is always in principle closer to God than I am, and in 
acting upon the precept that meeting his or her material needs 
will satisfy my spiritual hungers, I draw closer to the deity. In 
short, God appears within the horizon of ethics, not religion or 
metaphysics. And so eternity is glimpsed, as it withdraws, in the 
ethical imposition of the "always already." I grasp that the oth
er's past can never be made present to me, that any model of the 
other person I make on the basis of introspection will always be 
a reduction of his or her alterity, dignity, and freedom. 

This idea of an immemorial past is, as Derrida allows, a radical 
notion; it "risks incompatibility with every allusion to the 'very 
presence of God.' " 34 Levinas would not disagree with this, for he 
distinguishes phenomenological intelligibility (which answers to 
presence) from ethical responsibility (which does not) and insists 
that for him the latter transcends and interrupts the former, up
setting any totalizing moves that might be astir. Levinas might 
disagree, though, when Derrida makes his next move and pro
poses that the thought of Totality and Infinity can be "readily con
verted into atheism." How could such a conversion take place? 
By reading Levinas against himself at the point where he deter
mines the nature of the trace, that is, by recognizing the trace as 
primary, as the transcendental condition for all polarities - pres
ence and absence, God and human, subject and object - and by 
showing how Levinas arrests his insight into the trace and draws 
back from characterizing it as the meaningless play of differance. 
Once this move is made, Derrida can reasonably ask "if God was 
an effect of the trace?"35 Whether one answers yes or no to this 
question will depend on what one understands by the word 
"God." For Derrida, here, "God" denotes a presence, a res cogi-
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tans. One cannot say the same for Levinas. It would be a difficult 
task to say exactly what "God" means in his writings, and one I 
will not attempt here, but certainly the God of Levinas is to be 
thought otherwise than the Greek notion of being, which is al
ways a mode of being present and which therefore effaces differ
ence and separation in the names of simultaneity and unity. 
Against the Greeks, Levinas argues that God can be thought only 
in terms of ethical responsibility, in the recognition that the other 
person never coincides temporally with me point by point and 
that the relation between us is asymmetrical and always in the 
other's favor. 

Derrida's response to this is well known. Levinas's apparent 
exit from ontology can be shown to depend at important points 
on what he claims to have abandoned. Levinas professes to have 
broken with the philosophy of Parmenides and with the very 
thought of Dasein cast in the neuter as elaborated by Heidegger. 
But for Derrida not even Plato could assassinate Pannenides, the 
sovereign thinker of being. And consequently Derrida asks, "But 
will a non-Greek ever succeed in doing what a Greek in this case 
could not do, except by disguising himself as a Greek, by speaking 
Greek, by feigning to speak Greek in order to get near the 
king?"36 The high stakes of this question become clear when we 
listen to Derrida pose the question that orients all his thinking 
and writing: 

If philosophy has always intended, from its point of view, to 
maintain its relation with the non-philosophical, that is the anti
philosophical, with the practices and knowledge, empirical or 
not, that constitute its other, if it has constituted itself according 
to this purposive entente with its outside, if it has always in
tended to hear itself speak, in the same language, of itself and 
of something else, can one, strictly speaking, determine a non
philosophical place, a place of exteriority or alterity from which 
one might still treat of philosophy?37 

In the first question about how to get close to the king we can 
almost hear Derrida meditating how he would ease himself out 
of Levinas' s predicament, while in the second question we hear 
him indicating a way. He knows that he must set metaphysics 
against itself, must play the game of philosophy with consum
mate skill but with an awareness that philosophy is itself caught 
up in a game it cannot fully control. Proceeding along these lines, 
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he will uncover the strange realm from which philosophy can be 
questioned without thereby increasing its territory. The "non
philosophical place" is what Derrida calls differance in its tran
scendental register. 

It may be that differance produces "God" in the same way it 
originates "identity,'' "proper," "speech," and "truth," since dif
ferance generates all conceptual polarities, including those terms 
associated with presence. Here Derrida extends Nietzsche's quip, 
"I fear we are not getting rid of God because we still believe in 
grammar''; it is the gnawing suspicion that linguistic structures 
encourage false dualistic thinking, that the vety existence of the 
word "man" opens the way for people to think of "God," to mis
construe God as a reality. 38 The concept "God" would, therefore, 
be an effect of the trace, and all theologies would be answerable 
to this "God" effect. But not wholly answerable. When Blanchot 
suggests that writing brings everything into question, "and first 
of all the idea of God [my emphasis]," his phrasing is careful and 
precise.39 Like Blanchot, Derrida can strictly address only the 
word and the concept "'God" (which can never fail to divide and 
multiply once they enter discourse) and can make no rigorous 
judgment, positive or negative, about the divine reality professed 
by believers, whether that reality appears through ethics or reli
gion. To be sure, deconstruction puts pressure on distinctions be
tween word and reality and reorients our senses of both. Yet 
while Derrida shows the relations between "reality," "word," 
and "presence" to be more complex and equivocal than we have 
thought and in ways that have not been thought, he does not 
deny material realities. He denies that their materiality is a mode 
of presence. Derrida writes far more often about materiality than 
spirituality, but so far as deconstruction goes the general point 
remains for both. He argues against God conceived, experienced, 
or used as a mode of presence, though not against God as such. 
In Derrida's world there may be a God, and this God may be full 
self-presence, or may be otherwise than presence. These are open 
questions for him. But if God exists and presents self immediately 
to consciousness, the event cannot be discussed without the mys
tic's own words embarrassing the claim. "We are dispossessed of 
the longed-for presence in the gesture of language by which we 
attempt to seize it," he says with respect to Rousseau, though the 
point has far wider import.40 

Keeping all this in mind, let us assume for the sake of argument 
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what, strictly speaking, cannot be risked outside the dimension 
of faith. Let us assume there is a God as evoked by the Pseudo
Dionysius. Now as Derrida cheerfully admits, eve:ryday commu
nication occurs between individuals even though no speech or 
writing can have a unique addressee. Conversations happen, 
meals are ordered, classes are taught, and so on, with structural 
undecidability impinging, to be sure, though without it being an 
insupportable burden that makes communication impossible. 
Deconstruction begins its labors when the possibility of deflec
tion in any communication is suppressed or repressed. Or, 
equally, when it is noted that signification exceeds intended 
meaning. Communication is not abolished in Derrida's world but 
is reset in a new framework, one that does not appeal to a consti
tutive or regulatory presence. So God, if there is a God, can pre
sumably hear and answer the Pseudo-Dionysius' s prayer for 
guidance even though it necessarily contains the possibility of 
being deflected to other destinations, and even though it may sig
nify more than he intends. It is worth noting that, in the terms of 
this argument, we are not obliged to regard God as a mode of 
presence, let alone pure self-presence, a res cogitans. Communica
tion occurs between people who, on Derrida's understanding, are 
not and cannot be self-present. Insofar as communication is the 
question, then, one need not go so far as to claim that God be 
self-present in order to hear and answer prayer. 

To the Divine Idiom 

The Mystical Theology promises, Derrida thinks, to lead us to a 
place above or beyond being. Can it keep this promise? He thinks 
not. "It is doubtless the vision of a dark light, no doubt an intu
ition of 'more than luminous [hyperphoton] darkness,' but still it 
is the immediacy of a presence.''41 When the Pseudo-Dionysius 
claims that the divinity is beyond [hyper] being, his statement 
"has the double and ambiguous meaning of what is above in a 
hierarchy, thus both beyond and more," and so his apophatic 
theology never quite escapes the metaphysics it calls into ques
tion.42 

The Pseudo-Dionysius is not the only writer who promises to 
lead us beyond being. When discussing negative theology, Der
rida reminds us of Plato (who evoked the Chora, the placeless 
place where the Demiurge inscribes the Forms) and Heidegger 
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(who tried to grasp Ereignis, that which grants being by way of 
time and time by way of being). Now Derrida concedes that these 
quests are by no means simply metaphysical; they contain motifs 
that unsettle the will to ground. The Chora thwarts logics of exclu
sion ("neither-nor") and inclusion (''both-and"); it belongs to a 
"third genus" that frustrates the usual movements of Platonism. 
Similarly, Ereignis slips between being and beings because it is 
the event that grants being to thought and so gives rise to meta
physics and the overcoming of metaphysics. Why do Plato and 
Heidegger differ from the Pseudo-Dionysius? Because the author 
of The Mystical Theology remains committed to a superessentiality 
above being while Plato and Heidegger try to think places that 
are neither interior nor exterior. In doing so they glimpse, in their 
own ways, differance, the quasi-concept that bespeaks a promise 
made in an immemorial past. 

I would like to make two responses to this. In the first place, 
while Derrida acknowledges that the Greek prefix hyper can 
mean both "above" and ''beyond," he dwells on the first of these 
when contemplating being, namely "that which is more" rather 
than "that which is beyond." There is no doubt that the Pseudo
Dionysius provides an ambiguous text about God, that it makes 
both metaphysical and nonmetaphysical gestures at the same 
time. His account of God may, therefore, be trammeled in meta
physics at any given moment, but it need not be wholly and sim
ply metaphysical, and not just because of the differance at work 
within his writing: the thought that God is beyond being cannot 
be reduced without remainder. It may not be possible to say any
thing, at least in propositional terms, about this God, but that is 
another matter. 

In the second place, it would be quite possible to grant that 
differance provides the condition of possibility for all discourse, 
and still to believe in a God who abides above or beyond being. 
To ask God to guarantee determinate meaning and to maintain 
metaphysical hierarchies would be to mistake the relationship 
that humans can have with the divinity. Imagine someone pray
ing for God to change the laws of inscription! Indeed, a theiology 
would be the dream of God's doing just that, and far from ques
tioning metaphysics a negative theiology would be at one with it, 
a privileged way of isolating the theion, as Derrida correctly real
ized in "Differance." By contrast, theology would be the working 
out of God's calls and gifts to men and women in a life of faith. 
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It would never be a simple matter, for theology can never reflect 
on faith without involving religion. And as Paul Ricoeur argues, 
"Metaphysics makes God into a supreme being; and religion 
treats the sacred as a new sphere of objects, institutions, and pow
ers within the world of immanence." The life of faith inexorably 
tends to turn signs of the sacred into sacred objects and, as Ricoeur 
suggests, "This diabolic transformation makes religion the reifi
cation and alienation of faith." 43 In one of its gestures, negative 
theology would be what returns to theology in order to identify 
and, so far as possible, arrest this dark transformation. One of its 
tasks would be to remind theology of the promise in which it 
abides: to speak of the eternal God and not of idols.44 

Consequent as it is in many respects, The Mystical Theology is 
not all of a piece. It braids together a metaphysical and a non
rnetaphysical theology, the one being required to make "God" 
intelligible and the other necessary if we are to pass from a propo
sitional knowledge of God to God-self. A full analysis of this text 
would do one thing that Derrida does not do in "How to Avoid 
Speaking," namely read the Pseudo-Dionysius along this very 
ridge. There is no reason to expect him to have done this. When 
he reads Bataille or Levinas against themselves it is to clarify the 
status, scope, and strength of differance; and when, in Of Spirit, he 
follows the same strategy with Heidegger, it is to show how only 
a thoroughgoing deconstruction of Geist, a movement fromgeistig 
to geistlich, could have saved him from his catastrophic political 
error in the 1930s. 45 In reading the Pseudo-Dionysius or Meister 
Eckhart, one of Derrida's interests is in identifying differences 
between deconstruction and negative theology. Principally, his 
concern is to show that the texts of negative theology always pre
suppose a presence, that at one level or another they invariably 
use a philosophical vocabulary, regardless of what the mystics 
actually experienced, regardless of whether God (or experience 
of God) is or is not a mode of presence beyond beings or being. 

Not having heard or responded to the call of faith - "I quite 
rightly pass for an atheist," he says, despite the subtleties of his 
credo - Derrida would have no motivation to follow the darkened, 
crisscrossing paths from the God of metaphysics to the unsayable 
God of Love along which a deconstruction tries to run in The 
Mystical Theology. Yet he understands the logic that operates once 
the call of faith has been received. When asked in a discussion of 
Walter Benjamin's theoiy of translation whether sacred texts are 
necessary, he answered: 
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A sacred text, if there is such a thing, is a text that does not 
await the question of whether or not it is necessary that there 
be such a thing: if there is a sacred text, then there is a sacred 
text. You are wondering whether or not the sacred text is neces
sary: this is a question which that text couldn't care less about. 
The sacred text happens, it is an event.46 

Which calls for two points. The first is merely a comment on 
the context of this response: an oral improvisation to a question. 
Had there been more time in this symposium, many qualifica
tions could have been made. The valencies of "sacred" in differ
ent faiths, and in any particular faith, would have to be accounted 
for to give substance and pertinence to "sacred." And the second 
point is a comment on "if there is such a thing." The conditional 
allows room for the sacred to be conceived by way of sacraliza
tion. One sees that the text resists translation at certain moments, 
that its uniqueness is supremely valuable and its idiom can never 
be reconstituted in another code, and at that point the text be
comes sacred. (One might say of some texts that they become 
literary, not sacred; but let us pass the question of the relations 
between sacred and secular writing without disturbing it.47) For 
the faithful, though, there can be no uif" about sacred texts, the 
Gospels for example: they commemorate and explore an inaugu
ral event, they are sui generis, and even though they remain sus
ceptible to sacralization, and are partly sacralized themselves, 
they cannot in principle be naturalized. 

A sacred text elaborates itself at an extreme limit; its idiom re
sists reduction at every point. Idiom? The word has come up be
fore, and Derrida charges it with high value. I will limit myself to 
one quotation, from his analysis of Nicholas Abraham and Maria 
Torok' s Cryptonomie. Having just found difficulties with a view 
of "conscious representations of 'words' and 'things' for a self 
speaking within the 'internal' system of language," Derrida ex
plores another way of conceiving writing: 
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But the situation would be quite different if we focused on what 
is produced in speech or in writing by a desire for idiom or an 
idiom of desire. There, a system is wrenched open within the 
system, general (national) codes are diverted and exploited, at 
the cost of certain transactions, in a type of economy which 
thenceforth is neither purely idiomatic (the absolutely undeci
pherable) nor simply commonplace (conventional and trans
parent).48 
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Taking this as our cue, a sacred idiom would be neither natural 
nor supernatural, neither literal nor metaphoric. If we say it 
comes from the divine, it is surely mediated by an individual, a 
community, or a tradition: so it is neither exterior nor interior, 
and for the same reasons, neither fact nor fiction. That eerie qual
ity of originality, of authority, one finds in sacred writings can 
never be accommodated in conceptual oppositions, the very 
mechanisms that Nietzsche thought had produced metaphysics. 
Rather, this quality lingers between, around, beside, and against 
those oppositions.49 The importance of a sacred text's message 
requires that it be translated, while its singularity testifies to the 
impossibility of adequate translation. A Christian will regard the 
Gospels as containing, in a more or less encrypted form, the di
vine idiom; and will see himself or herself as addressed there by 
something in the words and yet withdrawing behind them. One 
might say that a Christian is someone who chooses to regard him
self or herself as uniquely addressed by the Gospels, in the full 
knowledge that the proclamation is not reserved for any one indi
vidual. The Christian chooses God, then becomes aware of having 
been chosen. However one figures the logic of responding to 
God's call, to believe that Scripture or tradition speaks here and 
there-fleetingly, perhaps, and certainly in spite of contamination 
- in a divine idiom is to live and move within the God effect. 

In the same way, one could think of The Mystical Theology, or 
any thoroughgoing negative theology, as a quest for the divine 
idiom. By definition, this idiom would be undecipherable and 
unspeakable, both in fact and by right. In revelation, however, 
the divine idiom is given to language, to a peculiar semantics and 
syntax, and so must engage with all kinds of codes: generic, legal, 
linguistic, national, ritual, and so forth. What the Pseudo-Diony
sius calls the "divine names" - Good, Light, Beauty, Love - func
tion in an economy that circulates between the cryptic and the 
communicable. Within theiology these names are empowered to 
appropriate themselves even as they move among us, that is, to 
declare themselves proper. Hence negative theology: the doubled 
process of exposing that reappropriation while gradually con
tracting the scope of the economy so that we can move from the 
sayable in the direction of the unsayable. It is a dark passage from 
religious codes to the divine idiom, from "God" to God, and one 
that is never able to be fully traversed. 

Negative theology cannot lead us silently into the immediate 
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presence of a deity regarded as res cogitans. Its function is other
wise: to remind us that God escapes all programs, even the many 
subtle ones developed by philosophers and theologians. God is 
possible, says the positive theologian, meaning that the divine is 
revealed if only we would see (and the terms of seeing are then 
spelled out). God is impossible, says the negative theologian, 
meaning that God always exceeds the concept of God. Each theol
ogy claims priority: without negative theology God talk would 
decay into idolatty, yet without positive theology there would be 
no God talk in the first place. It is a permanent task of religious 
thought to keep the negative and the positive in play, to demon
strate that the impossible is not in contradiction with the possible. 
What Derrida helps bring into focus is that the possible and the 
impossible are not to be resolved dialectically or logically: they 
arrange and rearrange themselves in the negative form of an apo
ria. Religious experience pulls a person in different directions at 
the same time, demanding we attend both to the possible and the 
impossible; and in negotiating this aporia one's conscience is 
never satisfied. This experience of desire, dissatisfaction, insuffi
ciency, and uncertainty is a part of the God effect. 

I wish to thank Phillip Blond, Mark C. Taylor, and Brayton 
Polka for criticisms of an earlier version of this paper. 
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psychoanalysis_. 112; and 
reading_( 19, 139; and 
scepticism1 173; scope ot 
138--70 passirn; as supplement 
to philosophy, 117, 137, 173; 
various senses of, 107-9 

deinythologisation: and 
Bultmann, 261; and .Hegel, 
10, 17-18, 60 

Destrukticm, 46, 258-9, 263; and 
deconstructionl 68--9, 102_, 
237 

dialectic (Hegel), 9-10, 59-60, 
192, 195-8_, 249; see also 
Aufhebung 

d~fferance, 184; both concept and 
condition of conceptuality, 
37, 122, 138; not divine_, 186; 
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differance cont. 
and ethics, 234; produces 
metaphysics, 230; as radical 
alterity, 85-6; as 
transcendental, 124, 187 

Economy: general, 196; of 
mysticism, 177; restricted, 
179, 195 

ecriture, 49-51, 60-1; see also 
writing 

epoche, 76 
erasure (rature), 91, 128-37 passim; 

202-3 
excess, 19, 41, 195-7 

faith, 53, 80; dogmatic and 
reflective, 213-14; and 
knowledge, 72 

fall: Augustine on, 5-6; 'fa]) in 
general', 15; fall from and fall 
within, 14, 19; Hegel on, 8-9, 
192; Heidegger on, 17; 
Rousseau on, 16; and sign, 
4-8 

Gefuhlsphilosoph, 238 
general text, 92, 153, 163-70 
God: and Being, 37, 252-64; as 

causa sui, 29, 78-80, 86, 104; 
death of, x, 39-40, 47, 64--5, 
80, 119-20; Derrida on, 30 
n. 47; epistemological 
function, 29; and grammar, 
73; Hegel on, 8 n. 9, 32; as 
presence, 7, 14, 62; of the 
philosophers, 29, 32, 40--1, 
69, 97; and totalisation, 47 

ground, 10, 14, 23, 39-40, 71, 129, 
186--7, 228, 230, 243-7, 252; 
and non-ground, 74, 103, 
122, 132; theion as highest 
ground, 77, 128; Ur-grund 
and Un-grund, 78; see also 
Arche 

hermeneutics, 48-9, 228; 
Alexandrian, 179-80; as 
allegory of the Fall, 3-20 
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passim; in Derrida's sense, 
49; faith, 48; Kantian, 223-6; 
Philonic, 53-7; Rabbinic, 66, 
142, 145; of suspicion, 45, 48, 
125, 147; see also allegory 

hierarchies, 5, 149, 189; of values, 
80, 84-5 

identity, 9-10 
ideology, 115-16, 144-5 
immaculate conception, 36 
ineffability, 186-7 
inspiration, 53-4 
interpretation, 72, 117-28 passim, 

169; critical versus tactical, 
140, 154, 163; and Fall, 3-6; 
and God, 21-2, 36; and guilt, 
16; as parergon, 218; 
philosophical versus 
mystical, 239-43; and 
pluralism, 144 

irony, 63-4, 157-62 

Kabbalah, 44, 46, 63, 66 
kataphasis, 175: see also positive 

theology 
kettle logic, 49-50 

language: and Being, 259-60; fall 
of, 4-6; as sign in general, 9 

Law (Torah), 52; and Hegel, 
58-60; and Kierkegaard, 162; 
and Philo, 52 

leap, 246-51, 266 
logocentrism, 92-3, 120 

metaphysics: as 'first 
philosophy', 77, 89; and 
grammar, 72-3; Heidegger 
on, 76-8; history of, 19, 79, 
88; not an ideology, 115; of 
the proper, 110, 123; as 
'science of presence', 5; 
scope of, 107; and value, 84, 
104; not a unity, 5; see also 
Seinsgeschick 

monism, 35-6 
moral law, 216-17, 220, 238 
mysticism: dangers of, 213, and 
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Derrida, 183-94 passim; 
difficulty in defining, 103, 
17~5, 187-8; and Heidegger, 
265-9; and Kant, 207-40 
passim; and philosophy, xi, 
188,207-11, 239-40;and 
religion, 204; and textuality, 
180-2 

negative theology, 176, 190; and 
allegoresis, 55-6, 177-80; and 
Bataille, 193-203; as 
deconstruction, 186; as 
epistemological problem, 6; 
and Hegel, 191-2; and Kant, 
219-26; and orthodoxy, 
179-80; precedes positive 
theology, 199-200; as 
restricted and general 
economy, 201; as 
supplement, 21, 201-2; see 
also apophasis 

negativity, 193-5 
nihilism, 79-80, 84, 138 

onto-theology: Heidegger on, 
77-8;Kanton, 75-6 

oppositions, 138-50, passim; 
critical, tactical and heuristic 
roles, 149 

origin, 36, 110 

Palieonymy, 128-37 passim 
parergon, 23; and art, 212; and 

religion, 212-16; as 
supplement, 215 

Pharmakorr, 50, 154, 160 n. 54 
phenomenology, 89, 139, 164-5, 

228-9, 242 
philosophy: as ancilla theologi;r, 

102; and Greeks, 58, 60; and 
Jews, 57; and literature, 41-2, 
95, 139, 142, 150-5, 170;as 
monarchy, 133-4; normal 
versus abnormal, 74, 153--5; 
as nihilism, 84, 138; as 
system, 143; as theodicy, 9, 
17; as translation, 111-12, 
135 

play, 36, 116, 118-21, 142-8, 
197-8, 234-5 

positive theology, 104; requires 
negative theology, 6, 191, 
199-200; see also kataphasis 

presence, 5, 15; Anwesen as mode 
of, 88; and sign, 11-14 

principle of sufficient reason, 7t 
238-49 passim 

reason: cunning oL 88; modesty 
oL 215 

religion: natural versus learned, 
216; natural versus revealed, 
7, 217 

repetition, 12-14, 113 

Seinsgeschick, 76--7, 86, 91, 241; see 
also metaphysics, history of 

sign: deconstruction as trespass 
of, 14; Derrida on, 11-14; 
Hegel on, 9; Husserl on, 11; 
as metaphysical, 9, 18; 
ontological basis of, 21 

signature, 19-20 
signification, 38; and nomination, 

20; proper versus improper, 
13 

structuralism, 139-40, 228-9 
supplement, 49, 112, 126-7 

text, 24-5, 16~5; see also book 
theology: analogical, 190; 

Aquinas on, 81; Derrida's 
sense, 32-3; Heidegger on, 
80-2; as hermeneuticat 49; 
natural versus revealed, 7; 
non-metaphysical, xi, 41, 
96-104 passim; positive 
versus negative, 6; and 
religion, 175; as semiology, 7 

tone, 157-8, 238-52 passim 
totalisation, 24, 30-1, 42, 48, 82 
transcendental concepts, 76, 136, 

191 
transcendental experience, 209 
transcendental signified, 8, 28, 

47, 135 
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truth, 131, 152, 217; as aletheia, 
246 

typology, 203-6, 223 

undecidability, 43, 61, 83-4, 155, 
173, 234 

via negativa, 5--7, 175--6; and 
irony, 162 
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writing: and falsehood, 16; and 
speech, 62-3, 126, 133, 197; 
see also ecriture 

zimzum, 62 




