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Introduction

ZEYNEP DIREK AND LEONARD LAWLOR

Companions need to provide good introductions to the basic concepts and problems
in a philosopher’s works, and Part I of this Companion to Derrida introduces and clari-
fies concepts such as truth; the transcendental; difference; deconstruction; ethics;
time and history; signature; and remainder. Part I aims to help the reader to see how
Derrida’s philosophical reflection is conjoined not only to other thinkers such as
Plato, Levinas, Merleau-Ponty, Althusser, Barthes, de Man, Heidegger, and Nancy,
but also to other philosophical movements and ideas: psychoanalysis; cinema and
photography; feminism; religion (Christian and Islamic); and education. Finally, Part
ITT indicates areas of investigation that Derrida’s thought has inspired or within
which his thinking might be inserted: animal studies; forgiveness; cosmopolitanism;
violence; and the law. Overall, we wanted to show that, by disturbing classical ways
of doing research and investigation, Derrida’s thinking (deconstruction) occupies
subversive positions.

Undoubtedly, Derrida’s writing was an explosion of revolutionary energy from
within the formal educational machinery of the French Academy. What made it so
interesting in the 1960s and 19 70s was that, on the one hand, it was fully immersed
in the traditional philosophical methodology. However, on the other hand, it aimed
to show that this approach might be missing what matters. It misses what is at stake
in the philosophical corpus of which the most traditional approaches and procedures
speak. Stemming from his immersion in the traditional techniques of reading and
writing found in the French institutions of philosophy, Derrida formulated his fun-
damental philosophical question as a question of writing. Calling for a step beyond
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the knowhow of explanatory dissection of texts, Derrida’s new notion of writing
moved towards an experience of the trace that indicates the dynamic play of the
forces that constitute texts. As Sarah Kofman has said, Derrida attempted to psycho-
analyze texts by attending to their ambivalences, displacements, condensations,
anxieties, and defense mechanisms. He aimed to show that writing in the sense of
archi-writing has been repressed and is the repressed. Metaphysics aimed at separat-
ing the good object from the bad ones by desiring purity, integrity, original innocence.
It fed the faith in the possibility of having access to the totality of real objects by way
of controlling the interiorized ones. As an unheimlich concept, Derridian writing
unrelentingly repeats patricide in order to liberate logos from its subjection to the
norms of the metaphysics of presence (Kofman 1984, 114).

Derrida’s statement found in Of Grammatology “There is nothing outside the text”
(I n'y a pas de hors-texte) immediately produced a philosophical scandal because
it looked to mean that “nothing exists except text”; through this interpretation, it
looked to be an attack on realism (OGC, 158). If it were impossible to verify (or falsify)
the propositions presented in a philosophical discourse by consulting an extra-lin-
guistic object, then the question would have to be: how could philosophy as a concern
with truth distinguish itself from all sorts of other discourses? Derrida, however, was
making an overarching ontological claim. A text does not have an outside which
may or may not confirm its truth claims; for everything that looks to be outside is
an effect of writing. In other words, all presence deemed to be fundamental for a
correspondence theory of truth is constituted by the play of traces or the movement
of archi-writing. This ontological claim did not amount to idealism because the trace
is irreducibly material; the sense that inhabits the world is also produced and dis-
seminated by archi-writing.

“There is nothing outside the text” then has often been interpreted as a negation
implying that there can be no such a thing as truth. Nonetheless, it can certainly be
read as a step taken on the way toward determining the transcendental constitution
of truth. The defense of a correspondence notion of truth —as if Kant, Hegel, Husserl,
Nietzsche, and Heidegger have not existed and as if Derrida is the only philosopher
responsible for the destruction of this naive faith in truth — must be seen as a distor-
tion. This volume begins by showing that it would be an oversimplification to claim
that Derrida has given up on or has neglected the question of truth. After all the
deconstructive strategies which complicate the philosophical reflection on its possi-
bility, the question of truth still prevails. Christopher Norris in his essay “Truth in
Derrida” shows how Derrida’s notion of “writing,” which marks “the absolute
horizon of intelligibility or the precondition for whatever is to count as ‘real,” ‘true,’
‘factual,” ‘self-evident,” ‘veridical’,” has in fact been grossly misinterpreted as the
elimination of truth. “Writing” is, for Derrida, what enables the sense and the truth-
value of statements or propositions to be communicated from one context to the
next, but also, as he argues in quasi-Kantian vein, the necessary and transcenden-
tally deducible condition of possibility for any such process to occur.
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Olivia Custer explicitly takes up Derrida’s Kantian vein; her contribution aims to
show us how Derrida transforms the Kantian heritage. Derrida, she argues, is at once
continuous with fundamental Kantian commitments and discontinuous with certain
concepts indelibly associated with Kant. Her key insight revolves around a phrase
from Derrida’s late Without Alibi, in which he says that he is working toward “the
unconditional without sovereignty” (WA, 276). In Derrida’s later phase (starting,
say, in the 1990s), he always speaks of the unconditional in the most hyperbolic
sense. Custer argues that his use — whether he mentions Kant or not — alludes to
Kant’s radical notion of goodness as we find it, for instance, in The Groundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals. But she also stresses that each time Derrida takes up this
Kantian radicality — dignity beyond all market price — Derrida uses Kant'’s radicality
to set up the necessity of being more radical than even Kant’s radical call to the
unconditional. The result is that the unconditional Derrida wants to affirm does not
exactly correspond to Kant’s unconditional. It is, to say this again, “unconditional
without sovereignty.” Thus, Derrida also contests Kant’s idea of sovereignty, which
for Derrida is cruel. Custer, however, also shows how Derrida (or deconstruction)
outdoes Kant's methodical radicality when he aims to determine conditions of pos-
sibility for what is structurally impossible. Custer’s example here is Derrida’s logic of
the supplement (from the Rousseau reading found in Of Grammatology), a logic that
is itself contradictory. But we know that with Derrida all contradictions are based in
difference.

Claire Colebrook in her essay “Difference” addresses the priority of difference to
identity in Derrida’s philosophy. She argues that the concept of difference can be
elaborated in at least four different ways: “difference” as it functions in Derrida’s
critique of the structuralist account of meaning as generated through systems; dif-
ference as it operates in Derrida’s raising of the post-phenomenological problem of
time; difference as it plays out in sexual difference; and the difference between human
and non-human animals. Derrida’s position in relation to the structuralist affirma-
tion of difference over identity is most indicative. Colebrook argues that Derrida is
offering a critique of structuralism by rethinking the relation of identity and differ-
ence as différance. The structuralists take language to be a system of relative and
negative differences and consider the relations within such a system; they do not
consider the positive, productive or ungrounded difference, which Derrida calls dif-
férance. This is the difference or differencing that allows any system to emerge. This
movement allows for the iterability that produces meaning and therefore possesses
an irreducible sense of truth. For Derrida, concepts have strict boundaries and serve
to identify something. But concepts have emerged because each differentiated term
has the capacity to be used again and again, across time and space, with each
instance itself being different. Thus, a term is the same (or identical or recognizable)
only if it can be different from itself (used again and again, differently). Thus dif-
férance relates difference and identity by means of iterability. The role of iterability in
the synthesis of time and space, retention of retention, protention of protention, and
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so on, points to the function of difference as spacing and temporalization (as found
in phenomenology). Indeed, neither difference as space nor difference as time could
be separated from sexual difference and animal difference. Différance therefore helps
to deconstruct the construction of man as self-same (and differentiated from woman)
and it dispels human exceptionalism (from non-human animal) as these construc-
tions are found in the tradition of Western metaphysics.

Because the term “writing” arose from the then contemporary French structural
linguistic and literary investigations, and because the term exceeded its ordinary
connotation, Derrida’s use of the term “writing” (écriture) was seen to be obscure.
But, his use of “différance” was seen to be even more obscure. The obscurity was not
dispelled but intensified by Derrida’s 1968 “Différance” essay. Gary Gutting's essay
“The Obscurity of ‘Différance’” offers a close reading of Derrida’s essay and illus-
trates in which respects it remains unclear if this text is treated as an independent
piece. Indeed, some of Derrida’s statements fail to be clear if we do not appeal to other
texts written before it because the term “différance” is introduced as a way of sum-
marizing earlier investigations. It is, so to speak, the conclusion drawn at the cross-
roads of readings, and put forward as the thesis that connects a number of
commentaries which might look like parts of different projects. Derrida introduced
the term by showing that Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, Saussure, and Levinas could
be read as thinkers of difference even though they could not go as so far as acknowl-
edging the non-teleological, origin-deferring movement that is at the heart of both
the production and the expenditure of all differences. Derrida thought of différance
as a general economy underlying the restricted economy of metaphysics. The move-
ment of différance is the generosity of giving in being; the dissemination allowing the
potentiality of insemination and its loss, the wasting away of energy and sense. Thus
a close reading of différance would not suffice to make sense of the term without
taking into account the critique of structuralism, the deconstruction of metaphysics
in general and of phenomenology in particular. When Derrida insists that différance
isnot a concept, he also means it is not a Begriff whose dialectical movement unfolds
as the identity of identity and difference. We could reverse this formula as difference
of identity and difference in order to make the case that according to Derrida differ-
ence lies at the heart of all identity.

Geoffrey Bennington in “Metaphor and Analogy in Derrida” argues that, in earlier
remarks about metaphor found in Derrida’s 1971 essay “White Mythology” and its
1978 follow-up “The Retrait of Metaphor,” Derrida objects to the traditional reduc-
tion of philosophy to rhetoric and poetic. A careful reading of these essays shows
that Derrida is not interested in taking up a position that could be characterized
as sophistic. In his discussion of the role of metaphor in philosophy, Derrida argues
that, even though metaphysics relies on the good metaphor which is expected
to function in the service of the propriety of meaning, metaphor is capable of
functioning in the radical absence of the first proper term or the final proper term.
Metaphor is irreducibly polysemic, open to overdetermination, semantic drift, and
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dissemination. Bennington contrasts Derrida’s early treatment of metaphor in phi-
losophy with his late engagement of analogy in relation to the questions of telos and
the regulative idea in Kant’s philosophy. He emphasizes that the difference between
these discussions can be described as a difference of horizon.

Deconstruction has a history in Derrida’s philosophical career, in which it under-
goes reinvention and plurification. In Of Grammatology, it works through the dispar-
ity between a text’s theses and its language, its style, its metaphors, rhetoric, and
performance. Derrida stressed on several occasions that deconstruction is not one.
At first, the term was intended as a translation of Heidegger’s destruction, but in Of
Grammatology, Voice and Phenomenon, and Writing and Difference deconstruction
undergoes a process of reinvention in accordance with Derrida’s own philosophical
agenda. The task is no longer to go to the original experiences in order to reopen the
forgotten question of Being, but to show that the question of sign and of writing
precedes the question of sense as such and of being as presence. Nonetheless, decon-
struction is still premised upon the closure of philosophy, while the possibility of
opening is given by a reflection that welcomes the sensible, the technological opacity
and death at the heart of a reflection on life. In Of Grammatology Derrida adopted a
structuralist approach to metaphysics, whose structures needed to be dismantled for
obtaining a glimpse of the underlying movement that sustains the philosophical
discourses grounded on presence. For Derrida metaphysical terms such as substance,
energeia, causality, object, subject, God, spirit, consciousness, will, and will to power
ultimately refer to presence. But, as Voice and Phenomenon shows, presence can never
be conceived as originary plenitude without traces. Even though the history of
deconstruction is well documented in Derrida studies, the relation between the early
and late deconstructions and their ethico-political implications continue to be an
important subject of research.

According to Kelly Oliver in “The ‘Slow and Differentiated’ Machinations of
Deconstructive Ethics,” the thread that can tie all deconstructions together has to do
with deconstruction’s being, as her title suggests, a slow and differentiated operation.
Deconstruction suspends the prominent metaphysical oppositions that abide in the
traditional metaphysics in order to point to the fluid differences within categories.
And realizing differences beyond oppositions is already a matter of responsibility.
Oliver argues that Derrida’s hyperbolic ethics is not liberalism. His discourse on pure
concepts such as hospitality, forgiveness, and justice interrupts liberal discourses
that revolve around property and self as sovereign; moreover it also puts in question
communitarian discourses that appeal to ethnic and racial purity. This hyperbolic
ethics puts into question our values, and the metaphysical hierarchies underlying
our ethical decision making.

Leonard Lawlor in “Deconstruction” concentrates on perhaps the most intriguing
terms that characterize the movement of différance, which is at the heart of the
deconstruction, such as “iterability” and “undecidability.” If the movement at
stake has any law-like character, it comes from “iterability” and “undecidability.”
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Iterability accounts for the universalization necessary for the institution of some-
thing as an object of knowledge and undecidability implies a heterogeneity that
precedes the discursive division in oppositions and dualities such as truth and falsity,
inside and outside, presence and absence. Indeed these key terms served at the early
phase of deconstruction to deconstruct logocentric and phonocentric philosophical
discourses. In Of Grammatology the focus was on the opposition between nature and
culture in modern philosophies of language and culture. Derrida adopted a strategy
that extends writing as the iterability of the trace and the undecidability of meaning
into the medium of voice, thereby inscribing the technological at the heart of nature.
Metaphysics has always dreamed a non-mediated access to full presence; this is why
it privileged voice as hearing one’s self speak, an experience that denounces the
metaphysical fantasy of dispensing with signs. What metaphysics takes as the origi-
nary experience of auto-affection is in fact irreducibly a hetero-affection. But if the
structural relations of metaphysics are the effects of such a movement, the experi-
ences of revelation, truth, and certainty to which the metaphysical discourses appeal
would only be possible as products of this originary play. The same argument is found
in Voice and Phenomenon even though there the task is to deconstruct Husserl's con-
ception of transcendental life as pure. In Derrida’s reading, Husserl’s transcendental
philosophy is a philosophy of life. As the ego is conceived as a living being, phenom-
enology makes no room for death. Even if it is not a vitalism, it is based on the “living
present,” a notion that conjoins the notion of life with the experience of the
consciousness.

At stake in différance (as the two verbs of différance, to defer and to differ, imply)
are spatialization and temporalization, that is, the opening of space and time, and
the distribution of signs and things in them. If this is cast in the language of tran-
scendental philosophy, the movement of différance is spatialization and temporaliza-
tion. Its peculiar logic can be seen as both the condition of the possibility and
impossibility of decidable oppositions. Terms such as “pharmakon” and “supple-
ment” designated this undecidable logic generative of the stability of the structures
it gave rise to and which it destabilized at the same time. Hence they function as the
transcendental conditions of metaphysics of presence, which make all experience of
truth as certainty and evidence possible and impossible at the same time. Rodolphe
Gasché in The Tain of the Mirror had already called terms such as “trace,” “différance,”
and “supplement” “quasi-transcendental” (Gasché 1986, 274). Although Derrida’s
specific contribution to the transcendental tradition is not completely clear, Maxime
Doyon'’s essay, “The Transcendental Claim of Deconstruction,” like that of Custer,
explains how deconstruction relates to the transcendental foundationalism that
characterizes the Continental tradition since Kant. Doyon argues that Derrida has
never in fact left the terrain of transcendental investigation even though he exceeded
it with an ultra-transcendental reflection.

Bjorn Thorsteinsson’s essay focuses on the problems involved in the early phase
of Derrida’s encounter with Levinas. The essay focuses mostly on “Violence and
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Metaphysics” and Derrida’s critical engagement with Levinas, which is still very
central in making sense of Derrida’s own position concerning the relation between
self and other; metaphysics and ethics; and ethics and politics. Derrida questioned
Levinas's use of the term “exteriority” in order to characterize the radical alterity of
the Other as challenging the conceptuality of Western philosophy that assimilates
or subordinates the Other to the Same. Derrida pointed to the ways in which Levi-
nas’s metaphysical discourse motivated by the desire for the Other fell into the logo-
centrism of Western metaphysics that cannot accommodate what differentially
contaminates it, that is writing. Derrida also points out that the metaphysics of the
face is caught in the traditional system of distinctions between human and animal,
masculine and feminine, living beings and things, dead and undead, and so on. Der-
rida’s desire to welcome radical alterity beyond these oppositions makes him in Spect-
ers of Marx relate ontology to ethics and politics by way of hauntology. Both in
ontology and ethics the attempt has to be made to go beyond the opposition between
presence and absence, actuality and non-actuality, life and non-life.

Derrida’s appreciation of the Abrahamic tradition and the deconstruction of the
opposition between faith and knowledge have opened a new area in Derrida studies.
There are more and more works being done on Derrida and religion. In this Compan-
ion Martin Hdgglund, Ben Vedder and Gert-Jan van der Heiden, John Caputo, Recep
Alpyagil, and Kas Saghafi have focused on how religiosity occupied Derrida and what
he said in particular on the Abrahamic religions. Recently, the question whether or
not there is a religious turn in Derrida late in his career has been at the center of
attention. Hiagglund argues against a religious turn in Derrida. For him, Derrida’s
philosophy involves a radical atheism. To justify his argument Higglund points to
“Faith and Knowledge,” where Derrida notes that in his notion of spacing, the
spacing of time cannot be characterized in religious or theological terms; it has
nothing unscathed, pure, sacred, or holy about it. Moreover, Higglund claims that
the proliferation of religious themes in Derrida’s discourse is compatible with that
radical atheism. What then does Héagglund mean by “radical atheism”? Radical
atheism does not make an external critique of religious concepts; it does not aim to
show that they are illusions aiming at controlling and domesticating life’s forces. In
reflecting on these concepts Derrida seeks to turn them against themselves, in order
to reveal their atheological and irreligious condition of possibility. Derrida’s radical
atheism is also connected with his own notion of radical evil, which is based on a
suspicion of the metaphysical opposition between good and evil. The possibility of
evil is intrinsic to the good that we desire, and the good would not be what it is if the
possibility of evil had not been rooted in it. On the other hand, as the possibility of
the Good may be opened by the worst, sworn faith may result from perjury. Derrida
deconstructs religious faith as commitment to unscathed good and the sacred as
immunity to evil. He does not believe in the Christian notion of immortality as an
eternal state of being of the soul in the afterlife; in that sense he affirms finitude. The
desire for survival is a temporal process of living on and would be still within finite
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existence, an existence which is not one’s own. As life is not immune to death, good
remains open to evil and peace is risked by violence. Even if we can distinguish
between good and evil, life and death, peace and violence, the possibility of contami-
nation and undecidability cannot be eliminated. By what right then does Derrida
license himself to speak of something like the unconditional? Hagglund argues that
the unconditional is neither God, nor anything ontotheological. Nor can it be con-
ceived as the law of a universal reason, for that would be a ruse to make my own
reason an absolute. Derrida thinks of the unconditional in the form of call, as per-
formativity. Messianic is a structure of the experience, the openness of the future to
that which is to come; unconditionality on the other hand, originates in the tempo-
rality of the performative.

Francoise Dastur in her essay “Play and Messianicity: The Question of Time and
History in Derrida’s Deconstruction” shows how Derrida’s deconstruction is different
from Husserl's “Abbau” and Heidegger’s “Destruktion.” In order to explain the dif-
ference, Dastur points to the peculiar way Derrida interprets Saussure’s account of
language and signification. According to her, Derrida’s reading of Levinas’s notion
of “trace” has determined deconstruction since its first appearance in Of Grammatol-
ogy. Dastur investigates the implications and effects of an understanding of the
presence of the present in terms of trace in Derrida’s reading of time and history in
Husserl and Heidegger. By evaluating Derrida’s early critique of the metaphysical
concepts of time and history in Husserl and Heidegger, she explores the background
in which Derrida has attained a new concept of history as “play” and “writing.” The
question she raises concerns the compatibility of this account with the messianic
concept of history that Derrida develops in his last writings. Persuasively, she con-
cludes that they do not make for a comfortable compatibility.

Peggy Kamulf takes up the theme of signature in Derrida to show how the signa-
ture, which is a sine qua non element of literary institution, does not go without an
element of counter-signature. Derrida’s most important work on signature is found
in Glas (1974) and Signéponge/Signsponge (1975). Whether or not, why, how, for
whom does the signature takes place? What is the signature effect? How do a phi-
losopher and writer sign? The signature makes the writing belong to someone or
makes it proper, even though there would be no institution of literature without
signature, writing, and a fortiori archi-writing, all of which resist being attributed to
what is proper. How could the other, forces of alterity, voices that resist appropriation,
be excluded from literary and philosophical writing? This non-exclusion explains
why the possibility of signature can never be separated from that of counter-
signature. The gesture of counter-signing is the singular event that happens to lan-
guagein a way toundermine the text as property of asole signatory. Counter-signature
interrupts and changes the signature’s relation to itself. According to Kamuf, counter-
signature is the signature of the other. The irreducible “contre” opens the text to
repetition by another.
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The aporetic turn that deconstruction took could be interpreted as following from
Derrida’s reflection on the relation between Hellenism and Judaism in Western
ethical thinking. In his attempt to consider Derrida’s legacy as a question of the
heritage of Europe, Rodolphe Gasché takes this heritage to be comprised of the Greek
culture and the Abrahamic culture. Coincidentally, this heritage involves the ele-
ments of universalizability and that which resists being universalized, such as khora.
Khéra cannot be identified, for it is a pre-originary origin that does not allow being
said by any genus of being or discourse. In the Timaeus, Plato remarks that, even
though the oppositions between the sensible/intelligible, visible/invisible, form/
without form fail to properly belong to it, khora can be a general place for all kinds
of determinations, translations, and identifications. As such, khora would be the
immemorial, undeconstructible remainder that the metaphysical tradition cannot
appropriate. If khora is part of the Greek contribution to the heritage of European
thought, the specifically temporal dimension of “messianicity without messianism,”
as a fundamental openness of experience and the faith in justice that correlates with
it, would be the Abrahamic contribution. If khora escapes appropriation by meta-
physics, messianicity without messianism escapes assimilation by ontotheology.
These two remainders constitute the core of the double memory of Europe or of the
West. “Faith and Knowledge” associates the twofold nature of the European heritage
with the problem of a genuinely universal “World,” which could be a “place” for all.
Indeed, according to Gasché, khora and the “messianic” are the spatial and temporal
“forms” of an “alter-mondialiste” world, a world exempt from ethnocentricity in its
European and non-European versions.

Many of the essays we have already described suggest that many if not all of Der-
rida’s fundamental themes and concepts were developed in conjunction with other
thinkers. In particular, as we just say, Rodolphe Gasché argues that Derrida’s think-
ing must be considered as Derrida’s thinking “and” the Greek-Abrahamic tradition.
The essays collected in Part II of our volume take up this “and” in explicit ways. In
particular, Michael Naas's essay continues the reflection on the conjunction of Der-
rida’s thinking with the Greek side of the European tradition. In “Derrida and Ancient
Philosophy (Plato and Aristotle),” Naas ties Derrida’s early investigation of Greek
philosophy in his 1968 essay “Plato’s Pharmacy” to his 1992 essay “We the Other
Greeks.” Through the theme of inclusion and exclusion, Naas argues that this philo-
sophical relation is not a simple return to the Greeks. It is always mediated by
Heidegger or it is a contestation of Heidegger. For Derrida, Greek thought was never
self-identical, because, as he shows in “Plato’s Pharmacy” by focusing on the term
“pharmakon,” there is a semantic oscillation at the foundation of Greek philosophy.
This semantic oscillation disrupts the unity of Greek thought as a system, corpus,
and identity. Like Gasché, Naas argues that the same undecidability is found in khora.

Robert Bernasconi pursues the relation between the Greek and the Jew as the
issue with which Derrida opens his inaugural essay on Levinas, “Violence and
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Metaphysics.” Bernasconi shows the different kind of impact the exchange has made
on each of these philosophers by giving their thinking a further direction. Even
though Derrida may sound as though he is inviting Levinas to acknowledge Western
metaphysics’s resources of alterity, this identity as différance did not exclude the
Judeo-Christian from it. Bernasconi's essay shows the extent to which the philosophi-
cal encounter between Derrida and Levinas is caught up in the racial politics of the
twentieth century. However, he also argues that the philosophical importance of this
exchange should not only be restricted to the twentieth-century struggle against
anti-semitism; it should be part of the European history of philosophy, in which
philosophy, in the second half of the eighteen century, is redesigned as assimilating
racial and cultural pluralism. Since then, European philosophy has served colonial
ends, a colonizing role of philosophy that neither Derrida nor Levinas have ever
addressed.

Sabrina Aggleton compares Derrida and Merleau-Ponty’s rethinking of presence
as a relation of intimacy and alterity. Because the mundane, the impure cannot be
excluded from presence, “self-presence” to which phenomenology appeals can only
be “a crystallization of the impossible” as Merleau-Ponty says. Aggleton puts Derri-
da’s reading of Merleau-Ponty in question by arguing that the belonging together of
the self and world does not amount to the reduction of the other to the same and
that Merleau-Ponty’s chiasm offers a model of complex intimacy in which alterity
remains inappropriable.

Edward Baring offers an analysis of Derrida’s discussion of writing in Of Gram-
matology with Althusser’s new theory of reading. Althusser helped Derrida be hired
by the Ecole Normale Supérieure (ENS), even though, unlike Althusser himself and
his students, Derrida did not commit to the communist agenda. According to Baring,
Derrida’s early work on Husserl and phenomenology must be understood through
the intellectual atmosphere at the ENS when Derrida entered it. Derrida had to
respond at once to the philosophers of science such as Vuillemin and Cavailles who
called for a rejection of Husserl’s work on grounds of the ahistoricity of mathematics
and to the Althusserians’ reduction of phenomenology to ideology. According to
Althusser, phenomenology was structured from a “myth of origin,” an “original
unity undivided ... between the real and its knowledge.” What he called “science,”
in contrast, was based on the separation between knowledge and the real world. As
Baring argues, in Of Grammatology Derrida associates logocentrism to “ideology”
and grammatology to “science” in the Althusserian sense. The point Derrida made
to Althusser concerns the instability of that distinction. Just as the deconstruction
of structural linguistics which brings forth the new concept of writing cannot be a
radical break with metaphysics, Althusser’s new concept of science remains ideologi-
cal insofar as it is still structured by the signifier—signified dyad.

In “Derrida and Psychoanalysis,” Elizabeth Rottenberg investigates Derrida’s rela-
tion to psychoanalysis, which she conceives through friendship. Derrida is a friend
of psychoanalysis who is at once faithful and unfaithful; he respects psychoanalysis
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disrespectfully. Derrida published several texts on psychoanalysis beginning with his
1967 “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” and ending with the 2000 “Psychoanalysis
Searches the States of His Soul.” Rottenberg argues that psychoanalysis undertakes
tolook at the experience of cruelty without any metaphysical, theological, humanist,
scientific alibi. Since his first readings of Freud, Derrida puts his difference in effect
in interpretations of the unconscious and rejects a metaphysical interpretation of
psychoanalysis’s figural inventions and rhetorical tools. On the other hand, Derrida
would be critical of psychoanalysis’s silence at the face of social and political violence.

Louise Burchill in “Derrida and Barthes: Speculative Intrigues in Cinema, Photog-
raphy, and Phenomenology” argues that cinema as “medium,” “apparatus,” and as
“experience” instantiated a logic of spectrality for Derrida, thus calling into question
the distinction between imagination and reality, between perception and hallucina-
tion, in the constitution of the “appearance of immediate reality.” Nevertheless, she
also reveals that Derrida’s own experience of film-making as actor and subject with
Safaa Fathy's Derrida’s Elsewhere involved a tenacious resistance to the cinemato-
graphic techniques that partake in the creation of the cinematographic effect of the
“living present.” Burchill compares the phenomenological framework that Barthes
uses in Camera Lucida, which refers the photographic to a referent which in its having
been remains unique and invariable as a source of luminous emanation, to Derrida’s
consideration of the “noema” whose phenomenality remains a spectral intrigue.
Even though in “Copy, Archive, Signature” Derrida casts Barthes’s position in terms
of the same problematic of the deconstruction of Husserl's originary impression,
Derrida’s own resistance to the cinematographic apparatus returns us to the ques-
tion of an alterity irreducible to auto-affection.

Derrida’s philosophy has made great impact in literary studies at the last quarter
of the twentieth century. Derrida has written on Blanchot, Ponge, Celan, Joyce,
Artaud, Jabes, and Kafka. In general, he put the literary institution in question. What
is literature, where does it come from? Derrida stressed that the literary principle of
“being able to say everything” is the socio-juridico-political guarantee given to litera-
ture. Literary texts make metaphysical assumptions as much as philosophical texts;
there can however be rhetorical devices that destabilize such metaphysical semantics
and thematic. Such destabilization is what the literary critics who have associated
themselves with deconstruction have tried to do. A text is full of forces, some of
which torment the hierarchies that consist of other forces. Hillis Miller considers the
history of the relation between Derrida and Paul de Man, which begins in 1971 with
de Man'’s response in his essays in Blindness and Insight and ends with Derrida’s 1998
“Typewriter Ribbon: Limited Ink (2) (‘within such limits’)” where Derrida offered a
discussion of de Man's theory of the machinal effects of performatives. Miller shows
that this complex exchange concerned the limits of the linguistic and the limits of
the rhetorical. He argues that, although they have both given deconstructive read-
ings of literary texts, Derrida and de Man had quite different rhetorical strategies
and devices.

11



ZEYNEP DIREK AND LEONARD LAWLOR

Derrida’s work has also been subject to feminist inquiry. Should he be read as a
thinker of sexual difference or of in terms of gender conceived as a differential rela-
tion between nature and culture? Feminist interpretations of Derrida could accom-
modate both kinds of readings. Derrida’s Spurs offered a deconstructive perspective
on Nietzsche’s discourse on woman as truth. His Geschlecht essays questioned why
Heidegger was silent about sexual difference: where are we to locate sexual difference
in the fundamental ontology of Being and Time? The debate over the relation of sexual
difference to ontological difference has frequently set the terms of encounter between
deconstruction and feminism. Derrida is interpreted as responding to Luce Irigaray
and the second wave feminism by affirming sexual difference beyond the division into
two, male and female. Since Of Grammatology, Derrida emphasized that the hierar-
chical opposition between man and woman is constitutive of metaphysics and could
be found as intricately bound with other oppositions. He also pointed to the fact that
the metaphysical apparatus is phallocentric. In late Derrida, the emphasis is again
on the hierarchical relation between oppositions. He is mainly concerned with how
the distinction between human and animal relates to the distinction between man
and woman: why is the second distinction subordinated to the first? The questions
such as “What is the connection between logocentrism, phallocentrism, and carno-
centrism?” and “How do phallocentrism and carnocentrism confirm and consolidate
each other in logocentric metaphysics?” belong to the core of Derrida’s last course,
The Beast and the Sovereign.

Penelope Deutscher’s “Fraternal Politics and Maternal Auto-Immunity: Derrida,
Feminism, and Ethnocentrism” argues that Derrida’s Of Grammatology can be read
in terms of political philosophy with an interest in sexual difference. Rousseau appeals
to a natural teleology as if there is an original motherhood, even though his text
reveals the maternal operation to be a chain of substitutes, something that calls for
supplements. Derrida has always questioned the traditional idea that the father’s
identity remains uncertain whereas the mother’s identity is indubitably clear. Mater-
nity would be as artificial and as symbolic as paternity. However, not only metaphysics
but also the political organization of social life by means of the bond of friendship is
founded on the exclusion of women. In Politics of Friendship, Derrida shows that “the
great philosophical and canonical discourses on friendship will have explicitly tied
the friend-brother to virtue and justice, to moral reason and political reason” (PF, 277).

Tina Chanter turns her attention to Derrida’s reading of Antigone in Glas, where
sexual difference is very much at stake. As Chanter argues, everything that is said
of the text applies to sex. As the text is sexualized, the sex is textualized. Sexuality
oscillates, duplicates, doubles, and becomes undecidable. Irigaray in “The Eternal
Irony of Community” had made a discussion on Hegel's exposition of Sittlichkeit in
Phenomenology of Spirit, with a focus on how Hegel appealed to and treated Sophocles’
female character Antigone. Irigaray considered Antigone as the trace of the sexual
difference that has been obliterated by the patriarchal Western culture, as the
ineradicable feminine figure that resists assimilation by Hegel's dialectic, whose
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machinery produces spirituality by means of assimilating the feminine alterity to the
same. In Glas, Derrida had also spoken of the figure of Antigone in a context in which
he commented on Hegel's account of family. Scholarship on Hegel's discussion of
Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone involves two strands. In the first strand, the focus is on
the emerging of the conflict of values in Sittlichkeit as giving rise to a dialectical
movement at the end of which modernity’s legal subjectivity comes into being
(Thompson 1998). In the second strand however, the focus is on the struggle for
recognition in terms of which Hegel sets the stage for the emergence of conscious-
ness into self-consciousness (Critchley 1999). Chanter prefers the second strand to
the first, because it contests the separation between the master—slave dialectic with
its struggle for recognition from Hegel’s views on slavery. Such a separation would
be achieved by distinguishing ancient slavery from the modern, new world slavery.
By contesting this strategy, Chanter shows that Antigone should be read not only in
terms of sexual difference, but also in terms of racial difference. She raises the ques-
tion whether Derrida himself did not fall prey to Hegel's fetishization of Antigone, if
he was not seduced by a white Antigone? Hegel's desexualizing representation of
Antigone as a virgin castrated her femininity. By assimilating her voice to religious
piety, he also tamed the political threat she posed to the existing order. Nevertheless,
an attentive reading of Sophocles’ text discloses many allusions to Antigone as the
stranger, the non-white, and the non-Greek.

In Truth in Painting, Derrida made a reflection on the artwork as a pictorial artifact.
Thereby, by referring to thinkers such as Kant and Heidegger, he reopened the ques-
tion of painting’s relation to language. In “Art’s Work,” Andrew Benjamin considers
the place, legacy, and limits of ekphrasis (the linguistic description of a visual artwork)
for a deconstructive consideration of painting. Such a deconstruction might be a
reconsideration that liberates the “object” from the hold of ekphrasis. If the substance
of that “object” is always already actative, which makes a work of art art’s work, the
deconstruction of painting attempts to understand art as mattering. Hence, Ben-
jamin looks at the way Derrida relates to the works of Artaud (“Forcener le subjec-
tile”) and Atlan (“De la couleur a la lettre”) with a particular focus on how Derrida
questions the distinction between the subjective and the actative. However, through
Derrida’s engagement with these two artists, Benjamin investigates the emergence
of the artwork as a particular in its very relationality or generality. In short, Ben-
jamin'’s essay concerns the event-character of art.

The question of alterity has always been at the heart of deconstruction’s relation
to ethics and politics. The ethical and political implications of deconstruction have
become more explicit as deconstruction turned from a criticism of metaphysics to
the anthropological. The first deconstructions Derrida produced had targeted the
founding texts of philosophy. These deconstructions seemed to operate within a
temporal horizon that reminded one of Heidegger’s history of Being. In contrast,
after about 1989 (the publication of “Force of Law”), Derrida explored the ethical
or political experience such as that of the gift, of hospitality, the secret, forgiveness,
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and sovereignty. In the deconstruction Derrida produced during the last 15 years of
his life, he showed that these experiences are aporetically structured. He decon-
structed these experiences less as a historical project and more as a “logical” or
“structural” project. A text like Politics of Friendship seems to be a history of the
concept of friendship; however, the text is filled with aporetical conclusions regarding
the internal workings of the concepts of friendship in which this history consists.
This second, more recent, and more “logical” vein of deconstruction explores the
double bind between the conditional and the unconditional requirements that con-
stitute the essence of these ethico-political experiences. As Francois Raffoul empha-
sizes in “Heidegger and Derrida on Responsibility,” Derrida is not interested in
normative ethics, in systems of moral rules, and norms; he is more concerned with
the sense and the possibility of ethics, which are rooted in “responsibility.” Respon-
sibility supports various ethico-political experiences and endows them with a logical
complexity. Why is there such a complexity at the heart of ethics? As Raffoul argues,
for Derrida, “ethical responsibility can only happen as impossible, that is, undergo
an experience of what will remain inappropriable for it.” Indeed, aporias participated
in Derrida’s ultra-transcendental reflection since they lay out the conditions of pos-
sibility as conditions of impossibility. The aporetic structure complicates decisions
about the right thing to do. It even puts in jeopardy the identity of the judging ethical
subject. An aporia can also be seen as a relation between finitude and infinity. On
the one hand, it presents the rules and norms that govern the existing conditional
social, political, historical, and economic reality; and on the other hand, it challenges
that reality by a relation of listening to radical alterity. Derrida insists that the impos-
sible demands that the other makes on me are always already inscribed in the logic
of the ethico-political experience at stake.

Ben Vedder and Gert-Jan van der Heiden, in “On Faith and the Holy in Heidegger
and Derrida,” discuss “faith” and “holy” as two sources of religion. Heidegger gives
a certain role to the holy in his thought of Being, but characterizes faith as religious
and excludes it from thinking. Given that, in “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida decon-
structs the opposition between faith and knowledge in science, technology, and phi-
losophy, Vedder and van der Heiden raise the question of how Derrida reformulates
the relation between philosophy and religion. Religion involves a process of indem-
nification; it struggles against the contamination that disassembles and uproots what
is proper. It aims to reassemble and to re-root the proper in the form of community
and tradition. By insisting on the fact that the unscathed is always already contami-
nated by tele-technology (here taking support from Heidegger), Derrida paves
the way for a reflection on how indemnification and the holy cannot do without the
mechanical and thereby uprooting repetition.

Kas Saghafi considers the philosophical relationship, which starts in the 1970s,
between Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy. Saghafi focuses on religion, which is the topic
of their last exchange. According to Saghafi, for Derrida, “religion” aims at keeping
the living — the adherents of “religion” — safe, unscathed, and intact. “Religion”
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desires to indemnify: to prevent hurt or damage, compensate for loss and reinstate
purity. According to Jean-Luc Nancy, there is no safety and intactness for the living,
only the deceased may be untouchable. Religion does not save; it only wishes safety
for those with whom the religious faith is concerned. Derrida reveals the fatal auto-
immune logic of the unscathed, which prevails in the experiences of the sacred,
saintly. The auto-immune logic points to the irreducible violence that is inherent to
the relation to alterity. Saghafi then turns to Nancy's elaboration of Christianity as
a religion of touching and Derrida’s response to his discussion of resurrection in the
“Foreword” to Chaque fois unique (2003). Saghafi also comments on Derrida’s argu-
ment in his 1999-2000 seminars “La peine de mort” [Death Penalty] that Nancy's
project of “The deconstruction of Christianity” is “a Christian deconstruction.”

John Caputo concentrates on Derrida’s “religion without religion,” in which God
is conceived as an effect of “the play of traces.” When it functions as something like
an ontotheological placeholder, the name “God” arrests the play of traces. Then the
presence it signifies would be performatively evoked in order to justify or challenge
the existing social and political world order. This trace, however, also solicits us to
pray for the impossible. Caputo makes clear that, although Derrida’s religion is a
religion without dogmas, creeds, ritual, religion books, it also affirms faith. Derrida’s
religion without religion values non-knowledge, the promise, and messianic open-
ness. Caputo argues that Derrida’s faith, as inscribed in the khora, is more profound
than atheism and theism, khora being the groundless ground of faith.

Derrida was a Jew who confessed to being an atheist. Although he did not have
profound knowledge of the religious tradition, he seemed to be more in touch with
the impact of Judaism in philosophy. He also seemed to be more reflective about the
surfacing of Jewish ideas in his own philosophy. Christian theologians have also
shown a lot of interest in Derrida’s work, not only because he addressed faith in
Kierkegaard, the mysterium tremendum in Patocka, and negative theology in Meister
Eckhart, but also because deconstruction welcomes the interpretations that lead
Christianity beyond ontotheology and metaphysics of presence. In contrast to
Judaism and Christianity, Derrida has said very little on Islam. And most of his
remarks on Islam are made in response to questions raised in a context determined
by the panic, horror, and fear created by 9/11, that is, when Islam really started to
look like a threat to Western culture. Indeed, very little work has been done to explore
the possible, even virtual relations between Derrida and the Islamic philosophical
tradition. Therefore, our Companion contains an essay by a Muslim theologian Recep
Alpyagil. In his essay, Alpyagil attempts to compare undecidability in Derrida with
the undecidable elements in the philosophical discourse of Ibn ‘Arabi. He tries to
show that the orthodox trends in Sufism involve fluid transitions that permeate the
well-known metaphysical oppositions in Muslim ontotheology. Ibn Arabi’s mysticism
would go as far as inscribing sexual difference within God “himself.”

If one is going to investigate Derrida’s political philosophy, it will make sense
to begin with his political struggle with French educational institutions about the
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teaching of philosophy. In “Derrida and Education,” Samir Haddad takes up Derri-
da’s writings on the role and place of philosophy in the French education system
between 1975 and 1985. These writings are published in English as two volumes
Who's Afraid of Philosophy? Right to Philosophy 1 (2002), and Eyes of the University:
Right to Philosophy 2 (2004). Derrida played a prominent role in the establishment
of the College International de Philosophie in the early 1980s and he had been a
member of GREPH (Groupe de Recherches sur I'Enseignement Philosophique).
Haddad pursues themes such as the role of the teacher, the age of the student, and
philosophy’s relation to a national language. He explains how Derrida’s position, in
fact, fought two opponents at once, the government that aimed at implementing the
1975 Haby reforms, which changed the compulsory eight hours of philosophy in
the final year of high school into something optional, and the nationalist objections
to the Haby reforms, which defended philosophy by identifying it as part of French
identity.

We can easily see that the essays we have collected into the second part of our
Companion open up, primarily through Derrida’s more ethical and political writings,
certain areas of investigation: feminism, religious thinking, and education, for
instance. The essays we have grouped in Part III pursue these areas explicitly. So, in
“A Philosophy of Touching Between the Human and the Animal: The Animal Ethics
of Jacques Derrida,” Patrick Llored considers what he views as the most important
question of Derrida’s late philosophy, the question of animality. He argues not only
that the question of animal is at the heart of deconstruction, but also that Derrida’s late
thought presents a philosophy of non-human life. Llored draws from Derrida’s evalu-
ation of touching in On Touching — Jean-Luc Nancy as a basis for a Derridean animal
ethics. As the sense of the living, touch is opposed to the traditional haptical philoso-
phy, which is anthropocentric since it grants the capacity of mediated touching to
the human hand. In contrast, touch is really the sense by virtue of which living
beings place themselves in space; touch enables them to have encounters with each
other. As an existential condition, as “the absolute reflection of self-presence,” touch,
according to Llored, exceeds the physiological and zoological function. It emanci-
pates the living beings from natural determinism, that is, from the reign of bare life,
toward an intersubjectivity that does not exclude the non-human animals.

Nicholas Royle also speaks of animality by way of Derrida’s approach to poetry.
In Derrida’s “The Double Session,” the guiding thread for this reflection on poetry
comes from one line of Mallarmé: Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hazard (“a roll of
the dice will never abolish chance”). The task is to show that the materiality of lan-
guage, the chance effects created by the play of the letter in poetry, makes something
happen in language, transforms our sensibility and thinking, and alters the way we
live our lives. Royle argues that the strangeness and uncertainty of poetical writing
leads us into an experience of the realm of animality. Poetry therefore is able to make
us question, in unprecedented ways, the distinction between the human and non-
human animal. Since The Animal That Therefore I Am, which dates from the 1997

16



INTRODUCTION

Cerisy conference, and up to the final courses on The Beast and the Sovereign, the
animal question is at the heart of Derrida’s philosophy. Even though this theme has
been reflected upon in commentaries in the eco-critical style, the theme of animality
had not been made relevant to Derrida’s reflection on poetry. Royle points to the
poetic or “poematic” asthe experience of the impossible, which perhaps then amounts
to a way of “giving speech back to animals.” The poem invites us to recognize
animals as faces. It thus undermines the logo-phono-anthropocentrism of prose.

Ann V. Murphy addresses the question of forgiveness. In particular, she is inter-
ested in the official public apologies made by heads of state or government for the
violence that happened in the past in order to restore social peace. Leaders of states
generally make such apologies for genocides, forcible removal of aboriginal com-
munities, and gross violations of human rights. The apologies aim at redressing
these wrongs, reconciliations, and healing the national identity of the state’s own
citizens, an identity of course that is fully determined by ethnic, racial, sexual, and
cultural norms. This politics of memory and historical justice is indeed a necessary
component of Derrida’s cosmopolitanism. Derrida’s interest in the truth and recon-
ciliation commissions led to his reflections on the idea of unconditional forgiveness.
He commented on forgiveness for the first time in Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money
(1992), and came back to the topic in “To Forgive,” a 1999 presentation made at
Villanova University, published in Questioning God (2001). In his essay “On Forgive-
ness,” which was published in Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness (2001), Derrida
repeated that such public apologies be offered “in the spirit of reconciliation” and
that they have to be made “without qualification.” Murphy notes that silence is part
of the experience of forgiveness, for an act of asking for forgiveness can always be
self-annulling. And indeed Derrida’s discourse on forgiveness is full of silences.

In “Cosmopolitanism to Come: Derrida’s Response to Globalization,” Fred Evans
raises the critical question of how cosmopolitanism and the values it promotes can
effectively fight the unregulated exploitation of natural resources, which is clearly
the harmful side of capitalism. Evans explains the kind of transformation cosmopoli-
tanism undergoes in Derrida’s political philosophy. Derrida conceived cosmopolitan-
ism without a homogeneous identity, open to diversity and difference, and without
reference to a univocal notion of the common good. Derrida looks for a political
philosophy that allows for pluralism and a solidarity that does not presuppose homog-
enization. This special alliance of unity and difference paves the way for a democracy
to come, which is inseparable from Derrida’s understanding of cosmopolitanism.
From a genealogical point of view, cosmopolitanism has a Euro-Christian history.
However, it also suffers from racist prejudices against the non-European races.
Democracy to come in the cosmopolitan context is not just a principle or a regulative
idea but an “unforeseeable coming of the other,” in other words, the coming of the
law, responsibility, and the decision from the other. According to Derrida, democracy
is essentially auto-immune. In Rogues, he notes that the fascist and Nazi totalitarian-
isms came to power through democratic elections. The curtailing of democratic
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rights justified by the democratic exercise of power by the majority reveals the
paradox of democracy. In order to respond to the paradox, we must recognize that
democracy cannot be reduced to voting. Evans also emphasizes that the injunction
for democracy cannot be a demand for anything less than pure democracy, in the
sense of an engagement in democratic dialogue, of the earthly voices that belong to
the social body. According to Evans, universal solidarity without homogenization
calls for democracy to come, which implies unconditional openness to questioning,
hospitality, and freedom.

In his second essay in our Companion, “The Flipside of Violence,” Leonard Lawlor
investigates the implications of Derrida’s notion of violence. In “Violence and Meta-
physics,” Derrida had explicated Levinas’s claim that to understand the other, to
bring the other under light, is to make the other appear as a phenomenon. From
Levinas’s viewpoint, the phenomenalization of the other is tantamount to violence,
since intentionality is a way of bringing the other to the same by an eidetic delinea-
tion in advance of the sense of the other’s manifestation. Levinas thus situates the
encounter in which the other’s face expresses itself from itself in a breach of inten-
tionality, which brings the other to the same. In order to make Levinas’'s meaning
clearer, Derrida invents the distinction between “empirical violence” and “transcen-
dental violence.” This transcendentalization of violence can be made a problem, if
it justifies blindness and leads to indifference to various sorts of empirical violence
in our lives. Lawlor argues that the impossibility to eliminate violence even in the
most non-violent experience, should lead us to question our good conscience and
suspect what seems “good enough” to us. The transcendental aspect of violence does
not annul the promise of fighting against the existing injustice. On the contrary, it
should make us even more vigilant in our efforts. And even beyond vigilance, Lawlor
argues we must discover the ethics implied by what may be Derrida’s greatest prin-
ciple: “tout autre est tout autre.” It is only through this principle of universal singu-
larity that we may be able to reduce the violence that essentially contaminates all
experience.

Part IIT's “Areas of Investigation” arise primarily from Derrida’s more political and
ethical writings. We complete the Companion, therefore, with an important text on
law by Pierre Legrand. Legrand argues that Derrida takes an anti-positivist position
in philosophy of law. Positivists conceive law as posited and try to fix its meaning in
the semiotic stability of a propositional language. In contrast, deconstruction targets
“what lies within the existing law about which law has lied (even to itself), that which
law, for an array of institutional reasons, has “officially sought to dissimulate or deny,
to bury or repress.” Law has another language to uncover, it is trace affected. Positiv-
ists fantasy that by being cast in a solely descriptive juricentric propositional lan-
guage law could be cut off from any relation to hyper law and counter law. Derrida
makes clear that law is neither autarkic nor monogenealogical; it is embedded in a
multiplicity of intensities and in a plurality of forces and relations to space and time
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that cannot be accounted for by an ontology but transforms the study of law into a
hauntology.

It is perhaps fitting that we close this introduction with the word “hauntology.” It
is only ten years since Derrida’s death. All of us who have been inspired by his work
are still mourning his passing. Like Hamlet’s father, Derrida’s specter calls us to
“swear” that we will never give up on deconstruction. The time is still out of joint.
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Truth in Derrida

CHRISTOPHER NORRIS

1. Truth and Writing

At one time, and not so long ago, anybody writing on the topic “Derrida and Truth”
would most likely have felt obliged to begin by asserting (and then making good the
claim through lengthy citation of the relevant passages) that it didn’t amount to a
downright absurd, indeed a near-oxymoronic coupling of name and noun. Of course
there are plenty of quotable passages where, so far from rejecting or denouncing the
notion of truth, Derrida can be found insisting on its absolute indispensability to philo-
sophical enquiry in general and — more specifically — its crucial pertinence to the
project of deconstruction (LI, 162—254). In fact they became more frequent in his
later texts and interviews where he went out of his way to controvert the widespread
belief (put about chiefly by detractors in the mainstream analytic camp) that decon-
struction amounted to nothing more than an update on ancient sophistical themes
or a bag of crafty rhetorical tricks with absolutely no regard for reputable, truth-apt
standards of debate (Searle 1977). All the same Derrida’s reiterated protests — assert-
ing his strict and principled allegiance to just those criteria of valid argument, logical
rigor, and conceptual precision — are often dismissed, by those so minded in advance,
as a routine show of respectability designed to conceal his indifference to truth in
whatever commonplace or technical guise.

On this view Derrida’s work can best be set aside for all serious philosophic pur-
poses by treating it as a kind of modish anti-philosophy designed to seduce certain
credulous types — literary theorists mainly — into thinking that they might be advan-
tageously placed (by reason of their own special gifts or training) to score easy points
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off Plato and his progeny. That is, they might count themselves better (i.e., more
attentive and meticulous) readers of philosophic texts than the official, academically
accredited custodians of those texts and their veridical content. Thus Derrida’s
notion of “writing” as in some sense ubiquitous — as marking the absolute horizon
of intelligibility or the precondition for whatever is to count as “real,” “true,”
“factual,” “self-evident,” “veridical” — has typically been taken by misinformed
admirers and detractors alike as an instance of extreme anti-realist or ultra-
“textualist” thinking whose logical consequence was a solipsistic outlook that
counted the world well lost for the sake of the new-found descriptive or creative
freedoms thereby opened up. On this reading of Derrida, advanced by “post-analytic”
philosophers like Richard Rorty and by not a few literary acolytes, the “descriptive”
versus “creative” distinction is one that should no longer be regarded as possessing
any more than a culture-bound, conventional, or merely discipline-specific force
(Rorty 1982). However, what both parties — the “analytical” foes of deconstruction
together with its “literary” admirers — ignore is the irreducibility of writing to any
such narrowly (albeit customarily) restricted scope.

I must refer readers back to his own intricate and nuanced treatment of the topic
for a full-scale exposition of arche-écriture (“primordial” or “generalized” writing) as
Derrida conceives and deploys that term throughout his early texts on Rousseau,
Hegel, Husserl, Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, Austin, and others (Voice and Phenomenon, Of
Grammatology, and Writing and Difference). Sufficient to say that, so far from con-
demning us to a prison-house of language, textuality, or Peircean “unlimited semi-
osis,” it serves to make a very reasonable point and one quite consistent (as I have
argued elsewhere) with a robustly realist epistemology and ontology (Norris 199 7a,
1997b). That is, it amounts to a particularly striking — and to that extent perhaps
misapprehension-prone — means of putting the case that our truth-claims though
not our ultimate conceptions of truth must always acknowledge, whether overtly
or not, their dependence on some given system or structure of representation. That
Derrida should choose to articulate this point through recourse to the term “writing”
along with its sundry analogues and derivatives (“trace,” “graft,” “mark,” etc.) has
understandably given rise to much confusion and to both of the above-mentioned
partisan responses, namely its literary-critical uptake as a license for unending tex-
tualist “freeplay” and its cursory dismissal by many philosophers as merely a warmed-
over version of long familiar skeptical or ultra-relativist themes. However, thisignores
his constant emphasis on the non-restriction of “writing” to its commonplace
(graphic or alphabetical-phonetic) usage, the usage to which it has mostly been
confined by that deep-laid logocentric/phonocentric bias that Derrida tracks with
such extraordinary zeal and tenacity in its multiform manifestations down through
the history of Western thought (OGC). Such readings fail to register the way that
“writing” comes to stand as a more encompassing and adequate term for those
various intermediary figures and devices — “ideas,” “concepts,” “intuitions,” “impres-
sions,” “sense-data,” “stimuli,” and so forth — that philosophers across the whole
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range of doctrinal attachments from rationalism to empiricism and even radical
naturalism, physicalism, or materialism have called upon by way of closing the gap
between mind and world, subject and object, or knowledge and object-of-knowledge:
“encompassing” insofar as it includes and subtends all those diverse particular
idioms, and “more adequate” insofar as it shows them all to partake of a represen-
tationalist model of mind that is itself chronically unstable since forever suspended
between the different orders of priority entailed by those various epistemological
conceptions.

This is one aspect of the undecidability that Derrida seeks to communicate by way
of his most famous neologism, the portmanteau term différance with its calculated
slippage of signification between “difference” and “deferral” together with “defer-
ence” as a third, less prominent but far from marginal constituent sense (VP). Thus
the word — not a full-fledged or unitary “concept,” as Derrida insists — serves on the
one hand toindicate “difference” as that which (following Saussure) renders meaning
a product of the contrasts, distinctions, or differences “without positive terms”
endemic to the endlessly elusive “structure” of language (Saussure 1983). On the other
it serves to connote “deferral” as that which ensures the non-positivity, i.e., the lack
of any one-to-one relation or punctual correspondence between signifier and signi-
fied while none the less making communication possible, despite all the resultant
problems for any systematic philosophy of language or project of structural linguis-
tics. This it does through what Derrida terms the “iterability” of speech-acts con-
ceived on the generalized model of writing rather than the human voice as a locus
of meanings that somehow bear within themselves the authentic mark of expressive,
sincere, and (to the speaker) transparently accessible first-person utterance (MP, LI).

I cannot here offer a detailed account of his critical engagement with this logo-
centric conception as it typifies the discourse of thinkers from Plato and Aristotle to
Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and (especially) Husserl and Austin. Nor shall I dwell on the
various ways that it continues to haunt the thinking of those — most notably Witt-
genstein and his legion of disciples — who count themselves mercifully free of any
such lingering attachment to bad old Cartesian notions of privileged first-person
epistemic access. What I do wish to emphasize — since it bears so directly on the topic
of my essay — is the fact that writing (arche-écriture or “proto-writing”) is precisely
what allows the maintenance or conservation of sense from one context of utterance to
the next at least in the minimal degree that is required in order for communication
to occur. Thus it stands as the figure par excellence of that which remains and con-
tinues to exert a certain signifying function despite and against the fugitive, evanes-
cent character of an utterer’'s meaning, intentional purport, or expressive (as opposed
to indicative) sense (VP). Hence the error of those — Searle chief among them — who
take Derrida to deploy “writing” in its conventionally narrow usage and then, by a
perverse (or plain muddle-headed) twist of argument, to vastly over-extend its scope
so that every speech-act is thereby exposed to endless reinscription within any range
of no matter how far-fetched contexts, situations, or imaginary scenarios. This
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characterization is not so wide of the mark when applied to some of Derrida’s more
intemperate or less philosophically informed disciples in the literary-theory or
cultural-studies camps. However, it comes nowhere close to describing the complex-
ity — always a truth-functional or truth-related complexity despite its provenance in
textual close reading — of Derrida’s engagement with philosophers from Plato and
Aristotle to the recent past. Thus “writing” is not only his favored term for that which
enables the sense and the truth-value of statements or propositions to be communi-
cated from one context to the next but also, as he argues in quasi-Kantian vein, the
necessary and transcendentally deducible condition of possibility for any such
process to occur (Gasché 1986; Norris 1987, 2000a).

Exemplary here is his early Introduction to Husserl's essay “The Origin of Geom-
etry” where Derrida shows how a certain, structurally requisite though largely
implicit recourse to the topos of writing is precisely the means by which Husserl
accounts for the periodic stages of advance — or, so to speak, of punctuated equilib-
rium — that have characterized the history of mathematics and the other formal
sciences to date (IOG). Thus it is wrong — a very definite misreading or, more likely,
the result of not reading at all — to suppose that the ubiquity of writing as Derrida
conceives it is such as to consign truth to the dustbin of outworn “metaphysical”
notions or else (pretty much the same thing) to a limbo of wholly indeterminate
textual significations without any remnant of logical, conceptual, or referential
bearing. Indeed, if there is one deep-laid prejudice that his work seeks to dispel it is
the idea that a close, even minute attentiveness to matters of textual detail must go
along with an indifference to truth or a belief, as per the widespread but false under-
standing of Derrida’s notorious claim that quite simply and literally “there is nothing
outsidethetext” (OGC, 158). Onthe contrary, such areading is uniquely well equipped
to discover the anomalies, aporias, logical dilemmas, or hitherto unlooked-for com-
plications of sense that an orthodox approach has expelled to the margins of com-
mentary or beyond. Moreover it is by way of them that reading/thinking encounters
those kindred moments of referential slippage, uncertainty, or aberration that signal
a corresponding problem with regard to some aspect of the relevant topic-domain.

2. Reading as an Argument: The Logic of Deconstruction

Most importantly in the present context, this realist outlook goes along with —indeed
depends directly upon —a commitment to the classical requirements of bivalent logic
right up to the stage where that logic confronts an insuperable block to its continued
application or a textual aporia that cannot be resolved by any means at its disposal
(Norris 2004, 2007). According to Derrida, this is the sole mode of thought that is
able not only to respect the validity-conditions for determinately true or false state-
ments but also, by its holding fast to those conditions for as long as possible, to take
due stock of the particular resistance encountered when a text (or the portion of
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reality to which it refers) turns out to harbor anomalous features of just that recal-
citrant kind.

To phrase the matter thus is of course to invite yet further resistance — even down-
right incredulity — amongst philosophers trained up on the dominant view of how
things have gone over the past century in terms of intellectual, historical, and geo-
cultural affiliation. They will be apt to take it, understandably enough, that the
formative background to Derrida’s thought lies squarely on the mainland-European
side of a strong and well-buttressed (if not quite impermeable) barrier between the
“continental” and “analytic” (i.e., principally Anglo-American) lines of descent.
Moreover they will have good warrant for this on straightforward textual-evidential
grounds since by far the greater portion of Derrida’s work is devoted to thinkers —
chief among them Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger, and Levinas — of
whom Kant alone can plausibly be claimed as common property by both camps,
albeit property to which they attach very different exegetical-descriptive labels
(Norris 2000b). On one schematic yet suggestive story this parting of the ways can
be traced right back, via sundry intervening episodes like the Russell/Moore repudia-
tion of Hegel and the Frege versus Husserl debate, to deep-laid rifts in the Kantian-
idealist aftermath and even to the different, arguably incompatible projects pursued
in the “Transcendental Analytic” and “Transcendental Aesthetic” sections of the
first Critique (Beiser 1987; Braver 2007; Norris 2000b). Although that particular
version of the tale has come in for a good deal of qualification and revision during
recent years it is none the less likely to prompt skepticism with regard to my present-
ing Derrida as a stickler for truth, logic, and the typecast analytic virtues.

In his case, moreover, the apparent incongruity is heightened by the fact of Der-
rida's having engaged so persistently with certain topoi — such as the structure/
genesis antinomy in Husserl or the Heideggerian thematics of being and presence —
which belong very much to the tradition of thought with its source in the “conti-
nental” Kant and its genealogy very firmly on the “other” side of the English Channel.
There can be no denying that when Derrida raises the question of truth it is often in
just this context, with overt or implicit reference to a certain primordial “metaphysics
of presence” that has been in place throughout the long reign of Western post-
Platonic logocentrism, that is reaffirmed (though subject to intensive critical scru-
tiny) in the thought of Husserl, and that finds its most powerful though acutely
problematical rendition in Heidegger’'s brooding existential meditations (OGC). It
would clearly be unwise to ignore the repeated assertions that his thinking would
never have taken the direction that it did without Heidegger’s example or indeed,
more specifically, Heidegger’s lessons in the “deconstruction” (Destruktion or Abbau)
of truth as heretofore conceived (Heidegger 2010; OS). Just as clearly, there is
a strong Heideggerian influence when Derrida examines those varied inherited
conceptions — from Plato’s doctrine of forms to Aristotelian homoiosis (truth-as-
correspondence), and thence to their diverse progeny in Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and
Husserl among others — that make up what might be called (from a more

27



CHRISTOPHER NORRIS

Nietzschean-Foucauldian perspective) a history or genealogy of truth. However this
would be a highly misleading characterization, as becomes very plain in his early
essay on Foucault (“Cogito and the History of Madness”) where any such “radical”
move to historicize truth or reason is shown up as both philosophically naive and
procedurally self-defeating (WD, 31-63). His point is not at all the obsolescence of
truth-talk or the need to replace it with a Nietzsche-inspired genealogy of power-
knowledge. Rather it is the failure of logocentric thinkers from Plato down to make
good on their express or implicit claim for a pure, unimpeded access to truth through
a range of candidate items (concepts, ideas, primordial intuitions, sense-data, and
so forth) that might ideally be relied upon to grant such access by reason of transpar-
ent rapport-a-soi or intrinsic self-evidence.

As I have suggested already, Derrida’s way of bringing this out is a procedure of
linguistic-conceptual-logical analysis that has a lot more in common with certain
forms of analytic philosophy than has so far been acknowledged on either side of the
(no doubt much exaggerated) Great Rift. In fact a better grasp of Derrida’s precise
placement in this regard would itself be a large step toward grasping just how much
exaggeration has gone into that widespread idea and how far the “two traditions”
have in fact — contra the orthodox chroniclers of intellectual history — traveled
a common path. Thus Derrida’s repeated and handsome acknowledgments of
Heidegger as a source of philosophic inspiration should not be allowed to outweigh
or obscure his equally insistent critique of Heidegger’'s nostalgic harking-back to
themes of origin, presence, and primordial Being (OS). After all, that way of thinking
can be seen to have played a decisive role — at whatever “philosophical” remove — in
his commitment to National Socialism and his belief, very forcefully expressed for a
while and never explicitly renounced, that it alone might have brought cultural
renewal on the scale or at the depth required by the current situation. However my
point, less dramatically, is that despite Derrida’s close and long-lasting engagement
with Heidegger’s thought he always maintained the kind of critical distance from it
that also sets him very firmly apart from the company of signed-up Heideggerians.
More than that, his readings — early and late — exhibit a degree of conceptual and
logical precision, along with a resistance to what Adorno (less politely) labeled the
“jargon of authenticity,” which again leaves Derrida ambiguously placed as regards
the “analytic” versus “continental” fault-line (Adorno 2002).

What emerges most strikingly here is the propriety of using the term “analytic”
in connection with Derrida’s work, or the clearly marked convergence of aims
between an immanent critique in the deconstructive mode and the kinds of critical
exegesis that analytic philosophers very often pursue when treating canonical texts
with a view to their present-day interest or relevance. If this convergence has tended
to escape notice then one likely explanation — quite apart from their failure
(or refusal) to read Derrida — is the widespread idea amongst many analytic philoso-
phers that their “continental” confréres are one and all in hock to a conception of
knowledge or truth as ultimately tied — with whatever doctrinal nuances or
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refinements — to a notion of first-person privileged epistemic access. Such was the
gravamen of Frege's objection to Husserlian phenomenology, the main (ostensible)
reason for Gilbert Ryle’s losing his erstwhile interest in Husserl and Heidegger, and
the limit-point of various attempts, like that of Michael Dummett, to review the
Frege/Husserl exchange and ask whether maybe the “two traditions” had more in
common than generally supposed. (See Norris 2000b and 2006 for more detailed
discussion.) In each case — and in numerous others — the assumption is that phe-
nomenology, even in its transcendental guise, must finally amount to a form of
covert psychologism or a subjectivist appeal that dare not speak its name. However
this ignores a large weight of evidence to the contrary, including (most directly to
the point here) that whole dimension of Husserl's thought with its source and model
in the formal procedures of mathematics and that equally central part of Derrida’s
project that involves the conceptual analysis and critique of logocentric assumptions
such as (precisely) the idea of truth as involving some lucidly self-present state of
conscious awareness. That is to say, in both thinkers there is a major concern with
shaking off, overcoming, or moving beyond the Cartesian fixation on philosophic
problems that result from just that narrowly (if not exclusively) first-person epistemic
purview.

More than that, both thinkers — along with many other continentals, French and
German alike — offer grounds for rejecting the commonplace account wherein that
entire history of thought is deemed to have taken successive wrong turns through
its failure to achieve a decisive break with the myth of privileged access. Indeed, they
give strong reason to doubt the very idea of those “two traditions” as involved in
some kind of stand-off or running feud. On the continental side it fails to take
account of a different and closer-to-home dichotomy, namely that between two dis-
tinctively “French” but otherwise disparate tendencies, the one having to do with
experience, perception, and subjectivity and the other with logic, conceptual analy-
sis, and structures of thought. As Alan Schrift has pointed out, these movements
have a shared source in Husserlian phenomenology though the former points back
to Ideas I and the Cartesian Meditations while the latter found its inaugural texts in
the Logical Investigations and Formal and Transcendental Logic (Schrift 2006, 38).
Where the one led on to a broadly hermeneutic understanding of phenomenology,
notably in the work of Paul Ricoeur, along with various critiques of its grounding
premises, Derridean deconstruction included, the other had its chief influence on
developments in philosophy of science (Bachelard and Canguilhem) and philosophy
of mathematics (Jean Cavailles). Moreover, it left a deep imprint on the thought of
those first-generation structuralists — Lévi-Strauss, Althusser, and even (despite his
vigorous disavowals) early Foucault — who were equally determined to oust the
subject from the privileged position it had hitherto enjoyed under the auspices of
existentialism and “a certain” phenomenology (Dosse 1997). For there remained
that other, incipiently structuralist component which had its place in Husserl’s math-
ematically and logically oriented works, and which then became a major point of
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reference for those with a primary interest in developing an adequate theoretical
approach to the history of the natural, formal, and (in Foucault’s case) the social
and human sciences.

It was here that Derrida entered the scene with the body of work that finds its
most succinct formulation in his classic early essay “‘Genesis and Structure’ and
Phenomenology” (WD, 154-168). The genesis/structure antinomy is one that shows
up not only as a fault-line throughout Husserl’s own writings but also throughout
their reception-history as an unresolved aporia between, on the one hand, a phe-
nomenological foregrounding of subjectivity or lived experience and, on the other,
a countervailing stress on those a priori structures that he took to constitute the
conditions of possibility for thought, judgment, knowledge, and experience in
general. Thus Schrift cites Husserl as referring to certain “laws of thought” that have
to do with “categorial concepts,” and which “are so abstract that they contain no
reference to knowledge as an act of a knowing subject” (Schrift 2006, 38). However,
this anti-subjectivist outlook in philosophy of the physical, formal, and social sci-
ences was something quite distinct from that more flamboyant post-humanist rheto-
ric that took hold in many quarters of literary-cultural theory from the mid-1970s
on. It was driven not so much by a strong though vaguely formulated wish to break
with existing modes of language, discourse, and representation but rather by a striv-
ing for greater conceptual precision and a surer means of advancing from common
sense-intuitive or experiential to scientific modes of knowledge. So it was that phe-
nomenology gave rise not only to a “philosophy of consciousness” but also to “a
philosophy of the concept which can provide a theory of science” (Schrift 2006, 64).
Only by ignoring this second line of descent from Husserl has the belief taken hold
among analytic types that “continental philosophy” remains in thrall to a subject-
centered, hence “psychologistic” and naive, conception of knowledge as tied to indi-
vidual states of mind.

Indeed so far from the truth is this idea that thinkers in both lines can be seen to
have devoted much of their effort to resisting its delusive appeal, whether (line one)
by engaging it critically through a deconstruction of the various discourses in which
it figures or else (line two) by adopting a radically alternative “philosophy of the
concept” modeled on mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences. Derrida belongs
to both in so far as his work — especially in its earlier (pre-1980) phase — involves on
the one hand a meticulous critique of the “metaphysics of presence” (or the myth
of privileged epistemic access) in thinkers from Plato to Husserl and Heidegger, and
on the other a decisively articulated break with all such residual Cartesian notions.
The latter is most evident in those passages where he offers a relatively formal state-
ment of deconstructive procedure, sometimes with reference to Godel’s incomplete-
ness theorem, to the self-predicative paradoxes of set theory, or to various likewise
problematical results that have emerged in the course of mathematical and logical
enquiry. (See especially MP, 219.) The former requires no documentation since it
constitutes in many ways the philosophic heart of his project and also the aspect
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most familiar to those — whatever their view of it — who take him to have been pri-
marily engaged with the issue of truth “continentally” conceived, that is, as it has
figured in the wake of phenomenology rather than in the wake of proto-analytic
thinkers like Frege and Russell.

Of course the sheer tenacity of that engagement, especially in his writings on
Husserl, has yielded some hostages to fortune by allowing his opponents in the ana-
lytic camp to claim that only a philosopher still very much in hock to certain deep-
laid Cartesian or subjectivist notions would feel the need to expend so much effort
on the business of “deconstructing” them. However this ignores two main points
that Derrida’s detractors are apt to overlook in their zeal to show that his “radical”
claim is really no such thing but in truth just a re-run of bad old ideas that have long
been laid to rest on the analytic side. First is the point that those notions are indeed
deep-laid, and that they actually require just such a vigorous and sustained effort of
exorcism if they are not to re-emerge with all the more captivating power for their
having been expressly denied or disavowed. Second is the point that Derrida’s decon-
structive readings of Husserl — and, more generally, his critique of logocentric (first-
person-privileged) ideas of truth, knowledge, or epistemic access —themselves require
a kind and degree of critical detachment which cannot be achieved except by way
of that “philosophy of the concept” developed by thinkers in the other, non-subject-
centered line of descent. Deconstruction as defined by Derrida’s exemplary proce-
duresis a critique not just of “Western metaphysics” or the “metaphysics of presence,”
in some vague since all-encompassing sense of those terms, but of the more specific
form that such thinking takes when conjoined with an epistemological doctrine of
knowledge as vouchsafed through some uniquely intimate rapport-d-soi.

That these ideas are hard to shake off, that they may be not so much illusions as
strictly inescapable though often misleading or seductive tendencies of thought like
those diagnosed by Kant in the first Critique, is evident enough from their continuing
hold in so many quarters of present-day debate (Kant 1964). Nowhere is the evi-
dence plainer to see than in Wittgenstein's and various Wittgenstein-influenced
attempts to lay to rest the Cartesian ghost by showing how “certainty” can never be
more than assurance according to the epistemic norms of some given language-
game, discourse, or communal “form of life” (Wittgenstein 1958). For this is to set
the issue up in terms that construe all truth-talk — unless hedged around with some
such qualifying clause — as just another instance of the bad old idea of first-person
privileged access. It is to assume that, on any but a Wittgensteinian (linguistic-
communitarian) conception, truth must be a matter of indubitable knowledge while
such knowledge must itself depend upon the mind’s having direct, immediate access
to a realm of “clear and distinct ideas” beyond reach of skeptical doubt. However,
that Cartesian way of thinking has been subject to a range of powerful challenges —
including, most recently, arguments mounted from an externalist or reliabilist stand-
point — which flatly reject this forced dilemma and which instead locate truth in
a mind- and language-independent domain that knowledge is able to track, if at all,
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only in so far as it latches onto various constituent features, structures, attributes,
or properties thereof. Thus truth is conceived, in objectivist terms, as always poten-
tially transcending or eluding the scope of present-best knowledge, and knowledge
as accountable to normative standards beyond those that happen to characterize
some given (communally sanctioned) state of best belief (Norris 1997a, 1997b).

For Wittgensteinians, conversely, it can make no sense to think of truth as objec-
tive — or “epistemically unconstrained” — since that would involve the absurd, indeed
self-contradictory claim that one possessed knowledge of certain truths that one
didn’t (couldn’t) know (Dummett 1978; Tennant 1997). But this is a travesty of
the realist/objectivist position, which holds rather — with plentiful warrant from the
history of scientific progress to date — that we are perfectly justified in claiming to
know that the best state of knowledge at any given time (including the present) will
fall short of truth in certain unknown or yet-to-be-discovered respects. These debates
have run high in recent analytic philosophy, with anti-realists mostly putting their
case in logico-semantic terms, as a matter of requisite conditions for the utterance
and uptake of truth-apt (or assertorically warranted) statements. At which point
realists typically respond by asserting that we had much better trust to scientific
knowledge — or knowledge that has resulted from methods and procedures developed
over the long course of human scientific and other kinds of enquiry — than to any-
thing so highly contentious and inherently dubious as a language-based theory that
affects to cast doubt upon all and any truth-claims in that regard (Devitt 1991;
Norris 2004). It is my contention that Derrida’s work, or those parts of it most rel-
evant to this essay, should be seen as having strong realist implications, or as always
allowing for the possibility that truth will turn out to have eluded the grasp of
present-best knowledge. In the case of a deconstructive reading — more specifically,
areading of the kind exemplified in many of Derrida’s texts — the discrepancy is that
which might always open up between truth conceived according to dominant (logo-
centric, ideological, or common sense-intuitive) norms and truth conceived as what
might potentially emerge as the upshot of a more attentive, rigorous, and logically
consequent perusal.

It is precisely the openness to this possibility that enables such a reading to break
with ideas like those of self-present intentionality or privileged first-person epistemic
access that would otherwise pass unquestioned owing to their force of seeming self-
evidence. My point, to repeat, is that Derrida is thereby engaged in a critique of
certain deep-grained assumptions that are also subject to challenge in numerous
quarters of current analytic debate even if his way of conducting that critique
through a practice of sedulous textual close reading is one that strikes most analytic
philosophers as needlessly roundabout, oblique, or long-drawn. When he sets out to
diagnose the symptoms of a “metaphysics of presence” in thinkers such as Plato,
Rousseau, Husserl, Heidegger, Freud, and Saussure his project has that much in
common with various attempts — like those of Wittgenstein and Ryle — to exorcize
the “ghost in the machine” or finally lay to rest the myth of privileged access (Ryle
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1949; Wittgenstein 1958). However, I would argue, it differs from theirs in making
more adequate allowance not only for the sheer tenacity of these beliefs as items of
(supposedly) plain, self-evident truth but also for the need that their seeming self-
evidence be countered by something altogether stronger than Wittgensteinian lin-
guistic therapy or Rylean advice to stop thinking in that bad old way. This additional
strength comes from Derrida’s practice of reading as a mode of immanent critique,
or immanent critique as a mode of reading that involves the utmost vigilance con-
cerning any conflict between the orders of overt and covert, manifest and latent, or
express (intended) and strictly entailed or logically implicated sense.

Analytic philosophers have been prone to misrecognize this intensive engagement
with issues in the subject-centered post-Cartesian mainstream of continental phi-
losophy as an allegiance to it on Derrida’s part, and therefore as a sign of his failure
to learn one major lesson on offer from their own side. For this reason they have also
been apt to ignore those aspects of his work — especially his earlier work — that have
a great deal in common with analytic methods and procedures, not least in his rigor-
ously argued as well as textually detailed way of pointing up the various aporias or
blind-spots of logocentric prejudice. However, their attitude has found a mirror-image
in the tendency of some Anglophone “continental” types to take for granted that
Derrida’s thought belongs squarely on their own elective home-ground, so that any
claim for its relevance to issues of a more “analytic” nature must surely be missing
the point through some distorting special interest or parti pris. In what follows I shall
further contest that assumption — one with its own very marked distorting effect — by
looking more closely at truth-related aspects of his work that raise large problems
for the whole idea of a continental/analytic split. This they do through a detailed and
rigorously argued process of conceptual analysis, one that shows how that work
must count as “analytic philosophy” on any proper (non-partisan or non-parochial)
usage of the term. Moreover, they serve to emphasize how the treatment of his better-
known topics or preoccupations — such as the deconstructive critique of “Western
metaphysics” from Plato to Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger, and beyond — is always
and inseparably bound up with the issue of its cogency on just such analytic terms.

To this extent Derrida is fully in agreement with his erstwhile colleague and friend
Paul de Man, who wrote that “[r]eading is an argument...because it has to go
against the grain of what one would want to happen in the name of what has to happen;
this is the same as saying that reading is an epistemological event prior to being an
ethical or aesthetic value” (de Man 1978, xi). To be sure, de Man continues, “[t]his
does not mean that there can be a true reading,” in the sense of a definitive inter-
pretation or work of textual-conceptual exegesis that would obviate the need — or
exclude the possibility — of further reading and debate. Rather it is to say that “no
reading is conceivable in which the question of its truth or falsehood is not primarily
involved” (ibid.). It seems to me that the idea of reading as an “argument” — an argu-
ment sustained in, by, and through the practice of textual analysis —is one that takes
us to the philosophic heart of Derrida’s work.
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3. Deconstruction, Truth, and the Realist/Anti-Realist Debate

This argument-oriented interpretation of Derrida entails that there is simply no
grasping the project and the practice of deconstruction as Derrida conceives it
without the commitment to a realist (i.e., in logical terms, a classical or bivalent and
ontologically speaking an objectivist or recognition-transcendent) conception of
truth. Moreover, the close alignment of these latter positions is brought out by con-
trast through their joint repudiation by anti-realist thinkers, that is to say, philoso-
phers who deny the intelligibility of any claim to the effect that there exist
truth-conditions for certain statements — those of the “disputed class” — whose truth-
value we are unable to discover, prove, or ascertain by the very best methods available
to us in this or that field of enquiry (Dummett 1978). The realist holds that such
statements, so long as they are well formed, are objectively true or false quite aside
from our present-best or future-best-attainable state of knowledge concerning them.
The anti-realist holds that they are epistemically constrained, or that ascriptions of
truth (more aptly, on this view, ascriptions of assertoric warrant) must always be
subject to the scope and limits of whatever we can justifiably claim to know or dis-
cover through some presently conceivable advance in our investigative methods,
explanatory powers, or capacities of formal proof.

It seems to me —on the evidence of a good proportion of his writings, but especially
those of his earlier (pre-1980) period and, above all, his intensive studies of Husserl —
that Derrida must be counted a realist as defined by this currently prevailing idea of
what constitutes the main point at issue. For were that not the case —if he subscribed
to the anti-realist thesis advanced by Dummett and company — then deconstruction
could not possibly achieve the critical purchase to which it lays claim, such is its
capacity to detect, draw out, and make explicit those signs of logico-semantic or
conceptual strain that in turn serve to indicate the presence of certain unresolved
issues regarding the particular theme or topic in hand. Thus the upshot may indeed
be to complicate matters to a point where the text under scrutiny proves incapable
of any coherent exposition on classical (bivalent) terms. In which case the only
choice of exegetical procedure consistent with its multiple or downright contradic-
tory trains of implication may be the resort to some alternative, deviant, or non-
bivalent (e.g., three-or-more-valued) logic that offers a means to make room for their
otherwise nonsensical (since mutually destructive or reciprocally canceling) claims
(Haack 1996; Priest 2001). However — crucially — this is a stage arrived at only by
dint of a reading that satisfies the two basic conditions on any deconstructive exe-
gesis stricto sensu, as opposed to readings in the more free-wheeling, rhetorically
permissive, or “literary”-deconstructive vein. These latter, for all their occasional
interpretative brilliance and flair, cannot properly be said (as can Derrida’s essays on,
for instance, Plato, Rousseau, Kant, or Husserl) to exhibit a distinctively philosophic
acumen as distinct from a striking, novel, or ingenious way with texts. If they are to
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count as philosophical-deconstructive readings — in some other than merely notional
sense — then they will have to do more than respect the call for a close, meticulously
detailed engagement with the text in hand along with its rhetorical structures of
ambiguity, metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, semantic displacement, condensa-
tion, and so on. They will also need to acknowledge the requirement for a rigorously
argued analytic account that perseveres in applying standards of bivalent truth/
falsehood right up to the point (one determined by just such a mode of textual exe-
gesis) where those standards prove incapable of offering the requisite conceptual or
logico-semantic resources.

Of course I used the term “analytic” just now not in its narrowly proprietary sense
(“concordant with the methods, procedures and professional ethos of mainstream
academic philosophy as practiced over the past half-century and more in Anglo-
phone university departments”) but rather in the probative sense that applies to any
self-respecting or properly conducted philosophical project. Thus I meant by it “con-
cordant with standards of logical precision and truth that may encounter certain
limits when deployed in the deconstructive reading of certain texts but which cannot
be abandoned except in consequence of discovering just those limits through the
rigorous and consistent application of just those standards.” Which is also to say —
against a sizable weight of prejudice to contrary effect — that Derrida is indeed an
“analytic” philosopher to the extent that he practices deconstruction in this logically
exacting mode, one that predominates in much of his early and middle-period work.
Moreover, it is still deeply involved as a presupposed background or conceptual
resource when it comes to his later, on the face of it less closely argued or (at times)
more discursive or quasi-anecdotal writings. Such are Derrida’s reflections on the
gift, on hospitality, and on “auto-immunity” as that which leads certain biological,
environmental, or social and political systems to self-destruct through the over-
activation of precisely those protective means or measures that are aimed to preserve
them from harm. As he puts it:

I am trying to elaborate a logic, and I would call this a “logic,” in which the only pos-
sible x (and I mean here any rigorous concept of x) is “the impossible x.” And to do so
without being caught in an absurd, nonsensical discourse. For instance, the statement
according to which the only possible gift is an impossible gift, is meaningful. Where 1
can give only what I am able to give, what it is possible for me to give, I don’t give. So,
for me to give something, I have to give something I don’t have, that is, to make an
impossible gift. (AD, 55)

This argument is no less rigorous for producing the kind of paradoxical consequence
that typifies Derrida’s later work. At any rate he is clear that deconstruction cannot
do without such adherence to a classical (bivalent) conception of truth since it is
only by applying that standard so far as can possibly be achieved with respect to the
particular text or subject-matter at hand that thinking is enabled to probe the limits
of some given ideology or dominant mode of representation.

35



CHRISTOPHER NORRIS

Indeed — a crucial point in the present context — if Derrida’s project is to claim any
real critical purchase then the kinds of logical anomaly turned up in the course of
a deconstructive reading must always be taken to indicate some corresponding error,
confusion, or failure of adequate conceptual grasp as concerns that particular
subject-matter. That is to say, deconstruction strictly has no choice but to stake its
authority as a critical discourse on the prior claim of being able to expose the gap
between truth and various, more or less partial or distorted representations of truth.
Furthermore, if this claim is to be made good, then a deconstructive reading must
respect not only the formal validity-conditions for statements of distributed (biva-
lent) truth/falsehood but also the requirement that language be construed as typi-
cally — though of course not in every case —involving a dimension of extra-linguistic
(i.e., referential or denotative) import. After all, it is only by way of that dimension
that any given discourse, whether spoken or written, can achieve both the necessary
measure of real-world cognitive-descriptive purchase and the necessary measure of
semantic stability for those statements to signify and have a fair chance of commu-
nicative uptake or success (Norris 1997a).

As T have said, this goes flat against the received view of deconstruction as founded
on the ultra-textualist premise that truth-talk, along with reality-talk, has now gone
the way of all other such outmoded or delusive “metaphysical” ideas. However, as
concerns Derrida at least, that view is so grossly distorted — so heavily based on the
constant recycling of a few passages taken out of context — that it can only derive
from a second-hand or at best very snippety acquaintance with his work. As soon as
one returns to that work with anything like an adequate degree of attentiveness one
must surely be struck by the way that such charges of textualist “freeplay,” herme-
neutic license, interpretative irresponsibility, and so forth, rebound straight back on
the detractors’ heads. That is, they go to show how the received account itself very
strikingly exemplifies the process whereby certain kinds of ingrained prejudice — in
this case the fixed idea of deconstruction as belonging more to the province of rheto-
ric or literary theory than to that of philosophy proper — may well produce readings
of a markedly myopic character.

Nor is that claim in any way compromised by the fact that the upshot of Derrida’s
analyses is most often to bring classical (bivalent) logic up against its limits when
confronting some strictly unignorable instance of textual aporia or — what amounts
to the same thing given his priorities in this regard — some strictly irresolvable case
of conceptual or logico-semantic impasse. On the contrary: a deconstructive reading of
this type (a “philosophical” reading, let us say, as opposed to one that explores the
outer limits of hermeneutic license) has a genuine title in that regard just in so far
as it inhabits a zone — however complex or difficult to map — where language retains
both a referential function and a basic allegiance to the axioms of classical (bivalent)
logic as laid down in the first-order predicate and propositional calculi. If such
readings always lead up to a point of aporia or insoluble dilemma beyond which
an alternative logic comes into play — a deviant, non-classical, non-bivalent,
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“differential,” “supplementary,” or “parergonal” logic — then, as I have said, that
point is arrived at only by dint of an argument conducted in accordance with the
strictest standards of logical accountability as well as the tightest constraints on
what counts as a sufficiently detailed and attentive exercise in textual exegesis.

Deconstruction thus reveals certain highly specific anomalies or conflicts of overt
and covert sense brought about on the one hand by certain likewise specific complexi-
ties pertaining to the topic in question, and on the other by various attempts by com-
mentators of a more orthodox persuasion to bring that text into line with their own
fixed ideas of interpretative fidelity and truth. Or again, in somewhat more Kantian
terms: it is precisely the aporetic nature of those topics — their inbuilt tendency to
generate just such contradictory modes of reasoning — which produces all the symp-
toms of unresolved logical tension or conceptual strain that mark other, more con-
servative or fideist readings.

In this context I would cite Derrida’s by now canonical readings of Plato on the
role of writing vis-d-vis speech as it relates to a range of wider philosophical issues;
Rousseau on the topics of language, music, civil society, and personal (autobio-
graphical) truth-telling warrant; or Kant on the question of aesthetic judgment as
a problematic topos that reaches into various likewise problematical areas of his
thinking about epistemology, ethics, and politics. His later work often tends to adopt
a more directly thematic approach — an address to topics such as death, the gift,
friendship, hospitality, terrorism, auto-immune disorders (in the context of post-
9/11 world politics), the prospects for a federal Europe — but always with a view to
their inherently aporetic or paradoxical character and mostly, as before, through a
close reading of salient passages in some pointedly relevant text. If these works
seldom offer the kind of intensive yet remarkably sustained or long-range exegetical
engagement to be found in his early readings of Plato, Rousseau, or Husserl they are
none the less conducted with a care for precision of statement and logic together
with a strength of conceptual analysis that saves them from appearing lax, indul-
gent, or merely anecdotal by comparison. Indeed their conciseness and their singular
evocative as well as argumentative power are such as to invite application of the
nowadays much-debated concept “late style,” despite the clear risk — especially in
Derrida’s case — of our thus falling prey to the fallacious providentialist wisdom of
hindsight (Said 2007). At any rate it is wrong to suppose that these writings signal
a falling-off in terms of philosophical acumen or depth of critical-conceptual grasp.
At no stage, early or late, does Derrida’s work bear the least resemblance to the
account of it routinely given by his detractors in the “analytic” camp whose pro-
nouncements very often belie that designation by exhibiting a singular lack of analy-
sis —indeed a patent failure (or obstinate refusal) to read let alone analyze his texts —
and hence a marked contrast to Derrida’s own practice.

This was the main burden of his second-round response to John Searle on the
topic of Austinian speech-act philosophy, where he is able to show without too much
difficulty that Searle’s accusations (his casting of Derrida as a latter-day sophist or
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perverter of reason) in fact apply more aptly to Searle on his own professed terms of
debate. Thus Searle charges Derrida with having deliberately muddied the philo-
sophic waters by holding Austin’s speech-act taxonomies subject to standards of
strictly classical or bivalent truth/falsehood that are out of place here since the rel-
evant conditions of speech-act “felicity” — of what properly counts as a binding,
valid, or successful performative in this or that context of utterance — cannot be
specified with anything like that degree of logical precision (Austin 1962). At which
point Derrida can quite justifiably retort (although not without a certain mischie-
vous pleasure in thus turning the tables) that this leaves Searle in no very strong
position to lay any such charge. After all:

[flrom the moment that Searle entrusts himself to an oppositional logic, to the “distinc-
tion” of concepts by “contrast” or “opposition” (a legitimate demand that I share with
him, even if I do not at all elicit the same consequences from it), I have difficulty seeing
how he is nevertheless able to write [that] phrase...in which he credits me with the
“assumption,” “oddly enough derived from logical positivism,” “that unless a distinc-
tion can be made rigorous and precise, it is not really a distinction at all.” (LI, 123)

”

Searle gives up too quickly or readily — with a kind of breezy pragmatist shrug — on
the “legitimate” demand that philosophic arguments, even those put forward in the
context of speech-act theory and concerned with matters of “ordinary language,”
should aim for a greater degree of conceptual clarity and logical precision than
would normally be found in everyday parlance. By contrast, deconstruction, at least
in so far as it claims philosophical pertinence or warrant, not only presupposes a
default commitment to the axioms of classical (bivalent) logic but applies that logic
with maximal rigor and consistency until it confronts its limit in some particular
instance of textual aporia or some obdurate (classically irresolvable) conflict of
logical implications.

So when Derrida twits Searle in this way, effectively retorting “call yourself an
analytic philosopher!”, it is not just a nose-thumbing gesture on his part. Nor again
should it be seen (as Searle chose to see it, along with those other analytic philoso-
phers who have taken their cue from that somewhat ill-starred exchange) as just a
piece of maverick pseudo-philosophical sport. Rather it is a perfectly serious point
about the way that thinkers with certain kinds of fixed preconception, when con-
fronted with a novel or unlooked-for challenge to their powers of logical grasp, may
react by leaning so far in the opposite direction as to leave themselves bereft of some
strictly indispensable concepts, categories, or distinctions. Chief among them are
those pertaining to the basic apparatus of modern, post-Fregean first-order quanti-
fied logic along with the classical requirements of bivalence and excluded middle.
Nobody who has carefully read (as distinct from read about) Derrida’s more extended
texts on, say, Plato, Rousseau, Husserl, or indeed Austin could entertain serious or
reasonable doubts concerning his acute and highly developed powers of logical

38



TRUTH IN DERRIDA

analysis. Nor could that reader remain unaware of his joint determination to respect
those requirements so far as logically possible and yet make room for the distinct
possibility — one borne out in the process of close reading — that they may not be able
to accommodate certain anomalous passages or long-range logico-semantic com-
plexities beyond such a classical (bivalent) accounting. This is where Derrida most
emphatically parts company from anti-realists like Dummett or logical revisionists
like Quine and the later Putnam (Quine 1961; Putnam 1983). Their readiness to
suspend, modify, or abandon the classical ground-rules has the consequence —
whether aimed at or more or less willingly taken on board — that they must also give
up certain bivalence-dependent conceptual resources such as arguments by reductio
ad absurdum. For if bivalence goes then so does the procedure of double-negation
elimination, in which case — as with Dummett’s intuitionist philosophy of mathe-
matics and his anti-realist outlook generally — one can no longer mount any form of
argument based on the uncovering of entailed contradictions and hence the neces-
sity of restoring logical order by renouncing one or another premise (Dummett
1977,1978).

While convinced anti-realists welcome this consequence and revisionists live with
it happily enough, there is no room in a deconstructive reading for any such over-
willing allowance that bivalent truth-values might always drop out in response to
some recalcitrant item of empirical data (Quine) or some unlooked-for textual aporia
(as with other, less rigorous modes of self-styled deconstruction). Rather it is required
of such a reading not only, as I have said, that it sustains those values to the utmost of
their applicability in any given case but also that it keeps them firmly in mind even
at or beyond the crucial point where they meet with some strictly unignorable token
of textual resistance. Bivalent truth/falsity is no less an absolute desideratum when
following out the logical implications of any contradiction, dilemma, or anomaly
such as those that Derrida brings to light across a great range of philosophical texts.
This is what places deconstruction in the realist camp, at any rate on the logico-
semantic understanding of realism (i.e., as entailing the existence of objective, non-
epistemic, or recognition-transcendent truth-values) which has characterized most
debate on the topic in analytic circles since Dummett’s decisive intervention. Or
again, it brings out Derrida’s firm and principled allegiance to what might perhaps
be called anti-anti-realism (with more than a nod to the procedure of double-negation
elimination) on account of its resistance to any idea that truth might be exhausted
by some notional appeal to present-best or even best-attainable human knowledge.

The kind of realism here in question — precisely what is rejected a priori from
the standpoint of Dummettian or logico-semantic anti-realism — is also precisely
what enables Derrida to infer certain substantive truths about language, music,
history, and civil society from his deconstructive reading of Rousseau or certain
likewise substantive and far-reaching truths about the relationship between genesis
and structure in mathematico-scientific thought from his deconstructive reading of
Husserl. That possibility is rejected out of hand by any approach, such as anti-realism
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or the more “literary,” less rigorous or disciplined modes of deconstruction, which
takes it as read (supposedly with good Derridean warrant) that the appeal to truth-
values or truth-conditions is nothing more than a symptom of adherence to the
outworn “metaphysical” or “logocentric” paradigm that readings of this sort are out
to expose. I hope to have shown why such ideas are misconceived, since if this were
indeed the case then deconstruction quite simply could not work. That is to say, it
could not do what it demonstrably manages to do through a close critical engage-
ment with various texts and moreover — by the same token — with the various themes,
subjects, or topic-areas which those texts themselves critically engage, albeit most
often in a symptomatically complex and oblique way. This requires not only a mode
of analysis premised on a logic of bivalent truth-falsehood but also, what anti-
realism flatly denies, a conception of language as intrinsically truth-involving and
ipso facto of truth as intrinsically world-involving. That Derrida’s work has so often
been taken to espouse just the opposite position — that it has attracted such a deal of
praise or blame as the ne plus ultra of “textualist” anti-realism — is a measure of its
highly distorted reception-history and of the need for more careful and rigorous
protocols of reading.

References

Adorno, T.W. 2002. The Jargon of Authenticity. K. Tarnowski and F. Will, trans. London:
Routledge.

Austin, ].L. 1962. How to Do Things With Words. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Beiser, F. 1987. The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Braver, L. 2007. A Thing of This World: A History of Continental Anti-Realism. Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press.

de Man, Paul. 1978. Preface to Carol Jacobs, The Dissimulating Harmony, pp. vii—xiii. Balti-
more, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Devitt, Michael. 1991. Realism and Truth, 2nd edn. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Dosse, Francois. 1997. A History of Structuralism, 2 vols. Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press.

Dummett, Michael. 1977. Elements of Intuitionism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dummett, Michael. 1978. Truth and Other Enigmas. London: Duckworth, 1978.

Gasché, Rodolphe. 1986. The Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Haack, S. 1996. Deviant Logic, Fuzzy Logic: Beyond the Formalism. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Heidegger, Martin. 2010. Being and Time. Joan Stambaugh, trans. Translation revised by
Dennis J. Schmidt. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Kant, Immanuel. 1964. Critique of Pure Reason. Norman Kemp Smith, trans. London:
Macmillan.

Norris, Christopher. 1987. Derrida. London: Fontana.

40



TRUTH IN DERRIDA

Norris, Christopher. 1997a. Resources of Realism: Prospects for “Post-Analytic” Philosophy.
London: Macmillan.

Norris, Christopher. 1997b. New Idols of the Cave: On the Limits of Anti-Realism. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.

Norris, Christopher. 2000a. Deconstruction and the Unfinished Project of Modernity. London:
Continuum.

Norris, Christopher. 2000b. Minding the Gap: Philosophy of Science and Epistemology in the Two
Traditions. Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press.

Norris, Christopher. 2004. Philosophy of Language and the Challenge to Scientific Realism.
London: Routledge.

Norris, Christopher. 2006. On Truth and Meaning: Language, Logic and the Grounds of Belief.
London: Continuum.

Norris, Christopher. 2007. “Deconstruction, Analysis and Deviant Logic: Derrida ‘at the
limits of thought.”” In Norris, Fiction, Philosophy and Literary Theory: Will the Real Saul
Kripke Please Stand Up?, pp. 9-34. London: Continuum.

Priest, G. 2001. An Introduction to Non-Classical Logic. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Putnam, Hilary. 1983. Realism and Reason. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Quine, Willard Van. 1961. “Two Dogmas of Empiricism.” In From a Logical Point of View, 2nd
edn, pp. 20-46. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Rorty, Richard. 1982. “Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida.” In Rorty,
Consequences of Pragmatism, pp. 89—109. Brighton: Harvester Press.

Ryle, Gilbert. 1949. The Concept of Mind. London: Hutchinson.

Said, Edward. 2007. On Late Style. London: Bloomsbury.

Saussure, Ferdinand de. 1983. Course in General Linguistics. R. Harris, trans. London:
Duckworth.

Schrift, Alan. 2006. Twentieth-Century French Philosophers: Key Themes and Thinkers. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Searle, John. 1977. “Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida.” Glyph, 1: 198-208.

Tennant, N. 1997. The Taming of the True. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 1958. Philosophical Investigations. G.E.M. Anscombe, trans. Oxford:
Blackwell.

41



2

A Certain Truth: Derrida’s Transformation
of the Kantian Heritage

OLIVIA CUSTER

In later years, Derrida often described what he was drawn to, dreaming of, or working
toward, using the phrase: “unconditional without sovereignty.” As he explains, “I will
affirm that there is, it is indeed necessary that there be some reference to the uncon-
ditional, an unconditional without sovereignty, and thus without cruelty, which is no
doubt a very difficult thing to think” (WA, 276). This formulation economically
evokes a mode of thinking which seemed to be hovering as a possible possibility, one
which Derrida admires insofar it has already made its evanescent trace felt here and
there in the works of the Western tradition and one he aspires to insofar as it is to
come. What he seeks to affirm “is” and it is “necessary that [it] be,” but it is also “a
very difficult thing to think.” The warning gives a particular modality to the necessity
Derrida is ascribing to this unconditional: it reads both as the necessity of that which
could not not be and as the necessity of that which should be made to come to be. In
other words, the unconditional Derrida affirms is already, the affirmation is a reaffir-
mation or a “siding with,” and the affirmation is a prospective hope for what is not yet.
We have then, in this short statement of purpose, a first indication that Derrida works
in a space in which the axiom of the excluded middle has been suspended: this uncon-
ditional without sovereignty both is and is not. Both this logically problematic struc-
ture and the Nietzschean overtones of affirmation as a mode of operation immediately
signal that Derrida’s relation to the metaphysical tradition is contentious. The two
terms he uses to describe the object of affirmation further reinforce the understand-
ing that Derrida is taking on metaphysics both in the sense of adopting it, and in the
sense of challenging it. Indeed affirming the unconditional by charting its impor-
tance and its effects is, in a sense, what the long tradition of philosophical thinking
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has been all about and by insisting that he is affirming that in his own way, Derrida is
hardly dissociating his own efforts from that tradition. And yet, the second term, the
one he emphatically insists on dissociating from, namely “sovereignty,” is not “just”
the key concept of political power which holds in place forms of cruelty; it is the name
of whole structures of thought and argumentation which sustain theoretical thinking
in general, from Plato to today. In other words, “sovereignty” is, in Derrida’s under-
standing, a privileged metonymy for Western metaphysics, for traditional philosophy
and the tradition of philosophy. Thus, if doing “without sovereignty” is one of Derri-
da’s imperatives, then that is an imperative to do without the metaphysical fulcrum.

The formula “unconditional without sovereignty” thus encapsulates the necessity
Derrida works under to do something complicated with, and to, traditional philoso-
phy “in general.” It can also be read more specifically as a convenient shorthand for
the complicated relationship to Kant in which Derrida found himself. The relation-
ship involves both a continuity with — or even a renewed allegiance to — fundamental
Kantian commitments, and an explicit rejection of a concept indelibly associated
with Kant. The phrase “unconditional without sovereignty” begins by affirming the
term which for Kant marked the specificity of Reason (“unconditional”) and then,
in the same breath, says “without” what is for Kant also a mark of Reason, sover-
eignty. Derrida reiterates a demand for the unconditional and he wants to get away
completely from submission to the unconditional command of the sovereign. Clarify-
ing the dynamic of the peculiar relation to Kant of this double affirmation is one way
of getting a sense of what Derrida’s work may have given us as a possible relation to
the metaphysical tradition — that is to say to what continues largely to organize our
world and our experience. It is not of course the only way to approach the problem:
the relations his work invents to Plato, Heidegger, Hegel, Descartes, Levinas, and others
provide alternative points of entry in Derrida’s work. Mapping any of those relations
can lead to an account of what Derrida does, providing a description of the tactics
of Derrida as a reader and producing some story about what Derrida, as the name of
a body of work, has done for those of us who read in turn. My purpose in what
follows will be to articulate in very general terms the manner in which Derrida
transformed the Kantian heritage. I will emphasize that the transformation involves
both opening a different perspective on some of Kant's key concepts and developing
a new relation to the methodology which critical philosophy inaugurated. There is
no claim here that considering the relation to Kant is the only way to measure decon-
struction’s relation to metaphysics. Nevertheless it does provide one measure, and
the double and redoubling movement to which it draws attention is exemplary.

1. Double Kantian References

Let me begin by situating the terms “unconditional” and “sovereignty” as they reso-
nate in Derrida’s later work for which Kant was a recurrent reference. Unconditional
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is a term Derrida used regularly in the work he did in the 1990s and beyond. The
“conditioned—unconditional” distinction came to be ubiquitous in a series of semi-
nars around questions of responsibility when Derrida organized his exploration of a
number of concepts (hospitality, pardon, friendship, etc.) by formulating the aporia
he detected in each concept, and verifying the effects of these aporias in all the texts
he scrutinized. Although Kant often makes an appearance in exploring these themes,
what I wish to underline is that Kant’s conceptual framework accompanies Derrida’s
investigations whether or not Kant is explicitly invoked. In particular, Kant’s distinc-
tion between the conditioned and the unconditional accompanies all of Derrida’s
analyses even when these analyses part ways with Kant at certain points, or fail to
mention him at all.

For a first taste of how “unconditional” works in Derrida’s parsing of the paradoxi-
cal requirements of certain concepts, consider the example of friendship. In a long
cycle of work on the theme, ostensibly cued by Aristotle’s famous “oh my friends,
there are no friends,” Derrida does not pick up the proposition “there are no friends”
to lament that empirical friendships fail to live up to an ideal, but instead to show
that it being impossible to live up to the ideal is in a sense inscribed in the very idea
of friendship. Or, to put it another way, friendship has “built in” a certain require-
ment to be unconditional. To put this in the “common sense” terms which Derrida
regularly turned to in order to gloss the logic he found operating in the texts he
worked with, one could say that you are not much of a friend, if you are only a friend
on condition that ... When Derrida takes up that idea he stretches it to argue that,
in all rigor, friendship, “real” friendship would have to be unconditional in a sense
which goes well beyond what he finds explicitly conceived in the philosophical tradi-
tion. Who has ever pushed the theory of friendship to the rigorous end of the thought
that it should impose no conditions, not even that of asking a name, or making the
demand for a response which any engagement seems to impose?

That it would have to be unconditional to be worthy of the name is a thought
Derrida will follow again and again, concerning not only friendship but many other
concepts. Only the unforgivable can be forgiven, you can only decide the undecida-
ble, a true welcome would have to welcome the unwelcomable — these typically Der-
ridean formulations all reflect an understanding that the very concepts of forgiveness,
decision, or hospitality have a hyperbolic logic written into them. In an explicit nod
to Kant, Derrida used the term “unconditional” to signal that what we might, on first
approximation, think of as the ideal embedded in these concepts must actually be
not simply a more general, or generous, version but instead be of a radically different
order. Although one can think a gradation of forgiveness running from a “weak”
form in which one forgives something easy to forgive, to a “strong” sense which
forgives something harder to forgive (it’s not the same to forgive a trivial mishap or
a profound betrayal), Derrida wants to mark that this gradation has to be extended
even “further” until it is no longer a matter of degree if we are to “get to all the way”
to what might properly be designated by the term forgiveness. Forgiving is required
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precisely when/because there is a resistance to forgiving, when what is to be forgiven
cannot easily be integrated, accepted, or forgotten. In that sense it is indeed only
“what cannot be forgiven” which requires forgiveness. When he makes an analogous
point about decision, Derrida explains that although it seems a decision involves a
choice made on the basis of weighing the pros and cons of the alternatives, it is also
the case that if a simple calculation of the relative merits of the alternatives were
enough to determine it, the selection would not require an actual decision as it would
be the automatic outcome of a procedure. In each of these cases, Derrida is out to
make the point that, whereas one might be tempted to think that the strong sense
of the term (the unconditional version of the concept) can be conceived by progres-
sively refining a weaker sense, in fact, the strong sense seems to require a radical
break from the more mundane use of the concept in question.

There is a clear Kantian precedent for this type of argument. Consider the radical
specificity Kant imposes on “good” as a moral term. The first sentence of the Ground-
work of the Metaphysics of Morals signals that, according to Kant, what can be called
good in an unlimited, or unconditional sense, has nothing to do with good as we use
it in everyday language where the concept is open to degrees, but is instead of a dif-
ferent order (Kant 2002, 9). Kant insists that when we speak of more or less good
deeds, good people, good habits, or good food we are not using good in its proper
moral sense for, as the famous first sentence of the Groundwork states, “[i]t is impos-
sible to think of anything at all in the world, or indeed even beyond it, that could
be taken to be good without limitation, except a good will.” This single claim — that
the only thing which is unconditionally good is a good will — marks that, for Kant, the
good is an Idea of Reason and as such is radically different from even the most
general concepts of the understanding. From this it follows that the Idea of good
cannot be derived from experience. Thinking the good without limitation cannot be
done by considering examples of very very good people; it can only be done by
moving to a different terrain. The distinction Derrida wants to make between the
examples of friendship or forgiveness from which one can begin thinking about those
concepts, and the unconditional form which the concepts require, is a distinction as
radical as the distinction for Kant between the everyday use of the term and the
critical concept of the good. Indeed, it is not only as radical, it is twice as radical. For
when Derrida consistently insists that what he is after is not an “Idea in the Kantian
sense,” it is not because Derrida does not want to take on the difference between a
concept and an Idea, but on the contrary because he wants to gesture towards an
unconditional which would be even more unconditional than Kant’s “without limita-
tion,” without conditions. Indeed, from his earliest writings, the phrase “Idea in a
Kantian sense” marks a certain limit of thinking which Derrida is attempting to
move “beyond.” Derrida is always interested in detecting a certain articulation of
thinking (the unconditional) which even Kantian logic cannot account for. This is
not a dismissal of the Kantian unconditional so much as a call for the need to redou-
ble Kant’s rigorous distinction.
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In the series of analyses which make explicit a haunting logic of the im-possible,
Derrida moves away from a strictly Kantian conception of the unconditional by in
some sense redoubling Kant's precedent. Although, as I sketched earlier, a sort of
formal “common sense” analysis shows that friendship demands an unconditional
element, Derrida also insists that, as the briefest of thought experiments can attest,
without the reality which comes with specificity or conditions, friendship would be
impossible. Thus, although it makes sense to us that you are not supposed to black-
mail your friends by imposing conditions through some equivalent of “I won’t be
your friend unless ...,” it also makes sense that friendship only exists in, and through,
experiences which do involve conditions. One can take this to mean simply that
insofar as the concept must be able to refer to some empirical (and therefore limited/
conditioned) reality, without conditions friendship would have lost all consistency.
But Derrida’s way of describing the dependency on conditions manages to make this
not simply an empirical point. When he points out that even asking a name is impos-
ing conditions, it is also an argument that even on a purely theoretical level, if such
were possible, friendship has to involve imposing, invading, making demands. In fact
it becomes clear from this perspective that it is integral to the concept of friendship
that it include (the risk of) making demands or imposing conditions. Thus, on Der-
rida’s analysis, for there to be friendship it has to be unconditional and it has to be
conditioned. Both of those requirements are equally important, and even connected,
however much they may seem to be at odds with one another.

One of his explicit references to Kant can help clarify the ways in which the con-
nection Derrida makes between conditioned and unconditional both takes up Kant'’s
perspective, and changes it dramatically — although even in that second movement
Derrida might be taken to be simply reiterating points made by Kant'’s text. Derrida’s
reading of the third article of Kant's Toward Perpetual Peace looks to that text to cel-
ebrate the bold move Kant makes to inscribe “universal hospitality” as a necessary
requirement for peace. Derrida however then insists on the fact that what Kant
describes is actually a right to a hospitality which is only extended if necessary
because to refuse it would be to send someone to their death, and even then it is only
a temporary right which can be lost at any point if the guest fails to conform to the
law. Having drawn attention to the fact that this “universal” form of hospitality seems
rather severely circumscribed to say the least, it is of course easy for Derrida to set
up his own project as the search for a less restricted, or conditioned, way of thinking
hospitality. Kant is used to set up the necessity of being more radical than even Kant’s
radical call to the unconditional. But Derrida also uses Perpetual Peace to emphasize
that it is only insofar as it becomes effective through conditioned limited forms that
“universal hospitality,” even in Kant’s sense, signifies anything at all. It is only instan-
tiated in the world, it is only when it “exists” as specific rights, that any hospitality
can be called hospitable. In other words, it is only as conditioned, that unconditional
hospitality is possible. Derrida thus takes a double lesson from his reading of Kant to
insist that unconditional hospitality is im-possible: only possible as impossible.
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The unconditional that Derrida wants to affirm does not then exactly correspond
to Kant’s unconditional. Nonetheless, the Kantian reference is essential not only because
the Idea in the Kantian sense offers a first approximation but also precisely because it
is at the same time a counter-model for Derrida. The ways in which Kant can be seen
to shy away from the unconditional even as he affirms the necessity of a universal
hospitality allows Derrida to map out his own project, namely to articulate an uncon-
ditional which Kant would not have recognized, one which is both further from the
conditioned form than he seems able to formulate even when he is being daring, and
more closely bound to the conditional than Kant would have admitted.

Although it is slightly less obviously the case than for the term “unconditional,”
Kant is also a crucial reference to understand the stakes of “without sovereignty” as
Derrida uses the phrase. Of course, the concept of “sovereignty” comes to us down
through a tradition which is much older than the eighteenth century. Indeed, if
Derrida is so worried by sovereignty, it is precisely because he sees in it a notion, or
structure, which has pervaded the entire tradition of metaphysics. Not only was
sovereignty always a fundamental concept in philosophical thinking, it might even
be said that, on Derrida’s reading, sovereignty is the mode of persistence of meta-
physics beyond its proclaimed end. Consider his early analysis of Husserl in which
Derrida insists that his claim is not simply that there is some leftover metaphysical
baggage in Husserl's phenomenology but rather that the very project of this most
rigorous attempt to come to terms with the end of metaphysics or the disappearance
of truth is “commanded” by metaphysics. Derrida insists that it is at the very level of
the project that phenomenology is unthinkable without metaphysics, arguing that
although it was designed precisely to find an alternative to metaphysical analyses,
the method of eidetic reductions would not make sense without a buried, barely
legible, but conceptually crucial, reference to the metaphysical scene. In what is
perhaps the first account of a hauntology, this very early work of Derrida’s demon-
strates the hidden return of metaphysics. That the hidden return of metaphysics is
a claim about the influence of metaphysics is clear; however, the claim can also be
read as a claim about sovereignty. The term Derrida chooses here can be heard as
describing a mode of remote control, but it is also the term for a sovereign order. (The
construction recurs several times in Of Grammatology when Derrida wants to refer
to a remote, somewhat effaced, but determining effect; the reference to sovereignty
is sometimes effaced by the translation of “commandé” as “governed,” for instance in
the passage quoted below [OG, 290]). As much as a lesson about the power of meta-
physics, Derrida’s demonstration that it “commands” even those projects which seek
to escape its realm can be taken as a lesson that sovereignty is not easily disposed of —
either by banishing the term or by deposing monarchs. Certainly Derrida himself
seems never to forget that lesson. His acute sensitivity to the capacity of sovereignty
to reassert its prerogative where or when least expected might be linked to his early
experience of the brutality of a suddenly revoked citizenship. In any case he was
skeptical, to say the least, of post-Foucauldian readings of the world which eschew
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the analysis of sovereignty in favor of biopolitics as a framework of intelligibility for
contemporary power phenomena. He was convinced that sovereignty’s grip on con-
cepts, language, and institutions would take new forms, not fade away. Thus, for
Derrida, both politically and philosophically, sovereignty is a problem which is both
ancient and contemporary.

To understand why Derrida is committed to affirming “without sovereignty,”
although he himself was so acutely aware that for philosophical thinking escape was
likely to be illusory, the Kantian reference is doubly helpful. First, in quite general
terms, we can note that when Derrida began his philosophical work, it was in a
context in which sovereignty was strongly associated with a conception of subjectiv-
ity taken to be Kantian. Anyone who held Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud to have fun-
damentally altered the landscape, and who wanted to be operating in a new landscape
marked by those thinkers, understood them to have collectively made untenable the
description of the subject as sovereign-subject, where sovereignty marks the subject’s
capacity for self-determined agency. Who Comes After the Subject? — the title of a
famous collection of essays to which Derrida contributed — clearly marks a time and
place in which the shared understanding was that something/someone had to come
“next,” after the Kantian subject. For, although there are of course other important
philosophers who contributed to the reign of the subject — and Descartes would
inevitably be a reference here — paternity of the schema of the subject characterized
by sovereignty over his acts was generally attributed to Kant. One of the reasons to
affirm the necessity of thinking “without sovereignty” will always be, from Derrida’s
perspective, to contest Kantian subjectivity.

In those very general terms then, Derrida was always part of a broad movement
of thought which resisted Kant. By the end of his career, however, Derrida develops
a much more precise axe to grind with Kant concerning sovereignty. When Derrida
turns to the analysis of the death penalty, devoting several years of his seminar
explicitly to the subject (BS1, BS2), Kant comes on the scene to pinpoint the problem
Derrida encounters as he searches for a philosophical principle specifically attuned
to opposing the death penalty. Very briefly put, Kant appears as the one to answer:
not only is he a supporter of the death penalty, on Derrida’s analysis Kant’s work
shows the death penalty, as the sovereign prerogative, to be the keystone of the legal
structure which critical philosophy must advocate. In exploring abolitionist dis-
courses, Derrida finds time and again that they rely on the very principles that Kant
shows lead to the requirement, for a criminal law to be possible and consistent, that
there be the exceptional penalty. Although of course abolitionist arguments can and
have been made, and although they can, and Derrida hoped would, have an increas-
ing impact on effective practices, the fear is that as long as they implicitly rely on
principles which are also Kantian, they sustain a sovereignty which must always
“command” a return of the death penalty. According to Derrida, to construct a radi-
cally abolitionist discourse would require providing an alternative to the cruel sov-
ereignty Kant so effectively embedded in critical philosophy.
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Considering Kant’s legacy can thus provide crucial indications as to what Derrida
had in mind when he affirmed the necessity of working towards an “unconditional
without sovereignty.” In fact attention to the Kantian reference shows that what
Derrida seeks to affirm is an unconditional which would be decidedly different from
Kant’s, if anything aimed precisely at escaping Kant’s sovereignty. And yet, as he
describes his opposition to the Idea in the Kantian sense, it transpires that Derrida is
in effect redoubling the radicality of Kant’s distinction between conditioned and
unconditional. As for finding a way to do “without” the sovereignty which seems
unavoidable, Derrida’s tactic is neither to avoid the Kantian legacy, nor to circumvent
it, but rather in some sense to push it further and further until it becomes unrecog-
nizable. At least that is the suggestion I will develop in the following section.

2. Reiterating Kant's Move — Beyond Recognition

AsTindicated in the previous section, when, late in his career, Derrida describes what
he is seeking to affirm in terms of an “unconditional without sovereignty,” the phrase
has distinct Kantian resonances. At that point, Derrida had written extensively about
Kant. It is notable however that in the early years of Derrida’s work there are few
references to Kant: there are no texts devoted to him in the late 1960s and early
1970s and in fact for a long time Derrida seems mostly to refer to Kant through the
locution “an Idea in the Kantian sense.” One might think then that Kant is a late
companion for Derrida. On the other hand, it is not those one talks to most, let alone
those one talks most about, who are necessarily the most important companions. As
Derrida himself was so good at showing, sometimes companions “beneath the radar”
are those who “command” work or thought, whether one knows it or not, and cer-
tainly in more ways than one understands. Indeed, that is one of the reasons why
“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 he uses” (OG, 158). In the interest of sketching a very general picture of
what Derrida’s work does with, and to, the metaphysical heritage it questions, I
would like to venture that Kant can be thought of as an invisible companion even
in the earliest years. I will try to show that we can detect a certain Kant animating,
if not commanding, Derrida’s work well before the years in which Kantian vocabu-
lary gains prominence or Kant seems important as an interlocutor.

To consider how his relation to Kant can illuminate the relation Derrida has to
metaphysics, I will focus on questions of method. In other words, my interest here is
neither in what Derrida says about Kant when he engaged with his texts directly, nor
in what certain Kantian concepts look like when Derrida has reworked them, but
rather in how Derrida reworks certain Kantian imperatives. First, a brief reminder of
what “Kant” marks. Kant’s critical philosophy is held be a turning point in the
history of metaphysics because it marks a new approach to old questions, it proposes
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anew method which reconfigures the problems philosophy takes on, and it produces
new imperatives for philosophical investigation. Without going into the complexities
of the Copernican Revolution, we can take it at least to signify a change in the under-
standing of the relation of the investigator to his object of investigation. Kant uses
the phrase to signal a dramatic shift in perspective, requiring an equally dramatic
shift in intuitions, which allows the investigator to discover simplicity where there
was a muddle on the condition of understanding his task to be that of accounting
for appearances. No longer are appearances inadequate or deceptive images of a
truth hidden behind them. No longer is knowledge thought of as pertaining to
arealm lurking behind appearances. As Kant famously put it, what we know are appear-
ances, not things in themselves. Phenomena then are what we know, they are what
we analyze in order to reach knowledge, but that analysis is not trying to reach
“beyond” phenomena but just to know — phenomena. Transcendental Idealism, the
perspective developed and made possible by the Critique of Pure Reason, is about
finding out what relation to truth we can have, and what truths we can aspire to
capturing, once we have made the radical shift from thinking of true knowledge as
external prey to thinking it must be sought in the appearances which we contribute
to producing as appearances for us (Kant 1998, 110).

In the Critique, Kant explains how he can sustain both the rather peculiar conten-
tion that we find in nature only what we have put there ourselves, and the idea that
this does not preclude true knowledge of the world being possible. How does Kant
show that knowledge is possible? The key innovation of critical philosophy is to do
this not by indicating, or arguing for, the truth of any particular proposition but by
asking under what conditions knowledge could be possible, given that we only have
access to phenomena. The strategy is to analyze the conditions of possibility of
knowledge, given that we have access only to phenomena which are produced by
our faculties’ encounter with the world, or rather as those encounters, and then to
show that those conditions can be fulfilled. Kant argued that phenomena must be
produced by us through a synthesis of concepts and intuitions. He then had to show
that this synthesis is not arbitrary and idiosyncratic but can be the source of truth.
That in turn he showed to be possible only on the basis that synthetic a priori judg-
ments are possible, and thus it fell to the Critique of Pure Reason to explain the condi-
tions under which synthetic a priori judgments are possible (Kant 1998, 132-133).
Asking after conditions of possibility is thus Kant's signature move: not only is the
question “under what conditions is (true) knowledge possible?” the question which
gets Kant's investigation going, asking after conditions of possibility is thereafter the
task prescribed for all further philosophical analysis. Among the discoveries this
method leads to, the articulation of the conditions of possibility of experience itself
is a signal accomplishment. Famously Kant shows that space and time are not objects
of experience but conditions of experience. Asking after, and identifying, the condi-
tions of experience, Kant shifted philosophical inquiry, imposing new imperatives
for research. Although still interested in truth as one of the great metaphysical
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questions, Kant changes our relation to truth by demonstrating that thinking about
truth as being truth “for us” does not necessarily condemn one to relativism.

Since my intention is to suggest Kant’s method is a not quite overt but nonetheless
powerful model for deconstructive reading, T will now turn to one of Derrida’s analy-
ses to consider how this model helps makes sense of hisreading. I choose this example
both because it has canonical status and because it is drawn from Derrida’s early
work in which Kant is not a strong explicit presence. The example is the famous
demonstration, in Of Grammatology, that “supplement” is a good name for the logic
which organizes Rousseau’s way of articulating the relation between nature and
culture, or speech and writing. Choosing the term “supplement” from Rousseau’s
own corpus, although not from a part of it which would usually be taken seriously
as a resource for understanding the tour de force of the Social Contract, Derrida shows
how the term helps articulate diverse and diverging parts of Rousseau’s corpus, dif-
ferent texts, different strands within single texts, and so on.

If we look from a distance at what Derrida’s reading accomplishes, we can see it
as demonstrating the possibility of a reading that refuses two classic approaches to
dealing with contradiction. Indeed, Derrida’s point of departure is the identification
of two apparently contradictory motifs in Rousseau’s writing concerning the relation of
speech to writing, one in “praise of living speech,” the other “a perpetually reani-
mated mistrust with regard to the so-called full speech” (OG, 141). There are two
classic alternatives for a reader who judges the co-presence of these conflicting motifs
to be a contradiction. The first alternative is to judge the contradiction as a sign of
a disqualifying incoherence, grounds for wholesale dismissal perhaps. The second
alternative is to (more or less) dismiss one of the motifs as an aberration, either by
deciding that one is more important than the other and downplaying the tension
between them, or by finding reasons to justify ignoring one of them completely.
Derrida takes neither of these paths. Instead he insists on taking both motifs seriously,
and taking seriously the need to make sense of their conflict as integral to Rousseau’s
thought. Through a careful unpacking of the logic of the supplement, Derrida will
show how these two motifs fit together, how the praise and mistrust of full speech
are both crucial aspects of Rousseau and how their conflict is not resolved but rather
made productive — to produce Rousseau’s writing. In other words, Derrida’s account
shows how it is possible that the very different motions of Rousseau's text only
appear disparate until we have grasped the logic, much as Copernicus is credited with
having shown that the retrograde motion of the planets only appears to require
proliferating epicycles until we grasp the correct perspective.

One of the now classic descriptions of what Derrida does when reading is that
he deconstructs binary oppositions. It is indeed the case that, through Derrida’s
commentary on Rousseau’s text, the structuring opposition of the binary pairs —
nature/culture or speech/writing — is deconstructed; or, as Derrida would put it, they
deconstruct themselves. Derrida shows that the oppositions that Rousseau mobilizes
are not sustained. While it seems important for Rousseau’s arguments that nature
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and culture be distinct, there are also places in his text in which they cannot be
conceptually distinguished. Or again, Derrida shows that whereas it seems important
to Rousseau’s argument that speech has priority over writing, his text also reveals
that the converse must be the case. But, pace both those who fear him to be destroy-
ing the pillars of rationality and those who turn to his work in the hope that it pro-
vides means, or authority, for declaring metaphysical rationality without foundation,
Derrida himself is not out to simply denounce binary oppositions for being unsus-
tainable. Nor does he consider that showing they are unsustainable is an end in itself.
Rather, just as Nietzsche famously declared that “the falseness of a judgment is for
us not necessarily an objection” only to move from there to a novel question about
whom these judgments serve, the unsustainability of an opposition is for Derrida a
point of departure for investigation. In some sense it is precisely once Derrida has
identified the phenomenon of a text which relies on oppositions that deconstruct
themselves that he can get to work: it is of this phenomenon — a text that relies on
oppositions, which deconstruct themselves — that Derrida will ask his version of the
question “what are its conditions of possibility?” It is the possibility of that which is
impossible according to standard logic, but which nevertheless appears to Derrida to
require the sorts of investigations he leads to figure out what makes it possible as
something other than nonsense, or to out the figure of the universe in which it is
possible that such a phenomenon appears to us.

On Derrida’s analysis, what allows nature/culture or speech/writing to function
as they do in Rousseau’s text, thereby allowing Rousseau’s text to work, can be
thought of as a “rationality” which “governs” a writing in the “enlarged and radical-
ized” sense that Of Grammatology develops (OG, 10). As Derrida shows, when Rous-
seau calls on writing to supplement speech, he seems to be calling for two different
things: on the one hand he calls for writing to add to speech, on the other he calls
for writing to replace speech. To further complicate matters, if one tries to identify
which of these is the more important idea, it turns out it is because writing adds to
speech that it can replace speech, and vice versa. This logic, which Rousseau, or
rather his text, comes closest to acknowledging, or making explicit, when supple-
ment is the term which describes key relationships, is the peculiar logic which holds
Rousseau’s text together. It is a rationality of sorts which makes Rousseau’s corpus
possible in that it makes it possible for it to be coherent with its conflicting motifs.
Such is the logic of the supplement — addition and replacement are not (only) mutu-
ally exclusive operations but (instead also) dependent on one another; they are indis-
sociable from one another despite the fact that they must also be conceptually
distinct. Granted, the logic of the supplement is unreceivable according to traditional
logic — it flies in the face of the axiom of the excluded middle. And yet Derrida’s
attempt to articulate a logic which does not take that as an axiom is no more peculiar
than those attempts to articulate geometries which suspend one of Euclid’s axioms:
just as non-Euclidean geometries turn out to be necessary to describe some spaces,
so the logic of the supplement turns out to be necessary to describe the space of
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writing, where writing is no longer that which is opposed to speech but writing in
the enlarged and radical sense that Derrida produces in order to account for the pos-
sibility of Rousseau'’s text.

What does this have to do with Kant? As I have just suggested, Derrida’s articula-
tion of the logic of the supplement can be read as a Kantian response insofar as it
operates by asking after conditions of possibility of Rousseau’s contradictory corpus.
I would like to claim, however, that what makes this more than a passing resem-
blance between Derrida and Kant is the status of that which is uncovered by the
investigation. What Derrida uncovers, bringing it to light while insisting that it was
always already there, is a logic but it is also a space, a space not as an object of expe-
rience but as one of its conditions. Consider Derrida’s claim about inscription, the
claim by which he does more than reverse the usual priority between speech and
writing. Derrida argues that, despite what Rousseau says explicitly about speech’s
priority over writing, what emerges from a close reading of his writings is that
inscription is not something which can happen as an accident to speech but instead
the very condition of speech. It is that inscription which Derrida calls “writing” in
the sense of writing which is always already possible “before” (in a logically anterior
sense) any speech or writing. The conclusion of Derrida’s close analysis of Rous-
seau’s text is that there is a “scriptoral space” (OG, 290) which is not an object of
writing but the condition of writing. In fact, in a particular page where Kantian
vocabulary is suddenly very insistent in such a way as to discretely signal the relation
I am describing more laboriously here, Derrida asserts that “the possibility of inscrip-
tion in general, not as a contingent accident which happens to an already constituted
space but which produces the spatiality of space” should be a guide towards “a new
transcendental aesthetic” (OG, 290). Having shown that the logic of the supplement
sustains Rousseau’s arguments about speech and writing, it thus transpires that
Derrida is making a claim not about some idiosyncrasy of Rousseau’s but about
writing in general. The investigation of the conditions of possibility of Rousseau’s
text produced the description of something like a new rationality, a new transcen-
dental logic, but they could also be said to lead to a new transcendental aesthetic.

It is then the transcendental status of the concepts Derrida extracts from his
reading of Rousseau which most clearly indicates that Derrida has in some sense
rehearsed Kant’'s moves. Indeed if one does not pay attention to that, one might
reduce Derrida’s reading to an explanation of the work as a consequence of the
author’s psychology, resorting to the slightly titillating culturally clichéd site of sexu-
ality to “explain” the work as some therapeutic (or not) “coming to terms” with the
author’s “condition.” The point is, however, that Derrida’s reading of Rousseau
sounds like (dubious) popular psychology, only if one takes this to be an empirical
explanation; the status Derrida means to attribute to it is rather different. And here
again the Kantian precedent is essential. If one fails to keep clear on the fact that
empirical and transcendental psychology are not the same thing, much of Kant falls
flat, or sounds stupid, while the same passages read as transcendental psychology are
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important constitutive elements of his account of the possibility of knowledge. The
same holds for Derrida’s work: his claims about the significance of Rousseau'’s rela-
tion to the absent (m)other or to his own onanistic habits are important not as psy-
chological arguments exactly, or at least not as empirical psychology; rather they
hold significance insofar as they reveal the structure of a transcendental psychologi-
cal space. That “[o]ne cannot help wishing to master absence and yet we must always
let go” (OG, 142) can in some sense be considered a psychological lesson Rousseau
drew from his particular experience; it might even be a general rule of experience,
but Derrida refers to it here not as an empirical law but as the “profound law that
commands the space within which Rousseau must move” (OG, 142). It is when it is
understood not as merely a psychological reality but as the principle which organizes
an economy of signs that this rule becomes important as a law of the space of (pos-
sible) writing. For Derrida, as for Kant, the analysis of the conditions of possibility
leads to conclusions in a transcendental register.

Or rather — and here we begin to measure that Derrida’s reiteration of Kant’s move
leads to a space which is decidedly not Kantian — that is one of its registers. It is the
case for Derrida, just as for Kant, that one only understands the power of the analysis
by attending to claims as transcendental claims. However, and this is the case for
Derrida the way it is not for Kant, Derrida actually often manages to make claims
which are readable in both registers. Indeed, often Derrida is saying two things at
once. He develops a particular idiom which manages to allow both a simple common
sense proposition and a highly, perhaps hyper, theoretical proposition to resonate
in the same phrase, sentence, or argument. Where Derrida operates, there is both the
infinite distance of qualitative difference and proximity between the “naive” and
the hypercritical. The proximity of “everyday” thinking with “high theory” is neither
purely analogical, nor purely identical. And this is perhaps where we can see that
the reiterations of Kant's move have unexpected consequences. When Derrida asks
of the particular phenomenon which is Rousseau text “what makes this possible?”
he seems to be simply reiterating the critical question. Derrida reiterates it in the
sense of asking again, or again and again, since he follows up on what he credits
Rousseau with having the intuition of, namely that scriptoral space is determined
also by social space, by technical, religious, economic space (OG, 410), and so asks
after the conditions of possibility in many directions and multiple modalities. In other
words, he disseminates transcendental analysis on many levels and the result of this
intensification-dissemination-repetition is that something strange happens to the
transcendental-empirical distinction which makes possible such analyses in the first
place. Indeed whereas Kant was adamant about keeping the transcendental and
empirical modes of analysis distinct and held the confusion to be always dangerous,
Derrida both accepts the importance of the distinction and is willing to venture
where it would be irresponsible, in the sense of failing to be responsive, to ignore
their congruence.
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The transcendental-empirical distinction is but one important Kantian reference
to which something peculiar happens in Derrida’s work. One might also look at
the ways in which already in the logic of the supplement, but more explicitly in the
related concepts of différance, or the trace, time and space are no longer as hermeti-
cally distinct as they are for Kant. Yet even as Derrida leads us to a way of knowing
which requires us to develop both a logic and intuitions which the Konigsberg scholar
would have objected to, it does seem possible to tell the story of Derrida’s encounter
with Rousseau (and many others) as one in which the imperatives for thinking which
Kant set out in some sense animate Derrida’s project. According to this narrative
(and including narratives among the conditions of possibility of theoretical dis-
courses is one of the things Derrida teaches us to do), Derrida can be seen as affirm-
ing the possibility of repeating Kant’s move, again and again, until it is not Kantian
at all anymore. Derrida reiterates Kant, beyond all recognition.

3. After Truth

“Unconditional without sovereignty” — what Derrida seeks to affirm is difficult to
think because it requires disengaging from the hold of a tradition in which a certain
sovereignty determines both the understanding of subjectivity and ethical and legal
frameworks. If there is a chance for that, if it is to be(come) possible to think in this
way, it will therefore be crucial to disengage from Kant’s heritage. I hope to have
shown that beyond giving us reasons to do so, Derrida’s work may provide a sugges-
tion for how to do so even where that work is the least explicitly concerned with Kant.
If it is the case that even in his early work one can understand Derrida to be in some
sense reiterating Kant’s method, taking seriously the prospect that what we know
are only phenomena, asking after conditions of possibility, and drawing from the
analyses of those conditions certain conclusions about the conditions of possibility
of experience in general, then it would at first seem unlikely that this could provide
indications for an escape from the grip of cruel sovereignty. And yet, if it is also the
case that through his reiteration of Kant's method, Derrida stretches the transcen-
dental method beyond recognition, it might just paradoxically be the case that this
does in fact provide an opening towards a thinking which is not caught up in the
scene of recognition owed to the sovereign.

The scene has shifted. To give at least an image, or rather a phrase, for this shift,
let us return to the passage I quoted earlier, where, describing what he has done in
Of Grammatology as exposing a rationality which governs writing in the enlarged
sense, Derrida adds an essential proviso: the “rationality” in question “no longer issues
from a logos” (OG, 10). Here Derrida announces that this “rationality” inaugurates
the “de-construction” (later the hyphen will be dropped) of all significations that
have their source in logos, particularly the signification of truth. What then did
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Derrida do to truth? For however important it is to emphasize that Derrida always
had some impatience with philosophy, it can also be said that Derrida was always
after truth. He was “after it” as in “in pursuit.” He was after it from the start because
that is what caught his interest or drove his desire, because he could not quite help
hearing philosophical questions everywhere, or seeing them set up by big world
events or daily domestic rituals, global trends, intimate transitions, or conversations.
In other words, he was after truth in the way it can become a possible, or even there-
fore, a necessary habit, when one has philosophical inclinations, to question appear-
ances and look for “the truth behind them” as one might put it in classical
metaphysical language. But Derrida was also after truth not to catch it, but to avoid
being caught. He came after a time in the history of philosophy when aspiring to
truth could be taken to be unproblematic as a project, however problematic its imple-
mentation. When Derrida began his philosophical education he was plunged into a
context in which it was a given that Truth as a goal was in a certain sense passé; it
was clear that becoming philosophically adept required learning to perceive the ways
in which the very idea of a Truth is a central element of the metaphysical heritage
which must be overcome to avoid epistemological dead ends, ethico-political disas-
ters, or philosophical naivety. Truth was if not the enemy, at the very least what one
had to go after and detect in order not to be fooled by it, or stopped in the movement
which sent one in the chase in the first place. How then did Derrida take on truth
and how did the gesture of de-construction affect its signification? It seems to me
something of that is conveyed in the proposition that Derrida sought a certain truth.
The expression is pleonasm for the tradition which holds that certainty is one of the
qualities of truth. But, to use a Derridean phrase, could one not also say the opposite?
If one understands “certain” to denote only one among many, then “a certain truth”
would be an oxymoron from a classical metaphysical perspective in which the partial
aspect of such a truth would be at odds with the supposed total, or immutable, char-
acter of truth. But what is either a pleonasm or an oxymoron for Kant, is for Derrida
both — but for the opposite reasons. “Derrida” produces a certain truth which is not
characterized by certainty, and is definitely partial in that Derrida’s readings never
claim to be the only ones possible of a given text or a broad problem. Not eternal,
but enduring, “Derrida” endures, animating future reiterations of engagement with
the metaphysical tradition. Not least of his resistance to cruelty is the help “Derrida”
provides to endure a certain truth.
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Difference

CLAIRE COLEBROOK

There are (at least) four ways in which one might approach the concept of difference
in the work of Jacques Derrida: difference as a poststructuralist critique of the sup-
posedly post-metaphysical attention to meaning as generated through systems; dif-
ference as the post-phenomenological problem of time; sexual difference; and the
difference between humans and non-humans. In all cases it is necessary to mark a
distinction between difference, as the relation between two terms or identities, and
différance which marks or traces out the problem of the relation between identity and
difference. That is, there can be a difference between two identities only if there is
some system, network, or field of relations (such as language, consciousness, or even
a space in which beings are distributed so that they might differ from each other);
but as soon as we think this condition for the difference between or among terms we
are returned to an identity (by saying that differences are produced by time, culture,
language, space, or even life), and we have then already assumed some distinction
between the system of differences and the cause or ground of those differences. In
the case of structuralism, we might say that language is a system of differences
without any grounding or foundational term, but then language becomes just such
an excepted or undifferentiated condition. Or, we might say that there can only be
differences among beings because of some synthesizing consciousness, but such a
consciousness can only experience differences through time if it remains relatively
stable, and such ongoing maintenance or stability requires the difference between
present consciousness and the experiences it synthesizes. Identity requires difference
(for something can be what it is only if maintained through time as the same), but
difference requires identity, for the understanding of anything as different places
difference-identified terms in relation. One might — for example — want to make a
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claim for sexual difference, in which women’s identity was not defined in relation to
men, but this pure difference — as long as it relied on the concept of woman — would
always be caught up in a system of relations. One might also want to destroy all
notions of human exceptionalism, both because there would be no pure predicate
that marked out all humans as both the same as each other but also uniquely differ-
ent from all other species; but simply destroying this difference and becoming happily
post-human would nevertheless require some other identifying concept (such as
“life” or, as in the case of some animal rights discourse, a common capacity to suffer).
On the one hand, concepts are impossible, precisely because a concept operates by
indicating or intending an identity or sameness that never arrives (such as “man”
or “humanity”); on the other hand, concepts are also necessary insofar as any criti-
cism of a putative sameness relies on some ostensibly more foundational or more
inclusive (more differentiated) otherness that has been excluded by the concept. This
impossibility of concepts and at the same time the need for concepts might seem to
generate the structure of a negative theology —that we can only know pure difference
or identity from the compromised position of a concept, or that we can only think
universal sameness via various approximating instances. Against the conceptual
relation between identity and difference (where a concept indicates a relative same-
ness across different instances), Derrida inscribes another difference that is literal
rather than conceptual — that precedes thinking, identification, and determination
but traces out the distinctions that make such conceptual procedures possible: “In
its literality at least, but the difference between metaphysical ontotheology, on the one
hand, and the thought of Being (of difference), on the other, signifies the essential
importance of the letter. Since everything occurs in movements of increasing explic-
itness, the literal difference is almost the entire difference of thought” (WD, 146).
In this chapter, I will deal with each of these problems of difference and the
concept (the problem of structure, of phenomena, of humanity, of sexual differ-
ence); but it is also important to begin by saying that différance is not a concept. In
his argument with John Searle, Derrida made a claim for the force of concepts: a
concept cannot have “fuzzy” boundaries, for a concept may only operate as a concept
if it indicates a sense that would remain the same regardless of who speaks or how
the concept is articulated: “when a concept is to be treated as a concept I believe that
one has to accept the logic of all or nothing. ... Whenever one feels obliged to stop
doing this (as happens to me when I speak of différance, of mark, of supplement, of
iterability, and of all they entail), it is better to make explicit in the most conceptual,
rigorous, formalizing, and pedagogical manner possible the reasons one has for doing
so, for thus changing the rules and the context of discourse” (LI, 128). This “all or
nothing” understanding of the concept might seem to dampen down the work of
difference. Whereas Searle wanted to argue that we use language differently on each
occasion and that a concept’s meaning would vary according to context (and that
we could therefore say that we know what something means by looking at how it is
used and what the speaker wants to achieve), Derrida insists that a concept has a
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strict boundary that exceeds any single context, and indeed that we can only have
various contexts of individuals speaking together because of a presupposed or
intended sameness of sense. If concepts must possess this sameness of sense, and a
concept indicates something that would be identical, through time, then Derrida’s
creation of the word différance aims to do something other than mark something that
we could identify as the same through time. My four “examples” of how Derrida
writes about difference — if we take seriously the notion that difference is not a
concept — will not be four instances of some shared quality, but four operations or
strategies. In all cases, Derrida’s most significant interventions by way of the thought
of difference are themselves different; if there is something that unites all Derrida’s
uses of the word “différance,” then it is the opposite of the force of a concept. A concept
of difference would produce some indicated sameness that would apply across a
series of instances and uses; a strategy of difference would be different on each of its
occasions.

1. Poststructuralist Difference

One of the most often quoted statements regarding difference is the linguist Ferdi-
nand Saussure’s claim that a language is comprised of “differences with no positive
terms.” It would not be the case that a language would label already present mean-
ings, such that the words or concepts would simply map directly onto the world or
the mind’s distinct entities. Rather, it would be the entire system or structure of a
language that would be required for any single term (OGC, 52). It seems quite natural
that the world consists of discrete things — cats, dogs, tables, chairs — and that lan-
guage follows from our wanting to speak about these things. On reflection, though,
one can easily imagine a language that had one word for all domestic animals, did
not have concepts for the distinct pieces of furniture but had a wide array of different
words for various types of snow. What this difference among languages would indi-
cate is that meaning does not begin with experience, which then captures some full
presence and conveys this sense through time via language. Rather, it is because
structures such as languages create distinctions that the world can be lived meaning-
fully; and it is this structure of meaning, dividing the world into identifiable entities,
that allows an ongoing sense of that which remains the same through time. The
structuralist account of difference is primarily methodological: if we want to study
a language or any other social structure it is more fruitful to look at the way systems
generate differences, rather than assume that various structures simply label the
same common reality. But structuralism also has implications for the limits of knowl-
edge and for how we think about reality. If it is the case that meaning emerges from
a language’s system of differences then we cannot know any meaning in itself, or
grasp the sense of the world in some neutral or fully present manner; we would
always be dependent upon a structure’s articulations. We could never grasp the
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world in itself, nor express the absolutely singular and unique nature of our own
lived experience; any expression or articulation would be submitted to the already
constituted structure that enables us to speak and write.

Several methodological consequences would follow. There could be no truth as
such, for anything we might say or write would require articulation in a specific
system that would be unique to each culture. Our individual experience would always
be belied by the conditions of each conversation, where we would be compelled
to submit to the shared conventions of language. The meaning of any term would
be relative, differing according to the other terms with which it was placed in
relation.

Derrida’s two responses to structuralism'’s approach to difference expose the prob-
lems with any methodological abandonment of truth, meaning, or reality. Derrida
insists both on the ways in which structural differences cannot be mastered or con-
tained and on the inescapability of the sense of truth. Indeed, by focusing on the
differences between Derrida and the structuralist thinkers with whom he first articu-
lated the significance of the process of difference, it is possible to note that some of
the dismissive claims made about deconstruction — that it abandons truth, meaning,
and reality to focus on the free play of differences — are far from accurate. First, we
might consider the problem of truth. Let us imagine that we accept the structuralist
claim that we think, write, and speak within a system of differences with no positive
terms. If that were so then any supposed truth — anything that appeared to be posi-
tive or simply to be — would actually be the effect of a system of relations that was
produced only by differences between terms. We could only have the concept of “cat,”
because we have a practice of differentiating among animals, and — in turn — of dif-
ferentiating animals from humans and so on. Those differences between terms are
negations, and we never arrive at anything positive, anything that simply is. But
Derrida poses two objections to this acceptance of negative or relative difference. We
cannot, without contradiction, abandon claims to truth and remain within a system
of differences. The structuralist claim that one might look at systems in relation to
each other, without any sense of what might be true above and beyond any system,
isitself a truth claim; indeed, “a certain structuralism has always been philosophy’s
most spontaneous gesture” (WD, 159). It is now structure (or culture, or language)
that functions as the new unquestioned ground of truth. This is because the struc-
turalist conception of difference is relative and negative; the structuralist considers
relations within a system (relations between terms) but does not consider the posi-
tive, productive, or ungrounded difference that allows any system to emerge. Derrida
makes this clear in his reading of Lévi-Strauss’s account of kinship systems. Lévi-
Strauss describes the way in which he compares cultures, and the differences within
cultures, as a form of bricolage (WD, 288). That is, rather than having some neutral
or foundational position outside of structures, Lévi-Strauss concedes that the anthro-
pologist is himself caught up in systems of difference. The only thing he can do is
examine structures in relation to each other, piece by piece, never finding some grand
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truth or foundation from which to undertake analysis. Different mythic systems divide
the world and manage relations in their own way; our relation to those systems can
be comparative, but can never establish truth or ultimate reality. We have to abandon
such claims as metaphysical.

By contrast, Derrida, both in this essay on Lévi-Strauss and in his essay on the
relationship between structuralism and phenomenology, insists on the problems of
truth and genesis, even if this is an “untamed genesis” (WD, 157). If, following Lévi-
Strauss, we were simply to accept that we were always already operating within
structures, this acceptance would still leave the problem of the genesis or justification
of our enclosure within differential systems. Lévi-Strauss explains his method by
arguing that kinship systems and the emergence of basic oppositions that make
sense of the world are the result of the repression of natural indifference: in the
beginning is a world without prohibition, law, or distinction. There is no structural
division between, for example, those of one’s own kind and others; there is no pro-
hibition on incest, for there is not yet a differentiation between mother, father, and
child — no structure that establishes formal relations among bodies. It is only with
the prohibition of incest that social structure emerges. All cultures establish different
systems of relations; and all cultures possess their own myths regarding the emer-
gence of culture or civilization. There is no “truth” of these relative truths. There are
only differences, without positive terms. Against this seeming relativism or empiri-
cism Derrida argues that Lévi-Strauss’s account of the emergence of difference, like
all seeming relativisms, remains foundational and metaphysical. For Lévi-Strauss
offers an account of difference as the passage from nature to culture, and it is this
difference that explains and contains all other differences (WD, 282). Is this differ-
ence, between nature and culture, natural or cultural? If it is natural — if we argue
that nature must come to be organized through various cultural systems — then we
have once more fallen back on some foundational term to explain the emergence of
systems. But any concept of nature is itself part of a system of relations. The same
applies to culture; we cannot abandon questions of truth simply by resigning our-
selves to cultural systems, because “culture” then becomes a foundational moment
of true explanation outside (and explanatory for) all systems. Against this relativism of
structures and this abandonment of truth, Derrida makes two (seemingly mutually
exclusive) counter-arguments. First, Derrida argues for two conceptions of differen-
tial play; the first would be play conceived in terms of closed structures, such that
we would only know the differential relations among terms. The more radical under-
standing of differential play would be open, and would refer to the difference from
which systems of difference emerge (WD, 280). This archi-difference would be neither
the difference within a system nor the difference between or among systems. Instead,
différance would refer to the movement or marking out of differences that would then
allow for something like a relatively stable time and space. Thus difference would not
be the difference between spatial points, nor the difference between two moments in
time (such as a before and after), for these differences are secondary to an ungrounded
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différance that cannot be located in a temporal origin or event within the world (such
as language or culture): “it is this constitution of the present as an ‘originary’ and
irreducibly nonsimple (and therefore, strictu sensu nonoriginary) synthesis of marks,
or traces of retentions and protentions. . . that I propose to call . . . différance. Which
(is) (simultaneously) spacing (and) temporalization” (MP, 13).

Second, and alongside affirming this concept of playful difference that refuses to
be located within systems or structures and precludes just the sort of detached and
neutral observations claimed by structuralism or relativism, Derrida also asserts the
force of truth. In an essay on the relationship between structuralism and phenom-
enology, Derrida asks the question of the genesis of structures. This, for Derrida, is a
question structuralism sought to suspend for the sake of remaining rigorous. But for
Derrida this question is unavoidable. If we try to account for systems such as math-
ematics, logic, or geometry by locating their sense within a structure, by arguing that
these practices are cultural phenomena that can be historically located, then we miss
the meaning of formal systems: “Pure truth or the pretension to pure truth is missed
in its meaning as soon as one attempts. ..to account for it from within a factual
totality” (WD, 160). Mathematics and logic are not just arbitrary systems of differ-
ences located within cultures, for the sense of a mathematical or logical statement
is that these utterances would be true for any system whatever, at any time whatever,
regardless of context. Indeed, any utterance within a system or context can only
have meaning if it possesses a force that could be repeated and maintain some sense
in a different context. You and I can understand each other, speaking together, only
if we share a system (such as language) that goes beyond the present context. This is
because a meaningful system of differences has a force of differential creation that
is also a force of truth: any term in a language only works if it can be uttered on
more than one occasion by more than one speaker. Meaning occurs in this repeat-
ability or iterability through time. A term cannot be reduced to the unique occur-
rence of a speaker or, more importantly, what that speaker wants to say; regardless
of what I want or intend, a term has its own sense. I can only use a term, here and
now, in this present, if it is recognizable by the person to whom it is addressed; and it
is precisely that shared recognition that requires that a term also operate beyond any
of its current or past speakers and instances. A term’s sense exceeds both the speaker
and the system of differences: in this respect, then, in addition to the differences
already constituted within a system (such as the difference between terms), each
differentiated term has the capacity to be used again and again, across time and
space, with each instance itself being different. Thus, a term is the same (or identical
or recognizable) only if it can be different from itself (used again and again,
differently).

One might refer to the structuralist difference as a closed, relative, and systemic
difference, but then one might say that this difference is possible only because of a
capacity for each term to be different. That second difference could not be contained
by a structure but would be what enables a structure to be both produced and to
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continue to operate; this second difference might therefore be referred to as différance.
Any difference between terms is never completed once and for all but requires
ongoing repetition, and so occurs through time and is always deferred; at the same
time, any system of difference is never present all at once, but is also spatially dis-
tributed — across speakers, material inscriptions and tokens, and various contexts.
The condition for a present structure of differences is a spatial distribution, and a
temporal deferral: for this reason Derrida coins the term différance, combining both
temporal delay or deferral and spatial difference.

2. Post-Phenomenological Difference

Prior to Derrida’s deconstruction, there had been a long-running phenomenological
tradition of arguing that difference was a condition for identity. The argument
depends on a certain understanding of the primacy of appearance or appearing. The
three intellectual traditions that had theorized the status of appearances to which
Derrida responded were Kantianism, Hegelianism, and Husserlian/Heideggerian
phenomenology. For Kant, we cannot know things in themselves; insofar as we know
anything this is because it is given to us and is therefore always a phenomenon. The
phenomenon is known only in relation, and is therefore caught up in the differences
of time, space, and the categories through which the world is organized. For Kant,
then, there is the thing-in-itself or the noumenon, that simply is and then there is the
thing as it is for us. Kantianism places identity before difference: there are things in
themselves, and the noumenal subject, but we only know these self-present identities
in relation. It is because there are identities — such as things and subjects — that we
then necessarily always know the world on the basis of the fundamental difference
between the subject and object. By the time Derrida theorized difference, French
Hegelianism, French readings of Kant, and the importation of German phenomenol-
ogy had already questioned the primacy and possibility of a self-identical noumenon.
For Hegel, the task of philosophy is to overcome or “sublate” the difference between
being-in-itself, and being-for-itself; he achieves this through a theorization of the
difference between subject and object. If I want to think of the thing-in-itself, some
absolutely independent and self-sufficient being, then this identity is always thought
as that which is the same as itself, in relation to nothing other than itself. But if we
examine this pure self-relation we can see that it is the effect of difference. So, revers-
ing Kant, it is not the case that there are things in themselves that then appear to
us. Rather, it is through appearing that there is both the thing in itself and the subject
who is set over and against the object. For Hegel this means that we must redefine
philosophy, knowledge, subjectivity, and the relation thought bears to what is not
itself. It is not the case that there is some infinite, absolute, or absolutely true world
that thinking and philosophy must come to know. Rather, there is the coming into
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being of appearance, and when that appearing is both experienced and reflected
upon as experienced then we have achieved both the difference between subject and
object, and the overcoming of difference. When thought arrives at the late stages of
philosophy, it comes to realize that there is not thought on the one hand, and then
on the other the appearing world. Rather, there is just one infinite, absolute, and
self-presenting world that appears to itself and realizes that it is nothing more than
this self-appearing. In the beginning, then, is not identity but difference. Or, more
importantly, true identity for Hegel is difference that appears to itself and recognizes
itself as possible only through differing from itself. It is by way of Husserl's phenom-
enology that Derrida challenges this conflation or sublation of difference with the
absolute self-appearing subject (I0G, 45). For Hegel it is the philosophical subject
who appears to himself and then understands himself to be nothing more than self-
appearing; objectivity is not opposed to the subject’s finitude, for without the differ-
ence between subject and object there would be no coming into appearance and no
way for the absolute or any being at all to be. For Husserl, by contrast, appearance
is not assumed to be the appearance of beings to a subject. His phenomenology does
not — as Hegel had done — begin from the question of the absolute or knowledge (10G,
30). If Kant restricts our finite knowledge only to what can be given to us (or phe-
nomena), then Hegel insists that absolute knowledge is phenomenal, for only what
appears to itself can overcome all difference and return to, know, and arrive at itself.
By contrast Husserl neither assumed the difference between subject and object, nor
assumed that absolute knowledge would be the overcoming of all difference to arrive
at self-differing subjectivity. Instead, he began with the principle of examining
appearances without any presupposition of what appearances were appearances of.

From this methodological move Husserl argued that any appearance is already
different from itself. Before something can appear to consciousness, there must be an
event of appearing; this is the premise of phenomenology — to begin with appear-
ances. If, for Hegel this leads to absolute knowledge — and the absolute as such —being
nothing other than appearance appearing to itself, recognizing itself, and returning
to itself, then for Husserl it is the phenomenon that precludes absolute knowledge.
Appearances, as appearances, are given as appearances of something that is never
fully present. Spatial objects can appear as spatial only if certain sides and views are
presented as not yet present, and even ideal, personal, or pure meanings — such as
logic, numbers, memories, and the experience of the most proximate sensations — are
given as present only through an unfolding and deferred time. For something to
appear, or be present, it must be located in time and space; presence can be given as
“here and now” only in a synthesized or traced manifold. For Husserlian phenome-
nology, this synthesized manifold means that transcendental subjectivity (but not a
self-present subject) becomes the condition for all appearing. This transcendental
subjectivity is not a differentiated thing but that which flows as continual self-
differing, with the retention and protention of a relative stability that is never fully
present or absolutely given (SP, 102). Here, though, is where différance becomes

64



DIFFERENCE

significant for Derrida. For Husserlian phenomenology, it is appearance that already
harbors difference, for any present appearance already offers other future and
retained aspects, and never to be presented aspects:

... this appearing of the Ideal as an infinite différance can only be produced within a
relationship with death in general. Only a relation to my-death could make the infinite
differing of presence appear. By the same token, compared to the ideality of the positive
infinite, this relation to my-death becomes an accident of empirical finitude. The appear-
ance of the infinite différance is itself finite. Consequently, différance, which does not
occur outside this relation, becomes the finitude of life as an essential relation with
oneself and one’s death. The infinite différance is finite. (SP, 102)

For Derrida, difference is a far more radical process of absence or non-appearing.
Consider his most famous example of the notion of writing, where we tend to think
of a present experience (either of speech or even perception) that is then taken up
and repeated in an inscribed system of differences, such as writing. This assumption
of the difference between present speech and the system or text of writing relies on
an unexamined presupposition of proximity: in the beginning is something like the
pure perception that then presents different sides, or the speech act that then requires
text or formalized language to be conveyed (SP, 93). Rather than argue for the ways
in which the proximate or present appears to itself, through time and space, Derrida
argues that the proximate, the near or the seemingly undifferentiated pure now or
point is an effect. But even this language of effect that would suggest that there is a
process of difference or splitting from which something can be presented is already
a repression of difference because it is phrased in terms of a before and after, and is
therefore already subjected to a relative sameness. So it makes sense if we want to
think about difference as a radical condition then we might have to try and abandon
the logic of conditions. We might have to question the basic philosophical approaches
that privilege priority and even of logic. If philosophy really is the possibility of asking
questions without assuming some already given truths, then all the constituted
terms that have enabled us to pose these questions (such as the subject, the present,
the origin, and so on) are already the effect of a process of differences that can never
be brought to present. We might then have to say that différance is not a concept
precisely because a concept operates by indicating an identifiable repetition through
time. What Derrida is aiming to articulate is a non-identical or differing time that is
not yet organized into before and after, and a space that does not have a centered
point of view synthesized into a here and there. When Derrida argues for a radical
notion of text or writing, this is not because he believes in the primacy of language
as some organizing system, for any such system of constituted and dispersed differ-
ences or terms is given through time and space via the operation of traces (such as
sounds, material inscriptions, and constantly repeated but different differences). This
means that our usual or “vulgar” understanding of time as chronological succession
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is contaminated by space, precisely because it relies upon a point that gauges time
passing. Similarly, our understanding of space relies on time, or the capacity to syn-
thesize a field of dispersed points or distances into some plane within which these
points and distances differ from each other. Before there are differences (between
now and the past, or here and there, or subject and object) there is différance, which
is both temporal deferral and spatial dispersal.

Différance is not a concept because a concept intends a relative sameness through
different instances; nor is différance a word, not just because Derrida creates a term
not already in the French language, but also because a word operates through being
different from all the other words in the system whereas difference is partly different
(in spelling) but awkwardly the same. The linguistic unit, “différance,” is indiscern-
ible at the level of sound from the word “difference,” and is marked as different only
through an inscriptive trace which is not present in the voice.

3. Sexual Difference and Human—Animal Difference

Consider two prevalent theories of sexual difference: either there simply are two dif-
ferent sexes (indicated via chromosomes or the physical differences that unfold from
chromosomes), or, chromosomal differences are insufficient to determine sexual dif-
ference and it is the cultural process of gender differentiation that operates to produce
the opposition between male and female. The first position is realist or biological;
whatever role language, culture, or consciousness plays sexual difference simply is.
The second position is structuralist; it is language or culture that carves up reality,
using the gender system and distinguishing between male and female. The binary
structure would overlay an otherwise insufficiently differentiated reality. The “sex/
gender” distinction has become a grounding assumption in feminist theory and gender
studies. Perhaps some of the most sophisticated versions of this “gender overlay” or
structuralist approach emerged from psychoanalysis where it was argued that the
entry of the subject into culture occurs through the taking on of the system of lan-
guage (Mitchell 1975). To be a subject is to be subjected to a system of differences,
differences that are lived as the imposition of law; it follows then that desire can never
be articulated as such but lies outside the law and beyond language, and is lived as
a prohibited, lost, or maternal/feminine beyond.

Some theorists have drawn on Derrida’s concept of différance to intervene in this
field. Perhaps the three most notable have been Drucilla Cornell, Diane Elam, and
Judith Butler. For Butler, the supposedly original and undifferentiated “sex” that is
seemingly divided discursively by the system of gender is the effect, not the ground,
of a differential movement that is neither natural nor cultural but marks out the
distinction between the two. Butler’s argument is indebted to the Derridean concept
of difference insofar as she argues that the supposedly original ground — biological
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sex — appears as original only after a movement that distinguishes sex from gender,
creating gender as secondary:

For there is an “outside,” an ontological thereness that exceeds or counters the bounda-
ries of discourse; as a constitutive “outside,” it is that which can only be thought — when
it can — in relation to that discourse, at and as its most tenuous borders. The debate
between constructivism and essentialism thus misses the point of deconstruction alto-
gether, for the point has never been that “everything is discursively constructed”; that
point, when and where it is made, belongs to a kind of discursive monism or linguisti-
cism that refuses the constitutive force of exclusion, erasure, violent foreclosure, abjec-
tion and its disruptive return within the very terms of discursive legitimacy. (Butler
1993, xvii)

Drucilla Cornell, in a slightly different appropriation of difference, focuses on the
concept of woman. Just as Derrida argues, against Searle, that a concept’s capacity
to be used in an infinite series of different contexts precludes the concept from ever
being determined, so Cornell argues that “woman” always exceeds any given woman,
thus creating a constant difference between actuality and the movement of the
concept. Feminism should not be a form of accommodation — where we would deploy
the concept of women for the purposes of sameness and solidarity — but should push
beyond accommodation to focus on a concept’s force of difference (in excess of
already constituted differences) (Cornell 1991, 109). For both Butler and Cornell,
deconstruction precludes the notion that sex provides an already distinct and deter-
mining difference (biological realism), and this is because difference can never be
exhausted by any single difference between two terms; by the same token, difference
cannot be contained within the linguistic or cultural systems of difference that
would organize bodies. To argue that there is something like nature that is then dif-
ferentiated by language and culture both assumes a distinction between nature and
culture and — as Diane Elam insisted — assumes that nature remains essentially the
same rather than subject to all the processes of difference, delay, deferral, and non-
presence that characterize systems like writing. Butler, Cornell, and Elam neither
attribute a privileged status to biological sexual difference, nor see sexual difference
as a simply imposed or arbitrary distinction. In Elam’s words:

The body is not real or essential; we will not find all the answers that we seek within it.
However, feminism cannot dispose of the body any more than it can simply inhabit
it. The difference of bodies remains a fact — a fact that menaces instead of legitimates
our understanding of sexual difference. (Elam 1994, 60)

Despite feminists, following Derrida, having labored to locate difference at the level

of the body and materiality, some of the easily lifted Derridean quotations about dif-
ference being textual, or akin to text, trace, or writing (such as “there is nothing
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outside the text”) have recently led to a series of reactions against deconstruction
and the undecidability of difference. This turn to matter or the body is required, sup-
posedly, because deconstruction, in its attention to complexity and ramified differ-
ence, would erase the specificity of sexual difference. For Elizabeth Grosz, the contrary
is the case: it is because the sexual binary of male and female organizes difference
into a stable opposition, that we are unable to think the pure or positive nature
of a sexual difference that recedes as soon as it emerges in some differentiated
actuality:

But just as, for Saussure and Derrida, pure difference can never appear as such because it
must constantly erase its contribution to signification and linguistic value, because for
it to appear as such is for it to transform itself, to render itself present, so too sexual
difference is a framework or horizon that must disappear as such in the coding that
constitutes identity and the relations between the sexes. Sexual difference is the horizon
that cannot appear in its own terms but is implied in the very possibility of an entity, a
subject, an other and their relations. (Grosz 1994, 209)

The supposed turn to the body or matter after deconstruction not only misses the
extent to which Derrida himself often deployed the possibility of sexual difference to
complicate any notion of either cultural construction or refusal of the body’s com-
plexity, it also fails to address the extent to which the concept of man — and the
impossibility of this concept — has been at the heart of Derrida’s complication of
difference by différance. It is not surprising then that not only sexual difference, but
the difference between animals and humans becomes increasingly important in Der-
rida's work. The metaphysics of presence or logocentrism operate by positing a
ground of identity that will be the basis or origin of difference: languages, misun-
derstandings, forgetting, loss, violence, contradiction, conflict, simulation — all can
be referred back to a foundation that could, ideally, be re-presented. The being who
is able to re-trieve and re-live the sameness or identity from which distinction has
emerged has always been man. It follows then that the thought of sexual difference
(a difference that cannot be traced back to some unified humanity or single cultural
system) might open a space for a new thought of différance. Similarly, if there were
no stable identity that comprised “the animal,” then all those features of man that
had guaranteed presence — the capacity to reason, to touch, to speak, to look, to
remember, to archive — would be under threat.

In his writings on Husserl, Hegel, and Kant, Derrida had noted the extent to which
these pure or transcendental projects relied on the figure of man — the being who
presents himself to himself in order to maintain and survive as the same and identi-
cal in a mode of pure auto-affection. Man has always been the being who gives
himself his own end, who differs from himself in order to be that passage of differ-
ence to self-presence and self-recognition. Writing on Hegel, Derrida referred to this
as “phallogocentrism” (GL, 133). Derrida constantly questioned the extent to which

68



DIFFERENCE

philosophy’s figures of democracy, friendship, and universality might break free from
all determinations of man, and the extent to which man had been figured as a self-
same being without difference:

A virtuous man, a good man, a man sufficient unto himself, in the way God is — would
such a man need a friend? Would there be a friend for him? And if a friend were sought
out of insufficiency, would the good man be the most autarkic, the most self-sufficient,
depending only on himself in his initiative and in mastery over himself? (PF,
210-211)

In his work on Husserl and truth, Derrida also ties the problem of man and dif-
ference to the questions of truth and meaning. On the one hand, the very idea of
truth cannot be contained within any specific context, and certainly cannot be
reduced to a specific appearance of man as a being within the world; truth is that
which —in its very meaning — would remain the same across different and distanced
contexts, cultures, and epochs for any subject whatever. Truth is that which remains
the same or survives, across distance and difference. And yet, this idea of truth,
Derrida argues, must presuppose some idea of humanity, an underlying ground or
sameness. Man is not some being within the world with a delimited history but has
figured himself as the subject of truth, who differs from himself in order to recognize
himself, and who has no end other than the end of essence he gives to himself. Man
is the figure of sameness or self-maintenance through difference, for which various
epochs and contexts can be read and recognized as stages in a time of continual
self-constitution. Against this history of continuity and unfolding revelation of
sameness, Derrida suggests “a completely other history: a history of paradoxical
laws and non-dialectical discontinuities, a history of absolutely heterogeneous
pockets, irreducible particularities, of unheard of and incalculable sexual differ-
ences” (PTS, 93).

Différance, then, is always to some extent sexual difference: différance does not refer
to a distinction or difference between beings, but gestures to the untamed, anarchic
process that produces the ongoing sameness through time that allows for the emer-
gence of distinction as such. To think the other of this underlying sameness that
synthesizes difference, would be — for Derrida, writing through Nietzsche — to think
the non-self-same of woman:

There is no such thing as the essence of woman, because woman averts, she is averted
of herself. Out of the depths, endless and unfathomable, she engulfs and distorts all
vestige of essentiality, of identity, of property. And the philosophical discourse, blinded,
founders on these shoals and is hurled down these depthless depths to its ruin. There
is no such thing as the truth of woman, but it is because of that abyssal divergence of
the truth, because that untruth is “truth.” Woman is but one name for that untruth
of truth. (SPR, 51)
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Just as Derrida’s deployment of différance charts a way between and beyond the
difference between men and women, arguing neither for sex as a difference between
otherwise equal humans nor as an essential difference between distinct beings, so
différance also shatters human exceptionalism and any unified theory of the sacred-
ness of “life” in general. If we were to make a claim for human exceptionalism, then
we would need to appeal to some sameness that guarantees a proper mode of man,
and this can be achieved only by assuming a difference between man and his others.
This difference, like sexual difference or any difference between terms, relies on dif-
férance, or an ongoing, contaminated, impossible, and unmanageable border. That is,
the features that have marked out man from his others, such as the capacity to speak,
write, or touch, are not man’s own and are not proper to man. Not only does man'’s
speech and even the hand that allows him to touch and gesture take part in a system
of differences and traces that can never be contained within the human, it is also
the case that man’s relation to “the animal” bears a rogue power to destroy the mastery
man possesses of his own self-conception. One example, very close to the home of
phenomenology, is the hand, which needs to be distinguished from a simple material
thing or object, precisely because the hand enables the human self to touch a world
that can then be synthesized as spatially and temporally present. Derrida’s work on
human-animal difference neither collapses the distinction back into some general
sacredness or ecology of life, nor does he leave the distinction untouched. Instead,
he problematizes the relation between same and different. Here, again, we see that
something like différance precludes the easy distinction between two beings; the
human is an effect of processes that cannot be contained within the human, just as
“the animal” is a seeming identity that is contaminated by all the potentialities that
would safeguard the sanctity of the human, or man as ground of the same. Man
becomes the self-identical being that he is only by way of systems such as writing,
speaking, or touching that allow him to affect himself, feel himself, and return to
himself. The animal must therefore be external to this self-affecting self-relation, and
be denied such a process. And yet, man'’s constitution of himself as the same through
time, always took a detour by touching on the difference of animals, always failed to
touch upon the animal’s own difference, and always denied touch to the animal. The
hand that writes, gestures, touches, and caresses enables man to think of himself
not as a simple object within the world, but a being for whom there is a world. Derrida
therefore talks about the constitution of the border of man as a mode of “humanual-
ism” [humainisme] (TJLN, 185). Such a differentiation of the human from the animal
operates by denying powers of touch and gesture, or even grasping and working, to
animals:

And concerning life, where the sense of touch is in question.. ., it is practically man
only that comes into question, and especially the fingers of the human hand. The
“animal” never seriously comes up, though it is a living being — not even the body
proper of animals whose members or organs resemble hands, and even with fingers!
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And what about opportunities for so many handless animals to touch and be touched
in countless ways! (TJLN, 168)

If difference has been constituted as a difference between identities, then this is
because it has been assumed that differences are grounded on the same. But such a
preceding sameness, that would always remain potentially present, proximate, or
capable of being touched, must therefore be capable of being placed at a safe but
always surmountable difference. The privilege of the same is a privilege of the prox-
imity, and there can only be proximity, retrieval, recall, representation, and restora-
tion if there has already been the rupture of difference. The closeness of touch
always presupposes the distance of difference.
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The Obscurity of “Différance”

GARY GUTTING

Critics most frequently reproach Derrida for the deep obscurity of his writing: they
simply cannot make sense of what he is saying. Of course, the inability of some
readers to understand a text may be their own fault. They may lack essential back-
ground knowledge presupposed by the text, have failed to consult a dictionary to
learn the standard meanings of key terms, or simply lack the patience to work
through the complexities inevitable in discussing a difficult topic. Even when a writer
is at fault, the defect may be overcome by a reasonable amount of readerly engage-
ment: providing logically required connections and presuppositions that the writer
has omitted, untangling unnecessarily gnarled syntax, providing examples that
clarify overly abstract presentations. We should all be willing to meet half-way
authors whom we think have something important to say.

Some critics think Derrida is culpable for the obscurity of his texts, even to the
point of rejecting them as worthy objects of philosophical attention. But we seldom
if ever find careful and detailed defenses of such conclusions, just striking phrases
such as Foucault’s “obscurantisme terroriste” (reported by John Searle) or aghast
citings of a few brief quotations that are apparently regarded as decisive cases of res
ipsa loquitur.

Here I want to undertake a much more serious reflection on the question of Der-
rida’s obscurity, based on a close reading of one of his most important texts, the 1967
essay, “La différance.” My procedure will be to tease out what Derrida is saying, often
paragraph by paragraph or even sentence by sentence, posing asI go along questions
about how to read particular passages, with a view to seeing in what ways Derrida’s
essay falls into obscurity.

A Companion to Derrida, First Edition. Edited by Zeynep Direk and Leonard Lawlor.
© 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.



THE OBSCURITY OF “DIFFERANCE”

Derrida begins by telling us that he is going to write about the letter a, allegedly,
he says, the first letter of the alphabet. In particular, he will talk about his introduc-
tion of the misspelling différance in his discussions of writing. These writings develop
along different lines, lines that, at various points, employ this gross misspelling of
“difference,” thereby violating the rules that regulate writing. One can always elimi-
nate the misspelling in any particular case (either ad hoc or in accord with some
principle) on the grounds that it is inappropriate, or even defend it as amusing. Each
case needs to be analyzed in its own right, although they all come down to the same
thing. One can pass over the “misspelling” in silence, but even then, this ignoring is
something that we can anticipate from the fact of the misspelling. Also, one can
always act as if the substitution of a for e “makes no difference.” Derrida says that
he does not intend to justify — not to say apologize for — his misspelling. The misspell-
ing was a playful move, and he intends to intensify this playfulness.

The claims that Derrida makes here about the substitution of a for e in difference
are not unclear in themselves. It is obvious that a misspelling violates a rule of
writing and that, although we might urge correcting it for various reasons, they all
come down to the fact that it is a mistake. It is also clear that one can always pass
over the misspelling in silence. What is unclear is why Derrida is making these points.
It is helpful to know that Derrida is not concerned with justifying his introduction
of différance, but it is not clear just in what sense the introduction is “playful” and
why.

Derrida next says he will base his discussion on work he has already published,
gathering together in a “sheaf” his various uses of différance. He says he speaks of a
sheaf for two reasons: to emphasize that his treatment is not an historical, develop-
mental account but rather a systematic one and to note that his uses of différance are
an interweaving of different threads. But he points out that this project is, strictly
speaking, impossible.

Once again, what Derrida says is clear, but why he says it is not. Why does he want
to gather his uses of difference into a sheaf? And why does he think this is strictly
impossible?

Derrida next notes that he introduced différance to express a difference (the silent
difference between the a and the ¢) that can be conveyed only in writing. It cannot
be heard. He goes on to compare the silence of the a in différance to that of a tomb,
particularly a pyramid: the capital A has a pyramidal shape and Hegel called signs
tombs (because they are the material repositories of immaterial meanings that we
can call “souls”). Further, Sophocles in Antigone refers to a tomb as an everlasting,
underground oikesis, a virtual synonym for oikos (home), which is the root of
“economy,” a term Derrida makes much of in discussing Hegel, a term now tied to
the tomb and so an “economy of death” (MP, 4). (As the translator notes [MP, 4 n.
2], these references to Hegel recall his famous discussion of the Antigone myth, a
family story tied to tombs and death.) Derrida also anticipates inserting différance
itself into this metaphorical mix: the A is the tomb of “the proper” (connoting proper
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[literal] meaning, property, and propriety, all kinds of tyrants [kings] rightly buried
in pyramids), in which différance somehow produces the economy of death.

Much of this is strange, but its meaning is not especially unclear. Derrida is play-
fully constructing a series of free associations that connect the letter a to a tomb, the
Greek work for tomb to the Greek word for home, and hence to economics, which
suggests Hegel's system and then the myth of Antigone. As before, we are mainly
puzzled about why Derrida wants to make these connections. It is, however, unclear
what Derrida means when he says that différance produces the economy of death. It
is not clear what “economy of death” means, and it’s not clear what it could mean
for différance to produce such an economy.

Derrida deftly slips from the tomb metaphor back to the theme of the silence of
the a in différance: “it is a tomb that cannot even be made to resonate” (MP, 4). This
silence itself is then used as a transition to Derrida’s emphasis on writing (the
graphic). The a is silent only because our system of writing, not to say our entire
culture, is phonetic (tied to expressing sounds). If our letters did not express sounds,
there would be no sense saying that a few exceptional letters are silent. But the exist-
ence of silent letters, Derrida says, also reminds us that “there is no phonetic writing”;
more carefully, “there is no purely and rigorously phonetic writing” (MP, 5). “Reminds
us,” rather than “shows” because, although there could be a phonetic language
without silent letters, “so-called phonetic writing, by all rights and in principle. ..
can function only by admitting into its system nonphonetic ‘signs’ (punctuation,
spacing, etc.)” (MP, 5). Saussure gives us the reason: linguistic meaning depends on
differences between signs, and, even in phonetic language, these differences are not
themselves expressed phonetically. There is not, for example, a sound in our alphabet
that expresses the difference between the sound of an m and the sound of an n; “the
difference which establishes phonemes and lets them be heard remains in and of
itself inaudible, in every sense of the word” (MP, 5).

Here Derrida has a clear and cogent point about the dependence of phonetic
meaning on differences that cannot be expressed phonetically. By similar reasoning,
it follows that graphic (written) differences are likewise not visible: there is no letter
shape that expresses the difference in shape between m and n. From this Derrida
concludes that différance resists the distinction between writing and speech because
it is “located . .. between speech and writing” (MP, 5).

At this point, it becomes clear that différance is not just an orthographical trick or
joke. Derrida is now using it as a term that refers to linguistic differences that cannot
be expressed in either speech or writing, so that it itself can be said to be somehow
“beyond” both speech and writing. Further, since speech (an object of our sense of
hearing) and writing (an object of our sense of seeing) are the only two sensory
forms of language, it follows that différance refers “to an order which no longer
belongs to sensibility” (MP, 5).

The reader finally, then, has some sense of Derrida’s point in introducing dif-
férance as a term of art, with its “misspelling” an orthographical metaphor for the
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phenomenon it is designed to express. But the reader may well feel that there was
little point to Derrida’s earlier mystification of this fairly straightforward motive
behind his introduction of différance. This feeling of the introduction of the term
having little point, however, may depend on whether one has a taste for the esoteric
and involuted whimsy that characterizes Derrida’s opening pages.

In any case, Derrida now pushes forward with his philosophical deployment of
différance, claiming that it is not only beyond the order of sensibility but also beyond
the order of intelligibility. It is, he says, no accident that we speak of intelligibility in
terms that are tied to sensibility; for example, “theory” has its root in the Greek word
for “seeing,” and “understanding” (entendement) in French derives from entendre,
which means “to hear.” Given that intelligibility is rooted in sensibility, it follows that
the differences expressed by différance are somehow beyond both sensibility and intel-
ligibility. Here, however, Derrida seems to be substituting an etymological connection
for the argument he needs to show that intelligibility is based in sensibility, thereby
giving différance a philosophical significance he has not established.

Derrida next connects différance to what he sees as the core of traditional meta-
physical thought, presence. He cannot, he tells us, “expose” différance because “one
can expose only that which at a certain moment can become present, manifest” (MP,
5). At the very least, this claim means that différance cannot be the object of an intel-
lectual intuition, given to usin the fullness of truth, as “a being-present [étant-présent|
in its truth” (MP, 6). Derrida does not hide the Heideggerian overtones of his talk of
différance, employing Heidegger’s device of crossing out terms that evoke traditional
ontology: “if différance is [crossed out] (and I also cross out the [crossed-out] ‘is’) what
makes possible the presentation of the being-present, it is never presented as such”
(MP, 6). Suddenly, what seemed to be a playful device in a punning discourse becomes
a key term in an effort to think beyond ontology, to speak (or write) that which
“exceeds the order of truth at a certain precise point, but without dissimulating itself as
something, as a mysterious being.” (And, the translator notes, there is a glancing
allusion, for those who have ears to hear, to Lacan’s “topology of castration” [MP, 5].)

This passage will be obscure to those who are unfamiliar with Heidegger on ontol-
ogy (or Lacan on castration), but there is nothing especially problematic in Derrida’s
tying différance, which he has been using to refer to cases in which sharp distinctions
(between speech and language, sensibility and intelligibility) fail, to Heidegger’s
rejection of the presence-absence distinction that underlies metaphysical thought.
Where obscurity lies is, rather, in the flirting with self-contradiction that follows from
the effort to reject distinctions that seem essential to coherent thought. Derrida is
blunt in letting us know that there will be no exposition, no explanation in familiar
terms, of différance. All he is prepared to offer us is a vocabulary that walks the edge
of contradiction or meaninglessness, precisely because it concerns what lies beyond
consistency and meaning, beyond presence.

Derrida notes the similarity of his talk of différance to the language of negative
theology: his “detours, locutions, and syntax...will resemble those of negative
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theology, occasionally even to the point of being indistinguishable from negative
theology” (MP, 6). For example: “différance is not, does not exist, is not a present-being
(on) in any form; . . . it has neither existence nor essence. It derives from no category
of being, whether present or absent” (MP, 6). But negative theologies deny every-
thing of God only to reassert him as having a hyper-reality beyond being and its
categories: they “are always concerned with disengaging a superessentiality beyond
the finite categories of essence and existence, that is, of presence.” “God is refused the
predicate of existence, only in order to acknowledge his superior, inconceivable, and
ineffable mode of being” (MP, 6). As we would expect, Derrida makes the contrasting
claim about différance, which “is...irreducible to any ontological or theological —
ontotheological — reappropriation.” But he goes on to add that “as the very opening
of the space in which ontotheology — philosophy — produces its system and its history,
it includes ontotheology, inscribing it and exceeding it without return” (MP, 6, italics
added).

In distinguishing the language of différance from negative theology, Derrida does
avoid the apparent contradiction of trying to make affirmations about what has been
said to be beyond all affirmation. But that still leaves us with the question of how he
can claim to say anything about what he says does not allow of any affirmative
assertion at all. And there is the further question of how we can make sense of dif-
férance as playing what seems to be the ontological role of “opening the space” in
which ontotheology exists, a role that involves différance both “inscribing” and
“exceeding” the project of ontotheology. Here we encounter the fundamental obscu-
rity of courting self-contradiction by trying to say what, by one’s own account,
cannot be said.

Although Derrida does not face up to this problem, he does acknowledge that we
cannot expect a discussion of différance to proceed “simply as a philosophical dis-
course,” starting from a fixed beginning (arché), “operating according to principles,
postulates, axioms or definitions, and proceeding along the discursive lines of a
linear order of reasons” (MP, 7). Philosophy, in this sense, is ontotheology, presup-
posing a “transcendent truth present outside the field of writing” that “can govern
theologically the totality of the field” (MP, 7). Talk of différance is meant precisely to
avoid this sort of “foundationalist” enterprise. Use of this language must be “strate-
gic and adventurous.” It is strategic in the sense that it cannot be oriented by any
fundamental presence or truth outside the field of its own writing; every move is
determined entirely in terms of the game we have determined to play (or, perhaps
better, find ourselves playing). Nor is the strategy itself directed, even just in terms
of the game being played, to “a final goal, a telos or theme of domination.” Rather,
the strategy is itself adventurous, “a strategy without finality, what might be called
blind tactics” (MP, 7).

We are able to clarify this idea by using an obvious example from playing chess.
It is not just that we are playing chess simply to win according to its rules (with no
concern for external values such fame or money); we are also not even necessarily
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playing for the purpose specified by the rules of the game itself (to checkmate our
opponent). We are playing chess for our own purposes (which perhaps vary over
time). This play does not follow the linear path of “philosophical-logical discourse”
or even the “symmetrical and integral inverse” path of “empirico-logical” discourse.
It operates beyond this opposition, “announcing . . . the unity of chance and neces-
sity in calculations without end” (MP, 7).

The very fact that the introduction of différance is strategic in the above sense
implies that it may well one day be superseded: the play of chance and necessity may
lead to a new strategy, which has no place for it (or only a subordinate one). None-
theless, Derrida maintains that, for the present, différance is the best means to “think,
if not to master...what is most irreducible about our ‘era’” (MP, 7). This claim,
however, cannot be justified (in the standard philosophical way) because it will be
only through différance and its “history” that we will be able to develop the appropri-
ate sense of who “we” are and how our “era” should be defined.

The suspicious reader will still have to agree that Derrida has been quite clear
about what he wants his language of différance to do: he wants it to provide a way
of talking about what is beyond the domain of sharp conceptual distinctions, the
logical dichotomies enforced by the law of non-contradiction. But such a reader will
still insist that Derrida has not explained how the language of différance — or any
other language — could do this.

As if to respond to such worries, Derrida offers to “attempt a simple and approxi-
mate semantic analysis” of différance, approximate because, as he has emphasized,
différance is not, strictly, either a word or a concept (since it is meant to be somehow
prior to words and concepts). He begins from the duality of the French verb différer,
which, like its Latin root, differ but unlike its English counterpart, means both “differ”
and “defer.” The “defer,” Derrida says, can be understood in terms of “temporiza-
tion”: “to take recourse. .. in the temporal and temporizing mediation of a detour
that suspends the accomplishment or fulfillment of ‘desire’ or ‘will’” (MP, 8). He says
we will see later how temporizing “constitutes” both time and space. The French
noun différence can express neither deferral (temporization) nor even the (polemical)
“difference” of “difference of opinion,” whereas différance (economically) conveys the
full range of the meanings of the verb différer. The neologism différance also has
the advantage of suggesting the active character of the verb that inspired it, since the
-ance is used in forming the present participle (verbal adjective) (différant). Because
of this active sense, différance might be taken to “designate a constitutive, productive,
and originary causality” (MP, 9). But the -ance softens this connotation, since in
French parallel terms such as “mouvance” have a sense between the active and the
passive, like the middle voice in Greek. Différance, therefore, corresponds to an “opera-
tion that cannot be conceived as either passion or as the action of a subject on an
object” (MP, 9). Perhaps, Derrida says, (traditional) philosophy constituted itself by
“repressing” this “middle voice” or “nontransitivity” in favor of the sharp distinction
between active and passive (MP, 9). We can imagine how this would lead to the
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distinctions of presence-absence, true-false, and so on, which characterize the philo-
sophical enterprise.

Derrida next asks how the two different senses of différance can be connected, and
seeks an answer “from the problematic of the sign and of writing” (MP, 9). When a
thing is present to us, we are said to have direct access to it. The sign is “put in the
place of the thing itself” and so “represents the present [thing] in its absence.” The
sign, therefore, gives us access to the thing even when it is not present. “The sign, in
this sense, is deferred presence” (MP, 9). This account of the sign, Derrida says, “is
the classically determined structure of the sign in all the banality of its characteris-
tics” — the standard view of signs and their referents. He does not express disagree-
ment with this general picture, but does question the classical assumption that “the
substitution of the sign for the thing itself is both secondary and provisional” (MP, 9).
“Secondary” because the assumption is that the sign derives from “an original and
lost presence,” and “provisional” because it is assumed that the sign is meant to lead
us, by “a movement of mediation,” back to “this final and missing presence” (MP, 9).

In the example of the sign, we can now see how differing and deferring are con-
nected. A sign differs from that which it signifies, so that when we are dealing with
a sign the thing signified is deferred (not present). On the standard view, however,
we can overcome both the difference and the deferral by gaining access to the signi-
fied in its own right, without the mediation of the sign. If this view that we are able
to gain access to the signified in its own right is correct, then there is no need for
différance as an essential aspect of thinking, since, ultimately, the difference and
deferral it expresses can be overcome in a direct experience of the presence of the
signified. On the other hand, questioning the secondary and provisional nature of
signs, as Derrida does, will lead us to “see something like an originary différance,”
although not originary in the traditional sense, which sees origins (and related
notions such as arché, telos, eskhaton) as presences.

Here, I think, even the unsympathetic critic will have to admit that Derrida is
making a reasonably clear and even plausible point. Like many philosophers from
Kant on, he is rejecting the idea of foundational experiences that gives us the world
just as it is in itself, free of any interpretation through concepts and/or language. But
what the critic will very likely still find confusing, even obscurantist, is Derrida’s
apparent suggestion that différance is some sort of hyper- (or infra-) ontological force
that disrupts what would otherwise be a perfect fit between signs (representations)
and their objects. Différance, as Derrida portrays it, seems to be that which under-
mines presence by introducing the contrary characteristics of negativity, incomplete-
ness, complexity, dependence, and derivation, thereby compromising the “integrity”
of metaphysical and epistemological presence. But here Derrida seems to be making
more metaphysics out of his anti-metaphysics. Just as traditional metaphysicians
posited a positive principle (the Forms, God, the thing-in-itself) as the source of the
order of the universe, Derrida seems to be positing a negative principle, différance, as
the source of the disorder of the universe. Derrida further assumes that there can be
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meaningful language — the language of différance — expressing this disorder. But the
very possibility of meaningful language requires the conceptual distinctions that
différance is supposed to undermine. How then are we to make any sense of Derrida’s
talk of différance?

A possible line of response lies in Derrida’s use of Saussure’s linguistic theory to
develop the need for talk of différance. For Saussure, the significance of signs derives
solely from their differences from one another. The intrinsic characteristics can be of
any sort whatsoever, just as long as we have them vary in the appropriate way. So,
for example, English sentences can be expressed in the ordinary written alphabet, by
uttering the standard phonemes, in Morse code, via hand signs, by a system of pres-
sures (as Helen Keller did), and so on. (Similarly, chess can be played with pieces of
any shape or even with blinks of the eye.) Signs are, accordingly, differential (in their
distinction from one another) and arbitrary (in their intrinsic features). Moreover,
the “principle of difference” applies to the sign as both signifier and as signified; that
is, as physical token (images, sounds, etc.) and as ideal concept. (Saussure himself
defined the sign as the set containing the signifier and the signified, so that strictly
neither alone is a sign.) Derrida is particularly interested in the consequences for
concepts (signifieds). Saussure’s account eliminates the need to refer to any intrinsic
meaning of a concept: “every concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within
which it refers to the other, to other concepts, by means of the systematic play of
differences” (MP, 11). (Here, of course, we have a rejection of common-sense repre-
sentationalism, which sees the meaning of linguistic signs, for example, based on
their reference to intrinsically meaningful concepts.) Saussure’s differences are the
sources of concepts and words, the “possibility of conceptuality” and of language,
and therefore, like Derrida’s différance, themselves neither concepts nor words. This
differential source allows us to “explicate” the relation of the one to the other.

The explication, Derrida says, is apparent once we recognize that, although semi-
ological differences function as a source of random “play” within the system of signs
(imposing arbitrary distinctions between them), they themselves are effects; “they
have not fallen from the sky fully formed” (MP, 11). This claim suggests that we think
of différance as “the playing movement that ‘produces’ — by means of something that
is not simply an activity — these differences” (MP, 11). But here we may well think
Derrida is once more turning toward the path of obscurity. Why must we insist that
there must be some principle (différance) that “produces” semiological differences?
Derrida hastens to insist that he does not mean that différance is a metaphysical
cause, a subject or a substance, existing fully present and self-contained prior to the
effects it produces. It is, rather, “the non-full, non-simple, structured and differentiat-
ing origin of differences” — although, of course, this means that “the name ‘origin’
no longer suits it” (MP, 11) and that the differences are not effects in the standard
sense of the term. Nonetheless, Derrida says he will speak of différance as “the move-
ment according to which language . . . or any system of referral in general, is consti-
tuted ‘historically’ as a weave of differences” (MP, 12) and allow himself to say that
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différance “produces” or even “creates” differences. But he notes that he utilizes con-
cepts such as constitution, production, creation, and even history “only for their strate-
gic convenience and in order to undertake their deconstruction at the currently most
decisive point” (MP, 12). In any case, we must keep in mind that standard oppositions
such as static/genetic and structural/historical “have not the least pertinence to dif-
férance,” which is precisely what “makes the thinking of it uneasy and uncomfort-
able” (MP, 12).

But are the scare quotes that surround the key terms of Derrida’s discussion here —
“produces,” “creates,” “historically” — anything more than the last refuge of the
obscurantist? Do they represent anything more than a vain effort to deny that Derrida
is talking metaphysics when that is just what he is doing? The same questions arise
when Derrida deploys différance to attack the notion of presence that is, in his view,
the final fortress of traditional metaphysics. He tells us: “It is because of différance
that the movement of signification is possible only if each so-called ‘present’ element,
each element appearing on the scene of presence, is related to something other than
itself” (MP, 13). This claim means that what is present nonetheless is what it is (a
signifier or a signified) only in virtue of its relation to what is not present; that is,
related to elements from the past and from the future to which it must be related for
the system of differences that determines its signification to be operative. In other
words, the present is what it is only in virtue of its relation to what it is not. Accord-
ing to Derrida, this relation disrupts the very presence that it determines: “An interval
must separate the present from what it is not in order for the present to be itself, but
this interval that constitutes it as present must, by the same token, divide the present
in and of itself” (MP, 13).

We understand from what Derrida has already said that there must be an “inter-
val” separating the present from the past and future that it is not and that this inter-
val is necessary for the present to be what it is (because it can be this only in relation
to that from which it differs). But why does this interval (which he says we can call
“spacing”) also “divide the present in and of itself”? Presumably the point is that the
interval, the spacing, separating the present from the past and the future, is itself an
essential aspect of the reality of the present, even though it is not, strictly, present.
Along these lines, Derrida says that the interval constitutes itself by “dividing itself
dynamically” and that this self-constitution of the interval “is [the] constitution of
the present,” specifically, a constitution of it as an “irreducibly nonsimple. . . synthe-
sis of marks or traces of retentions and protentions” (MP, 13). Here, however, Der-
rida’s key terms — “constitution,” “self-constitution,” “synthesis of protentions and
retentions” — are borrowed from Husserl, the paradigmatic philosopher of presence.
Derrida gives us no suggestion of how he can consistently appropriate such terms
into the language of différance.

Derrida does not respond to this sort of criticism but moves in another direction,
arguing against the idea that presence constitutes différance rather than vice versa.
He asks, “What differs? Who differs? What is différance?” and notes that, if we take

”
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such questions at their apparent face-value, “we would immediately fall back into
what we have just disengaged ourselves from”; namely, the idea that différance origi-
nates from the standpoint of a “present being,” “some thing, a form, a state,” perhaps
even a “subject.” In the last case, in particular, this being would be the origin of dif-
férance, which would appear through its actions (out of “a ‘need’ or a ‘desire,” or by
differing from itself” [MP, 14—15]). If this subject existed, then presence would itself
“constitute” différance, not the opposite. To eliminate this possibility, Derrida turns
once again to Saussure, who reminds us that “language [which consists only of dif-
ferences] is not a function of the speaking subject” (MP, 15, citing Saussure, Course
in General Linguistics, 37, Derrida’s brackets). This claim that language consists only
in differences implies, he says, “that the subject (in its consciousness of its identity
with itself, its self-consciousness). . .becomes a speaking subject only by making its
speech conform . . . to the system of the rules of language as a system of difference”
(MP, 15). This way of thinking is contrary to the hypothesis that “the opposition of
speech to language is absolutely rigorous” (MP, 15), where the “rigorous opposition”
of speech to language implies a priority of speech. Given this priority, an utterance
derives its fundamental meaning from the speaker, with language as a differential
system being merely a means to express this fundamental meaning. Viewing lan-
guage as simply a play of differences “excludes the essential dissociation of speech
and language” and thereby undermines any foundational role for “a determined and
invariable” present substance or subject.

There is, however, Derrida points out, a tempting objection. Granted that a subject
is able to speak or signify only “in its commerce with the system of linguistic differ-
ences,” this claim seems to mean only that the subject “could not be present to itself,
as speaking or signifying” without the differential system of language (and hence
différance). Nonetheless, could there not be, prior to speech, or indeed any relation to
signs, “a presence to itself of the subject in a silent and intuitive consciousness” (MP,
16). In other words, why couldn’t there be a pre-linguistic self-consciousness? Derrida
points out that to posit such a consciousness is to suppose that “consciousness, before
distributing its signs in space and in the world, can gather itself into its presence.”
But then, he asks, “What does consciousness mean?” Typically, the idea is that “con-
sciousness offers itself to thought only as self-presence, as the perception of self in
presence” (MP, 16). Just as the (metaphysical) subject in general is thought to require
areference to an underlying substance (hupokeimenon, ousia), “so the subject as con-
sciousness has never manifested itself except as self-presence” (MP, 16). Accordingly,
to posit a pre-linguistic consciousness is to posit consciousness as pure presence: “The
privilege granted to consciousness therefore signifies the privilege granted to the
present.” According to Derrida, “this privilege is the ether of metaphysics” (MP, 16),
that aspect of our thought that catches it up in the language of metaphysics. The
only way to challenge the metaphysical limits of our thought (to, as Derrida puts it,
“delimit such a closure”) is by “soliciting [to approach or request, but also, etymologi-
cally, to shake up] the value of presence that Heidegger has shown to be the
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ontotheological determination of Being” (MP, 16). In other words, to question the
suggestion that consciousness is pre-linguistic, we need to undertake something like
Heidegger’s effort to show that presence is not the “absolutely central form of Being
but...a ‘determination’ and...an ‘effect’” (MP, 16). Or, to use Derrida’s own ter-
minology, to show that presence is “a determination or an effect within a system
which is no longer that of presence but of différance, a system that no longer tolerates
the opposition of activity and passivity, nor that of cause and effect, or of indetermi-
nation and determination, etc.” (MP, 16). He further notes that, in speaking of
“consciousness as an effect or a determination,” he is (as we saw earlier) operating,
“for strategic reasons that can be more or less lucidly deliberated and systematically
calculated,” employing the language (“lexicon”) he is interested in “delimiting” (MP,
17).

As before, Derrida’s case is reasonably clear and even plausible as a critique of a
metaphysical foundationalism that gives an absolute privilege to immediate subjec-
tive experience and does not recognize that subjectivity itself depends on linguistic
capacity. Analytic philosophers such as Sellars, McDowell, and Brandom have made
similar cases, and we can readily imagine calibrating Derrida’s line of thought along
their lines. (In this regard, Richard Rorty has suggested some promising parallels.)
But, again as before, Derrida eschews any such approach and insists on making his
case by developing a “language of différance” that falls into incoherence in trying to
make différance an anti-metaphysical metaphysical principle. The remainder of his
essay, which derives talk of différance from reflections on Heideggerian themes, is
strongly marked by the obscurity of this incoherence.

I will pass over Derrida’s transitional discussion of Nietzsche, Freud, Lacan, and
Levinas (MP, 17-21) and turn directly to his reflections on the relation of différance
to Heidegger’s thought, focusing, moreover, on Derrida’s central reading of Heidegger’s
essay on the Anaximander Fragment (the one remaining fragment we have from the
pre-Socratic philosopher’s writings). Derrida begins from Heidegger’'s claim that
the metaphysical tradition of Western thought has “forgotten Being” by forgetting the
essential distinction between Being and beings (the things that are). “Heidegger
recalls that the forgetting of Being forgets the difference between Being and beings.”
As a result, for Heidegger, “the difference between Being and beings. .. has disap-
peared without leaving a trace” (MP, 23). Now, Derrida tells us, “différance (is) (itself)
other than absence and presence.” As neither absent nor present, it must be under-
stood as a trace; or, noting its status beyond action and passion, we can say (in what
is effectively a middle voice), “it traces” (MP, 23).

We must, therefore, understand différance through the notion of the trace. A trace
is, of course, not a presence. “It properly has no site” because it “dislocates itself,
displaces itself, refers itself.” Derrida expresses this self-displacement by saying that
“erasure belongs to its [the trace’s] structure” (MP, 24). The point, then, is not just
that the trace is always subject to erasure but also that “erasure . . . constitutes it from
the outset of the trace.” The problem here is that the idea of a trace has been
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radicalized to the point of unintelligibility. We ordinarily understand a trace as a
small remnant of something that had been more fully present. A trace, therefore, is
a presence, just less of one than there was previously. Différance, however, is said to
be not a presence of any sort, nor is it the trace of anything that has been more fully
present. In what sense, then, could it possibly be a trace?

Derrida develops his account in specifically Heideggerian terms, saying that “the
erasure of the early trace (die friihe Spur) of difference is...the ‘same’ as its tracing
in the text of metaphysics” (MP, 24). In the language of metaphysics, such a struc-
ture is highly paradoxical, since we are required to say (speaking the language of
presence) that “the present [is] the sign of the sign, the trace of the trace.” Derrida
does not explain how this follows, but presumably the idea is that the present itself
derives from différance and so is the “residue” or trace of différance, therefore itself not
a presence but a trace (though Derrida also says the present is “a trace of the erasure
of the trace,” which would make différance the erasure of a trace). In any case, such
statements make no sense in terms of any ordinary understanding of “present” and
can be understood only as a way of rejecting the entire framework in which we think
of things as present or absent. We might think that Derrida is endorsing some sort
of process metaphysics, for which there is no being but only a becoming, with
nothing that itself becomes. This way of thinking has its own problems about intel-
ligibility, but Derrida does not suggest that this is what he means and would presum-
ably reject it, as Heidegger does, as just another version of metaphysics. Derrida
maintains that it is via the trace, so understood, that “the text of metaphysics is
comprehended.” Presumably, this means that we cannot take the claims of metaphysi-
cians, who speak of being and presence, at face value, but must read them in terms
of différance as trace. Doing this, Derrida says, means that we read metaphysics
through its limit; but this limit does not surround what it limits (is not at its margins)
but traverses it, putting its “limit” at its very center. But how can something be both
at the center and at the limit of metaphysics? There is nothing wrong with paradoxi-
cal (apparently contradictory) language to formulate difficult truths. But there is an
obligation to show how the language is, in fact, not contradictory. Here Derrida’s
obscurity consists in his failure to show this non-self-contradictory status of his own
discourse. The problem is only intensified by Derrida’s further characterizations of
the trace as “simultaneously traced and erased” and therefore both living and dead.
Nor does he help matters by drawing a cryptic comparison between a trace, which
is “living its simulation of life’s preserved inscription” and the text of metaphysics,
which is a “pyramid,” not a boundary (une borne) one could jump over but like an
inscription carved into a stone wall, needing to be deciphered, “a text without a
voice” (MP, 24). Quite simply, Derrida’s text gives us no way of making coherent
sense of these claims. Derrida does betray some sense of contradiction as a problem
for his account of différance as trace. He says that “one can think [trace] without
contradiction or, at least, without granting any pertinence to such contradiction.
The way to do this is to think of the trace as both “perceptible and imperceptible”
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(MP, 24). It is imperceptible in the sense that “the ‘early trace’ of difference is lost in
an invisibility without return.” But it is nonetheless perceptible because “its very loss
is sheltered, retained, seen, delayed. In a text. In the form presence” (MP, 24). In this
way we have a “contradiction without contradiction.” The only charitable way to
read this passage is as maintaining that the apparent contradiction in Heidegger and
Derrida’s formulation is due to two different meanings of “perceptible.” The trace is
not perceptible because it is “lost in an invisibility without return,” but perceptible
because “its very loss is sheltered, retained, seen, delayed.” But there is no resolution
of the apparent contradiction in this distinction. The trace is said to be lost, invisible,
and without return; but at the same time retained, seen, and delayed. What is lost is
not retained, what is invisible is not seen, and what is without return is not (merely)
delayed. So the contradiction is not resolved and we are left with the meta-level
contradiction of Derrida’s claim to have presented a “contradiction without
contradiction.”

Finally, Derrida uses Heidegger’s discussion to suggest that trace and différance
“refer us beyond the history of Being” (MP, 25). (I pass over his transition to this
suggestion through reflections on Heidegger’s proposal of Brauch (customary usage)
to translate Anaximander’s to kheron.) If trace and différance refer us beyond the
history of Being, do they not, Derrida asks, also refer us “beyond our language and
everything that can be named in it?” And do they not therefore “call for a necessarily
violent transformation of [the language of Being]| by an entirely other language?”
(MP, 25) Such a language — the language of trace and différance — would, of course,
be “other than the text of Western metaphysics”: because it “vanishes quickly,” the
trace “escapes every determination, every name it might receive in the metaphysical
text.” (But it is also true that “it is sheltered and therefore dissimulated, in these
names” [MP, 25].) If the trace “does not appear in [these names] as the trace ‘itself’ . ..
this is because it could never appear itself, as such” (MP, 25). Similarly, “there is no
essence of différance: it (is) that which not only could never be appropriated in the as
such of its name or its appearing, but also that which threatens the authority of the
as such in general, of the presence of the thing itself in its essence” (MP, 25-26). So,
it seems, the way to conceive différance is to conceive it as that which cannot “appear
itself, as such” and that which has no essence. From this it follows that “there is
neither a Being nor truth of the play of writing such as it engages différance” (MP,
26). That différance cannot appear as such reinforces Derrida’s initial claim that dif-
férance “refers us beyond the history of Being.” Nonetheless, Derrida goes on to say
that “for us, différance remains a metaphysical name,” apparently because names are
“as names, metaphysical” (MP, 26). In particular, this is so when “these names state
the determination of différance as the difference between present and absence” and,
especially, “as the difference of Beings and being” (MP, 26). It follows that, precisely
as “‘older’ than Being. .. différance has no name in our language”; it is “unname-
able,” and not because our language does not yet have a name for it or even because
we need another language (“outside the finite system of our own”) to name it.
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Différance is unnameable “because there is no name for it at all, . .. not even that of
‘différance,” which is not a name” (MP, 26). The reason “différance” is not a name is
that it lacks “nominal unity”; it “unceasingly dislocates itself in a chain of differing
and deferring substitutions” (MP, 26). By saying that “différance” is not a name,
Derrida insists that he does not mean that it is an “ineffable Being which no name
could approach.” The unnameability of différance arises simply because “it is the play
which makes possible nominal effects, the relative unitary and atomic structures that
are called names” (MP, 26). So, for example, even “the nominal effect, ‘différance,””
isitself “enmeshed” in “chains of substitution” that are made possible by “the play of
this unnameable” (MP, 26-27). It seems, then, that when we try to name this
unnameable with the name “différance,” we fail to do so, because precisely as a name
“différance” is possible only because of the play of the unnameable we are trying to
name. Here we again encounter the obscurity of logical incoherence. Derrida wants
to say that différance is unnameable. However, because for us saying anything about
something requires naming it, we will inevitably have to say that “différance” is the
name of the unnameable, which implies that what can have no name has a name.

According to Derrida the conclusion of this entire discourse (it would be knowl-
edge, “if it were simply a question here of something to know”) “is that there has
never been, never will be, a unique word, a master-name” (MP, 27). What we need
to think, rather, is that “there will be no unique name, even if it were the name of
Being.” And “we must think this without nostalgia” — affirm it, with a Nietzschean
laugh and dance (MP, 27). This, he says, will mean giving up “Heideggerian hope,”
which centers on the “quest for the proper word and the unique name.” But “inscribed
in the simulated affirmation of différance” is the question of whether there can be an
“alliance of speech and Being in the unique word.” However, to attempt to speak the
language of différance is not, as Derrida suggests here, merely to deny that there is a
“master-name” that could, for example, be the unique name of Being. It is also to
undertake a project that, for all Derrida has to say about it, remains irreducibly self-
contradictory. It is to claim to speak a language that cannot be a language. The
ultimate obscurity of Derrida’s text is to continually trade on this and similar con-
tradictions without ever indicating how they can be resolved.

Conclusion: The Obscurity of Différance

What, then, have we learned from our effort at a close reading of “Différance”?' We
can say that Derrida’s essay has a rather arch beginning, putting forward substantive
claims without justification and discussing topics with no explanation of their rele-
vance. He also sometimes replaces argument with puns and other forms of linguistic
play, and he often assumes the reader’s acquaintance with Lacan, Heidegger, and
other difficult thinkers. All of this is disorienting, especially for readers not already
well acquainted with Derrida’s work, but the persistent reader can eventually get a
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good sense of what his topic and approach is: a rejection of traditional metaphysics,
particularly its notion of presence, though a development of a notion that he calls
“différance.”

A deeper problem of obscurity arises because, although Derrida makes it clear
what he wants his leitmotiv, différance, to do — undermine the basic assumptions of
traditional metaphysics — he is not clear about how he proposes to do this. It is, in
particular, unclear, from very early on, how there could be a language of différance,
when the whole point of the term seems to be to undermine the sort of stability
required for any linguistic expression. Derrida’s “semantic analysis” of différance is,
on the other hand, quite lucid and suggests an interesting argument from the essen-
tially differential nature of linguistic meaning to the untenability of metaphysical
claims about the fundamental role of presence and subjectivity. Admittedly, this line
of argument is merely sketched in the present essay. But Derrida has elsewhere (e.g.,
in Speech and Phenomena and Of Grammatology) offered a more detailed case. Unfor-
tunately, Derrida’s focus in “Différance” and in much of his other major works is less
on arguing in an accessible way against the metaphysics of presence and more on
developing a radically new vocabulary, the language of différance, that is supposed
to somehow subvert or undermine the traditional philosophical vocabulary that, he
maintains, supports presence-centered thinking. The problem, as we have seen
repeatedly, is that he is unable to develop this new language in a coherent way. Every
formulation is paradoxical, that is, apparently self-contradictory, and Derrida never
makes a convincing effort to resolve the contradictions. Supplying this lack has been
a major enterprise of sympathetic commentators, who receive minimal help from
Derrida’s texts and are, in any case, always suspected of misrepresenting the true
originality of his position. There are those who find charm and even profundity in
this accumulation of paradoxes with no effort to explain or resolve them. Such
writing may be a distinctive genre of literature, producing an aesthetic frisson by
repeatedly skimming the edge of contradiction. But it is very hard to see what it
contributes to philosophical understanding.

I am not claiming that this sort of obscurity destroys Derrida’s philosophical con-
tribution. There is still much that we can learn from his work. But obscurity does
infuse the work, making it unnecessarily difficult to extract the veins of philosophical
gold. The above line of criticism may seem to derive from a refusal to take Derrida’s
project seriously in its own terms, to insist on analytic criteria of “clarity” that beg
the question against what he is doing. I do not agree with this response, since, in my
view, the sort of non-contradiction I am insisting on is essential to any genuine com-
munication. Let me nonetheless try to make my point in a way that explicitly derives
from Derrida’s project.

Derrida’s essay does not undertake to refute the doctrine of presence: insofar as
he tries to do this, the project is carried out in his critique of Husserl in Speech and
Phenomena and in various “deconstructions” of classical distinctions in Of Gram-
matology and elsewhere. Rather, he is trying to develop a language to replace (or at
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least oppose) the traditional philosophical languages built around presence. This
language flows from “différance,” a term designed to escape from and undermine all
the allegedly fundamental distinctions of traditional philosophy. But once the lan-
guage of traditional philosophy has been discredited, why replace (or supplement) it
with another language? Why not just turn away from the philosophical use of lan-
guage and restrict ourselves to the sublunary domains that require no claims of
ultimate truth? (Why not, in other words, just go Rortyan?) Here there would seem
to be two possible responses: (1) that, although the ultimate truth cannot be expressed
in the distinctions of traditional philosophical language, it can be expressed (or at
least approached) via the non-dichotomous language of différance; (2) that we con-
tinually tend to absolutize the dichotomies of our language and need the language
of différance as a counter to this tendency. We could, that is, see différance as either
itself the language of ultimate truth or as the language that protects us from the
illusion of ultimate truth.

The problem I see for Derrida is that, although his official position of course
requires response (2), his actual deployment of the language of différance leads him
to (1). Nor is this an accident. Although we may have an unfortunate tendency
toward the metaphysics of presence and so need continual reminders against it, Der-
rida’s language of différance is not suited for this purpose. Neutralizing the tendency
requires recognizing precise ways that standard dichotomies go wrong when they
are extended too far (e.g., a detailed analysis of the mistake made when, to use an
example of Rorty’s, we move from distinguishing between a real and a fake Rolex to
asking whether even a real Rolex is really real). Evoking différance (or trace, etc.)
provides no such analysis; it at best provides a generic retrospective label for all the
results of such substantive analyses: there's another example of différance.

At the same time, the language of différance is best suited as a way of talking (or
trying to talk) about an ineffable non-conceptual truth that escapes all ordinary
language. This way of trying to talk is apparent from the fact that Derrida continu-
ally has to steer us away from taking this language as an effort to describe ultimate
reality (the constant bracketing and scare quotes and promissory notes deferring the
task of deconstructing misleading expressions such as “source,” “cause,” and “prior”).
It is also apparent from the strong similarity of différance-talk to traditional negative
theology and the ease with which such talk blends with late Heideggerian hopes for
an understanding of Being beyond the metaphysics of presence. Derrida obviously
wants to dissociate himself from both these enterprises, but his evocation of différance
is an obstacle, not an aid, to this effort. As such, it undermines his own project.

Note

1 It might be pointed out that close reading is not the only way of trying to understand
“Différance.” Most importantly, there are other writings by Derrida, particularly the
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books of 1967, VP, WD, and OG, which provide essential background on “Différance.”
There is also a discussion between Derrida and his audience that followed his presentation
of “Différance” as a public lecture, and of course the reams of explications produced over
decades by commentators trying to explicate this now classic text. But readers turn to
such materials precisely because of the obscurity of Derrida’s essay. Moreover, it is not as
if Derrida’s other works are on the whole more accessible than “Différance.” The problem
of his obscurity just intensifies, as when we turn to the 1967 books, which themselves
are highly resistant to close reading. Derrida can be clearer in informal discussions and
interviews, but these have nothing like the interpretative authority of his formal publica-
tions, and he would be the first to warn us that informal explanations are oversimplified,
that, as he so often insists, “it is much more complicated than this.” The size and nature
of the Derrida commentary industry is the clearest indication of the obscurity of his
work. There are major contemporary philosophers (mostly analytic, such as Rawls and
Kripke) who write clearly about highly difficult issues and attract many commentators
primarily interested in evaluating or extending their work. But the major selling point of
most of the best Derrida commentaries (e.g., Caputo 1987, 1997; Critchley 1992; Lawlor
2002) is that they put the reader in a better position to understand his otherwise bewil-
dering texts.
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5

Metaphor and Analogy in Derrida

GEOFFREY BENNINGTON

Derrida’s earlier work (up to and including the books published in 1972) has a good
deal to say about the question of metaphor. “Metaphor is never innocent,” says
Derrida in an essay from 1963 (WD, 17). That lack of “innocence” goes a long way,
apparently, as metaphor is “everything in language except the verb ‘be’” (WD, 7).
Very strikingly in view of Derrida’s later thematic interest in the question of animal-
ity, metaphor is also presented in a piece on Edmond Jabes as an “animality of the
letter,” as “the primary and infinite equivocality of the signifier as Life” (WD, 88—89).
Metaphor as this kind of animal life of language is indeed almost the whole of lan-
guage, “if there is history only through language and if language (except when it
names being itself or nothing: almost never) is elementarily metaphorical” (WD,
114). An indirect way of getting at that being or nothing can apparently by found
by thinking metaphor as metaphor: “Before being a rhetorical procedure in lan-
guage, metaphor would be the welling up of language itself. And philosophy is only
this language; can only at best and in an unusual sense of this expression, speak it,
say metaphor itself, which comes down to thinking it in the silent horizon of non-
metaphor: Being” (WD, 140). These early scattered (and quite obscure) reflections
seem to call for a more systematic approach, and this is duly provided, especially in
the important 1971 essay “White Mythology,” along with its subsequent follow-up
piece “The Retrait of Metaphor” (1978), designed to clarify the earlier essay in light
of Paul Ricoeur’s (1977) (mis)reading of it. “White Mythology” will provide the
matrix for the early part of our discussion here, and can plausibly be seen to be a
provisional culmination of Derrida’s thinking on this matter. Late Derrida talks less
directly about metaphor and more about analogy, and in doing so returns to the
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question of being which is not so prominent in “White Mythology” itself, and I will
present some of those late reflections in the latter part of this chapter.

1. “White Mythology”

“White Mythology” argues for a certain irreducibility of “metaphor in the text of
philosophy” (this phrase is the article’s subtitle). Although this gesture has often
been understood as a promotion or celebration of the “literary” aspects of philo-
sophical texts over their “conceptual” aspects, or as what Habermas sternly called a
“leveling of the genre distinction” between philosophy and literature (Habermas
1987, 185f1f.), it seems clear that that is not quite what Derrida is doing in his essay.
There already exists a quite traditional literary, poetic, or rhetorical attempt at a
reduction of concept to metaphor: Derrida illustrates it on the basis of a text by
Anatole France' quoted in the opening part of the essay, according to which concepts
are really no more than hidden, effaced, or “dead” metaphors, coins worn smooth
by centuries of use. This involves a double process for which Derrida uses the French
word usure, meaning both (1) wearing or wearing away — the original sensory
meaning of philosophical terms has on this view become worn away through
repeated usage — and (2) a philosophical form of usury whereby the value of the
original term is increased through the increased spirituality supposedly gained in
that wearing away. Despite its manifest interest, and the surprisingly varied collec-
tion of authors who have espoused it, this is a view of philosophy that Derrida is
explicitly not endorsing in his text. “It goes without saying that the question of meta-
phor as we are repeating it here, far from belonging to this problematic and sharing
its presuppositions, ought to the contrary delimit them” (MP, 215): this “delimita-
tion” — both tracing the limits and undoing them — involves among other things
identifying in this tradition a “symbolist” and noun-based view of language that is
certainly not Derrida’s own. No more is Derrida quite advancing a theory of meta-
phor in this essay, as some analytic philosophers might have been tempted to think,
seeing in this text an apparent engagement with an issue recognizable to them.?
Rather, as is often the case in Derrida’s writing in the 1960s and 1970s, his point is
at least in part to resist the then somewhat triumphalistic claims of the so-called
“human sciences,” which were busy claiming to reduce philosophy to a variety of
positive — especially linguistic or at least discursive — conditions. This resistance
involves something of a defense of (transcendental) philosophy against such attempted
reductions: but that defense is always merely provisional, and always leads Derrida
to a further questioning of the transcendental as such, in a way (often since Rodolphe
Gasché’s important book The Tain of the Mirror called “quasi-transcendental”)’ that in
fact threatens the traditional claims of philosophy more radically than the “human
sciences” ever could. The potentially confusing unity of the two gestures — or rather
the double gesture — involved here (a certain defense of philosophy that seems to
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leave philosophy in ruins, that just being deconstruction “itself”) is still far from
having been fully understood in the current Continental Philosophy scene, which
seems largely to have ignored the difficult implications of Derrida’s thinking and to
have bifurcated between a continuation of the “human science” reduction route
(more especially in the wake of Foucault), and an unabashed attempt to reinstate
the most traditional transcendental claims of philosophy as ontology and metaphys-
ics (more especially in the wake of Badiou).

Proposing neither a theory of metaphor, nor promoting a particular practice of
metaphor, “White Mythology” attempts to show (1) that “metaphor” is a philosophi-
cal concept (“metaphor remains, in all its essential features, a classical philosopheme,
a metaphysical concept” [MP, 219]), and so cannot be applied to philosophy from the
outside by rhetoric or poetics to dominate or reduce philosophy as the human sci-
ences might wish; (2) that philosophy itself cannot in principle dominate or master
its own metaphors (or “the metaphorical”) from the inside by means of that concept;
and (3) that this means that philosophy is unable to secure the propriety of any
concept whatsoever, is unable in other words to establish its “one and only thesis,”
namely “the thesis that constitutes the concept of metaphor, the opposition of the
proper and the non-proper, of essence and accident, or intuition and discourse, or
thought and language, or the intelligible and the sensible, etc.” (MP, 229). Through
what can seem to be a bewildering array of references and quotations, including
critical accounts of some previous attempts to discuss metaphor in philosophy, most
of which I leave aside here, the essay makes its most substantive claims initially via
a formal argument (advanced in the section untranslatably entitled “Plus de méta-
phore”), and then through a close reading of Aristotle’s account of metaphor, taken
by Derrida to provide the matrix for all subsequent philosophical discussion, and
constituting Derrida’s most sustained reading of Aristotle in his published work. The
relationship between the more formal and the more historical aspects of the essay
itself raises questions to which we shall return.

The deceptively simple formal argument of the “Plus de métaphore” section goes
as follows: philosophy appeals to a number of “basic” or “fundamental” or “founda-
tional” concepts (already so many metaphors). It is tempting to try to identify one
such concept on the basis of which all the rest can be explained, or to which all the
rest can ultimately be reduced. But the attempt to do this involves removing the one
concept supposed to do the explaining or reducing from the field of concepts to be
explained: so at best it can explain everything except itself. If I try to say in the wake
of the Anatole France dialogue: “all philosophical concepts are really only (dead or
effaced) metaphors,” then I withdraw the concept of metaphor from the set of con-
cepts thus supposedly explained: as the untranslatable title of this section of the
essay explicitly suggests, this means that there is no more (“plus de”) any concept of
metaphor in the set of concepts thus explained, and one more (“plus de”) metaphor
left over from the explanation of all the other concepts in the field, which renders
the explanation incomplete. This simple but powerful argument creates insuperable
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difficulties both for a traditional transcendental philosophy (it is stuck with a sup-
posedly all-explaining concept it cannot itself explain: in due course we will wonder
what happens when this concept is that of “being” itself), and for a “human sciences”
discourse (it claims to be reducing all transcendentals to some positive condition and
cannot see that in so doing it is itself helplessly in thrall to a transcendental concept
it is surreptitiously or blindly using to operate the supposed reduction in the first
place). This argument seems to work with devastating effects on any claimed reduc-
tion of philosophy (be it to the social, the material, the historical, the linguistic, the
psychic, and so on), and shows the human sciences to be unable to account for their
own ability to do what they claim to be doing, but it also works to prevent any sym-
metrical triumphalism on the part of the philosopher, on this account left holding a
transcendental term that is in and of itself perfectly useless:

On the one hand, it is impossible to dominate philosophical metaphorics as such, from
outside, by using a concept of metaphor which remains a philosophical product. Only
philosophy would seem to wield any authority over its own metaphorical productions.
But, on the other hand, for the same reason philosophy is deprived of what it provides
itself. Its instruments belonging to its field, philosophy is incapable of dominating its
general tropology and metaphorics. It could perceive its metaphorics only around a
blind spot or central deafness. The concept of metaphor would describe this contour,
but it is not even certain that the concept thereby circumscribes an organizing center;
and this formal law holds for every philosopheme. (MP, 228)

Derrida’s effort will be to avoid these two symmetrical positions, which the formal
argument shows to be unsatisfactory, and shows indeed to constitute something of
an aporia, but one which that argument in and of itself does nothing to resolve.

The point is not, however, to consolidate symmetrically what Polyphilos [one of the
characters in the Anatole France dialogue] chooses as his target; rather to deconstruct
the metaphysical and rhetorical schemas at work in his critique, not in order to reject
them and throw them out but to reinscribe them otherwise and above all to begin
to identify the historico-problematic terrain on which it was possible systematically to
demand of philosophy the metaphorical credentials of its concepts. (MP, 215)

For the aporia to be more interesting than a mere blind alley, “White Mythology”
proposes a second type of approach, which at least at first has a more “historical”
feel than the formal argument rehearsed above. “Historical,” however, in a very
“long” sense of the term — Derrida is implicitly critical of Foucault for making claims
about the specificity of thinking about language in the “classical age” without paying
due attention to the longer genealogical sequences which lead back from that sup-
posed “age” to the ancients — and here that “historical” approach notably involves
a close reading of Aristotle’s doctrine of metaphor. As always in deconstructive
work, the point is neither to endorse Aristotle nor to refute him, but to show how
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the Aristotelian account of metaphor opens itself up, somewhat in spite of itself, to
possibilities it cannot quite account for in terms of its “official” doctrine. These pos-
sibilities will allow Derrida to postulate a kind of “originary metaphoricity” that will
itself be shown to precede the terms of the aporia identified by the formal “plus de”
argument, and thereby to open onto the “eve” of philosophy, a “tropic and pre-
philosophical resource” that is answerable neither to criteria of propriety nor to the
philosophical concept of metaphor (which requires a contrastive notion of the proper).
On the basis of that originary metaphoricity, which then converges with other Der-
ridean terms such as archi-writing, différance, trace, and pharmakon, another possibil-
ity opens up that cannot itself be captured within the initial terms of the debate
(most notably the oppositional terms of proper and figural). “White Mythology”
shows this process at work with a clarity perhaps greater than that of other essays
from this period, and one understands why it is on the basis of this very text that
Gasché should have developed his influential account of the “quasi-transcendental”
as a way of understanding what Derrida is doing in general.

Aristotle’s account of metaphor, then, puts in place the basic parameters within
which metaphor will be discussed in the subsequent tradition. Metaphor, understood
within a philosophy of language firmly centered on the word and especially the
noun, is a “transfer” of meaning from one noun to another. Although such a transfer
clearly compromises the strict propriety of naming, it is not simply to be condemned
by the philosopher, to the extent that it can be understood within a more general
theory of mimesis. Metaphor understood in this way is the result of a natural human
propensity to see similarities or resemblances: the perception of similarities is pleas-
urable and it can give rise to knowledge. Within this understanding, the best type of
metaphor (arguably in fact the only kind within Aristotle’s classification that would
today be called a metaphor) is the kind that works by proportional analogy: when I
say that old age is the evening of life, or that the lion is king of the jungle, I am
working with a relationship between two pairs of terms (old age is to life what
evening is to day, the lion is to the jungle what the king is to the kingdom, a is to b
what c is to d) such that the terms of each pair can exchange places on the basis of
a perceived similarity between the two relations. In the actual statement of such a
metaphor, however, at most only three of the four terms are usually stated, meaning
that the reader has to find the fourth which remains implicit: when she does so, the
effort of finding it is rewarded with pleasure and knowledge. In other words, meta-
phor allows for a certain risk with respect to meaning and truth (perhaps I simply
won't find the fourth term and so remain ignorant and unhappy) in the interests of
a return to a revivified propriety (I understand more clearly the true nature of old
age after this — however minimal — risk of not actually finding the fourth term at all).
Metaphor (at least “good” metaphor) works in the service of (proper) meaning and
truth, but in doing so puts the propriety of meaning at least minimally at risk, and
to that extent is always to some extent “bad” (MP, 251). Derrida will pursue this
moment of risk via an argument that is probably more familiar from slightly later
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work, namely the argument of structural or necessary possibility. For the metaphor to
function correctly in this Aristotelian schema, there must be the risk of not finding
the fourth term: this means that metaphor is always marked by a “necessarily-
possibly-not” (just as, in a famous essay from the same year, a performative can be
felicitous only if it involves the necessary possibility that it misfire, and, a few years
later, the arrival of a letter at its destination is made possible, and will remain haunted
by, the necessary possibility of its non-arrival). There is an implicit story, a “secret
narrative” as Derrida calls it (MP, 243), in the process of metaphor, and there is a
danger that that story will have no satisfactory end. This danger is increased when
the metaphor is stated without any proper term being used: in Aristotle’s example,
on the basis of the proportional analogy between Ares and his shield on the one hand
and Dionysos and his cup on the other, I can refer to the cup as “Dionysos’ shield,”
but I can also leave out any literal reference and say “cup without wine” and mean
“shield.” As Derrida points out (and as Borges memorably illustrates in his essay on
the Icelandic kenningar), this process can then go on further:

No reference properly being named in such a metaphor, the figure is carried off into
the adventure of a long, implicit sentence, a secret narrative which nothing assures us
will lead us back to the proper name. The metaphorization of metaphor, its bottomless
overdeterminability, seems to be inscribed in the structure of metaphor. (MP, 243)

And more importantly, suppose there is a case where not only is the fourth term more
or less hard to find, but there simply is not a proper term for it. Aristotle himself gives
an example of such a case: the sun relates to the light it sheds like a sower relates to
the grain he sows, but there is no proper term in Greek available for what the sun is
doing here. At this point the metaphor seems nonetheless to function, but in the
radical absence of a first or final proper term. According to a “metaphor” that Derrida
pursues throughout his text, there is a non-reappropriable dissemination of light and
meaning that Aristotle struggles to bring back into the logic of the one, the proper,
and the natural that determines philosophical discussion of metaphor throughout
the tradition.

On the basis of this example of a possibly radical non-propriety, Derrida attempts
to show that Aristotle’s explicit doctrine of metaphor (as always supposed to return
to the proper and the true) is in fact radically compromised. For metaphors always
involve, at least implicitly, a reference to the sun (one of the essential properties of
which we now know has no proper name). Metaphor affects everything under the
sun (all metaphors are thus “heliotropic” in Derrida’s words) and this means every-
thing under the sun is affected by an essential non-propriety: if the sun is irreducibly
metaphorical, with no final proper term to be recovered, then so is everything in the
sensory world: instead of a unitary light shed by an organizing solar center, we have
a shimmering, plural, nocturnal, stellar, or even artificial light:
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If the sun can “sow,” this is because its name is inscribed in a system of relations that
constitutes it. This name is no longer the proper name of a unique thing onto which
metaphor would supervene; it has already begun to say the multiple, divided origin ...
If Aristotle does not concern himself with this consequence of his theory, it is no doubt
because it contradicts the philosophical value of aletheia, the proper appearing of the
propriety of what is, the entire system of concepts which invest the philosopheme
“metaphor,” burden it down by delimiting it. By barring its movement ... (MP, 244)

The concept of metaphor (as here exemplarily developed by Aristotle), is, then, offi-
cially speaking (i.e., in terms of Aristotle’s manifest intention, meaning by this not
some projected or imagined content of his mind but simply the reading that his text
most obviously proposes of itself), the concept of metaphor-resolving-into-the-
proper: but the text also provides resources that undermine that “official” position by
opening up the (necessary) possibility of a dissemination, beyond mere polysemia,
that cannot be securely recovered by the notion of the proper, and thus escapes
Aristotle’s notions of meaning and indeed of the human:

A noun is proper when it has only one meaning. Better, it is only in this case that it is
properly a noun. Univocity is the essence, or better, the telos of language. No philosophy
as such has ever renounced this Aristotelian ideal. Aristotle recognized that a word can
have several meanings. This is a fact. But this fact has right of entry into language only
to the extent that the polysemia is finite, that the different significations are limited in
number and above all sufficiently distinct, each one remaining one and identifiable.
Language is what it is, language, only to the extent that it can then master and analyze
polysemia. Without remainder. A nonmasterable dissemination is not even a polysemia,
it belongs to the outside of language. ... Whenever polysemia is irreducible, when no
unity of meaning is even promised to it, one is outside language. And consequently
outside humanity. What is proper to man is, no doubt, to be able to make metaphors,
but in order to mean some thing, and only one. In this sense, the philosopher, who has
only ever one thing to say, is the man of man. (MP, 295-296, 247-248)

Quite against its own manifest intention, then, Aristotle’s text itself provides the
means to begin to think a non-humanist and non-logocentric functioning of lan-
guage, and so of a language that would no longer simply “be” language. Further on
in the text, in the context of a discussion of later rhetoricians, Derrida suggests that
the notion of catachresis, which names a kind of figure for which no proper equiva-
lent exists, might be a useful term here, and glosses what is at stake in it in a
footnote:

What interests us here is then this production of a proper meaning, a new sort of proper
meaning [i.e., one that is not in fact proper in any usual sense] through the violence of a
catachresis the intermediary status of which tends to escape from the opposition of the
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primitive and the figured, occupying the “middle” between them. When the middle of
an opposition is not the passage of a mediation, there is every chance that the opposi-
tion is not pertinent. The consequence is without measure. (MP, 255-256n.)

As is often the case in the earlier years of his thinking, Derrida has, then, through
a process of reading, put pressure on a concept that is, metaphysically speaking,
constitutively secondary. As with the concept of sign in Voice and Phenomenon, or of
writing in Of Grammatology, the metaphysical determination of metaphor is that
of its tendential disappearance in the service of meaning and truth. Whence the
thought that the concept of metaphor as thought by philosophy is the concept of
metaphor’s disappearance or death, its resolution or sublation into a recovered pro-
priety. And just as, in Voice and Phenomenon, one can attempt a certain effacement of
the metaphysical concept of the sign as constitutively (self-)effacing in the service
of meaning — that’s logocentrism — by insisting on the sign itself as not quite so (self-)
effacing, as never entirely recoverable by the metaphysics of presence, so here the
“death of metaphor” that just is the classical concept of metaphor can be resisted by
holding metaphor short of that death, and thus by suggesting another death of meta-
phor, whereby metaphor becomes generalized and no longer opposable to any coun-
tervailing “proper.” Once metaphor is generalized or disseminated in this way and
has no contrary, no contrastive “proper,” it can no longer strictly be called “meta-
phor” (whence the appeal to the term “catachresis”: or, in “The Retrait of Metaphor,”
the eponymous and untranslatable word retrait, marking both metaphor’s retreat or
retracting from the scene —it has no contrary and knows no bounds, and thus escapes
restrictive definition — and its retracing as something other than it always was). This
generalized or “originary metaphoricity,” here, as in “The Double Session,” associ-
ated by Derrida with the notion of a syntax in excess of any semantics (DIS, 193,
211, 220), then becomes, in a fashion entirely characteristic of Derrida’s earlier
work, one name for the general milieu out of which the classical opposition of the
metaphorical and the proper could conceivably have emerged in the first place. The
“proper” (and its associated values) is then no longer the primary term, but a second-
ary determination of this originary metaphoricity, and therefore never entirely
proper at all. By this means we have avoided the symmetrical positions identified
earlier and made some progress in what looked like an aporia: positing this “originary
metaphoricity” endorses neither the metaphysical position nor its claimed “poetic”
or “rhetorical” reduction. Nor does this amount to a recommendation on Derrida’s
part of some deliberately chosen practice of uncontrolled figural drift (which is in any
case unavoidable [PSY1, 50-51]), still less to a proposal to read philosophy as though
it were poetry, but is an attempt to suggest that, “before” metaphysical oppositions
set in, an “earlier” movement can be thought, and shown to be at (variably subver-
sive) work in the very texts that are attempting most strenuously to control it, here
exemplarily in Aristotle.
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2. Analogy in “White Mythology” and in the Later Works

As always, the deconstructive reading is not brought to bear on its object from some
position of exteriority or superiority, and must itself enter into the logic of the text
being read (failing which it would not be a reading at all); and when the text in ques-
tion is philosophical, this means accepting, if only up to a point, a degree of stabiliza-
tion of meaning in the interests of some degree of conceptual clarity. The way in
which such stabilizations are provisionally accepted with a view to destabilization
elsewhere shows up in the Aristotle reading in a prima facie strange claim by Derrida
to do with the notion of analogy itself. As we have seen, “analogy” in the strong
sense of a proportional relation involving four terms provides Aristotle with his defi-
nition of the “best” kind of metaphor, and gives Derrida his opening to the affirma-
tion of the risk of semantic drift, dissemination, and perhaps the meaninglessness
and therefore inhumanity that his Aristotle cannot officially accept. Bringing out
this other dimension of Aristotle’s text involves among other things Derrida’s attrib-
uting to Aristotle a theory of “the analogy of being,” which in this essay he invokes
more than once without further explanation, and which is on the side of the “offi-
cial,” metaphysical Aristotle that Derrida’s reading is attempting to displace:

Everything, in the theory of metaphor, that is ordered according to this system of dis-
tinctions [i.e., the account of language based on the theory of proper naming] or at
least according to its principle, seems to belong to the great immobile chain of Aristo-
telian ontology, with its theory of the analogy of being, its logic, its epistemology, and
more precisely its poetics and itsrhetoric. . . . Analogyismetaphor parexcellence. . . . This
privilege articulates Aristotle’s entire metaphorology with his general theory of the
analogy of being. ... As soon as one admits that all the terms in an analogical relation
are already caught up, one by one, in a metaphorical relation, everything begins to
function no longer like a sun but like stars, the punctual source of truth or propriety
remaining invisible or nocturnal. Referring in any case, in Aristotle’s text, to the
problem of the proper name or the analogy of being. (MP, 236, 242, 244)

The third of these references calls up a footnote in which Derrida refers the reader
to work by his contemporary Pierre Aubenque. This reference is curious to say the
least, because one of the major claims of Aubenque’s book on Aristotle and several
subsequent articles* is that there is in fact no concept of an “analogy of being” in
Aristotle himself, and that it is a later, essentially Thomistic, invention designed to
bring Aristotle’s recognition of the “many ways” of saying being into harmony with
(neo-)Platonic and Christian doctrine. Although neither Aubenque nor Derrida
would have known this at the time, this is a position also taken by Heidegger at least
asearly as 1931.°> Aubenque convincingly shows that “analogy” in the sense invoked
by Aquinas in the doctrine of the analogia entis is precisely not analogy in the strong
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proportional sense used in Aristotle himself, notably in his description of metaphor,
and indeed that the so-called “analogy of being” could not occur in Aristotle, simply
because the strong sense of analogy requires two series of comparable terms, and
there is no second series to which “being” itself could conceivably be compared.
Aristotle’s pros hen view of the equivocality of “being” should not be understood on
the basis of analogy, but in the looser sense of a “focal meaning” toward which the
many ways of saying “being” are directed, but which does not entail any strictly
analogical relation (for example with a higher being, which is the point of the Tho-
mistic ontotheologization of Aristotle). Aristotle’s efforts to characterize the type of
unity that “being” might have in the face of its multiple and equivocal saying do not
in fact produce an “immobile ontological chain,” but a more or less loosely related
dispersion of at most dialectical investigations (Aubenque 1962, 205).

Derrida’sreferences to Aubenque’s work seem, then, curiously enough, to attribute
to the latter (and through him to Aristotle) a doctrine that is precisely not Aristotle’s.’
As is arguably quite often the case in Derrida’s treatment of Aristotle, the identifica-
tion of what is “metaphysical” in Aristotle seems to accept a tradition of reading
Aristotle in (neo-)Platonic and eventually Christian terms that Aristotle’s text might
also quite plausibly be said explicitly to resist. In the current case, this would mean
that there may be still more resources in Aristotle’s so-called “ontology” and the
pollachés legomenon of being than are explicitly being allowed for in “White Mythol-
ogy,” and it is at least arguable that these supplementary resources many years later
allow for Derrida’s more explicit return to the possibilities of analogy, even though this
return is never explicitly a return to Aristotle, but to that modern Aristotelian Immanuel
Kant, himself read with and against that even more modern Aristotelian Martin
Heidegger, from whose account of metaphor Derrida was already taking his rather
discreet distances in “White Mythology” (MP, 226 n. 29) as subsequently explained
at some length contra Ricoeur in “The Retrait of Metaphor.””

Aristotle allowed that analogy in the strict proportional sense could give rise to
knowledge, and therefore has a strictly philosophical interest beyond mere poetics.
This emphasis of the strict proportional sense indeed makes it seem as though meta-
phor as analogy is being philosophically tolerated only insofar as it returns to the
conceptin the end, ana logon, “according to the logos.” Derrida’s demonstration is that
this “return” must be affected by a “necessarily-possibly-not” that entails an “always-
in-some-sense-not” that remains to haunt the philosophical recovery of meaning
with the threat of loss. But if we accept Aubenque’s understanding of analogy in
Aristotle, whereby it is not and cannot be grounded in anything as immobile as an
“analogy of being,” then analogy is already being released from ontology, even in
Aristotle’s “official " position, in a way that can seem more germane to deconstruction
than might at first have appeared. Once the idea of an “analogy of being” is refused
as re-grounding in any simple unity the multiple sayings of being, then we might be
tempted to seek a further and more immediate affinity (or analogy?) between decon-
struction and analogy, and this does indeed appear to happen in Derrida’s later work.
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The trajectory of Derrida’s thought here is especially difficult to capture, but seems
to be circling around the question of being itself (it will be remembered that some
of Derrida’s earliest remarks on metaphor relate it, if a little obscurely, to the ques-
tion of being) and to involve a crucial detour via Heidegger, and more notably his
notion of the als-Struktur. As early as Aporias (first delivered as a lecture in 1992),
Derrida suggests that this als-Strukturin general becomes vulnerable once Heidegger's
eagerness to establish that only Dasein (as opposed to the animal) can die (rather
than merely end or perish) is called into question. If it can be shown (as Derrida
believes it can) that the distinction Heidegger wants to make in this regard between
Dasein and the animal is dogmatic, then the als-Struktur supposedly also reserved
for Dasein comes into doubt, as does the concept of the “world” with respect to which
Heidegger’s animal is notoriously “poor.” As always in such cases, Derrida’s point is
not so much to concede to “the animal” privileged features or abilities previously
reserved for man or Dasein, but to contest their being straightforwardly available to
man or Dasein in the first place. The doubt that Derrida opens as to Dasein’s supposed
access to what we might call the as such as such, and therefore as to Dasein’s clear
distinction from the animal, cannot help but recall (even though Aporias explicitly
mentions neither metaphor nor analogy) the much earlier association of metapho-
ricity with “the animality of the letter,” and the thought that the dissemination it
entails breaks with Aristotelian humanism: which will, much later, allow for a meas-
ured retrieval of what, now on the basis of Kant, Derrida comes to call humorously
the Alsobstruktur, his relation to which he summarizes by saying “I'm sometimes
tempted to act ‘as if’ I had no objections to Kant's ‘as if’s” (BS2, 271). If the Heideg-
gerian als comes to be affected by a quasi-Kantian als ob, then something like analogy
will have re-entered the picture in a way that will inevitably return us a little differ-
ently to the question of being, and indeed to the question of the analogy of being,
but — so the thought would go — to displaced versions of those questions, such that
they would no longer be mortgaged (as in Kant) to the official doctrine of the regula-
tive idea, nor (as in Heidegger) to the thought of a unifying gathering of being, albeit
supposedly under the sign of difference.® This question would then become a
crux for understanding Derrida’s general, notoriously complex, relationship with
Heidegger throughout his thinking.

The apparently humorous relation to the analogy as concentrated in Kant’s als ob
itself concentrates a good number of the most significant issues in Derrida’s later
thinking. If the Aristotle readings in “White Mythology” were, as is usually the case
with Derrida’s earlier work, more obviously concerned with questions of arché, of
origin, the pre-originary and pre-philosophical (the “eve of philosophy”) and the
nachtrdglich constitution of the origin after the fact of the faux départ, the later work
is more concerned with questions around the telos, the ends or the end. If the reading
of Aristotle was concerned to unsettle the proper and its propriety initially in terms of
where it comes from, the remarks about Kant in the later work (remarks that never
really amount to a sustained reading) are all concerned with where we might be
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going, with the teleologically inflected concepts that mark much of our “ethical and
political” thinking. This later concern is not of course absent from the earlier work,
and “White Mythology” itself describes the metaphysical definition of the death of
metaphor in explicitly teleological terms,’ so it would be possible to suggest that what
has been mistakenly termed the “ethical turn” in Derrida involves simply a more
explicit and sustained interrogation of the question of ends than was the case in the
early work.'”

It is striking that in “White Mythology” itself Derrida should spend some time on
the concept of the “idea,” and indeed use that discussion as a way of clarifying the
procedure of deconstruction, recognizing a semi-autonomous “syntax” of that
concept and term in Hegel, for example, but also recognizing the long historical tradi-
tion that brings “idea” to Hegel with at the very least an active memory of Plato.
And deconstruction always seems to involve a relationship between “syntax” in this
sense and traditionality (MP, 253—-255). This is all the more striking in our case
because nowhere in that discussion does Derrida mention Kant, Kant’s Idea, and
indeed Kant’s explicit retrieval of his Idea of Idea from a reading of Plato and Plato’s
Idea. But despite this absence from “White Mythology,”!! it is in his increasingly
explicit engagement with Kant’s so-called regulative idea that the later engagement
with analogy plays itself out.

The reasons why this might be so are not difficult to see. Although Derrida repeat-
edly, and from his earliest work, casts doubt on the motif of the “Idea in the Kantian
sense” (the more especially as it is wielded by Husserl), some appeal to that motif is
in fact instrumental in the deconstruction of phenomenology as a manifestation of
the “metaphysics of presence.” Precisely to the extent that the Idea (in the Kantian
sense) is infinitely deferred, at best the object of an endless asymptotic approach, it
can be used to undermine the watchword of phenomenology “to the things them-
selves” and thereby complicate the metaphysics of presence: phenomenology itself,
on Derrida’s reading of Husserl, is an Idea, and to that extent can never become fully
thematic to the phenomenological gaze. This situation is the root of the dramatic
conclusion to Voice and Phenomenon, where Husserl's “essential distinctions” are
shown to be incoherent in the light of this infinite deferral of the Idea, and where
the enigmatic slogan “infinite différance is finite” attempts to capture something of the
fallout from this situation. However difficult understanding that slogan remains, it
seems both to rely on an appeal to “Idea in the Kantian sense” and to undermine
it: and precisely this tension is what shows up in the word or concept “différance,”
which it is very tempting to read in terms of the Idea, but which must be distin-
guished from it if Derrida’s thinking is to be recognized in its specificity, and decon-
struction to be separable from critique. Although this complex issue can be tracked
across all of Derrida’s work (it is arguably the very crux of deconstruction), it shows
up in a specific way around the late return to the question of analogy. If, as I have
argued elsewhere (Bennington 2000a, 141-152), deconstruction is especially not
critique in the Kantian sense, then its relation to the Idea (and its attendant operator
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of analogy) needs to be clarified. Derrida does not seem always to been very impressed
by Kant's use of analogy (see, e.g., TRP, 117, which relates Kant's analogism to his
anthropocentrism, even though the same text suggests earlier some more mysterious
and interesting possibilities of analogy [TRP, 36]), and some late remarks are
extremely suggestive in this regard.

Kant’s regulative Idea always involves an “as if” that entails thinking by analogy.
We judge the world as if it were the product of an intelligent cause, and in so doing
invoke an analogy between, for example, natural organisms and the products of our
own technical activities. This merely analogical appeal prevents us from falling into
dogmatic metaphysics and alerts us to the danger of the transcendental illusion.
When Kant explicitly characterizes analogy, he indeed takes examples of the strict
four-term kind we saw in Aristotle’s description of metaphor. What is striking in
Kant’s descriptions, however, is that what analogy brings out is less the similarity
between the pairs of terms concerned (and the kind of knowledge supposed to flow
from that perception) than the heterogeneity between them. What the “as if” brings
me to when I think of God as an intelligent artificer of the universe is not the com-
forting thought that God works just like a human technician or artisan, but that
there is really no comparison at the very point of comparison.*?

It is this possibility within Kant's “as if” that Derrida appears to be developing.
Just as in the reading of Aristotle he developed resources that are demonstrably “in”
Aristotle’s text to lead to a point beyond Aristotle’s manifest intentions (the more so
once we clarify further the issue of the “analogy of being”), so Derrida pursues and
radicalizes Kant’s “asif ” by pursuing this potential of heterogeneity in Kant’s account
of analogy. The most explicit attempt to do this on Derrida’s part comes in the impor-
tant late text “The University without Condition,” which plays throughout on the
“as if” idiom. Derrida notes that:

In Kantian discourse, the gravity, seriousness, and irreducible necessity of the “as if”
points to nothing less than the finality [i.e., the purposiveness] of nature, that is, a
finality whose concept, Kant tells us, is among the most unusual and difficult to pin
down. For, he says, it is neither a concept of nature nor a concept of freedom. Therefore,
although Kant does not say as much in this context, and for good reason, this “as if”
would itself be a sort of agent of deconstructive ferment, since it exceeds as it were and
comes close to disqualifying the two orders that are so often distinguished and opposed,
the order of nature and the order of freedom. (WA, 211; a little later Derrida is a little
more reserved about Kant’s “as if” between nature and art, but the logic is essentially
the same.)

This deconstructive potential of the “asif” of analogy is pursued, first in an apparent
endorsement of a performative use (something like an affirmation of fiction and
literature), and then into a doubt about that very performative use. As often in Der-
rida’s very late work, the suggestion is that a thinking of the event cannot quite be
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held within alogic of the performative, insofar as in the befalling of an event (“worthy
of the name”), something radically exceeds any order of ability or power that I seem
still to be claiming via the performative with its implicit “I can.” Thinking the event
means thinking a radical “perhaps” that Derrida suggests has a relation to the “if”
of the “asif,” without being masterable by the as ifitself. The deconstructive “ferment”
that Derrida both credits Kant with opening up and also suggests he closes down is
here formally identical (though in not nearly so detailed a way) to the reading of
Aristotle we rehearsed earlier.

3. Conclusion: The “Eve” of Philosophy

This point of Derrida’s thinking (which he claims exceeds the resources of any phi-
losophy of the subject or of “ipseity” more generally) must also be thought beyond
the reach of any ontology and of any “thinking of being,” to which the early remarks
on metaphor might seem to be leading us, but which the thought of dissemination
always resists. We might of course suspect in conclusion that this movement beyond
the reach of ontology was already happening in the Aristotle who did not in fact
propose a thinking of the “analogy of Being,” and who allowed the famous observa-
tion that being is said in many ways (pollachos legomenon) to guide towards a “meta-
physics” that never in fact claimed the status of ontology and that, at least on
Aubenque’s reading, entertained an open-ended plurality of thinking that will
always resist the temptation to return to the One. This suspicion (the principle of
which could be repeated with respect to Kant and Heidegger themselves) leads to the
thought that “deconstruction” is not something Derrida or anyone else needs to do
to philosophy, but that deconstruction has been happening from the beginning. As
the same Pierre Aubenque who showed that Aristotle did not in fact have a doctrine
of the analogy of being asks in the title of some late lectures, “Faut-il déconstruire
la métaphysique?”: must we deconstruct metaphysics, or is it not rather that meta-
physics has already been deconstructing itself from the start? Of course Derrida
would not dissent from that view: if “originary metaphoricity” (or indeed any other
of the “quasi-transcendental” terms that Derrida has variously, and always provi-
sionally, read out of the texts of the tradition) indeed refers us to an “eve” of philoso-
phy, then philosophy has always been in deconstruction from the start, as the milieu
in and out of which it has twisted and turned in its various tropes. “Metaphor” and
“analogy” are, among many others, means of access to thinking that situation.

Notes

1 This rather surprising reference perhaps comes to Derrida via Levinas, who quotes this
text in a 1964 essay “La signification et le sens,” reprinted in Levinas (1978).
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See, e.g., Cooper (1986, esp. 23-27), who finds (showing his own propensity to indulge
in metaphor) that despite “the sharp continental tang of his prose” or his “thick French
accent,” Derrida is not so very far from Ryle, Wittgenstein, and Quine. See also interest-
ing discussions in Morris (2000) and Wheeler (2000).

Gasché’s remarkably accurate and insightful account of the question of metaphoricity
and analogy is the culminating point of The Tain of the Mirror (Gasché 1986), and it is
in this context that he first introduces the notion of the quasi-transcendental. My
account of the question of metaphor and analogy in Derrida, and indeed my own elabo-
rations of the question of the “quasi-transcendental,” are deeply indebted to Gasché’s
pathbreaking work. The burden (if not perhaps the tone) of some of my earlier reserva-
tions about Gasché’s reading of Derrida, which essentially come down to the thought
that Gasché proposes a philosophy of deconstruction, and in so doing inevitably
re-transcendentalizes the quasi-transcendental, is however maintained here. See my “Decon-
struction and the Philosophers: The Very Idea” (Bennington 1996, 11-60) and “Genuine
Gasché (Perhaps)” (Bennington 2000a, 155-161). The final section of Gasché’s book,
of which the discussion of metaphor is the concluding part, is entitled “Literature or
Philosophy?” and there is never any doubt as to which side Gasché comes down on.
Aubenque (1962, esp. 198-206). See also the later articles “Ambiguité ou analogie de
I'étre?,” “Les origines de la doctrine de I'analogie de I'étre: Sur I'histoire d'un con-
tresens,” “Sur la naissance de la doctrine pseudo-aristotélicienne de I'analogie de I'étre,”
and “Néoplatonisme et analogie de 1'étre,” all reprinted in Aubenque (2009). See also
the discussion in several articles gathered in Courtine (2003, 2005).

Heidegger (1995, 38). Discussed by Courtine (2003, 2005) and in English by Tonner
(2010), which rather surprisingly does not seem to be aware of Aubenque’s work and
is much more accommodating to the idea of the analogy of being in Aristotle than is
Aubenque. For a reading of Derrida that focuses on the question of analogy, see Saghafi
(2010, esp. 155 n. 42), which does not however mention Aubenque.

See further references to Aubenque, none of them negative, in MP, 51 n. 31; 52 n. 32;
183 n.11;187; 194 n. 25; and in OGC, 324 n. 5. That Pierre Aubenque was Derrida’s
friend as well as contemporary at the Ecole Normale, and that he had a part to play in
Derrida’s biographical relation to Heidegger, is clear from Peeters (2013, 184-185).
Heidegger’s suggestion, from which Derrida takes his distance, is that the concept of
metaphor is intrinsically metaphysical because it essentially buys into the distinction
between the sensible and the intelligible: Ricoeur assumes that Derrida is simply extend-
ing Heidegger, whereas, as we shall see, Derrida’s position is much more complicated.
On the Derrida—Ricoeur exchange see also Derrida’s piece written after Ricoeur’s death,
“La parole: Donner, nommer, appeler,” Les Cahiers de I'Herne, 81 (2004): 19-24, trans-
lated by Eftichis Pirovolakis as an appendix to Pirovolakis (2010). For an earlier analysis
of the Ricoeur—Derrida debate on metaphor, see also Lawlor (1992).

Cf. J.-E. Courtine, “Différence ontologique et analogie de 1'étre,” and “La critique
heideggérienne de I'analogia entis,” in Courtine (2003).

“Henceforth the entire teleology of meaning, which constructs the philosophical concept
of metaphor, coordinates metaphor with the manifestation of truth, with the produc-
tion of truth as presence without veil, with the reappropriation of a full language
without syntax, with the vocation of a pure nomination: without syntactic differential,
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or in any case without any properly unnamable articulation that would be irreducible
to semantic sublation or to dialectical interiorization” (MP, 270).

10 See my brief piece “Beginnings and Ends,” in Bennington (2010).

11 Kant’s concept of hypotyposis is mentioned briefly in a footnote to “White Mythology”
(MP, 224n.).

12 Kant’s most explicit discussions of analogy are to be found in the Prolegomena (§58) and
in the Critique of Judgment (especially in a long note to §90). I discuss these passages in
some detail in Bennington (2000Db, esp. 289).
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6

The “Slow and Differentiated” Machinations of
Deconstructive Ethics

KELLY OLIVER

The ethics of deconstruction has been a central issue in Contemporary Continental
thought since Derrida’s early work in Of Grammatology so forcefully interjected a
technological supplement into the heart of the notion of natural origin that perme-
ates modern philosophies of language and culture. There, among so many other
places, he exposes the operations of difference covered over by what he calls the
“metaphysics of presence.” Metaphysics of presence are philosophies that maintain
that we have direct access to the world, the meaning of words, and the truth about
existence. We could call these philosophies of Revelation, Truth, and Certainty. But,
as Derrida’s corpus continues to show, even posthumously, the operations of differ-
ence that both install and defer the meaning of our words, and thereby the meaning
of our world, are impossible to think; they are at “best” between “the aleatory and
the calculable . .. chance and necessity,” and at “worst” a matter of what he comes
to call a “secret” (CIR, 35).

This “best” and “worst” may seem to be a matter of taste, and to say so may reso-
nate with some articulations of deconstructive ethics. Yet, as Derrida insists in the
interview “Eating Well,” our tastes, including his own taste for secrets and taste for
purity, and our taste for ethics itself, is always more than a matter of tastes (cf. MLO,
47-48; see also Oliver 2007). Derrida’s “counter command” to classical and modern
notions of moralities of good and evil could be articulated as: it is necessary to
attempt the impossible; or, to put it more radically, it is necessary to do the impossible,
to do what cannot be done. The imperatives of deconstructive ethics are hyperbolic,
as Derrida says in his discussions of forgiveness and hospitality (OHO, CF). He

A Companion to Derrida, First Edition. Edited by Zeynep Direk and Leonard Lawlor.
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counterposes what he calls “unconditional hospitality” to the conditioned forms of
hospitality of everyday life. Indeed, he says that there is no concept of hospitality
without this notion of pure hospitality, even if all instances of that concept are cor-
rupted (e.g., FWT, 60). He maintains that pure unconditional forgiveness or pure
unconditional hospitality, those that are “worthy of their names,” are always con-
taminated with auto-affection, concern for self, and projections onto others. Yet, this
distinction between self and other becomes one of the most profound oppositions
subjected to Derrida’s deconstruction, or to deconstructive ethics.

Discussing the tense, but necessary, relationship between unconditional and con-
ditioned hospitality, Derrida says, “it is the pure and hyperbolical hospitality in whose
name we must always invent the best dispositions, the least bad conditions. ... Cal-
culate the risks, yes, but don’t shut the door on what cannot be calculated, meaning
the future of the foreigner” (PM, 67). Perhaps in order to “avoid the worst,” as
Derrida sometimes says, we need to embrace what remains a secret, what cannot be
calculated or even anticipated, and thereby prevents us from ever thinking, or under-
standing, or knowing once and for all, the meanings of hospitality, justice, or ethics.
To think the secret is to think the impossibility of knowing, the impossibility of
articulating, and perhaps even the impossibility of ethics itself. And yet, this attempt
to think the impossible, to articulate the impossible, may be the very condition of
possibility for ethics.

Deconstructive ethics’s hyperbolic command is to take one more step toward this
aporia of impossibility, even if to do so is to risk living on unstable ground when it
comes to answering any of the perennial questions of philosophy, the questions that
Kant formulated as: What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope? (Kant
1999 [1787], A8O5/B833). These questions revolve around concerns for ethical life
and perhaps an implicit acknowledgment that we cannot separate epistemology
(what we know) or metaphysics (what is real) from ethics (what we ought to do), as
philosophers are so fond of doing. A question that continues to plague ethical thought
since Nietzsche’s proclamation that “God is dead” (and so then are all foundational
principles), is how to formulate any sort of normative ethics, that is to say, an ethics
that can distinguish right from wrong, after the deconstruction of oppositions
between good and evil, right and wrong, subject and other, life and death, and so on
(Nietzsche 1974 [1882], §125). Throughout his writings, Derrida aims his decon-
structive strategy — his deconstructive machine — toward these types of oppositions,
starting with oppositions between speech and writing, presence and absence, positive
and negative, Nature and Culture, interior and exterior, and ending with oppositions
between mind and body, response and reaction, Man and Animal, Man and God,
among many others along the way.

In his first posthumously published book, The Animal That Therefore I Am, Derrida
describes his approach as a “philosophy of limits.” There, he says that he is not trying to
abolish the limits between these various oppositions; rather he is attempting to multiply
limits and thereby acknowledges more differences. In other words, deconstruction is
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not about showing how good and evil, mind and body, or man and animal are the
same. Rather, Derrida argues that it is about showing how these oppositions are too
simplistic and cover up complicated and fluid differences within the categories. For
example, there is not just one type of Man (think of women, the history of human-
kind, cultural differences, etc.) and there is not just one type of Animal. Perhaps this
is Derrida’s most poignant example; for once we think about it, it is obvious that
the category “animal” covers vast, nearly infinite, differences between species and
individuals.

Throughout his writings, Derrida has invoked various liminal, threshold, and
Janus-faced concepts to jam the machinery of binary oppositions so prominent in
traditional metaphysics and philosophy more generally. In Of Grammatology, he calls
these “nicknames” for the “unnamable movement of difference itself,” the operation
by which all sameness and “nameness” takes place. Some of his nicknames for this
silent operation that he discerns in so many texts of literature, psychoanalysis, and
philosophy are trace, reserve, différance, supplement, dissemination, pharmakon, par-
ergon, hymen, aporia, hospitality, autoimmunity, bétise, among many others. Perhaps
even animal and machine become such figures. Derrida chooses these figures because
they have multiple meanings usually at odds with each other. They are figures that
“deconstruct” under his careful analysis. Indeed, the strategy of deconstruction (he
refuses to call it a method) is one of close interpretation of a text or discourse in order
to show how its style, metaphors, rhetoric, performance, and history work against
its content or explicitly stated theses. In this way, Derrida uses the logic of metaphysics
against itself. He describes the process as an attempt to designate within the language
of philosophy (or we might as well just say within language, period) the impossibility of
its own operations that always escape it. In Of Grammatology he says: “Of course the
designation of that impossibility escapes the language of metaphysics only by a
hairsbreadth. For the rest, it must borrow its resources from the logic it deconstructs.
And by doing so, find its very foothold there” (OG, 314). In his later work even that
foothold becomes unstable such that the ground is constantly shifting beneath our
feet. In one of his last seminars, The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida echoes Gilles
Deleuze’s formulation that the ground is no more than the dirt stuck to our soles/
souls (BS1, 151-152).

My goal in this chapter is twofold. I track the ethics of deconstruction as it moves
through The Beast and the Sovereign, to see where it leads us and where it leaves us;
and I examine the role of the machine in Derrida’s deconstructive project, particu-
larly as it operates in this seminar. I show how machine is another nickname for the
operation of difference insofar as it is an undecidable figure or concept that both
works for and against the binary oppositions and dichotomies so popular in our
culture, most especially Nature and Culture, Mind and Body, and Man and Animal.
Derrida’s invocation of the machine has powerful implications for thinking about
ethics and what I call the distinction between morality and ethics, a distinction that
ultimately cannot be maintained but is nevertheless necessary to make, for the sake
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of thinking through ethics itself and for the hope of ethical thinking (see Oliver
2007).

1. Derrida’s Machines

In The Animal That Therefore I Am, Derrida suggests that his concern with animals
runs throughout his work; he mentions several texts wherein different animals play
central roles, texts he claims he signs in the names of various animals, including
hedgehogs and silkworms. Another figure that runs throughout his texts is the
machine. Indeed, in some ways, it is the difference between those various animals
running through and away from his texts and the different machines also running
there that preoccupies him. Animals run and so do machines. And in his first post-
humously published work, Derrida turns his deconstructive machine back on the
question: Are animals machines? Derrida, the philosophical animal par excellence,
uses the resources of his deconstructive project to jam what Giorgio Agamben calls
the “anthropological machine” in various ways, including setting the animals free
from the philosophical confines, that is to say the ways in which philosophers have
traditionally described them as like machines, making humans and man in particu-
lar grist for that very same mill that has churned out the absolute fixed and universal
division between Man and Animal. One way he does so is by introducing the machine
on both sides of the Man—Animal divide in the hopes of challenging or surprising
that other machination (that of the anthropological machine) with the machina-
tions of deconstruction (cf. Agamben 2004).

Just as animals are not strangers to Derrida’s corpus, neither are machines. Just
as animals are running all over throughout his work, so are machines. There are
typewriter ribbons, paper machines, computers, the World Wide Web, word proces-
sors, prosthetic memories, and archiving machines of all sorts, indeed prostheses of
all sorts, including wooden legs, marionettes, artificial reproduction technologies,
and technologies of reproduction of all sorts, writing machines and writing as a
machine, televisions, cameras, printing presses, ink made from the blood of animals,
and all varieties of representing machines (e.g., BS1, PM, WA). There are too many
machines to list them all here. And then there are machinations of all of these
machines, most especially the machinations of representation, especially texts (no
text without grammar, no grammar without machine, as he says in an essay on Paul
de Man'’s typewriter ribbon), but also the machinations of deconstruction, what he
calls “slow and differentiated deconstruction” (BS1, 75-76).

What is “slow and differentiated deconstruction”? How do its machinations work
against those “other machinations” that churn out binary oppositions with which
we — too often mindlessly — divide the world into Us versus Them, Good versus Evil,
Friend versus Enemy? What kind of counter-command might slow and differentiated
deconstruction produce or make possible. How could it open rather than shut the
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doorsto others who aren’tlike us, to foreigners, to animals, perhaps even to machines,
who knows? Once we take seriously this question — who knows? — on what ground
can we endorse an ethical project and on what basis can we hope for a political future
that is better for everyone? If we don’t know, and more to the point, if we can’t know,
then where should we go? These sorts of questions are the motor that drives decon-
structive ethics, which is necessarily slow (at times laborious, even exasperating) and
differentiated (at times to the point of head-spinning dizziness at all of the possibili-
ties for interpretation and word-play).

2. Command Counter-Command

From his early work, Derrida was concerned to challenge the opposition between
Nature and Culture and philosophies that ground civil law in natural law. He main-
tains that there is always already a supplement where we take the origin to be. In
other words, the reproduction (the supplement) produces the origin or original. This
becomes clear in Derrida’s engagement with Rousseau’s discussion of the impor-
tance of the role of the mother or mother earth as natural origin even when Rous-
seau repeatedly uses surrogate or substitute mothers to make his point. A subtext
throughout Derrida’s work is the way that the Nature—Culture divide has played a
crucial role in sexism, slavery, genocide, and animal slaughter, among other social
concerns that we now consider unjust or wrong. Women, people of color, other
religions and cultures, and animals have been relegated to the Nature side of this
divide and variously described as subhuman or barbaric and therefore in need of
elimination, discipline, or at least civilizing.

Fed into the deconstructive machine, the Nature—Culture dichotomy is torn apart
and disarticulated. Commonly accepted binaries and concepts are subjected to the
machinations of deconstruction in the hopes of stemming the injustices committed
in their names. Most recently, Derrida takes on the concepts of Democracy, Freedom,
and Security in whose names the United States has engaged in wars against rogue
states and terrorism (ROG). In the name of Freedom and Security, the US government
has curtailed freedoms and used extreme forms of torture and deadly violence. Are
there ways of thinking about democracy, freedom, and even security that don’t lead
to deadly violence? Derrida’s answer to this question, if he gives one, is not easy. It
is not a quick fix. It does not provide a moral code or blueprint that we can follow to
get it right. On the contrary, he suggests that we have to risk stepping into the abyss,
into a place where we are uncomfortable, where we don't know the difference
between right and wrong, a place where we don’t even know who we are. And, only
from that place can “we” hope to approach ethical thinking and thinking through
what it means to be ethical. We have to be ready to revise our principles and our
decisions based on those principles. In the name of those very principles, what may
have been considered appropriate or just must be called into question; for example,
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the way that apartheid was in South Africa or slavery was in the United States. Those
forms of oppression were once considered a normal part of life by most of the white
population; but now they are considered immoral, unjust, and abominable. In our
culture, considering women and children as property was once the norm; but now
it is considered unacceptable. And, more people are starting to think of animals as
more than just things or property used for our purposes.

These kinds of changes are possible only when what was once considered normal,
right, or just is challenged to the point that eventually, slowly, it may be possible that
our world changes such that they are now considered abnormal, wrong, or unjust.
This happens when others demand to be treated differently. And when that demand
is, or can be, heard, Derrida is concerned, even obsessed, with listening to the other.
This does not mean assimilating the other or others into our way of doing things,
but rather it means opening up to their way, to their rhythms, to their time. But, what
does this mean, to be open to others? Is it possible? Again, this is where deconstruc-
tive ethics demands the impossible. Listening to the other is not about putting our-
selves in someone else’s shoes. Although trying that might be a useful exercise, it is
only pretending to be someone else; it is only imaging their shoes while retaining our
own, so to speak. Here, the case of animals is poignant. What would it mean to try
on the “shoes” of an animal?

But, giving the other time or letting the other speak is not doing nothing; neither
is it doing something in particular. In other words, all of our moral codes or gram-
mars or ways of doing and speaking may be not only irrelevant to understanding or
engaging with others, but also and moreover may actually impede doing so. Now,
we are beginning to see why deconstructive ethics puts us in a bind, not to mention
why it is necessarily slow and differentiated rather than a quick fix. Indeed, it may
be a counterbalance to our cultural craving for instant gratification and a quick
solution to every problem; we seem to want rules and regimens for everything from
losing weight to finding a soul mate, and of course making money. Deconstructive
thinking forces us to slow down and think about the customs and rules that we com-
monly accept.

In The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida sets out only one rule:

The only rule for the moment I believe we should give ourselves in this seminar is no
more to rely on commonly accredited oppositional limits between what is called nature
and culture, nature/law, physis/nomos, God, man, and animal or concerning what is
“proper to man” [no more to rely on commonly accredited oppositional limits] than to
muddle everything and rush, by analogism, toward resemblances and identities. Every
time one puts an oppositional limit in question, far from concluding that there is iden-
tity, we must on the contrary multiply attention to differences, refine the analysis in a
restructured field. (BS1, 15-16)

This rule is a rule against rules. It is a rule to question all rules; and furthermore,
not to rely on commonly accepted rules, truths, or facts, especially about others that
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we consider Them rather than Us, or Enemies rather than Friends, or even food
rather than intelligent beings. This doesn’t mean, however, that we assimilate them
and rush to embrace them as really like us after all. Deconstructive ethics, then, is
not an ethics of empathy (contrast this to Husserl’'s analysis of analogical transfer
to the place of others through which we know they exist and through which we can
empathize with them). Nor is it a moral code or set of moral rules, unless you count
the counter-command to question all rules. Does deconstructive ethics make us
doubt everything? And if so, then how do we have ethical obligations to others and
on what basis can we fight for justice?

Derrida is clear that we still have ethical obligations and we still must fight for
justice. But, justice is not a matter of rules or laws. As history has shown, we can
have rules and laws that are unjust. Derrida goes further to indicate that justice, or
a justice worthy of its name, the concept of justice, is not a matter of calculation.
The concept has a history, a past, a present, and perhaps most importantly a future,
the justice to come. The time of the other does not operate according to clock time
or linear time. The time of the other, or the time of deconstruction itself, is reversible
and fluid. Even the past is not fixed. And, the hope for a better future may require
changing the past by reinterpreting it. It may require the future anterior tense: it will
have been. While I don’t have the time to elaborate this point here, for now, suffice
it to say that the time of the other, whatever it may be, is not about democratic vote
counting. It is not a matter of taking a survey or a poll or giving the minority a voice,
or even rights, in democratic debates. As Derrida says:

It is not a matter of democratic debate, during which one leaves the other his speaking
time, timed by one of those clocks. .. ]It is the time that one must let speak, the time of
the other, rather than leaving the other speaking time. (BS1, 234)

Think of animals again, what would it mean to leave time for them in a democratic
debate? Or, more familiar questions: What would it mean to leave time for those who
speak another language or at a different speed or have been socialized not to speak?
What if the other doesn’t want to, or can't, speak? Or, by their very speaking in this
context they betray their own principles or their own cultural values? What if what
they have to say cannot fit into the time allotted? Indeed, what if takes a lifetime to
try to understand, to translate, and to truly encounter the other in its otherness in
its own time? What if it is impossible? Or, a secret? This may all sound very mysteri-
ous. It is no accident that philosophers have spent centuries wondering how we can
know what is going on in our own minds let alone other peoples’ minds. .. or more
recently, the minds of animals. Although deconstructive ethics asks how can we
know for certain, the ethical question is what do we do in spite of not knowing for
sure. Furthermore, could not knowing for sure — or more precisely, not being able to
know for sure — obligate us even more, require even more vigilance than if we did,
or could know and understand ourselves, others, and life itself once and for all?
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Certainly, learning and following rules is easier than having to decide each and
every time about what is right and what is wrong. And, while we need rules (like the
rules of the road and civil laws), following them easily becomes a matter of training
or even habit. It is not usually a difficult ethical decision whether or not to stop at a
red light, say hello to an acquaintance on the street, or not to steal from, accost, or
kill other people. Usually, we merely react to laws and customs without thinking
about them, without really responding. Or, as Derrida argues, it becomes impossible
to be certain that we are responding rather than merely reacting, like we assume
trained animals do. But unlike moral codes, rules, or civil laws, the difficult ethical
choices of our lives are not, and cannot be, so straightforward. They require time,
slow and differentiated deliberations, quandaries, even paradoxes, that force us to
take our chances, to risk everything we commonly believe or what is commonly
accredited, in order to listen to others in their own time, in their otherness from us,
and many times to listen to the otherness within us, that is to say the ways in which
we may not want to conform to the social norms. Would it really be listening, ethical
listening, if we heard only ourselves or what we wanted to hear in the voice of the
other, forcing them to conform to our standards and our sense of time, the rhythms
of our speech, or the customs of our culture?

3. Derrida the Wolf

In his later work, Derrida repeatedly says that he will not approach his subject “fron-
tally,” suggesting that even if it were possible to do so, when talking about the most
important issues before us, we should not rush in on them but rather hope to catch
a glimpse of what is ethical, which sometimes may even require averting our eyes.
Speaking of a text by Paul Celan, Derrida says that he is “creeping up on [it] like a
wolf, slowly, discreetly” (BS1, 223). This slow discreet movement seems intended to
bring out what is uncanny in the text. And, bringing out the uncanny, the strange,
the otherness, speaks to Derrida’s strategy more generally. When exploring difficult
questions, especially those involving how to approach the otherness of the other
(whether another person, another language, or the otherness of art, or poetry) or
differences (whether for the sake of law, forgiveness, hospitality, justice, or democ-
racy), he prefers to go slowly, to make us wait.

In the context of this chapter, it is not only impossible to rehearse his every move,
but also beside the point. Rather than make you wait, and for better or worse, risking
dispensing with many of the subtleties of Derrida’s thought, I want to highlight the
ethical moments in one of his last seminars in the hopes that these touchstones may
lead us through some of the thickets of the ethics of deconstruction. Here is what
we have discerned so far: there is a need to go slowly, not to rush, to doubt common
distinctions, and to listen to the other not by giving it/her time to speak but by giving
oneself over to its or her own time or terms. In general, we have discerned that for
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Derrida ethics is a matter of otherness, of differences, particularly as that otherness
or those differences have been hidden or covered over by common oppositions. Like
the wolf, he wants to dig up what is buried beneath our common opinions and
accepted moral codes and customs.

In his critical engagement with psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, Derrida claims:

A principle of ethics or more radically of justice, in the most difficult sense, which I
have attempted to oppose to right, to distinguish from right, is perhaps the obligation
that engages my responsibility with respect to the most dissimilar [le plus dissemblable,
the least “fellow-like”], the entirely other, precisely, the monstrously other, the unrec-
ognizable other. The “unrecognizable”, I shall say in a somewhat elliptical way, is the
beginning of ethics...(BS1, 108)

It seems obvious that it is more difficult to respect the entirely other, especially what
we take to be monstrous, than it is to respect our friends and neighbors. Yet, for
Derrida, ethics begins with respect for those who are not necessarily our fellows, for
those who are not necessarily like us, for those whom we may not even recognize.
But, how can we have obligations to those whom we do not recognize? Doesn't this
amount to saying that we have obligations that we cannot recognize? The answer is
yes. We are no less responsible because we do not recognize our responsibility. As
Derrida points out, “one is never béte on one’s own, that is how it is, even if this
excuses or exonerates nobody” (BS1, 158). So, even if slavery, holocaust, genocide,
and war are not institutions that one perpetrates on one’s own, nobody is excused
or exonerated, neither by ignorance nor by being part of a group. This hyperbolic
responsibility is essential to deconstructive ethics. We have obligations in spite of the
fact that we cannot know for certain who someone is or what is the right response
to give to them. We are obligated to what we may not recognize, which is why merely
giving time in debate or extending rights does not insure justice. Justice requires not
only that we act otherwise and open ourselves to others, but also that we imagine
otherwise and moreover that we continually revise and reconsider what we think we
know for sure.

If we cannot be sure that we know right from wrong, if we cannot be sure that
the conventions of our society are just, then we have a radical responsibility to
always be on the lookout for injustice, most particularly in those moments or places
where we feel most sure of ourselves. Derrida goes so far as asking whether we have
an ethical obligation to welcome even those who threaten us (BS1, 240). And his
analysis suggests that perhaps ethics begins only when we welcome even the most
dangerous other. Only when we are willing to risk everything, only then justice may
be possible. We have to take our chances, which is not to say we can simply throw
the dice or flip a coin in order to decide how to act. Far from it. The chance and risk
that Derrida insists are integral to ethics involve the slow and differentiated move-
ments of painstaking critical thinking, of facing the abyss, and only then taking the
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leap, never once and for all, but over and over again, and never on level ground or
with sure footing.

4. Derrida the Gambler

There is an interesting tension in Derrida’s writings between chance and necessity.
Like other oppositions, this one is subjected to the deconstructive machine. Arguably,
it occupies a special place in thinking through deconstructive ethics. In his work on
animals, Derrida deconstructs the opposition between animal reaction and human
response (A, BS1). He suggests that there may be no such thing as a pure response
that is not also contaminated with reaction; or at least, we cannot be sure that we
can tell the difference between one and the other. This distinction that has been
definitive of the divide between man and animal brings us back to the figure of the
machine. For, as Descartes made clear, to be an animal that reacts rather than a
human who responds is to be like a machine, to be a that, a thing, rather than a who.
To be on the side of Nature rather than on the side of Culture is to operate according
to predetermined laws like a machine. Once we wedge the machine in between the
binaries animal-human and Nature—Culture, however, their oppositional stance
grinds down, if not completely to a halt.

In The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida argues that there are mechanistic opera-
tions on both sides of the Nature—Animal and Culture-Human divide. It is not just
that humans are animals too and our bodies are subject to natural laws, or as scien-
tists may say, our brains are hard wired. It is not just that there are many ways in
which we are like animals in our responses to things, or even perhaps entirely deter-
mined by our DNA or chemical make-up. Rather, Derrida suggests that culture also
operates like a machine that can determine our actions and make what we take to
be responses seem more like reactions. For example, everyday greetings like “hello,”
“how are you?” are “programmed” into our behavior. When we think about it, how
many of the things that we do are “programmed” by our society and our cultural
customs? Even if we believe that at least some of our actions are thoughtful, indi-
vidual, or unique, how can we be sure where to draw the line between those that are
responses and those that are mere reactions? Derrida is not arguing that response
and reaction amount to the same thing, or that animals are people too, or that
culture operates according to something like natural laws. To the contrary, he is
asking us to critically reflect on our commonly held beliefs, especially our commonly
held assumptions about our own abilities and the lack of those same abilities in
others, including animals. In this way, deconstructive ethics multiplies differences
and fractures traditional boundaries.

Again, we might suppose that challenging our customary ways of thinking about
binary oppositions means throwing everything to the wind, including ethics and
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ethical responsibility for others. But, to the contrary, Derrida insists that deconstruc-
tive ethics calls for

a great vigilance as to our irrepressible desire for the threshold, a threshold that is a
threshold, a single and solid threshold. Perhaps there never is a threshold, any such
threshold. Which is perhaps why we remain on it and risk staying on the threshold for
ever. (BS1, 333-334)

In other words, first we must be attentive to our desire for limits, categories, and fixed
boundaries between Nature and Culture, Man and Animal, Good and Evil. For
example, we need to be vigilant about when this shows up as a defensive or offensive
strategy. Second, we must risk staying on the threshold of undecidability forever;
which is to say, never deciding once and for all what/who something is and how we
should respond to it/her. Rather, we need to decide each time with slow and differ-
entiated deliberations.

This is why Derrida relentlessly aims his deconstructive approach at some of our
most cherished concepts and beliefs. He doesn’t do so in order to destroy them; but
rather, in a sense, to protect them. He applies his deconstructive machinery against
the machinations of oppositional and categorical thinking that leads to violence,
war, and genocide in the hopes of preventing the worst of it. Yet, the movements of
this machine are always precarious and risky because even as the deconstructive
machinery is aimed at concepts such as justice, liberty, and democracy, it is also
aimed at itself. Derrida articulates this risk as a double bind, the twisting, raveling,
and unraveling machinery of deconstruction:

Liberty and sovereignty are, in many respects, indissociable concepts. And we can’t take
on the concept of sovereignty without also threatening the value of liberty...The
double bind is that we should deconstruct, both theoretically and practically, a certain
political ontotheology of sovereignty without calling into question a certain thinking
of liberty in the name of which we put this deconstruction to work. (BS1, 301; Derrida
says a “certain” to indicate that there are various forms)

To make it more concrete, Derrida gives the example of mental asylums and zoos.
We want to challenge those institutions in the name of liberty for all and yet not to
the point that we have no limits, no walls, no fences, an absolute freedom of move-
ment for everyone; in other words, a world without laws. We want to argue for
liberty, but always within limits. No one wants to give up the safe haven of his or her
own home, if one is fortunate enough to have one.

Derrida is not proposing more lock-ups or no lock-ups, more fences or no fences,
more laws or no laws, but rather a hyperbolic vigilance in analyzing how these lock-
ups, fences, and laws do violence that we disavow, or that we don’t want to see, or
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that we don’t see, or perhaps can’t even see. The answer, then, is not kinder, gentler
lock-ups. Deconstruction is not liberalism. On the contrary, deconstruction chal-
lenges liberal discourses of justice, liberty, and democracy to vigilantly attempt to see
their own blind spots. This hyperbolic ethics subjects liberal values to the deconstruc-
tive machine, not in order to produce alternative moral codes or values, but rather
to continually feed codes and values into it in the hopes “that the event might chal-
lenge or surprise the other machination,” the machinations of exclusionary logics
that always include some as Us or Friend and exclude others as Them or Enemy. It
sets us the urgent, but impossible, task of inventing limits that are not lock-ups.

5. Upping the Ante

Throughout The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida plays with the phrase “upping the
ante” and other such betting or gambling metaphors. Reading various texts from
Western intellectual history, he continually ups the ante or raises the stakes by taking
them to their logical conclusions while at the same time attempting to twist them
free from binary logics toward more openness to otherness, toward hyperbolic ethics
and hyperbolic politics, with their obligations to welcome differences, even those we
cannot recognize. This upping the ante involves a double movement. The first is
taking the text at its word, so to speak, and seeing how that leads to uncanny
moments and surprising conclusions. This first move is what we might call the clas-
sical deconstructive move of showing how tensions in the text make it say more than
it means or something other than it seems. The second move, re-upping the ante, is
placing the text in the context of the larger framework of deconstructing a concept
at play there. For example, in The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida is deconstructing
the concept, or a certain concept, of sovereignty, and more generally the opposition
between human (sovereign) and animal (beast). An eclectic group of texts are one
at a time and very carefully subjected to this double movement in order to raise the
stakes in the ways that we think about ethics and politics. These higher stakes include
ethical obligations to others who are not like us in the hope of creating an ethos of
hospitality; and public policies that are flexible enough to constantly overturn them-
selves when necessary to include others, even those previously unrecognized as
worthy of inclusion, in a polis that values the well-being of all. The stakes are pretty
high, even impossibly high. Who can call this a bet? Who is up to the task of answer-
ing this challenge?

Focusing on a narrower text-driven question may help us answer these broader
ones. A question raised by Derrida’s discussion of sovereignty is, how does this hyper-
bolic move, this upping and re-upping the ante, differ from the certain kind of sov-
ereignty that Derrida dares to challenge? Before answering this question, it is
important to note that Derrida acknowledges that there is no escaping the logic
of sovereignty (just as he acknowledges that there is no escaping the metaphysics of
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presence — the assertion that something is so and so). Every time one asserts oneself
as a self, as an agent, as someone who can do something, or anything, one is assert-
ing one’s sovereignty. This limitation is related to a minor tension in The Beast and
the Sovereign (that also appears in some of his other texts) between moments in which
Derrida criticizes other thinkers for claiming to be the first, the best, the most, and
so on, and moments when Derrida himself claims that never before has anyone done
what he is doing. His criticism of the rhetoric of the first is perhaps nowhere as force-
ful as in his engagement with Agamben; and perhaps this is because it is a seminar
he taught and not a work that he published (see, e.g., BS1, 92, 94, 324, 327). But
in this same seminar, there are places where Derrida claims that never before has
anyone interpreted a text in the way he has, or noticed what he has noticed (e.g.,
BS1, 263; cf. A, 62). I point this out to show that even on the level of style, it is
impossible to escape the logic of sovereignty, of the “I can.”

The question of how the hyperbolic move of hyperbolic ethics differs from the
hyperbolic move of sovereignty is not motivated by this kind of “aha he is doing it
too,” but rather it arises in relation to a particular passage in the seminar in which
Derrida describes the certain sovereignty that he has in his sights as one of hyperbole
(BS1, 257). Toward the end of the seminar, Derrida takes aim at a certain kind of
sovereignty that claims to be the more than, the most:

What is essential and proper to sovereignty is thus not grandeur or height as geometri-
cally measurable, sensible, or intelligible, but excess, hyperbole, an excess insatiable for
the passing of every determinable limit: higher than height, grander than grandeur,
etc. (BS1, 257)

At first blush, this sounds a lot like the hyperbolic ethics of deconstruction: it is exces-
sive, hyperbole, insatiable, passing every limit. So, what is the difference between the
hyperbolic move of sovereignty and the hyperbolic move of deconstructive ethics?
The passage continues: “It [sovereignty] is the more, the more than that counts, the
absolutely more, the absolute supplement that exceeds any comparative toward an
absolute superlative” (BS1, 257).

What distinguishes the hyperbolic move of sovereignty from the hyperbolic move
of deconstructive ethics is that the former leaves no remainder, no excess. Hyperbolic
sovereignty claims to be the best, the most, indivisible, self-sustaining, and self-
sufficient. Hyperbolic ethics, on the other hand, maintains that there is always
remainder, always excess, always another response to give, always another obliga-
tion to consider, always an other and otherness upon whom we prop ourselves up.
In a certain way, if absolute sovereignty ups the ante in order to win at all costs,
hyperbolic ethics ups the ante in order to lose no matter what. The role of hyperbole
in deconstructive ethics is to continually subject the ideal to the double movement
and thereby up the ante. The ideal itself must come under scrutiny for the ways in
which it works against itself to create the very thing it claims to prevent. The ideal
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is a moving target precisely because there is no ideal in itself, but rather concepts
that have histories and contexts. Justice, liberty, and democracy are such concepts,
concepts in whose name we perpetrate the greatest violence, torture, and war. The
deconstructive gamble is not a game of chance that can be won but rather one that
we must play even if we are bound to lose, even if, in a certain sense, losing is neces-
sary for the sake of justice to come.

6. The Deconstructive Dose

The deconstructive machine is one that necessarily turns back on itself. Or, more
precisely, it is the operation of turning the machinery of liberal democracy and
Western intellectual history back on themselves. Deconstructive ethics operates
according to the logic of “one nail takes out the other,” a machine with which to
challenge and surprise the other machination, the machination of violence. This
deconstructive turning back is a homeopathic operation. For example, take the
concept of purity itself. In Of Grammatology, Derrida probes the limit set up between
various binary oppositions, including Nature and Culture, in order to challenge the
“mythic purity” of concepts (Good or Evil) on either side of the divide:

Man calls himself man only by drawing limits excluding his other from the play of sup-
plementary; the purity of nature, of animality, primitivism, childhood, madness, divin-
ity. The approach to these limits is at once feared as a threat of death, and desired as
access to a life without difference. (OGC, 244, my emphasis; cf. O0GC, 235, 290)

Derrida’s deconstructive project challenges our investment in the purity of concepts
that drives the history of philosophy. Yet, in his later work on forgiveness and hospi-
tality, Derrida insists on the purity of these concepts. In order to explain this apparent
shift, we could say that Derrida employs a concept of purity homeopathically in these
later writings. The concept of purity — or we could say the purity of concepts — that
he employs in his later work seems intended to counteract the history of philosophy’s
adherence to a notion of pure Nature as distinct from impure or corrupt culture.
Derrida’s “On Forgiveness” uses a notion of pure forgiveness to interrupt dis-
courses of racial and ethnic purity as manifest in the Holocaust and Apartheid (CF,
cf. Oliver 2007). On the one hand, Derrida challenges the possibility of forgiveness
as it operates in contemporary discussions of “crimes against humanity.” On the
other, he “measures” them against the immeasurable, or as he says, incalculable,
concept of pure forgiveness. He suggests that only by comparing our everyday forms
of forgiveness that operate within economies of exchange and reciprocity to the
concept of pure forgiveness can we continue to challenge ourselves or open ourselves
to the most radically other, whom we may not even recognize let alone be able to
forgive. Indeed, pure forgiveness is not a matter of one’s ability; it is not something
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that one gives or takes away, at least not if it is forgiveness “worthy of its name,”
which is to say worthy of the concept of forgiveness itself.

In this way, Derrida’s notion of pure forgiveness serves as a homeopathic remedy
for genocidal discourses of racial and ethnic purity. The homeopathic remedy, if
never a cure, requires taking a dose of the very poison we seek to neutralize: we need
a dose of one kind of purity — pure or natural purity — as an antidote to another kind
of purity: one ideal of purity takes out the other. Unlike the discourses of purity that
feed racial cleansing and genocide, Derrida’s is a conceptual purity, or better yet the
concept of purity or the pure concept with which he contrasts all corrupted forms.
He is not holding out an impossible ideal so that we may always feel inferior or
ashamed, but rather so that we will also be open to reconsidering what we take to
be hospitality, forgiveness, democracy, or justice. His deconstructive dose of purity
uses reason against itself in this homeopathic way as an antidote to all of the reasons
human beings have given to justify enslaving each other and other living creatures.
Even from his earliest work, deconstruction has been a homeopathic methodology
insofar as it has always used the text, the concepts, the history of philosophy against
itself in order to begin to imagine an ethics, “worthy of its name.”

Derrida’s addition of the phrase “worthy of its name” (“digne de ce nom”) to his
invocations of the pure concepts of forgiveness and hospitality suggests that we
consider what is proper to the concept or the name. Here again, however, Derrida
uses one economy of property or propriety against another. Pure forgiveness worthy
of its name is forgiveness that is proper or fitting to the concept of forgiveness, to the
name forgiveness, as it has evolved in Western thought. Pure forgiveness worthy of
its name, then, doubly emphasizes the value of the pure concept or name to which
we aspire and to which we must remain vigilant. This is to say, we can never rest
content that we have achieved our goals of hospitality, forgiveness, or justice. This is
why Derrida also insists on the unconditional (a word that he also repeatedly uses)
form of these concepts, if there is such a thing (a phrase he also sometimes uses).

Derrida’s discourse of pure concepts interrupts one discourse of property, purity,
and rigor with another. He uses the notion of pure concepts as an antidote to any
self-satisfied everyday practices of forgiveness, including political practices like the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission. On the one hand, the purity of concepts of
hospitality, forgiveness, and justice require unconditionality in that they are impos-
sible to put into practice. On the other hand, all instances of hospitality, forgiveness,
and justice have meaning only in relation to their pure or unconditional concepts:
“Only an unconditional hospitality can give meaning and practical rationality to a
concept of hospitality. Unconditional hospitality exceeds juridical, political, or eco-
nomic calculation. But no thing and no one happens or arrives without it” (ROG,
149).

As it plays in Derrida’s work, this dynamic of purity and contamination issues
from the impossible relationship between the unconditional and the conditioned.
How can we inscribe the unconditional or infinite within the conditioned and finite?
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This is the ethical question par excellence. We must at once acknowledge the impos-
sibility of this task and recognize that all of our attempts are contaminated. Yet, as
Derrida repeatedly reminds us, this paradoxical situation exonerates no one. To the
contrary, it is the heart of ethical responsibility. The acknowledgment of impossibil-
ity or contamination should not lead to quietude or despair. Rather, it should lead
to vigilance and to a renewed commitment to hyperbolic ethics, to recognizing that
our ethical obligations may be to others whom we do not yet or even cannot
recognize.

And now, in conclusion, it is about time for us to take such a homeopathic dose,
as unsettling as it might be. For, if nothing else, deconstructive ethics demands that
we ask: Who is this we? Who is this we that does or does not recognize others? Who
is the “we” that has been invoked throughout this chapter? In On the Name, Derrida
asks “critique of self, but critique of whom exactly? To whom would the reflexive be
returned?” (ON, 13). If deconstructive ethics is a vigilant self-critique of our own
most cherished values and of our limitations, then we also have to apply it to the
notions of “our own,” “ours,” “us,” and “we.” For, aren’t those categories precisely
the ones at stake in Derrida’s upping the ante? Us or Them, Friend or Enemy, Good
or Evil? How can we be so sure we can tell the difference? Moreover, who is this “we”?
These are some of the most difficult and dizzying questions of slow and differentiated
deconstruction. But they are also the questions that raise the stakes of ethical and
political life. And, if “we” are willing to take the risk, to subject ourselves to the
deconstructive machine, following its circuitous and difficult rhythms may “pay off”
in unexpected ways.

Derrida describes slow and differentiated deconstruction:

When I say “slow and differentiated deconstruction,” what do I mean by that? First,
that the rhythm of this deconstruction cannot be that of a seminar or a discourse ex
cathedra. This rhythm is first of all the rhythm of what is happening in the world ...
through crises, wars, phenomena of so-called national and international terrorism,
massacres that are declared or not, the transformation of the global market and of
international law ... On the other hand ... and this is why I say “slow” but especially
“differentiated,” it cannot be a matter, under the pretext of deconstruction, of purely
and simply, frontally, opposing sovereignty. There is not SOVEREIGNTY OF THE SOV-
EREIGN. There is not THE beast and THE sovereign. There are different and sometimes
antagonistic forms of sovereignty, and it is always in the name of one that one attacks
another: for example (we were alluding to this earlier) it is in the name of a sovereignty
of man, or even of the personal subject, of his autonomy (for autonomy and liberty are
also sovereignty, and one cannot without warning and without threatening by the
same token all liberty, purely and simply attack the motifs or the rallying cries of inde-
pendence, autonomy, and even nation-state sovereignty, in the name of which some
weak peoples are struggling against the colonial and imperial hegemony of more pow-
erful states). (BS1, 76)
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In a sense, Derrida’s deconstructive ethics provides a kind of corrective for moral-
ity. Moral imperatives made and followed by the sovereign “I am” or “I can” are at
odds with ethics. Moral codes may give us a clear sense of our duties, but they do so
by turning response into mindless reactions that avoid the difficulty of ethical deci-
sion making, including the existential ambiguity of ethics discussed by Beauvoir, the
insomnia of ethical responsibility suggested by Levinas, the ambiguity and ambiva-
lence of Kristeva's notion of abjection as the flip side of morality, and the crucial
process of Derridean undecidability out of which decisions emerge. If morality
divides the world into Good and Evil, or Natural and Perverse, then hyperbolic ethics
demands that we constantly question those binary oppositions and our own invest-
ments in them. Do we make such distinctions in order to foster nourishing and
healthful relationships or do we divide the world in order to conquer it and take
others as trophies (cf. Oliver 2007)? In terms more familiar to recent discussions in
ethics we might ask: Do we circumscribe differences to justify hierarchies and domi-
nation or to respect them and acknowledge their value? More Derridean questions
are: How can we tell the difference? And, who is this we anyhow?
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Deconstruction

LEONARD LAWLOR'

The term “deconstruction” decisively enters philosophical discourse in 1967, with
the publication of three books by Jacques Derrida: Writing and Difference, Of Gram-
matology, and Voice and Phenomenon. Indeed, “deconstruction” is virtually synony-
mous with Derrida’s name. Nevertheless, the event of Derridean deconstruction
developed out of the phenomenological tradition. On the one hand, as is often noted,
Derrida appropriated the term from Heidegger’s idea, in Being and Time, of a “destruc-
tion” of the history of Western ontology (Heidegger 2010, 19-25 [§6]), that is, a
dismantling of the historical concepts of being in order to lay bare the fundamental
experience from which these concepts originated (PSY2, 2). On the other, and less
often noted, Derrida took constant inspiration from Husserl's idea of the epoché
(Husserl 2012, 59-60 [§32]), that is, from the universal suspension of the belief in
a world having existence independent from experience (see, e.g., SM, 59). Both
Heidegger’s historical destruction and Husserl's universal suspension amounted to
critical practices in regard to accepted beliefs and sedimented concepts. Likewise,
Derridean deconstruction criticizes structures, concepts, and beliefs that seem self-
evident. In this regard, deconstructive critique is classical (or traditional, Kantian),
aiming to demonstrate the limited validity of concepts and beliefs, even their falsity,
aiming, in other words, to dispel the illusions they have generated. In general, decon-
structive critique targets the illusion of presence, that is, the idea that being is simply
present and available before our eyes. For Derrida, the idea of presence implies self-
givenness, simplicity, purity, identity, and stasis. Therefore, deconstruction aims to
demonstrate that presence is never given as such, never simple, never pure, never
self-identical, and never static; it is always given as something other, complex, impure,
differentiated, and generated.
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Deconstruction, however, is more than a critical endeavor. It aims at positive
effects, as we shall see. Although the effects it wants to bring about take a variety of
forms, most basically, deconstruction aims to lead us to an experience. Again, resem-
bling Husserl's epoché and Heidegger’s destruction, Derrida’s deconstruction leads
us to the experience of time. Or, more precisely, it aims for an experience of what lies
prior to the division of time and space. What lies prior to the division of time and
space is also prior to presence. Indeed, deconstruction aims at an experience of what
generates presence. Since it generates presence, what this experience tries to reach
cannot itself be present; it must be — necessarily, structurally, and not acciden-
tally — non-present. The non-present source of presence, for Derrida, is a process of
differentiation that never either completely separates or finally unifies phases of time
or dimensions of space. Early in his career, Derrida coined the word “différance” to
refer to this “ultra-transcendental” experience of differentiation (VP, 13 and 58). The
ending, spelt with an “a,” gives “difference” (a word used to refer to actual differences
already generated) an active sense of differing that never stops and therefore always
delays the achievement of identity. Although “différance” is probably the most
famous of all Derrida’s invented terms, later, based on the context into which his
deconstruction intervened, he invents or gives new senses to words like “undecidabil-
ity”; “pharmakon”; “khora”; “specter”; “justice”; “democracy”; “hospitality”; and,
most importantly, “anachronism.” Below, we shall present in particular the experi-
ence of anachronism. No matter what the context however, all of these words refer
to the experience of life, and, if, thanks to deconstruction, we reach this experience,
we undergo a change in the way we live. Therefore — this was Derrida’s constant
hope — deconstruction should always have an ethical or political effect on us.

1. Three Definitions of Deconstruction

First Definition: In 1967, when Derrida introduced the term “deconstruction,” he did
not define it in a formal way. However, as his career developed, he presented three
precise definitions. The first definition appears in the interview “Positions.” At the
time of this interview, 1971, Derrida’s deconstructions seemed always to target texts
and ideas found in the Western metaphysical tradition, which Derrida (somewhat
infamously) had dubbed “the metaphysics of presence” (VP, 53). In “Positions,”
Derrida states that the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence consists in two
phases. The first phase, which is critical, attacks the classical oppositions that struc-
ture metaphysics, oppositions such as inside and outside, same and other, and iden-
tity and difference. These oppositions, Derrida states, are subordinating; they are
violent hierarchies. The first phase of deconstruction “reverses” the hierarchies. In
order to reverse, Derrida focuses on the presuppositions of the superior term’s author-
ity. Under scrutiny, it turns out that the superior term presupposes traits found in
the subordinate term. At this point in his career, Derrida targets primarily the
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metaphysical conception of language. In general, in its conception of language,
metaphysics privileges speech (as we see, for example, in Plato’s Phaedrus). Metaphys-
ics privileges speech because communication seems to function better when the
speaker is present animating his or her words. Written language (books, texts, scripts,
or diagrams and traces) seems then to be derivative from spoken language since
written language repeats spoken language and consequently, as a repetition, writing
does not communicate as well as speech. In fact, metaphysics believes that the
primary trait of speech is spontaneity, while that of writing is repeatability. Yet, as
Derrida has demonstrated several times, both speech and writing, in order to func-
tion, in order to communicate at all (either well or badly), must make use of formal
characteristics or traits, either phonic forms and orthographic forms, forms that
must be repeatable. Therefore, language must be conceived fundamentally in terms
of repeatability, the very characteristic that seemed to define writing alone. In other
words, both speech and writing share the trait of repeatability.

The sharing of traits points to a necessary structure, more precisely, to a process
at the base of the hierarchy itself. So, deconstruction, in this first definition, has a
second phase that aims at marking the basic process that made the hierarchical
opposition possible in the first place. The basic process is what we just called “repeat-
ability,” but it is also what we called at the beginning “differentiation.” That we
already have two contradictory names for the basic process indicates that the process
is paradoxical or aporetical. It produces the oppositions and hierarchies with which
metaphysics works, but, being their source, it cannot be named by the terms of these
oppositions and hierarchies. Indeed, the process is so basic, so fundamental — again
it is “ultra-transcendental” — that it cannot be named properly or adequately; all
names selected to designate it will have been determined by the very oppositions and
hierarchies that the structure conditioned or generated. Nevertheless, we must speak
of it. To do that, we must make use of what Derrida calls “paleonyms,” that is, old
names inherited from these oppositions and hierarchies (POS, 95). In his reuse of
these names, Derrida aims “at the emergence of a new ‘concept,” a concept that no
longer lets itself, and has never let itself be included in the previous regime” (POS,
42). As we noted above, early in his career, the 1960s, we find Derrida’s famous
concept of différance; in the same period of this thinking, however, in his engagement
with the problem of language, he also coins “supplementarity,” “writing,” and
“trace.” All of these new concepts are defined in terms of an irreducible relation that
is contradictory, a contradiction, Derrida argues, that cannot be resolved. Irresolv-
able, these new concepts are undecidable — undecidable, as we just mentioned and
as we shall develop more fully in the next section, between repetition and event,
between universality and singularity. If we can experience the undecidability, then
we are on the verge of exiting the terrain of metaphysics.

Second Definition: The first definition of deconstruction as two phases gives way to
the refinement we find in the “Force of Law” almost 20 years later (1989-1990).
While the first definition suggests a sort of political endeavor — a transformative
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experience that makes us escape from a regime of thinking — the second definition
is explicitly ethical or political. In “Force of Law,” Derrida says that deconstruction is
practiced in two styles. These “two styles” do not correspond to the “two phases” in
the earlier definition of deconstruction. On the one hand, there is the genealogical
style of deconstruction, which recalls the history of a concept or a theme. Earlier in
his career, Derrida had laid out, for example, the history of the concept of writing.
But now, later in his career, he is more interested in the history of justice, democracy,
and hospitality. On the other hand, there is the more formalistic or structural style
of deconstruction, which examines ahistorical paradoxes or aporias. In “Force of
Law,” Derrida lays out three aporias, although they all seem to be variants of one,
an aporia concerning the unstable relation between law (the French term is “droit,”
which also means “right”) and justice. Let us examine the three aporias presented
in “Force of Law.”

Derrida calls the first aporia, “the epoché of the rule” (FL, 22—-23). Here we see,
quite explicitly, Husserl’s influence on Derrida. The aporia consists of the following
contradiction. In order to be just, a judge must follow a rule; otherwise, everyone
would say that his or her judgment is arbitrary. Yet, if a judge merely follows a rule,
everyone would also say that his or her decision was merely right (droit) and not
really just. In other words, for a decision to be just, not only must a judge follow a
rule but also he or she must “re-institute” it in a new judgment. Thus a decision
aiming at justice is both regulated and unregulated. The law must be both conserved
and destroyed (or suspended). Each case is other, each decision is different and
requires an absolutely unique interpretation which no existing coded rule can or
ought to guarantee. If a judge programmatically follows a code, he or she is a “cal-
culating machine.” Strict calculati