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This essay gives an account or the exchanges between Jacques Derrida and 
I Jans-Georg Ciadamcr at the Goc1he lns1iwtc in Paris in J\pn l 1981 . Many corn
mcnta1ors perceive or 1his encounter as an "improbable debate," citing Lkrrida's 
marg111alin1ion. or. 111 deconstn11:t1\e terms. dcconcentmlion or Gadamcr'!. 
opening text a<; 1hc main rea<:on for 11s "'improbabili ty:· /\n analy"s or the ques
tions that Derrida poses concerning .. commu111cation·· as an axiom from which 
WC derive decidable tnith brings us LO the central feature or I his d1scuss1on: How 
docs one engage the .. other .. in conversa1ion in the light of 1hc problems pertain
ing to mcan111gful communication'? The essay suggests 1ha1 1hc lir~1 round of ex
changes be1wecn Derrida and Gadamer is a good example of 1hc 'iolcnce 1ha1 is 
pre\ alem (and pcrhap' ineviiablc) in all academic d1.,cussrons. Finally a more 
"ethical'· approach 10 discussion, based nn Derrida\ pos1ula1ion of a .. friend
~h1p." 1s suggested. 11 cha llenges the hermeneutic search for consensus. whereby 
1he ··01her .. 1s cn111ractcd into fraternity, but cannot eliminate clements of 11io
lence completely. 

Introduction : Improbable Dialogue 

Is it certain that to the word co1111111111iclllio11 corresponds a con
cept that is unique, rigorously controllable, and transminable: in 
a word, communicable? 

(Derrida I 988a: I ) 

In April 1981 , Jacques Derrida and flans-Georg Gadamer were pre ented ~ith .he op
ponun ity "to engage the other in dialogue and to debate face-to-face"' (Michelfelder & 
Palmer 1989: 2). This event is documented in Dialogue and Deco11vtmctio 11: The 
Gadumer-Derrida £11co1111ter (op cit) 1

• Gadamer's main contribution is called Text and 
/11te171retati011 (2 1-51) Derrida responds to this \\ ith Three Questions to Han~-Genrg 
Gadamer (52-54)' . Derrida's main contribution is entitled /11te1preti11p, Signatures 
(Niet::sc/1e!Heidegga). Two Questions. In this text he does not mention the nJme or 
Gadamer once. Several commen1aries are also supplied in the book. Most or them 
I Some of 1he 1cx1~ colleclc<l here also appeared elsewhere. We" ill use 1hc collcc1ion of M1chclfcldcr & 

Palmer as our ec111rat poin1 of reference. 
2 tn rcnl11y Derrida puts forward filkc11 quc~t11ms to Gadamcr 111 the space of nu more llinn 1wo pages. 



S I\ Ir J. Philos. 2003. 22( I) 

seem to think thut the "debate" between Derri<la und Uadamcr ne\cr really took place, 
that a "genuine debate" di<l not unfold, that 11 was a "'non-dialogue" or an "improbable 
encounter" (45). According to these conunentators, Derrida's unwillingness to adhere 
lo the preconditions of dialogue. as explicated by Gudumer in Te\/ ancl Interpretation. 
and of course in Truth and Method ( 1975). is the main reason for the "11nprobability" 
of the encounter. In this regard, Derrida is accused of wilfully undcnmning and 
marginalizing Gadamer's text in order to ensure a hi:rmcneullc failure. 1 

It is necessary to question from the out:>et the poss1bil1t} of <ln} "encounter" between 
deconstruction and 'hermeneutics'.4 According to Derrida ( J 988a), hermeneutic inter
pretation is based on the mistaken assumption that thought, as representation. prect:<les 
and governs communication. Derivative or this bdid. are the equally mistaken presup
positions of the simplicity of the origin, the logical sequence of all tracing, homoge
nous analyses and the adherence to the authority or the category or "communication" 
(4 ). These notions are indicative or the pursuit or dialogues that v. ill bring forth con
sensus; in Derrida's words, .. the horizon of an intelligibility and truth that is meaning
ful. such that ultimately general agreement may, in principle, be attained" (2). 

It \\ oultl be absurd to deny the existence of the .. encounter" as such. but one could 
see that Derrida would have some reservations about the aim of the symposium, 
namely to provide an opportunity for·· ·herment:utics' and 'deconstrucuon': two tenns 
that name lv.o bodies or thought, two sets of texrs, \\ hich toda) bear the signatures 
·Gadamcr' anti 'Derrida'" to engage leach] other in dialogue·· (Mtchcllelder & Palmer 
1989: 1-2). One of these reservations is the notion of a confrontation " 111 the sense ofa 
face-to-face clash, declared. invoh ing two identifiable interlocutors or adversaries, 
l\\O ·discourses' that would be identical with themselves and locahz.able" (Demda 
1988a: 35). For Derrida, deconstruction has no essential d1aractenstics, the meuning 
of which can be determined uni\ ocally. He argues that deconstruction "doe:s not exist 
somewhen:. pure, proper. self-identical. outside of its inscriptions in conllictual and 
dirterentiated contexts, it is only what it does and what is done v. 1th it, there\\ here 11 
takes place.'' ( 1-l I) In other words, there are many deconstructions, and deconstrm:
tions are always subjected lo more deconstructions. Since "deconstruction" is at any 
given moment never merely the sum total of a set of charm;teristics the "mc<ming" of 

3 1\ fe11 years b..:fon: 1h1s ~ncounter. Juhn Searle lc1elkd a s11111l;1r charge aga1n,1 lkrmla 1~11h n:fcrence 
lu 1he lallcr':. rc,po1isc L\\ JL AlblHl'> flow 111 Do Tlti11g., With II rm/1 (Thi, ~ncuulll•'r i' ducumenh:d m 
Dcmda I 988a) In Rcitl'1tlli11g 711<! Oifll!ll'llu!.1 I R<'ph to fk1ridr1. Si:arlc (I 977) ilrgue' Iha! Dcmda 
had "n11,under..10ml and nn.-Lah:d \u,1in's posi110n al sc,·i:rnl 1)()1llh anJ 1hu, 1hc .:011fro111a1ion lbc-
1wccn Demda and Aus11nt ne1crqu11e lakes place .. ( I'll!) l11/1111i11·d 111<. lkrnda ( l<IX!<a) co111<:11d' l11a1 
b} arguing agamsl 1hc ex1s1c11c.: of a cun lrontallon b.:l,1ec111h.:m. Searle ha' alrc.idy commillcd 111111 .. ,cll 
lo lhc existence of 1ha1 ··cncounll.'r •· If 1hcrc had been no encounter a .. non cneounlcr'' lhcrc \\OUld 
be no lhing 1ha1 needed iu be argued again:,t or n:jcctcd. Ac:cordmg to Derrida. Sc.1rle\ suggc\11on 1ha1 
th.: cncounlcr never quit•· tnu1c 1101 nc1crJ JO<>k place. "opens Lhc space li.1r lhc \Cl) lhmg tha1 should 
nol. should nc~er h;ivc ta~cn place~ lhu' I IDcmdal gel'"> fool m 1he dour" (Dcmd.i 19/!8a 16) In or
der for Scarh: to msllg<tlc ;111 all.id againsl Dcmda'> n;ad111g uf ·\t1'l111. some ti1nn ol .:unlron1a11un had 
lu ha\'c lakcn plac•·· lh 111 .. 1>1111g lhat ;t confron1a11on has 1101 taken pla.:c. Scark 1' m .:11i:c1 producing 
.u1 cn~ounh.:r 

4 ti " possible w 1111crprc1 hcm1cncu11cs nnd ·occo1i.in1e11011 · 111 'ud1 ;i way 1ha1 unc emphasises the .\1111i

luruics bcl\\ccn 1hcm. or rather. 1ha1 one could come to s11111lur conclusmns usmg e11hcr as a poml ofdc
parturc (M:c cg (.'ap1110 19117) In thi~ paper we "ish 10 sho11 1ha1. nl lcnsl as lnr •ls Dc1Tida and 
Gndamer 1l11:msclrc, an: concerned. and 11 uh ~pcc11ic reference 10 1hc1r cncou111c1 111 I '181. there arc fu11-
tiJ111c111al d1lkrc11ces 111 1he1r ' lra1cg1cs or 1n1crprclal1un. 
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"deconstruction" is perpetually shifting there cannot be a single, unalternble defini
tion of deconstruct1on. Derrida or course also problematizes the relationship between a 
text and its author. Judging from Derrida's (I 988a: 30-31) discuss ion of "the truth of 
copyright and the copyright of truth." one may anticipate that there would be serious 
problems involved in attributing a ll'hole philosophical tradition to one author.~ When 
Derrida argues against attributing deconslruction, which is really many di fferern styles 
of reading that could be described as '"deconstructive," to a single author, he is not 
merely being humble about his contribution to decon !ruction. By suggesting that de
constmction in the singular cannot be appropriated by one signatory. that deconstruc
tion is plural, Derrida argues for the impossibility of a clear opposition between the 
two discourses of"deconstruction"' and "hermeneutics." 

Another reservation one suspects Derrida may have is the (Gadamerian) suggestion 
that a "genuine'' dialogue depends on u1e "sincerity" of the partners to unravel ''the 
truth." In Truth and Method. Gadamer ( 1975: 330) asserts that lo conduct a conversa
tion means to allov. oneself Lo be conducted by the object to which the partner~ in the 
conversation are directed. A "genuine" dialogue has as its main objective a sincere at
tempt by each partner to unravel the "truth" with regard Lo the subject matter. Gada
mer suggests that one should enter a conversation with the aim of gaining insight into 
a particular subject matter. not merely lo confirm one's own notions about it. Our 
kno\\ ledge is finite and fallible since our historical context and prejudices bounJ us. It 
is therefore necessary to recognise the need to go beyond our present understanding of 
the subject-matter (Ilea!} 1996: 165) and "stay open to the possible tmth of other 
views" (Warnke 1987: I 00). 

The first question that jumps to mind. in this respect. concerns the degree of sincer
ity on the pan of the dialogue partners. What will guarantee that a "genuine'' dialogue 
is taking place? Must both partners be equally sincere, and how would one go about 
measuring this? What if the truth claims or one of the dialogue partners are based on a 
mistaken belief or delusion? Does a partner's self-deceit nullify his sincere allempt at 
engaging in dialogue? Moreover, in Gadamer's account. dialogue partners say what 
they mean, and can therefore be understood if there is a ·'sincere·· attempt by both to 
grasp what the other is saying. Gadamer's appeal to the "truth" of speech acts takes the 
sincerity of the interlocutors to speak without equi\ ocation, whether by design or 
self-deceit. for grnnted. Derrida, howe\ er. argues that since meaning is the result of a 
process of di ITerentiation, there is always a '·surplus" of meaning, \\ hich is not deter
mined by 1he intent ion of the speaker \Hiter". There is no objecti\C decision procedure 
5 In h1~ R«t1t·n11111,i: 1/n D1/11·1e11•«' f R1p/1 tu /Jc:rridC/. Searle f l'l77J place' the follm\lng abo• c the ti -

tle: .. Cop; right • 1977 b) fohn R Scar1c·· Derrida (I 988a: 30-31) argue~ that <;carlc\ ,cal af copy
right 1s \UpcrOuuu, 1f\\hat he says" so obvmuslv true. Such a kind oftnuh 11.ulld then be obvim" to 
everyone and 1ht" .. e,eryonc will be able:. will 111 ad\ancc ftm·" ht'"" ahle. 10 reproduce \\hat he says"' 
ond 111l1' ... Scark's ,cal " stokn in ad1m1cc·· \\hat is more. ho\\ C•tn 1he reader he 11bM1l11ld) , ure that 
Searle himself 1s nc1uull} the author of Rt>1tt·rat111g Tfte D1f/t're11n-' I Ut'p/1 111 tkrndu'1 Thi> is not 
guarnntccd by the copyright Although Searle appears 10 take sole O\\ ncr..h1p of 1hc text. he ~ckno" l
edges his mdebtcdncss to a ccnmn D Searle and H Dreyfus "'for discus>1on o f these nmllcrs·· (3 1 ). Tite 
foct that JR ';curie owes a dcb1 I ll f) Sea rle and H Dreyfu, concerning this disew•,1011. prompt' Derrida 
to suggest 1hat the ·"1rne' copyright nnght to belong . to a Searle who 1s di\ 1dcct. muhiplicd, conjugated, 
shared"" (.l I ) One cnnnn1 ·•own·· a philosophicnl tmd i1ion 

(, T111s. 11fcoursc. d11c~ no11111ply 1ha1a11y111can111g is po~S1blc.J11st 1hut the l11ni1s "' llK«tn1ng urc not cur
ried 111th111the1n1 i1~dl' 
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to delimit the exact or final meaning. It follows from this "undcc1dabilit) ., that ont:'s 
understanding of v. hat the other is saying is never complete rh1s lad. of pure under
standing subverts any attempts at unravelling rhe tmrh. and no amount of "sincerity'' 
will e\er guarantee a ··genuine" dialogue. 

If both partners are adamant about the truth claims of their n:spect1ve pos1t1ons on a 
particular subject matter, it is possible to foign sincerity 111 'aluing the other's posuion 
as an equal contributor to •·the truth." Relating to this point, Gadamcr has argued that 
hermeneutic understanding docs not preclude disagreement. as long as the dialogue 
partners agree to disagree (Warnke 1987: 102-103). The problematic aspect of this po
sition is that it boils dov.n to a way or appeasing others in order to hold on to one's 
own point or' iew. Such an altitude does not bring the partners clost:r to a supposed 
"truth," but ser\.es a political purpose, namely to protect and rcmforce their original 
positions. I hus, Gudamer's reverence for "sincere" pa11icipatio11 in u dialogue O\ er
looks the underlying power relations that characterise our "encounters" between each 
other. Our truth claims are never devoid of some underlying interest or value that we 
adhere to. It follows that when one appeals to some point of' ic\\ , ii 1s to the exclusion 
or some olhcr point(s) or view. 

Derrida would quesiion Gadamer's attempt 10 merge d1ffercn1 poin1s of view into de
cidable meaning, since 1his fusion presupposes the stable unity of a text According to 
Derrida. ever} ne\\ interpretation causes a break and a restructuring or the text. In 
other \\ ords. there is no single correct way of interpretmg a text that \\ 1thstands other. 
different readings. f:.very different reading has the potential of a d10crenl meaning 
and. lherefore. another truth7

. In the Gadamerian dialogue, respect for the other's ca
pucit) to contribu1e 10 the meaning of the text docs not include a strong enough recog
nition of the "otherness" of the other, whereas this recognition would be the precondi
tion of any Derridcan "dialogue." 

The central question that becomes apparent from this analysis or 1he first round of 
exchanges betv.een Derrida and Gaclamer relates to hov. onl! engages the "01her" in 
discussion in the I ighl of the problems pertaining to "meaningful communication." Af
ter inYestigating the "failed encounter," attention will be paid to the lDerridcan) notion 
of an "etlrn: or discussion" which may lead Lo an alternative mode of engaging in 
philosophical dialogue, a mode which attempts lo ackno'A-ledge otherness. 

The "Encou nter" 

The procecdmgs al the 1981 cncoumer is started off by Gadamer. I le pro' ides an his
torical account of the development of henneneutics. and then turns his a11ention to 
Derrida's claim that it i:s Nietzsche, not Heidegger, '"ho v. as more r.1d1cal 111 his at
tempts to lree philosoph) of logocentrism and metaphysical concepts such as ··being" 
and "truth." Gadamer echoes 1he I leideggerian position that Nietzsche not only fails in 
overcoming metaphysics. but is himself a metaphysical thinker. While defendmg his 
own hem1eneutic project, Gadamer also defends I lt!idegger up to the moment 'A-hen 
the latter lurns to "quasipoetical language in order to escape the language of metaphys
ics:· v. hich Gadamer views as a mistake (in Michel !elder & Palmer 1989: 23, 24 ). 

7 Not 1111.1• tnllh Dcrnda 111s1s1s 1ha1 t11s po~111on 1~ 1101 a rctati\1~1 u111: Sec the f/11•11mnr fo111ml a11 1-:1hic 
11/ /)i,nn\/1111 lo l.i111111•d hie . hc111:di.1rth n:fCrrcd to as f/11•/'lnJl'I/ ( O~rmfa I 98Xa. 111 - t l>O. spcc11ically 
l.!flt:!ll) 
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Gadamer's point of departure in Tex/ and Interpretation is that man is blessed with 
the unique ability to understand. Since we share the capacity to understand. the univer
sal claim of hermeneutics is "beyond any doubt'' and the henneneutic standpoint is 
"the srandpoinl of every reader" (Gadamer in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 21, 31 ). 
How this understanding takes place is modelled on the act of conversation. The fact 
that we engage with others in dialogue frees us from our own bias and puts the nar
rowness of our own truth claims at risk. By encountering alternative perspectives in 
dialogue with others, our own understanding, as well as that of the other. is relieved of 
lhe prejudice inherent in our truth claims. In this endeavour to find meaning, the en
counter with others wil l therefore lead to a better and mutual understanding. Gadamer 
contends, however, that under tanding will not be attained unless a fundamental pre
condition is realised. namely the good will of the partners in dialogue to try to under
stand one another (33 ). Thus, dialogue partners must take some critical distance from 
their own prejudice to really "hear" what the other has to say. 

Gadamer favours the immediacy of conversation over engaging in dialogue with 
written texts, since the former makes "proper understand ing" possible through the 
•·give-and-take" of discussion. Partners in conversation have the opportunity to clarify 
or defend their intended meanings on the basis of some or other response (34). i he re
lationship between text and reader is analogous to the relationship between partners in 
conversation. Understanding a text entails an overcoming of what is "a lienating" or 
other in a text so that the ·'horizon of the text and the horizon of the reader is dis
solved" (4 1 ). Thus, like different standpoints of dialogue partners, the separate per
spectives orn text and interpreter must merge to achieve the process of understanding. 

Since Derrida argues against the hem1eneutic compulsion lo find a " linal truth," 
Gadamer's remarks could trigger an account of"the deep connection, existing between 
the hermeneutic search for meaning and the project of metaphysics" (Michelfelder & 
Palmer 1989: 3). However, true to form. Derrida focuses neither exclusively nor pri
marily on what appears to be central or paramount, but on that which appears "mar
ginal." In this specific encounter. he responds by way of a "deconcentration" (Derrida: 
l 988a, 44) of Gadamer's text. Indeed, out of a thirty page apology for the ··universal
ity" of hcnneneutics. Derrida chooses one line - "Both partners must have the good 
will to try to understand each other" (Gadamer in Michelfelder & Palmer I 9!N: 33 ). 
This "must" is used to uncover the metaphysical presuppositions embedded in Gada
mer's dialogic model or understanding.~ 

One could say that there is something patronising in the way that Gadamer presents 
his "dialogue partner," and the reader, with a lesson on the workings and merit 0f her
meneutics. No wonder then that Derrida asks in his first paragraph of his first response 

8 Al lhi. poinl it b important 10 1wlc 1hc importnncc of Derrida's ii/Tern tJrtf: T<'ll'11rd rm Et hit· Cl/ Di.H't1\-
.<io11 lll l111111ed fut · for this discussion. Richard Kcamcy goc~ so far as 10 'uggcM that Derrida's 
A!ienmrd is either a contradiction of the posi1ion he assumes in the Derrida-Gadamcr encounter. to wit. 
··a philosophy of 'dia logue' is impossible:· or a substantial revision of this view to make i1 compatible 
wilh '"an ethic of discussion·· (Kcamcy 1993: 7). It ;hould be noted that al no point during the 
Dcrrida-Gadamcr confrontation doc~ Derrida cxplici1ly deny the ro»sibility of o philosophy of drnloguc. 
In the .. lf/enmrd Dcrri<lo predominantly refers lo the altercation with Searle. but it is alsn ··an invi tation 
lo decipher the rules. the conventions, the U>C!> v. hich dominate the academic space nnd rhc intellectual 
inst1lu11om, in which we debate, with others but also with our..cl vcs·· (I 988a: 11 2). Since these convcn
tioll!) of debuting .. ·contain ' and thus also betray all sorts of violence·· ( 11 2) and the suggestion of vio
lence in the Dcrrida-Gndamcr ucbatc has alm1dy been noted Derrida's cxpos11ion on violcnn· in aca-
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whether ··anyt hing was taking place here other than improbable debates"" (in 
Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 52). Ironically. Gadamer would later concur with this 
sentiment, though for different reasons. For Gadamer. the dialogue between himself 
and Derrida is unsuccessful because Derrida refuses to understand him. In fact. 
Derrida refuses to understand Gadamer in the way that he \\ants to be understood. 
which is his (Gadamer's) own way. What is really happening here can be gleaned from 
examining lhe three questions Derrida poses to Gadamer in more detail 

Que1·tio11 I 

.. How could anyone not be tempted to acknowledge how extremely e\ 1dent this axiom 
is?" asks Derrida (52) with reference to Gadamer's appeal to good will (and his abso
lute commitment to the desire for consensus in understanding). Derrida is of course in
\ oking one or the most familiar ··truths" of ethics, namely the Kantian clann that only 
the good will detennines what is good. Specifically then. the first of his "three ques
tions .. to Gadamer is: "Doesn't this unconditional axiom nevertheless presuppose that 
the ll'ill is the form uf that unconditionality, its la!>t n:so11, its ultimate determination?" 
(52). Derrida is suggesting that by making .. good\\ ill" the precondition to understand
ing "its very necessity" Gadamer 1s reverting to "the metaphysics or the will" (53 ). 

Sunon (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 168) pomts out that it does not make sense 
to speak of a ··good will" to understand tbe other since the use of the concept of "v. ill" 
presupposes a gi' en. in l11S words. ··a will as something common to all. so that one al
ready knows, wi thout one's interpretation, what 'v.-ill' is."' Dc.:rrida questions Gada
mer's assumption of a 1111ii·erwl will to understand. \\ hich is based on the i11cli1•idual 
subject's determination to ··will" understanding. The notion or indh idual autonomy is, 
as Shusterman (in M1chellelder & Palmer 1989: 216) notes. essential to the Kantian. 
and indeed the whole Enlightenment tradition. a tradition "that Gadamer's theme of 
traditional authority and solidarity is meant to oppose." Gadamer should therefore be 
quite concerned about I his question. 

Gadamer's counter-argument rests on the assumption that Derrida's reading of the 
good will to understanding deliberately undennim:s his own idea or •·good "'i ll" m or
da to avoid any t:onscnsus between them. Gadamer thus argues that hrs idea of"good 
'~ill'' is related to what Plato called "e11111e11eis e/e11dwi," that is, a desin: not to prove 
that one is right by identifying the weaknesses of"' hat the other has to say, but rather 
to strengthen the other's point of view (55). As Forget (in Michelfelder & Palmer 
1989: 132) suggests. Gacia mer does not percei\ e or .. good will" as ha' ing an)' essen
tial ties to ethics .. or any son of voluntarism." Instead. Gadamcr's reference;: to "good 
will" is ··nothing more than an obse;:rvation" (Gadamer in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 
55) from which Derrida glimpses a decline mto the language of 1m:taphysics. Gadamer 
msists that he "will make an efTon (to understand Derrida's criticism], as anyone 
would do v.ho wants to understand another person or wants to be understood by an
other" (55). Funhermore. he "cannot believe that Derrida would actually disagree >A ith 

dcnuc d1oeuss1on' " also rclcvanl lo this debate. h i' in the l/tl!nnJ/"CJ 1ha1 lkrnd.1 Ines I<' ··reduce JUSl a 
hlllc 1hc "iuknce .uul 1hc ambigu11y·· (113) ofthc:-.c c11cou111cr... 111clud111g h" 0\\11 !he anulysis of the 
··v1olcnc•··· commillcd by Derrida in his encounter with Gadamcr "111 therefore al'>O be 1nfom11."tl by tl11s 
more ·· ',tra1gh1fom Jrd' fom1 of discussion·· ( t 14) on the philosophical , c1h1cul and political .i>.iomo1ics 
ul ucodcm1c diseus:.1011 ( 113) 111 order to )ll\C a sirongcr rn11onulc for DcmdJ's fir<I rcspunsc tel 
Gudumcr 
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me about [what I mean by good will lo understanding],"' s ince ·'whoever opens his 
mouth wants to be understood: otherwise. one would neither speak nor write.'' (55) 

Here is evidence that Gadamer invokes a notion of understanding based on con en
sus. The fact that Derrida disagrees with him is perceived by Gadamer as unwilling
ness to t111clenta11</ him. Gadamer belie\'eS, however. that Derrida tacitly agrees to 
some consensus between them since he directs his questions directly to GaclamC'r, thus 
assuming that Gadamer is willing to understand him (55). In this , ·ein. Kearney ( 1993: 
6) charges Derrida with '·a will to overpower Gadamer through deliberate misunder
standing." Forget ( 135) echoes this sentiment when he suggests that Derrida'~ insis
tence that there are no " true'' readings or a text, that misunderstanding in discourse is 
unavoidable. belies the fact that he too wants to be read and understood. Derrida's re
sponse to this kind of argument can be found in the A.Jferword. Here Derrida (I 988a: 
146) criticises the ··use and abuse" of the argument that, si nce the deconstructionist is 
"supposed not to believe in truth, stability. or the unity of meaning, in intention or 
'meaning-to-say'" he h:is no grounds upon which to demand that his own text should 
be interpreted correctly. Ir Derrida did not want to be read or understood. there would 
indeed be no need to"' rite. or s ign his texts. More pertinently. if Derrida only believed 
in the inevitable presence or misunderstanding, on whrtt grounds could he charge 
someone, for example. Searle, that he has misread or misunderstood him? Derrida 
writes that Limitecl Inc was concerned with analysing " the brutality wi th which. be
neath an often quite manifest exterior, Searle had read me. or rather arnided reading 
me and trying to understand" (I 13 ). This citation. although not referred to by Kearney, 
would serve as a disclaimer to the possibility of only misunderstanding. Derrida is not 
'·misunderstanding" Gadamcr in some way that can be corrected. He is making a stand 
against the implicit assumptions in Gadamer's text. He wants to make them explicit 
and oppose them. No consensus is possible on this level. 

Derrida does, however, caution that language and interpretat ion arc problematic; 
otherwise, there would be no reac;on lo di~cuss anything. In fact, language is more than 
problematic, "which is to say. perhaps of an order other than problcmaticity" ( 120). 
The possibility or a misinterpretation can therefore not be dismissed. Derrida adds: 
"That we may or may not be in agreement on this subject attests by itc;elf to thi ;; more 
than problematic problematieity .. ( 120). 

He does. however. rqjcct the possibil ity of a pure misunderstanding. Evidence of 
this is to be found in the fo llowing example: 

Whatever the disagreements between Searle nnd myself may ha\ c been, for in
stance. no one doubted that I had understood at least the hnglish grammar and 
vocabulary or his sentences. Without that no debate would have begun. Which 
does not amount to saying that all possibility of misunderstandings on my part 
is excluded a priori. but that they would ha\.e to be. one can hope at lea. I. of 
another order. ( 146) 

This "other order" 1s in Derridean terms a way of arresting ·'misunderstanding"' by the 
workings or differance: misunderstanding is always already possible but never totally 
inevitable or "pure." Furthermore. De1Tida suggests the importance of a ·minimal con
sensus'. He writes:··[ o] research is possible in a commun ity (for example, academic) 
without the prior search for [a] minimal consensus and without discussion around this 
minimul consensus." This "minimal consensus" is of an order that will be determined 
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by a particular context, for tnstam:e, "this or that national culture. in the universi1y or 
outside the university, in school or elsewhere, on television, m the press, or in a spe
cialised colloquium" smce Derrida does not believe m the "possibility of an absolute 
detennination of the 'minimal'" ( 145). Unlike Gadamer, Derrida believes that the 
"norms of minimal intelligibility" are not absolute and ahistorical. but merely "more 
stable than others" ( 147). Crucially, Derrida points out that there is a ''right trad." and 
betler way to interpreting a text ( 146). To be on the right track does not signify a read
mg that is beyond all equi' ocation, but instead refers to "interpretations [that] are 
probabilistically dominant and comentionally ackno'' !edged to grant access to what 
[the writer] thought he meant and to v. hat readers for the most part thought they cou ld 
understand." ( 144) Derrida's insistence on the possibility of a right track challenges the 
definition or ''deconstruction" as the path lO relativism and indeterminism. \\hich be 
argues "is fal.~e (that's right: false. not true) und feeble; it supposes u bad {that's right: 
bad, not good) and reeble reading of numerous texts. first of all mine, which therefore 
must finally be read or reread" ( 146). 

What 1s the difference between a bad readmg and a m1sunderstand111g? I he possibil
ity or a "bad reading" would also suggest the possibility of a "good readmg.'· Does 
Derrida claim that a "bad reading" is a reading that docs not correspond with \\hat his 
text intends. for if this is the case, then his detractors would question his argument in 
favou r of "undecidabili ty." In this regard, they would ulign Derrida's insistence on a 
.. good reading"\\ 1th the Gadamerian notion that .. reading and understandtng mean that 
what is announced is led back to its origmal authent1c11y" (Gadamer in Michelfelder & 
Palmer 1989: 35) 

What Derrida actuall) argues against is the hermeneut1st search for the hidden 
''truth'' or texts. the argument for undecidability does not imply that meaning 1s mde
terminate. Undecidability implies that meaning can never be compll!te This mukes po
sitions of lotalisation. fullilment and plenitude impossible to maimam ( 11 6). Meaning 
is never purely undecidable. In fact. Derrida would argue against either complete un
decidability, or complete decidability. Undecidability hinges on the "determinate os
cillation between possibilities" ( 148). in other words, the truth is "undecidable" be
cause there arc distinct and also limited possibilities of meaning thal compete among 
each other from which one makes a limited choice. When one intcrpri!ts, one risks 
these finite and determmate possibiliries. He assens that when he "puts radically into 
question" such notions as ··truth.'' .. reference" and "stable contexts ol' interpretation," 
he is not wmesting tJiat there is and that there slio11/cl he truth. reference and stable 
contexts of interpretation. In the matter of the .. stability'' of an 111terpretative context, 
Derrida points to the ··essence" (does this not suggest somdhmg intrinsic, true or sta
ble?) of stability, which is "always provisional and finite" ( 150). In other words. there 
is no ubsolute stabilit); in fact, stabi lity is by definition always desrnb1l11able. 

The meaning an interpreter attaches lo his'her reading of the text is based on a 
choice between linite possibilities, and thus also on c.xclus1on. l lowcn!r. "ho or '~hat 
determmcs whether something is "validly" a possible meanmg? Derrida \Hites that the 
po~sibilities are ''highly determined in strictly de/inl!cl situations" ( 148). To this end, 
an interpreter must unden.tand, write and even trnnslate the text of Lhe author. must 
know the body or the author's work as well as possible. including all Lhe context~ 1hat 
determine it, be they the literary, philosophical and rhetorical trnditions, the history of 
the author's language. society, history. etc. (144). A "good reading" remains "true" to 
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the context of a text Derrida is adamant that the interpretati'e experience should not 
take the form of a rclati-.ism where one can say "just anything at all" ( 145). Bell 
( 1995: 382) points to the fact that the logic of remaining true to the text implies what 
Derrida calls ··protocols of reading" that "ill function as guard-rails to prevent any 
reading whatsoe' er from being advanced. Derrida does not tell us what these protocol:-,· 
are, he confesses that he has not yet found any protocols that satisfy him (Bell 1995: 
382, Schrifl 1990: 11 8). O\\ if these protocols of reading. which are to judge whether 
a reading is a good reading or a bad reading. cannot be defined. we are "left wonder
ing whether any 'derer111i11ate oscilfvrio11' will do" (Bell: 382). Furthermore,\\ ill these 
.. protocols" or standards of reading remain the same, or \\Ould they also be ·•struc
tured" by the movements of d((lerance? In the case of the latter scenario. such proto
cols of reading could hardly function as standard criteria. since they would be as 
transformational as reading itself. Any suggestion of the same protocols or reading 
performing a general, evaluative function invokes connotations ofa mutuality between 
texts. which belies Derrida's suggestion. with reference to his "second" question to 
Gadamer, of a radical break and an overal I re-stn1cturing of the context. If Derrida had 
to address this ostensible dilenuna. his response'' ould renect his deconstructionist ap
proach to principles, which will be discussed in the following section. 

13efore we turn lo Derrida's next ··question,'· two important implications that emerge 
rrom this discussion or Derrida's first question lo Gadamer hould be noted. Firstly. 
Gadamer's presuppos11ion of a common understanding boils down to a will to power 
and as such serves as a "means or making one's own understanding prevail" (Simon in 
Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 165). In other words. Gadarner's notion of the will to un
derstand the other dismisses the "otherness" of the other. As his "other," DerriJa will 
only sho" "good will" towards Gadamer if he understands him in the same w·1y that 
Gadamer understands himself Judging from Derrida's response he does not presup
pose such "good will:· l'he challenge of acknowledging otherness while at the same 
time trying to understand will be the feature of Derrida's third question. The second 
key aspect or the first question to Gadamer is an important Derridean assumption: the 
context of a text determines lo a large degree the possibilities or meanings. The next 
section looks at the mailer of context. 

Q11cstio11 2 

In his second critical question Derrida highlights the issue or the context or interpreta
tion. Derrida (Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 53) asks: " What Lo do about good\\ ill -
the condition for consensus e'en in disagreement if one wants to integrate a p5ycho
analytic hermeneutics into a general hermeneutics'!" According to him. Gadamer as
sumes that "good" ill" in psychoanalysis entails merely a continual enlargement of the 
context of interpretation. "hereas for Derrida this would in,ol\e a discontinuous re
st ructuring of the context. 

Gadamer (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 56) claims that he has not been under
stood if it is supposed that he wants lo integrate a psychoanalytic hermeneutics into a 
general hermeneutics, since he, too. considers this "as a breach, a rupture. and not an
other method for understanding the same thing." Shusterrnan's (217) rejoinder is sig
nificant: if understanding is always dependent on a changing context, as Gadamer no\\ 
claims. how must his reader reconcile this with the idea, inspired by the concept of 
"good will ," that people in different contexts share the same understanding? Cenainly. 
Derrida's question highlights a valid concern. especially if one takes into account 
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Gadamer's nouon of a •·fi.1sion of horizons:·~ What is the ba:.1s o f the possibility of a 
fusion of horizons? Shustem1an points out that such a possibility 1s ensured by the fact 
that different hori70ns are already implicitly joined

1 
and thus not fully distinct, in what 

Gadamer has called ''the depths of tradition" (217). 0 

Culler ( 1994: I 53) indicates that "[the] appeal to consensus and convention truth 
as v. hat is 'alidated by our accepted methods of valiuation - works to treat the norm as 
foundation [andj norms are produced by acts of exclusion." In Derrida's (I 988a: 
146) own ''definition" of deconstruction, the deconstructionist never contests or de
stroys the \alue or truth, but only reinscribes these \aluci> "in more powerful , larger. 
more strati lieu texts" ( 146) in order to tal-e into account the l1111i1s of objective science 
and theory, which 1s inevitably based on a series of exclusions of possible borderlme 
cases that seriously undermine detem11nacy ( 11 8) 

!he practice of exclusion highlights two imponant features with regards to the 
meaning generated in communication. Firstly. since language is for Derrida an open 
system (Cilliers 1998a: 43). the distinction between "inside·· anu ··outside" is problem
atic. In order to be recognisable as such. a system (for instance, a language system) 
must be bounded in some way. We frame a system by describing 11 in a ccnam way 
(Cilliers 200 I: 140, 141 ), which signifies a meta-level that is, in the case of a language 
system, not diaracteristic or language itself. I lence, the bounuary is not a natural thing 
and not somuthing that can be described objective!). This brings us to the second fea
lllre of the practice of exclusion. namely that it involves a choice. Culler ( 120) \\ mes 
that exclusion as a strategic part of the theorist's endeavour to account for meaning, 
entails specifying the necessary features or the context. the nature of the words. per
sons. and circumstances requ ired. In this regard , Derrida ( 1988a: 136) argues that 
there is always something '·political" in communication: "[One] cannot do anything. 
least of all speak, without detennining (in a manner that is not onl) 1heoret1..:al, but 
practical and perf'onnative) a conte>.t." Any meaning derived from the text 1s for Der
rida context-bound. When Dernda argues that no meaning can be detenmned out of 
context. when he writes "there is nothing outside the text, .. it does not, as Kearney 
( 1993: 3) argues. amount to "tex tua I solipsism . ., When Derrida refers to "text'' he is 
not exclusively referring to wri11cn work!>. Dernda (I 988a: I ~8) proposes that "text" 
11nplies all referents, or structures that are symbolised by a "' ord like "real." ·'h1ston
cal:· "ideological," "socio-institutional," "ideal," etc. Derrida does not mean that these 
9 In fr.ll mu/ /11t<Tp1...rc1111111. Uddamc1 (111 M1chcltddc:r & Palmer 19!!9. 41) \\ntcs: •·\\ hc111hc 111tcrprcler 

m ef"l:omcs \\hat is ~1icna1111g 111 lhc IC\I 11 1s an cnlcnng 11110 1hc commu111ca11011 111 i.uch a way 1ha1 lhc 
1cnsion bc1wcc11 the hon/Oil o f lhc text nnd 1hc hori/\lll of 1hc rcadcr arc d1,,,uh cd I have called 1h1s a 
'fu,ion o f horill•n;,' Thi.: separated l111n 1ons, like d11lcrcnt ,rn11dpo1111>. mcq;i.: "llh cudt <llhc1 ·· In fr111/i 
a11d Method. Gudamc1 ( l 975: 330) u';.cr111 1ha1 lhe an of cnnvcl>i!lion rcqnin;, lhlll one dues nnl try 10 
nul -;irgue the o ther fl"rson. bul lhul one really considers lhc \\C1gh1 o f lhc nth.:r's up1mnn. I ach par11c1 · 
pan I lakes cogn isance ot the slrcnglhs and wcal.ncsscs 1111hc1r OI\ n <1' ''ell a.s o ther> \'iCws Thns. 1111: ti 
nal po,it1on \\ill be one 1hal all panicipanb will ai,'T~'C upon'" being clo-cr to the ··1ru1h" lhan any of lhc 
111i1ial posi11uns (Warnki; 19~7: IOI) I he culmination of ;1 genuine cumcr>allon 1, a umlicd po,,111011. a 
s ha red undcr.;ta nd1ng ot the s ubjccl mailer Gadumcr poslululcs !he phraw " h1s1on o f hon/u11s" 10 de
scribe the rclm1orn.hip between parmcrs (e.g. render and uu1hor) in c111wersutmn ··111 \\ h1ch somcr hmg is 
.:'pressed thal is not only mine or my au I ho rs but common" {Warnke I \187· 350) 

10 There 1s some a111b1gu11y ab<.1u1 ( 1adt1111cr's po"11on on 1he lus1on of hon1011s Shuslcnnan's rcm.hng 
lends towards a strong undcrst.and111g of "fusion." Gadamcr hnn,clf somclimcs 111\Jsh on kwp1ng the 
1cnsion between different horizons a li\c (sec .:.g. Gadamcr 1975· 273) We feel lhat thc general 1cnor ot 
111~ wri11ng has a no\lalgin for con\'c rgcncc. 
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referents are resen ed to or disclaimed by or circumscribed in a book. What it does 
mean. however, is that these referents are talked about within an " interpretative expeti
ence." When one, for instance, refers to that v. hich is invoked by the referent "ideol
ogy," it is traced from a structure in which it is differentiated from other referents such 
as "semantic," "historical." ·•symbolic," etc. Thus "meaning" is not inherent to the 
text; it does not exist in a text as something static and decidable. This is not to suggest 
that there is no meaning in a text. The meaning one gleans from a text is the choice 
one makes between numbers of different referents, each invoking a different interpre
tntion. Derrida argues that such an interpretation assumes meaning only inso far as it is 
a ''movement of differential referring" ( 148), in other words, meaning that is differ
ence. deferral and also the act of differing. Meaning is not extra-textual. it is contex
tual , in other words. meaning is only derived from a particular context. Another way 
of fom1u lating this important notion is that meaning is a local phenomenon that is 
valid in a particular frame of time and space (Cilliers 1998a: 124). A context is, hov. 
e,er, never saturated with meaning since it changes with every other interpretatl"e ex
perience. Context itself, then. must not be understood as pure, gi,en, fixed . etc. In the 
same way that meaning is only meaning-as-d[ffera11ce. there is always already a con
text, though that context can never claim a totality. 

By nO\\ the exasperated hermeneut will point to the only "thing'' (but what i.; 'if'?) 
that seems to escape this endless play of dijferance, namely dijferancc: itself. To bor
row Simon's (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 132) phrase. can one glimpse an .. entire 
metaphysical machinery" behind this position of cl{ffera11ce'? Derrida claims that diffe
rance "'is' in itself nothing out ide of different dete11T1inations'' (I 988a: 149). In other 
words, one cannot think of dij]erance as some or other stable "position:· Di(ferall(·c: is 
the finite to-and-fro between determined and different possibilities of meaning or ac
tion within strictly defined situations, the interpretation of which results in our deci
sions, and hence choices of action or meaning. Therefore, while differa11ce ·'never 
comes to a full slop anywhere, absolutely" and thus cannot be neatly pinned into a 
definition, it " is'' neither negati vity nor nothingness, as indeterminacy would be ( 149). 
Instead. d{fferance strm:tures (for lack of a belier what? word? does "word" not rre
suppose some "thing" that " is"'?) the "play'' between possibilities to such an extent that 
meaning is never purely undecidable. 

This does not mean that one cannot take the stability of interpretative contexts into 
account. A "goo<l reading" submits to a stability that is "true" in a temporary and lim
ited (i.e. not eternal and absolute) manner, which take. into account the norms of the 
context, its historici ty and its referents. be it ethical, political. institutional, etc. Ac
cording to Derrida. a "deconstructive'' way of thinking context "is nei ther a philo
sophical position nor a cri tique of finite contexts, which it analyses without claiming 
any absolute overview" ( 137). Thinking deconstructively about context is in itself con
textual. Since the context of interpretation docs not make any claims to any "truth'' 
outside of that context. an inkrpretativc context cannot simply be merged v. ith another 
context without taking the historicity out of it, thus rendering it a universal truth. 

Does this mean that different interpretative contexts have nothing to say 10 each 
other? Does the ··unstable stability" of contexts preclude. or as Kearney ( 1993: 5) sug
gests, undermine, the possibility of agreement or consensus? Another way of express
ing this concern is with reference to the nostalgia for a unifying metanarrati ve (Cillicrs 
1998a: 114-115), which perceives of the absence of an external check on any dis-
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course as leading to fragmentation. anarchy and meaninglessness. According to this 
\ iew, if "-nm\ ledge cannot be grounded objectively, each discourse \\ill become inde
pendent or all others. leading to the closure and isolauon of discursive communities. 
To this Derrida would answer, as he does in The Pr111c1ple ol Rew.on· The U1111·ersity 
In The Eyes O( lrs Pupils: .. What is meant by community and institution must be re
thought" (Dernda 1983: 16). In this text Derrida proposes a "community of U1ought" 
that would raise new questions in order to understand an institution's history as well as 
the spccilic nonns, the fundamental axiomatics. rhetoric, rites and procedures that con
:-titute that institution ( 15-16). These nev. modes of questioning, Derrida explains, arc 
also "a ne\\ relation to language and traditions, a ne\\ affimwtio11, and ne\\ ways of 
taking responsibility." ( 15) The new responsibilities are described 111 terms of a double 
gesture: they must al (lllce keep alive the memory of tradition and make Hn opening to
ward the future ( 16-17). 

Two impo11ant aspects of Derrida's notion of responsibility should be noted. Firstly, 
we need to take into account the notion of a .. double gesture." The "encounter" be
tween Derrida and Gadamer is not between two prominent, distinct philosophical tra
ditions. ll is about the status of tbe metaphysical tradition, somcthtng of which decon
struction is a pan but, simultaneously also its other. Although deconstruction uses ilic 
language of mctaphys1cs, its otherness is signified by its sub\crsion of that tradition. 
Thus, the deconstructionist writes two languages simultaneously, one aflinnat1\e. the 
other subn:rsi\e. Oy accepting the danger of trying w overcome metaphysics, the de
constructionist has freed herself to unsettle the traditional binary opposnions. the 
'"dead metaphors" that function as unchallenged truths and demonstrate the power re
lations produced by, and the limits of language 11 itlti11. that trauition. 11 Secondly, Der
rida's interpretation of lhe flow or time in a system differs from traditional interpreta
tions that favour the present. The notion or dij]erance reminds us tha1 not only the past 
but also the future, whatever this may be, has ro be considered when we try to estab
lish meaning. We hm c to take responsibility for the unknowable future. I lowever, we 
cannot simply foll back on universal principles. TlllS would deny the complexity of the 
world. Conversely. we can also not a//011· everything. This would be an evasion of our 
responsibility. Derrida ( 1983: 17) explains that the respont-.1bility that he is trying to 
situate, here with regards to a university system, st ill places him "'ll'itltin the uni\ ersity, 
along with its memory anu tradition, the imperative or professional rigour anJ compe
tence." Derrida takes principles seriously. It can be argued that Derrida's approach to 
principle~ is such that we treat them as if they are uni\ersal rule~. but we need to re
motivatc the legitimacy oftbese rules every time we use them (Cillicr~ 1998: 139). 

The central problematic of Derrida's "second question" 1:- a clmllenge to the henne
neutic postulation or a fusion of horizons. At stake is the implication of Demda's con
tention that there is no "definitive" context. namely, a new reading of u text cannot 
merely bl! incorporated \~ithin an already "e.\isting" context. This point ts one of the 

11 By \\a)' orcxumph:, Dcmda ( 1988a: 38) \Hile':. aboul hr, n:spo11>1,; 10 JL. \1"11ns //1111 10 /)o /'11111g' With 
lllm/, that he cu11"1kr, himself to be .. m many rcspc'Cls quite close In \usun. hOlh 1nh:n:stcd and in
tkbtcd to hr> prubk111a11c;· and I hen. crucially. he <1dds: "" hen I do nusc q111:,11ons or objcclions. it is al
" ays al 1><11n1> \\hen:: I recognise m Auslm's lhCOI) prc-,,uppo>1l1orb \\ tuch arc musl 1cnacious und the 
mo>I ccn1rul >UPl""111ons of 1hc < v111i11l'11te1/ mc1.1physrc.1t 1rad111011.. lkrrida 111a111turns 1ha1 
dccons1ruc11ons du nol allcmpl 10 O\ crcomc the mctaphy;.1cul 1rud111t111. s111cc th•1t \\ h1ch lm:s 10 escape 
111c1aphysu:s is uhc:1dy 11nphc11 wuhm 11 1hm Ill tr} to undo metaphysics rs 10 embed 011cs1•lf linnly 
"i1hin 1ha1 1rmh11on 
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main differences betv.een Derrida and Gadamer: the latter is '\till too concerned \\'ith a 
rusion or perspectives to realise a radical .. break" in the context, "hereas Derrida per
ceives of an-other reading as a restructuring of the context. Dif!erem re ferents would 
"structure" the text dillerently a cont inuing process that cannot be completed. 

Bearing in mind Derrida' rejection of decision-making based only on calculation. 
one can a sume that the protocols of reading (mentioned in the previ(lus section) 
would not be abstract rules that one blindly adhe res to. On what grounds does one em
ploy a particular set or "quasi-protocols'' in order to establish whether or not some
thing. for instance, a speci fie interpretation of a text. is good? The ans\\ er to this ques
tion points once again to the possibility of a minimal consensus, which is a key aspect 
of Derrida's "third" question. 

Question 3 

The third question continues the critique of Gadamer's claim that the underlying struc
ture of understanding ("Vcrstehen") is a "good wil l." leading to the possibility of con
sensus. Derrida (in Michclleldcr & Palmer 1989: 53) asks whether ·'lhc precondition 
for Verstehen. far from being the cominuity of rapport [what Gadamer would call con
sensus or mutual understanding], is not rather the intem1ption or rapport. a certain 
rapport of interruption, the suspending of all mediation." Derrida's question is a cri ti
cism of Gadamer's assumpt ion that when partners in dialogue show the good will to 
understand one another, it become possible to remove the "otherness" of the other 
and achieve mutual understanding. The "other" cannot be understood in any other way 
than from the'' otild-be understander's own perspecti\ e. 

ln a footnote at the end of The Politin of Friem/sltip. Derrida ( I 988b: 644) writes: 
"Friendship. the relation ""ithout dependence, without episode and yet into which en
ters all the simplicity of lite. passes by way of the recognition or the common strange
ness that docs not allow us to speak or our friends. but only 10 speak to them .. :· From 
this citation, it is evident that Derrida would perceive the Gadamerian pursuit o f over
coming the other's otherness as a form of violence that has its roots in a metaphysical 
tradition that emphasises universality over differentiation, or consensus over a lterity. 
According to Derrida. the encounter with the other is always already marked by asym
metry inasmuch as the will to understand the other is suffused with a will to power. 
This will to power is evident in the gesture of recei' ing the other from one's own per
spective, thus rendering the understanding of the other an exercise in self interest. in 
changing the other to produce a "same" that coincides with one's own interest. While 
Gadamer concedes that we encounter one another with prejudice. he nevertheless pos
tulates the possibility of a commensurability brought on by mutual agreement. 

Caputo (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 263) pcrcei,es or a deconstruction that 
would eye v. ith suspicion a position that purchases ·•deep truths by deep 'iolence." b) 
repressing that which disturbs the unity of a system or truth. i.e. those \\ho trouole the 
guardians of truth with their "otherness." When Gadamer suggests at the beginning of 
his encounter with Derrida that the universal claim of' herrneneut ics is beyond all 
doubt. he has, Derrida (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 54) claims. already dismissed 
"quite a different way of thinking about texts.'' Gadamer (in Michelfelder & Palmer 
1989: 57) rejoins that there is an implicit con. ensus between hermeneutics and decon
struction since Derrida poses questions to him and must therefore presume that Gada
mer woul<l understand them. Gadamer's argument is w hat Kearn1::y describes as the 



14 S Afr J, Philo~. 2003, 22( I) 

charge of obscurantism. In dialogue, writes Kearney (1993: 4), .. One mu:it seek to say 
v. hat one means to the other and LO try to understand what the other means to say." 
This would require. as Derrida himself points out in an already mentioned citalmn, at 
least a minimal commitment to consensus, and the mmimum requirement being that 
'"an et hical other must first have addressed the subject in a language that the subject 
can hear and (al least minimally) understand" (Kearney 1993. 4). It 1s interesting to 
note two different emphases 111 Derrida's use of the term "obscurantism" 

Firstly, in his tc\.t on the raison d'etre of the university, Derrida ( 1983. 15) suggests 
that nihilism and obscurantism lie in wait .. " hen on occasion great professor~ 01 repre
sentatives of prestigious institutions lose all sense of proportion and control: on such 
occasions .they forget. the prin~f81es that they claim to defond in 1~1cir "".ork and .sud
denly begin to heap insults ... - It must be noted that Derrida himself has al tunes 
treated his critics in a "violent'' manner. In the altercation that followed his paper, Ra
cism's last II ord (Derrida 1985), it can be argued that Derrida treats his critics 1111-

fairly. I le makes no effort to hide his resentment and oflen employs a condescending 
and even insulting tone. 13 Another example is Derrida's (1988a: 11 3) own admission 
in the A/ienronl that his writing with regards to his altercation with Searle "'was not 
devoid or aggress1vity." Derrida's first response to Gadumer has a distinct ironic tone. 
which is contrary to his call for a "straightforward" disc11s:.1on in the A(terll'ord. 
Moremer. Derrida (in Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 54) himself admits to the .. ellipti
cal" form of his response. It is in the Afterword that Derrida (I 988a: 112) asserts that 
the .. , iolence. political or otherwise. at work in academic discussions or 111 intellectual 
discussions generally, must be acknowledged."' However, he denies advocating or al
lowing this \ iolence: instead, he pleads that '"we try to recognise and analyse it as best 
we can in 1ls various forms: ob\ ious or disguised. insl1tu11onal or indl\ idual. literal or 
metaphoric, candiu or hypocritical. in good or guilty conscience'" ( 112). 

Secondly, 111 the A/ienrnrd, Derrida ( 119) focuses more on the dcment or equivoca-
tion associated with obscurantism. lie writes: 

One shouldn't complicate things for the pleasure or compl11.:at111g. but one 
should also never simply pretend to be sme or such simplicity where there is 
none. If things were simple, word would huvc gotten around, us you s<iy in 
English. There you have one or my mottos, one quite appropriate for what I 
take to be the spirit of the type of 'enlightenment' granted our time. Those who 
wish to simrl ify at all costs and who raise a hue and cry about obscurity be
cause they do not recognise the unclarity or the old A1~/kliin111g nre in my eyes 
dangerous dogmatists and tcdiou~ obscurantists. No less dangerous (for in
stance. in politics) are those who wish to purify at all costs. 

I lis meaning is clear: for the sake of clarity and the poss1b1l1ty of understanding, it is 
necessary to stri\ e to write as unambiguously as possible. without detracting from the 
complexities that sometimes characterise one's subject mailer In comparison. Gada
mer's confidence in mutuul agreement and some fonn of eventual consensus seriously 
underestimates the complexities that are always already part of the mterpretative expe
rience. Rcganlless of the evidence that Derrida himl>el f has not always treated his in
terlocutors 111 a responsible way, his .. three questions .. to Gadamer ha' e demonstrated 

12 Sec, for 111s1<1ncc. foolnolcs 111111: amJ 11 oflhc 4f1<nnm/fDcrrida 19X8a 156 J 57) 

IJ l•ora dctuilcd d1scuss1un ol 1l11s text and the rcspun;,cs to 11. sec Cill1crs ( 1'111Kbl. 
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that the latter's concept of'·good will." which forms the basis of Verstehe11 could never 
pass as a "mere observation." The fact that good will is not "ax iomatic'' seriously 
questions the validity of Gadamer's claim to the universality of hermeneutics. 

Towards An Ethic of Discussion 
Everywhere. in particular in the United States and in Europe. the 
self-declared philosophers. theoretic ians .. and ideologists of communica
tion, dialogue. and consensus, of univocity and transparency. those who 
claim ceaselessly Lo reinstate the classical ethics of proof, discussion. 
and exchange, are most ollen tho e who excuse themselves from atten
tively reading and listening to the other, who demonstrate precipitation 
and dogmmism, C111d who no longer respect the elementary rules of phi
lology and or interpretation. confounding science and chatter as though 
they had not the slightest taste for communication or rather as though 
they are afra id or it ... 

(Derrida I 988a: 156- 157) 

From our di cussion thus for it would be fa ir to assert that Derrida provides compel
ling arguments why we should question "communicat ion" as an axiom from which de
cidable truth emerges. In quest ioning Gadamer's postulation of "good will" as an un
conditional a'\ iom, Derrida challenges the most problematic aspect of Te .. \t and /11ter
pretatio11. namely Gadamer's claim to the universality of hermeneutics on the basis of 
humankind's shared capacity to understand. In opposition. Derrida argues for the un
decidability or meaning. His respon e may create the impression that deconstruction 
merely emphasises the impossibility of pure understanding and thus the impossibility 
of ·communication' . At the heart or such an interpretation of Jeconstruction i~ a bi
nary logic (impossibilityipo sibility, communication/non-communication, pure under
standing/misunderstanding or no understanding. etc.), which fails Lo take account of 
the .. workings" of d!lfercmce. Meaning-as-di/lera11ce suggests that meaning is gener
ated all the time. but the process by which it is generated never comes to a halt. Thus. 
as Derrida (I 988a: 1) points mtt, .. one must first of all ask oneself whether or not the 
word or signifier 'communication · communicates a determinate content, an identifi
able meaning. or a describnblc \'alue." Derrida concedes that the act of art iculat111g the 
question or what \\C mean when we say we communicate already anticipates the 
meaning of the word "communication.'' This illustrates the "double \Hiting" of 
Derrida's ueconstruction: he uses the language or metaphysics, "hich constrains him 
to .. predetermine communication as a vehicle. a means of transport or transitional me
dium of a 111ea11i11g. and moreover of a unifieu meaning'' (I). while simultaneously 
challengmg what we "mean" by ··communication." 

Derrida also questions Gadamer's assumption of the universality or hermeneutics re
sulting from the argument of the good will as ··eumeneis elenchoi ... That G<.damer 
does claim a "uni,ersality'' for hermeneutics can be deuuced from his claim that it is a 
"henneneutic'· tradition that prestructures d1 fferent understandings in order for them to 
be uniteu or •·fused"' into one decidable meaning. He is not quite consistent when he 
also claims (in Michelfe lder & Palmer 1989: 96) that he affirms that "understanJing is 
always understanding-differently" anu that what is "dislocated when my word reaches 
another person. and especially when a text reaches its reader, can never be fixed in a 
rigid identity." According to Derrida, communic:uion is "cut off. at a certain point. 
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l'rom its ·original· dcsin.:-to-say-'A hat-one means'' (I 988a: 12); meaning cannot be 
constrained by context; and "understanding" cannot be allamcd through the fusion of 
hermeneutic horizons since these horizons assume the decidability of truth. Thus. Der
rida challenges the notion of a dialogue that is understood to be .. someone saying 
something lo someone about something" that opens the possibility of agreement 
(Kearney 1993: 4). 

The ··1hard" question challenges Gadamer's postulation of dialog1c model of under
standing that strives towards consensus, which does not include a strong enough rec
ognition of the "otherness" of the other. When Dernda asks in 7111: Politics of Friend
ship that we respect the "infinite distance" in our movement towards understanding the 
other (I 988b: 6-l4 ), it is not to be confused with the notion of a "radically other." Der
rida'::. view of the other does not rid the other or its "otherness." nor <loes it t!ncourage 
an absolute otherness. This is illustrated by the example that even though Derrida may 
want to be understoo<l. as Gadamer suggests, and thus not claim absolute otherness. it 
docs not follow that such an understanding entails that Gadamcr should necessarily 
agree\.\. ith Dcari<la's under..tanding. This will amount to tht! exclusion of difference. In 
this regard, Caputo ( 1999: 187) obi.erves that. for Dcrri<la, reading and \\ ritrng require 
a cenain kind or friendship. l lowever. this friendship that Derrida postulates "must not 
be weighed down by the baggage of t11e classical axiomatic of friendship" ( 187), in 
other v.ords. conventional notions of friendship m tcnm or proximity, familiarity. 
unit} and fusion ( 184). Instead. the friend would be thought or in tcm1s of distance. ir
reducible altenty and strangeness ( 184). 

Daridean fncndshap is an altemafr .. e to the fm::ndshap <lemcd from the ··regular 
time" and "homogenou::. space" descnbed in the philosophical tradition ( 190). 
\\hereby the "other'' is contracted to the same, into fraternity. Caputo argues that the 
history or friendship. or, for that matter. any history or tra<litron, is not homogeneous. 
since it is marked by dominant stnactures that silence and rcprt!ss others ( 195). This 
corresponds to Derrida's contention that academic discussions are intcrfused with vio
lence. Derrida ( l 988a: I 18, 139. 155) refers to, for instance, the ten<lency to criticise a 
dialogue partner directly or using insults and abusive analogie::. when interpreting texts 
instead of cuing his work in context, not only as a means or criticising by way ordem
onstration, but also to underline the extent to which one may agree with him. 1 low
ever, we have shown that the reconstitution of context, which is a precondition of the 
ethics of discussion, unavoidably implies politics because at inrnhes exclusion. There
fore. Derrida urges an avoidance of furthering one's own interest 1 f the wst of doing. 
so imolves making errors. not understanding. reading badly. and not respecting the 
pragmatic. granunatrcal. or moral rules ( 151 ). In short, Derrid.i advocates respect for 
an other\ work in its entirt:ty e\en when panacular aspects of that work may be prob
lematazed ( 140). 

Caputo suggt:sls that for Derrida friendship is marked by di//eru11ci>; therdore, the 
friend is always already 11 lwt is to come. Thus, Caputo \Hiles that \\ hatever refers to 
1iself as "the friend'' in the present is deconstructible ( 191 ). The deform! of friendship, 
the distance that separates one from the ··other," docs not undem1inc the relation \.\.ith 
the friend but, mstea<l, defines its peculiar nature: Since the friend escapes us m the 
movement of clif./erance we can never enclose the frien<l withrn our knowledge. tht:re
fore. "we can only speak to. but not a bow the friend" ( 196 ). TI11s as \\ hy Derrida as-
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serts that ''hen addre ·sing oneself to one's dialogue partner, one needs 10 do it in the 
most direct manner possible (I 988a: 11 4). 

The distance that marks one's relationship with the other does not signify our mutual 
isolation; instead. this space provides the opportunity for communication. Derrida is 
the first IO admit that certi.lin or his writings and deconstructive practices call into 
question the foundations of, among other thmgs. scientific, philosophical and iterary 
theory. He explains that his style of deconstruction aims at making legible the ostensi
bly self-evident truths, whether philosophical, ethical or political. that hide beneath the 
code of academic discussion ( 11 3). At the same time he is "for safeguards. for mem
ory - the jealous consen at ion of numerous traditions" ( 141 ). Since Derrida lakes ac
count ()f trnditions he is at once its "less passive. more attentive and more 
'deconstruct ivc· heir." and more foreign to it ( 130). This is why his style of decon
structivc writing or double writing "must inevitably partition itself along two sides ofa 
limit and continue (up to a certain point) to respect the rules of tJrnt which it decon
structs or or which it exposes the deconstructibility" ( 152). Therefore, deconstruction 
ought not to be equated with a rejection or the traditions associated with academic dis
cussion. Instead. Derrida wishes to ··not close the discussion, but to gi' e it a fresh 
start" ( 154 ). 

What does this .. fresh start" entail? Derrida urges us not to reduce interlocution to a 
comfortable affair between "those in the know," nor to a confrontat ion between adver
saries unwill ing to make the e ffort to suspend their preconceptions. We have to con
front the real difficulties involved in dealing with difference. This might mean, as in 
the case of the discussion with Gadamer. that the flow of the conversation wc have be
come used to. has to be disrupted. 
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