
SCE REPORTS 8 

D E C O N S T R U C T I V E  CRITICISM: 

D I R E C T I O N S  

FALL, 1980 



SCE R e p o r t s  i s  pub1 ished by The, Society 
f o r  C r i t i ca l  Exchange, a no t4  o w r o f i t  
corporat ion organized to encourage co- 
operative research i n  c r i t i c i sm  and theory.  
Mater ia l  published i n  SCE R e p o r t s  i s  copy- 
r ighted by the Society,  wi th  r igh ts  re-assign- 
ed to authors upon publication. F o r  informa- 
tion, contact: 

Leroy Sear le ,  Secretary  
Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange 
6273 19th Avenue N .E . 
Seatt le, Washington 981 15 

We grateful l y  acknowledge the assistance 
of the Engl ish Departments of Mercer  
Univers i ty  and the Univers i ty  of Washington 
i n  the preparat ior i  of th is  issue. Special 
thanks to  A l len  Dunn and Steve Cole f o r  
product ion assistance. 

a 1980, SCE 

SCE REPORTS # 8 FALL, 1980 
- 

"DECONSTRUCT1 VE CRI  T I C  ISM: DIRECT IONS" 

Guest Ed i to r ' s  Foreword 
VINCENT B. L E I T C H  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3 

"Nothing F a i l s  Like Success" 
BARBARA JOHNSON . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7 

Responses: 

"What i s  Deconstruction, and Why A r e  They Writing 
A l l  Those Graff-ic T h ~ n g s  About l t"? 

JOSEPH N. R I DDEL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  17 

"Ret r~ev ing  Heidegger's De-Struction" 
WILL l AM V .  SPANOS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30 

"The Ar t  of Being Taken By S u r p r ~ s e "  
JERRY AL lNE FL l EGER . . . . . . . . . . . . .  54 

"Tak~ng and Being Taken" 
JERROLD E .  HOGLE . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  '68 

"Of P o l i t ~ c s  and Limits: Der r ida  Re-Marx" 
ANDREW PARKER . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  83 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  NEWS AND NOT ICES 105 

"A Selected Bibliography of Deconstructive Cri t ic ism" 
R1 CHARD A. BARNEY . . . . . . . .  Suppl emnt  



Copyr ight @ 1980 
by  

The Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange, I nc. 

A l l  r i gh t s  reserved.  The Society f o r  

C r i t i ca l  Exchange i s  a not- for-prof i t  
corporat ion f o r  the advancement of co- 
operat ive research  i n  c r i t i c i sm  and 
theory.  F o r  information, contact: 

The Society f o r  C r i t i ca l  Exchange, Inc .  

6273 19th Avenue N. E . 
Seatt le,  Washington 981 15 
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Some of  t h e  b e s t  minds of t h e  p resen t  genera- 
t i o n  have taken up decons t ruc t ion .  Who a r e  these 
people? 

Severa l  groups comprise t h e  "corporation" of 
deconstruct ion.  F i r s t ,  t h e r e  is a loose band of 
French i n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  a ssoc ia ted  i n  the  l a t e  1960s 
and e a r l y  1970s with t h e  journal  TEL QUEL, including 
most prominently Roland Baxthes, Jacques Derrida, 
Michel Foucault and J u l i a  b i s t e v a .  A l l  i n  alpha- 
b e t i c a l  order .  Second, a s t e l l a x  enclave of  Ameri- 
can l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s ,  r e s i d i n g  a t  Yale Universi ty  
s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y  1970s, encompasses Harold Bloom, 
Paul  de  Man, Geoffrey Hartman and J. H i l l i s  Mil ler .  
Teaching r e g u l a r l y  a t  Yale s ince  t h e  middle 1970s 
a s  a v i s i t i n g  p r o f e s s a r ,  Jacques Derrida b inds  these  
two companies. Third,  a k la tch  o f  young French in -  
t e l l e c t u a l s ,  l inked  with Derrida during t h e  l a t e  
1970s i n  connection with t h e  P a r i s i a n  publ ishing 
house Flammarion, adds t o  t h e  group Sylv iane  Agacin- 
s k i ,  Sarah Kofman, Ph i l ippe  Iacoue-Labarthe a& 
Jean-Luc Nancy. Fourth, a small  cadre of American 
l i t e r a r y  schola rs ,  i d e n t i f i e d  s i n c e  the  mid 19709 
with t h e  journal  BOUNDAI1Y 2, involves Paul  BOG, 
Joseph Riddel and William V .  Spanos. A number of 
o ther  ranking i n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  connected with one or  
more o f  these  groups o r  people, b r ings  t o  t h e  "move- 
ment" G i l l e s  Deleuze, Eugenio Donato, Rodolphe Gas- 
chg , Barbara Johnson, Jacques Lacan, Jean-Rangois  
Lyotard, Je f f rey  Hehlman, EdHard Said and Caya t r i  
Spivak. The list of " in te res ted  p a r t i e s "  is not 
near ly  complete. One could add dedicated t r a n s l a -  
t o r s ,  vehement opponents, emerging B r i t i s h  devotees, 
and s t i l l  o thers .  P o s i t i v e l y  or  negat ively,  many 
minds a r e  taken with deconstruct ion.  
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A s  a s c h o l a r l y  group, t h e  "deconstructors"  ex- 
h i b i t  p rofess iona l  t i e s  with o r  s e r i o u s  i n t e r e s t s  i n  
phenomenology, s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  psychoanalysis,  Marx- 
i s m  and semiology. Any p a r t i c u l a r  deconstructor  may 
devote h e r s e l f  t o  one, s e v e r a l  o r  a l l  of  these  
f i e l d s .  I n  any case ,  t h e  major forerunners  a r e  Max,  
Nietzsche, Freud, Saussure and Heidegger. And t h e  
lead ing  contemporary is  unquestionably Jacques Der- 
r i d a :  h i s  works c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  canonical  t e x t s .  
I n  America t h e  major f i g u r e  is Paul  de  Man. The 
most unforgiving p u r i s t s  might (and l a t e l y  do)  ex- 
communicate numerous pretenders  and p i d d l e r s ,  bu t  
Derrida and de Man remain s i n g u l a r l y  above any her-  
esy or  vague suspicion.  

When i n  t h e  mid 1970s deconstruct ion a s  a move- 
ment expanded, t a k i n g  i n  new adherents  and numerous 
opponents, it reached a c r i s i s  s t a g e ,  which has con- 
t inued up t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  moment. The "doctr ines" 
appear i n  danger of d i l u t i o n  or  d i s t o r t i o n .  Sur- 
p r i s e d ,  shocked or  d i s tu rbed ,  t h e  e a r l y  "founders" 
sometimes express inchoate  r e g r e t  or knowing pess i -  
m i s m  a t  t h i s  t u r n  of  events .  The charm of  t h e i r  
churnings emerges i n  a snippy nos ta lg ia .  

Coming i n t o  t h e  onrush of  deconstruct ion i n  
1976, I was exhi la ra ted  t o  f i n d  a n  e n e r g e t i c  a l t e r -  
na t ive  t o  p a l l i d  formalism t inged  w i t h  h i s t o r i -  
cism, which my pooped-out t eachers  had a l l  more o r  
l e s s  propounded. What seemed a period of decay t o  
t h e  "founders" of  decons t ruc t ion  s t r u c k  me a s  a 
time of i n t e l l e c t u a l  f renzy  and new freedom. I have 
borne such sent iment  f o r  f i v e  years  now. I n  t h i s  I 
seem one p a r t  Miranda and one part Pollyanna. A l -  

together  t o o  youthful  and naive. Withal too  cu te .  
A f ive-year  smile .  Yet the  spread of  deconstruct ion 
remains good news t o  me. 

Charged with organizing t h e  f i f t h  annual j o i n t  
Discussion Session of  the  Modern Language Associat ion 
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and t h e  Soc ie ty  f o r  C r i t i c a l  Ecchange, I decided t o  
concentrate  t h e  meeting on "Deconstructive Cri t ic ism: 
Direct ions."  I convinced my col leagues on the  Organ- 
i z i n g  Committee, then s e t  out t o  r e c r u i t  Barbara 
Johnson, a young Yale decons t ruc tor ,  t o  d e l i v e r  tho 
main paper. A f t e r  Professor  Johnson agreed,  I i n -  
v i t e d  Joseph Hiddel and William Spanos t o  serve on 
t h e  panel  a s  respondents .  Meanwhile, I s e n t  out 
through t h e  M U  NEWSLl3TTER a nationwide c a l l  f o r  pro-  
p o s a l s  on t h e  announced t o p i c ,  From the  numerous 
proposals  rece ived ,  t h r e e  were selected8 Je r ry  
Aline F l ieger ,  Je r ro ld  Hogle and Andrew Parker a l l  
generously of fe red  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  wr i t t en  responses 
t o  Barbara Johnson's p o s i t i o n  paper. F i n a l l y ,  T en- 
l i s t e d  Richard Barney t o  put  together  a Selected 
Bibliography of  Deconstructive Cr i t i c i sm,  which com- 
plements e x i s t i n g  and forthcoming lists. A l l  t hese  
mater ials-- the main paper ,  t h e  responses and the  bib-  
liography--make up Number 8 of  t h e  SCE HEPOdTS. 

Taking up t h e  t o p i c  "Deconstructive Cri t ic ism: 
Directions;' Barbara Johnson begins with t h e  contin- 
uing c r i s i s :  t h e  diminishment o f  deconstruct ion 
through d i l u t i o n  and dogmatism, She sugges t s  a 
s t r a t e g y ,  a t a c t i c s  of  ignorance, t o  keep v i t a l  t h e  
a n a l y t i c a l  energy of  decons t ruc t ion ,  For h i s  p a r t  
Joseph Hiddel ques t ions  whether o r  not deconstruc-  
t i o n ,  as r i g o r o u s l y  operated by Derrida and de Man, 
has a c t u a l l y  spread beyond a very few o t h e r  p r a c t i -  
t i o n e r s .  Along t h e  way Riddel portrays s e v e r a l  dom- 
i n a n t  modcs o f  reduc t ion  t h a t  t u r n  deconstruct ion 
i n t o  a domesticated systematics .  Attacking decon- 
s t r u c t i o n  f r o n t a l l y ,  William Spanos dramatizes 
Derridean p r a c t i c e  as a f a l l i n g  o f f  from Heider- 
ger ian  des t ruc t ion .  He c h a r a c t e r i z e s  decons t ruc t ive  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  a n  a h i s t o r i c a l  and formal i s t  c r i t -  
i c a l  mode, doomed t o  r a p i d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  
and unavoidable co l labora t ion  with t echnocra t ic  c u l -  
t u r e .  
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I n  her  response,  J e r r y  Aline F l i e g e r  extends 
t h e  p r o j e c t  of  decons t ruc t ion  by g r a f t i n g  its 
"strange l o g i c "  on to  t h e  Freudian-Lacanian l o g i c  of 
t h e  Unconscious. I n  doing s o ,  she demonstrates a 
s t r i k i n g  consonance between t h e  "ana ly t ics"  of decon- 
s t r u c t i o n  and of  contemporary psychoanalysis.  D i s -  
turbed by Johnson's " s t ra tegy  o f  ignorance,"  J e r r o l d  
Hogle problematizes t h e  ubiqui tous des i re - to -say  o r  
will-to-meaning--the progranunatic i n t e n t i o n a l i t y - -  
which d r i v e s  a l l  decons t ruc t ive  a n a l y s i s .  He urges 
i n q u i r y  i n t o  t h e  susp ic ious  " ra t iona l"  d i s c u r s i v e  
p r a c t i c e s  of  decons t ruc t ion  and i n t o  its increas ing ly  
complacent and p r e d i c t a b l e  l u s t  f o r  s u r e  success ,  
Taking o f f  from Johnson, Andrew Parker examines t h e  
ambiguous r e l a t i o n s h i p  of EIarxiat ,discourse t o  
Derridean deconstruct ion.  fiather than confirming 
t h e  apparent  "absence" of  Marx i n  Derr ida 's  t e x t s ,  
Parker s i t u a t e s  t h e  Marxist problematics ,  a n  en- 
crypted "thematics ,"  somewhere within t h e  = o f  t h e  
d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  consciousness. 

I n  its most v i r i l e  and v i r u l e n t  form deconstruc-  
t i o n  shows i t s e l f  more m e t a c r i t i c a l  than c r i t i c a l :  
i ts o b j e c t s  of  a n a l y s i s  a r e  c r i t i c a l  b e l i e f s  and 
p r a c t i c e s .  When it t u r n s  away from metacr i t i c i sm,  
a l l  involved-- insiders  and o u t s i d e r s ,  f r i e n d s  and 
f o e s ,  prophets  and pests--get  susp ic ious  or  uneasy, 
And sometimes p l a i n  nasty.  The dynamics of such 
d i s tu rbance  emerge var ious ly  and unconsciously i n  
most d i scuss ions  of  deconstruct ion.  The essays i n  
t h i s  i s s u e  t e s t i f y  one a f t e r  another  t o  t h i s  c u r i -  
ous drama. The i s s u e  o f  t h e  "meta" needs t o  r e g i s t e r  
on the  record .  Quest ions of  l ineage ,  pedigree and 
r i g h t s  remain. A d i spu ted  f u t u r e  looms. Boblems 
of  inher i t ance  and for tune .  Tax us.  
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Barbara Johnson 
Yale Universi ty  

NOTHING FAILS LIKE SUCCESS 

A s  soon as any r a d i c a l l y  innovative thought 
becomes an - i s m ,  i ts s p e c i f i c  groundbreaking 
f o r c e  diminishes,  its h i s t o r i c a l  no tor ie ty  
increases ,  and i ts  d i s c i p l e s  tend t o  become more 
s i m p l i s t i c ,  more dogmatic, and u l t imate ly  more 
conserva t ive ,  a t  which time its power becomes 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r a t h e r  than  a n a l y t i c a l .  The f a c t  
t h a t  w h a t  i s  loose ly  c a l l e d  deconstructionism 
is  now being widely i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  i n  t h e  
United S t a t e s  seems t o  me both i n t r i g u i n g  and 
paradoxical ,  b u t  a l s o  a b i t  u n s e t t l i n g ,  although 
not  f o r  t h e  reasons  advanced by most of its 
opponents. The ques t ion  I shall a s k  i s  t h e  
 following^ how can  t h e  decons t ruc t ive  impulse 
r e t a i n  its c r i t i c a l  energy i n  t h e  face  of its 
own success? W h a t  can a reader  who has f e l t  
t h e  s u r p r i s e  of  i n t e l l e c t u a l  discovery i n  a 
work by Jacques Derr ida o r  Paul  de  Man do 
t o  remain i n  touch n o t  s o  much wi th  the  c o n t e n t  
of  t h e  discovery kt w i t h  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
upheaval of  t h e  s u r p r i s e ?  

I would l i k e  t o  begin by examining b r i e f l y  
two types of  accusa t ions  commonly d i r e c t e d  
z a i n s t  deconstruct ion I t h e  l i t e r a r i l y  conserva- 
t i v e ,  which accuses decons t ruc t ion  of going too 
f a r ,  and t h e  p o l i t i c a l l y  r a d i c a l ,  which accuses 
decons t ruc t ion  of  no t  going f a r  enough. The 
first type comes from well-establ ished men of 
l e t t e r s  who a t t e m ~ t  t o  defend t h e i r  b e l i e f  i n  
t h e  b s i c  communicability of meanings and v a l i i e ~  
a g a i n s t  what is s a i d  t o  be t h e  decons t ruc t ion is t s '  
r e l a t i v i s m ,  n ih i l i sm,  o r  se l f - indulgen t  love  of 
meaninglessness. What I s h a l l  t r y  t o  determine 
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i s  n o t  whether misunderstanding i s  a mere 
acc iden t  o r  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  f a t e  of reading,  bu t  
r a t h e r  w h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  is  between deconstruc- 
t i o n  and t h e  type of  log ic  on which these  
opponents' accusa t ions  of r e l a t i v i s m  and s o l i p -  
sism a r e  based. Consider t h e  fol lowing sentences 
taken from well-known c r i t i q u e s  of deconstruct ionr  

I n  r e v i s i o n i s t  c r i t i c i s m  t h e  f i r s t  con- 
sequence of c a l l i n g  d i scourse  i t s e l f  i n t o  
ques t ion  is t h e  propos i t ion  that a l l  c r i t i -  
cism amounts t o  misreading, and thus  one 
reading i s  a s  l e g i t i m a t e  a s  another. '  

But i f  a l l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  mis in te r -  
p r e t a t i o n ,  and i f  a l l  c r i t i c i s m  ( l i k e  a l l  
h i s t o r y )  of t e x t s  can engage only with a 
c r i t i c ' s  own misconstruct ion,  why bother  
t o  c a r r y  on t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of i n t e r p r e t a -  
t i o n  and c r i t i c i s m ? 2  

I n  t h e  absence of any appeal  t o  such a 
coerc ive  r e a l i t y  t o  which t h e  p l u r a l i t y  o f  
s u b j e c t i v i t i e s  can be r e f e r r e d ,  a l l  per- 
spec t i v e s  become equa l ly  v a l i d .  3 

Cer ta in ty  and p i e t y  of a l l  kinds a r e  
sys temat ica l ly  undermined i n  f a v o r  of a 
u n i v e r s a l  r e l a t i v i s m  of values and judgment. 
J u s t  a s  t h e  r e v i s i o n i s t s  a r e  l e d  t o  reduce 
t h e  a c t  of c r i t i c i s m  t o  a given c r i t i c ' s  
sub jec t ive  preference,  s o  do professors  
r e l e g a t e  judgment of a l l  s o r t s  t o  the  
s tudents '  s u b j e c t i v e  preferences .& 

What Deconstruction urges is  no t  a 
new system of thought but  skept icism 
toward a l l  t h e  o ld  ways, which a r e  construed 
a s  r e a l l y  only one way.5 
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The l o g i c  behind such u t te rances  is t h e  l o g i c  
of binary oppos i t ion ,  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of non-contra- 
d i c t i o n ,  o f ten  thought of  a s  t h e  very essence of 
Logic a s  such. The arguments can be reduced t o  
t h e  following l o g i c a l  formulas: 

1. If a l l  read ings  a r e  misreadings, 
then a l l  readings a r e  equal ly va l id .  

2. If t h e r e  i s  no such th ing  a s  an 
o b j e c t i v e  read ing ,  then a l l  readings a r e  
based on s u b j e c t i v e  preferences.  

3. If there  is  no abso lu te  t r u t h ,  then 
everything i s  r e l a t i v e .  

4. To c r i t i c i z e  i s  t o  be s k e p t i c a l ;  
t o  pu t  i n  ques t ion  is  t o  dismiss. 

I n  o t h e r  words, i f  n o t  abso lu te ,  t h e n  
r e l a t i v e ;  i f  no t  o b j e c t i v e ,  then s u b j e c t i v e ;  i f  
you a r e  no t  f o r  something, you a r e  a g a i n s t  it. 
Now, my understanding o f  w h a t  is  most r a d i c a l  
i n  decons t ruc t ion  is p r e c i s e l y  t h a t  it ques t ions  
this basic  l o g i c  of b inary  opposi t ion,  b u t  not  
i n  a simple, b inary ,  a n t a g o n i s t i c  way. Consider 
t h e  fol lowing passage from Derr ida 's  Dissemination: 

I t  i s  thus  n o t  simply f a l s e  t o  say t h a t  
Mallarm6 is  a P l a t o n i s t  o r  a Hegelian. 
i t  i s  above a l l  n o t  t r u e .  And v ice  versa.  

Ins tead  of  a simple ;e i ther /orn s t r u c t u r e ,  
deconstruc t i o n  a t tempts  t o  e labora te  a d i scourse  
t h a t  says  n e i t h e r  "e i ther /o r" ,  nor "both/andl' 
nor even "nei ther/norH,  while a t  the  same time 
no t  t o t a l l y  abandoning these  l o g i c s  e i t h e r .  The 
very word "deconstruct ion" is meant t o  undermine 
the  e i t h e r / o r  l o g i c  of t h e  opposi t ion "construe - 
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t ion/destruct ion".  Deconstruction is both, it is 
n e i t h e r ,  and it r e v e a l s  t h e  way i n  which both 
cons t ruc t ion  and d e s t r u c t i o n  a r e  themselves n o t  
what they appear  t o  be. Deconstruction both 
opposes redef ines ;  i t  both reverses  an 
opposi t ion reworks t h e  terms of that opposi- 
t i o n  s o  t h a t  what was formerly understood by 
them i s  no longer  tenable.  I n  t h e  case  of t h e  
much publ ic ized  opposi t ion between speech and 
wr i t ing ,  deconstruct ion both appears  t o  g r a n t  
t o  wr i t ing  t h e  p r i o r i t y  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  assigned 
t o  speech redef ines  "writing" a s  diffe ' rance 
s o  t h a t  it can no longer  simply mean "marks on 
a  page" b u t  can very wel l  a l s o  r e f e r  t o  t h b t  
a s p e c t  of  spoken speech that is  no,rmally occu l ted  
by t r a d i t i o n a l  no t ions  of what speech is.  I n  t h e  
c a s e  of t h e  opposi t ion between o b j e c t i v i t y  and 
s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  deconstruct ion seems t o  l o c a t e  t h e  
moment of  meaning-making i n  t h e  non-object ivi ty  
of the  a c t  of reading r a t h e r  than i n  t h e  i n h e r e n t  
givens of a  t e x t ,  but  then t h e  t e x t  seems 
a l ready  t o  a n t i c i p a t e  t h e  read ing  it engenders, 
and a t  t h e  same time t h e  r e a d e r ' s  " sub jec t iv i ty"  
is  discovered t o  func t ion  something l i k e  a  t e x t ,  
that i s ,  something whose conscious awareness of 
meaning and d e s i r e  i s  only one a s p e c t  of  a complex 
unconscious s i g n i f y i n g  system which determines 
consciousness a s  only one of  i ts e f f e c t s .  To 
imply t h a t  s u b j e c t i v i t y  i s  s t r u c t u r e d  l i k e  a  
machine, a s  Paul  e  Man does i n  his essay  "The 
Purloined Ribbon'? is both t o  subvert  t h e  opposi- 
t i o n  between s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t  ( s ince  a  machine 
is considered t o  be an o b j e c t )  and t o  d i s p l a c e  
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  no t ion  of what a  s u b j e c t  is.  I f  
t h e  o r i g i n a l  opposi t ion between s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t  
corresponds,  a s  Gerald Graff would have i t ,  t o  
t h e  opposi t ion between t h e  pleasure p r i n c i p l e  
and the  r e a l i t y  p r i n c i p l e ,  what deconstruct ion 
shows is t h a t  t h e r e  i s  something e l s e  involved 
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t h a t  p u t s  i n  quest ion t h e  very s e p a r a b i l i t y  of t h e  
pleasure p r i n c i p l e  and t h e  r e a l i t y  p r i n c i p l e ,  
something that continuously generates  e f f e c t s  t h a t  
can be explained by n e i t h e r .  Freud c a l l e d  this 
something the  dea th  i n s t i n c t ,  bu t  t h i s  d e a t h  
i n s t i n c t  is t o  be understood a s  w h a t  cease less ly  
escapes the mastery of understanding and t h e  
l o g i c  of binary oppos i t ion  by exhib i t ing  some 
"other"  logic  one can n e i t h e r  t o t a l l y  comprehend 
nor exclude. I t  i s  the  at tempt t o  wri te  with 
t h i s  "other" l o g i c  t h a t  produces the appearance 
of obscur i ty  i n  many decons t ruc t ive  t e x t s .  Any 
statement  that af f i rms  while  using a  log ic  
d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  l o g i c  of binary opposi t ion 
w i l l  n e c e s s a r i l y  not  conform t o  binary no t ions  
of " c l a r i t y " .  

Hence, i f  deconstruct ion focuses on t h e  a c t  
of reading r a t h e r  than on t h e  ob jec t ive  meaning 
of a  t e x t ,  t h i s  i n  no way e n t a i l s  any g r e a t e r  
degree of  self- indulgence than t h e  b e l i e f  i n  
conventional  va lues  does -- on t h e  con t ra ry ,  
a t  i ts b e s t  it undoes t h e  very comforts of 
mastery and consensus t h a t  u n d e r l i e  t h e  i l l u s i o n  
tht o b j e c t i v i t y  is  s i t u a t e d  somewhere o u t s i d e  
t h e  s e l f .  Thus, t h e  incompat ib i l i ty  between 
dec ons t r u c  t i o n  and i ts c onservat ive d e t r a c t o r s  
is  a n  incompat ib i l i ty  of l o g i c s .  While t r a d i -  
t i o n a l i s t s  say t h a t  a  t h i n g  cannot be both A and 
not-A, decons t ruc tors  open up ways i n  which A 
i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  bu t  unpredictably already d i f f e r -  
e n t  from A.  

Now we come t o  the  second type of c r i t i q u e  
of decons t ruc t ion ,  which accuses it of no t  l i v i n g  
up t o  i t s  own claims of r a d i c a l i t y ,  of working 
with t o o  l i m i t e d  a  not ion of t e x t u a l i t y ,  and of 
applying i ts  c r i t i c a l  energy only within an 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e  that it does not  quest ion 
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and t h e r e f o r e  confirms? This charge,  which judges 
decons t ruc t ion  a g a i n s t  i ts  own claims t o  an 
unflagging c r i t i c a l  s tance ,  is  one which decon- 
s t r u c  ti on must i n  f a c t  cont inuously make a g a i n s t  
i t s e l f .  Any d i scourse  t h a t  is based on t h e  
quest ioning of boundary l i n e s  must never s t o p  
quest ioning its o m .  To r e s e r v e  the  deconstmc- 
t i v e  s tance  s o l e l y  f o r  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  without 
analyzing its i n s t i t u t i o n a l  underpinnings and 
economic and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  with t h e  world is 
t o  decide where t h e  boundaries of  the very c r i t i q u e  
of  boundaries l i e .  To read a t e x t  a p a r t  from t h e  
h i s t o r i c a l  and biographical  condi t ions  and 
w r i t i n g s  t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  its t e x t u a l  network 
is  t o  l i m i t  a  p r i o r i  t h e  kinds ~ f ' ~ u e s t i o n s  t h a t  
can be asked. Why, t h e r e f o r e ,  do some deconstruc- 
t o r s  tend t o  avoid going beyond the  l i m i t s  of t h e  
l i t e r a r y  t e x t ?  

There a r e ,  I t h i n k ,  t h r e e  reasons f o r  this 
unwarranted r e s t r i c t i o n .  The f i r s t  is  e n t a i l e d  
by the  c u r r e n t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of decon- 
s t r u c t i o n :  t h e  more it becomes entrenched a s  t h e  
s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  of  some l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  i n  
t h e i r  opposi t ion t o  o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s ,  t h e  
more it w i l l  r e s i s t  problematizing t h e  i n s t i t u -  
t i o n a l  condi t ions  of  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  a s  such. 
The o ther  two reasons s p r i n g  o u t  of a n  over- 
s i m p l i f i e d  understanding of c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  of 
decons t ruc t ive  theory.  To say ,  a s  Derr ida has 
s a i d ,  t h a t  t h e r e  is nothing ou ts ide  t h e  t e x t  
is not  t o  say t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  should read  only 
one piece of l i t e r a t u r e  i n  i s o l a t i o n  from 
h i s t o r y ,  biography, e t c .  I t  is  t o  say t h a t  
no th ing  can be s a i d  t o  be & a t e x t ,  s u b j e c t  t o  
t h e  diffe'rance, t h e  non-immediacy, of presence 
o r  meaning. Even t h e  s tatement  that t h e r e  i s  
nothing ou ts ide  t h e  t e x t  cannot  be taken t o  be t h e  
abso lu te  c e r t a i n t y  it appears  t o  be, s i n c e  i t  
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has  t o  inc lude  i t s e l f  i n  its own consequences. 
If t h e r e  is  nothing ou ts ide  t h e  t e x t ,  then how 
can locus of  research  o r  a c t i o n  be considered 
a  p r i o r i  a s  i l l e g i t i m a t e ?  

The f i n a l  reason f o r  t h e  conservatism of some 
forms of  deconstruct ion is  more pervasive: i n  
quest ioning t h e  na ture  of knowledge and c a u s a l i t y ,  
deconstruct ion has  o f t e n  given nothing bu t  nega- 
t i v e  h e l p  i n  t h e  at tempt t o  read  l i t e r a t u r e  o r  
philosophy with h i s t o r y  and biography. I n  saying 
t h a t  h i s t o r y  is  a f i c t i o n ,  a  t e x t  sub jec t  t o  
i d e o l o g i c a l  skewings and mys t i f i ca t ions ,  and 
t h a t  i t  cannot be r e l i e d  upon a s  a  source of  
ob jec t ive  knowledge, decons t ruc t ive  theory some- 
times seems t o  block a l l  access  t o  the p o s s i b i l i t y  
of read ing  e x p l i c i t l y  " r e f e r e n t i a l "  documents i n  
con juac t ion  with l i t e r a r y  o r  specu la t ive  t e x t s .  
Yet i n  p r a c t i c e ,  we f i n d  Derr ida drawing upon 
Freud's  l i f e  and l e t t e r s  i n  his ana lys i s  o f  
Beyond t h e  P leasure  P r i n c i p l e  ( i n  La Car te  Fos- m), and DeMan of ten  beginning an a r t i c l e  
with a h i s t o r i c a l  account t h a t  i n  sane way 
doubles  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  problem he is aboui  t o  
d i scuss .  The ques t ion ,  then ,  is how t o  use  
h i s t o r y  and biography d e c o n s t m c t i v e l y ,  how t o  
seek i n  them n o t  answers, causes ,  explanat ions,  
o r  o r i g i n s ,  bu t  new ques t ions  and new ways i n  
which t h e  l i t e r a r y  and t h e  non- l i t e ra ry  t e x t s  a l i k e  
can be made t o  r e a d  and rework each o ther .  

I would now l i k e  t o  o u t l i n e  a  few g e n e r a l  
remarks about how t o  avoid becoming too comfortable 
i n  t h e  abyss. To go back t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  object ion 
t h a t  "if a l l  r ead ings  a r e  misreadings then a l l  
readings a r e  equa l ly  v a l i d , "  how i s  i t  poss ib le  
t o  maintain t h a t  some readings a r e  b e t t e r  than 
o thers  i n  a  way that cannot  be e n t i r e l y  reduced 
t o  a  binary opposi t ion? S ince  i t  i s  obvious t h a t  
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no decons t ruc tor  a c t u a l l y  t h i n k s  a l l  r ead ings  a r e  
equa l ly  v a l i d ,  w h a t  k ind of eva lua t ion  does 
dec onstruc t i o n  permit? 

The sentence " a l l  r ead ings  a r e  misreadings" 
does no t  simply deny t h e  no t ion  of t r u t h .  Tru th  
i s  preserved i n  v e s t i g i a l  form i n  t h e  no t ion  of 
e r r o r .  This  does n o t  mean t h a t  there  is, some- 
where out  t h e r e ,  f o r e v e r  u n a t t a i n a b l e ,  t h e  one 
t r u e  reading a g a i n s t  which a l l  o t h e r s  w i l l  be 
t r i e d  and found wanting. Rather ,  it impl ies  1 )  
t h a t  t h e  reasons a reading might cons ider  i t s e l f  
rlght a r e  motivated and undercut  by its own 
i n t e r e s t s ,  b l indnesses ,  d e s i r e s ,  and f a t i g u e ,  
and 2) tkt t h e  role of t r u t h  cannot, be s o  
simply el iminated.  Even i f  t r u t h  i s  but  a 
f a n t a s y  of t h e  w i l l  t o  power, something st i l l  
marks t h e  po in t  f r m  which t h e  imperat ives of 
t h e  n o t - s e l f  make themselves f e l t .  To r e j e c t  
ob jec t ive  t m t h  is  t o  make it harder  t o  avoid 
s e t t i n g  oneself  up a s  an a r b i t r a r y  a r b i t e r .  There- 
f o r e ,  the  one imperat ive a read ing  must obey 
is t h a t  it fo l low,  with r i g o r ,  w h a t  pu t s  i n  
ques t ion  t h e  k ind  of read ing  it thought it was 
going t o  be. A read ing  i s  s t rong ,  I would there-  
f o r e  submit,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  that it encounters  and 
propagates  t h e  s u r p r i s e  of otherness .  The 
impossible  bu t  necessary t a s k  of the  r e a d e r  is  
t o  s e t  himself up  t o  be s u r p r i s e d .  

No methodology can be r e l i e d  on t o  generate  
s u r p r i s e .  On t h e  con t ra ry ,  it i s  usua l ly  s u r p r i s e  
t h a t  engenders methodology. Derr ida br ings  t o  
his reader  t h e  s u r p r i s e  of a non-binary, undeci- 
dab le  log ic .  Yet comfortable undec idab i l i ty  
needs t o  be s u r p r i s e d  by i t s  own conservatism. 
My emphasis on t h e  word "surpr i se"  is  designed 
t o  counter  t h e  i d e a  that a good decons t ruc tor  
must cons tan t ly  put  his own e n t e r p r i s e  i n t o  
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quest ion.  This  is t r u e ,  b u t  i t  is  not  enough. 
I t  can l e a d  t o  a kind of i n f i n i t e  regress  of 
demys t i f i ca t ion ,  i n  which ever  more sophis t i ca ted  
s u b t l e t i e s  a r e  e labora ted  within a n  unchanging 
f i e l d  of quest ions.  

How, then,  can one s e t  oneself  up t o  be 
s u r p r i s e d  by otherness? Obviously, i n  a s e n s e ,  
one cannot .  Yet one can begin by t ransgress ing  
one 's  own usua l  p r a c t i c e s ,  by indulging i n  some 
judicious time-wasting wi th  what one does n o t  
know how t o  use ,  o r  what has f a l l e n  i n t o  d i s repute .  
What the  s u r p r i s e  encounter with otherness  should 
do i s  l a y  bare some h i n t  of an ignorance one never 
knew one had. Much has been made of the  f a c t  t h a t  
"knowledge" cannot  be taken f o r  granted.  But 
perhaps r a t h e r  than  simply quest ioning the  na ture  
of knowledge, we should today reeva lua te  t h e  
s t a t i c ,  i n e r t  concept  we have always had of 
ignorance,  Ignorance,  f a r  more than knowledge, 
i s  w h a t  can never be taken f o r  granted.  If I 
perceive my ignorance a s  a gap i n  knowledge 
i n s t e a d  of  a s  an imperat ive t h a t  changes t h e  
very n a t u r e  of w h a t  I t h i n k  I know, then I d o  
no t  t r u l y  experience my ignorance. The s u r p r i s e  
of o therness  is t h a t  moment when a new form of 
ignorance is suddenly a c t i v a t e d  a s  an imperat ive.  
If t h e  decons t ruc t ive  impulse i s  t o  r e t a i n  i ts  
v i t a l ,  subversive power, we must there fore  
become ignoran t  of it aga in  and again.  I t  i s  
only by f o r g e t t i n g  what we know how t o  do, by 
s e t t i n g  a s i d e  t h e  thoughts t h a t  have most 
changed u s ,  that those thoughts and t h a t  know- 
ledge can  go on making a c c e s s i b l e  t o  us t h e  
s u r p r i s e  of an o therness  we can only encounter 
i n  t h e  moment of  suddenly discovering we a r e  
ignoran t  of it. 
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What Is Deconstruction, and Why Are They Writing 
A l l  Those Graff- ic  Things About I t ?  

Cr i t i c i sm ( r e :  l i t e r a r y )  has  become a se r ious ,  
i f  not  o u t r i g h t  dour, bus iness ,  the  academician's 
hedge a g a i n s t  i n f l a t i o n  of t h e  word. p d  any 
at tempt t o  re-touch i t  ( r e c a l l  Mallarme's mocking 
phrase about those who touched verse)  is l i a b l e  t o  
a r r e s t  by t h e  gendarmes of genre. Woe b e t i d e  t h e  
pun-gent, f o r  he t h r e a t e n s  high ser iousness .  Worse 
awaits  him i f  he walks amid t h e  a l i e n  corn of French 
thought. One need not  f i s h  f o r  examples of t h i s  
touchiness  which some want t o  c a l l  a " c r i s i s . "  
Cr i t i c i sm today (here? now?) i s  i n  danger, we a r e  
t o l d ,  from laxness  i n  t h e  immigration laws. The 
decons t ruc t ive  element has  invaded the f r o n t i e r s  
of grammar. 

I n  her  concise,  economical response t o  today 's  
most rancorous episode i n  the " c r i s i s "  (some na t ives  
c a l l  i t  the double-crossing?) of  American humanism, 
Barbara Johnson o f f e r s  t h e  dec i s ive  term f o r  the 
"derangements" which, many p r o t e s t ,  have in-  
f i l t r a t e d  l i t e r a r y  discourse:  t h e  "other," o r  the  
"surprise"  encounter of t h e  "other. " Professor  
Johnson does no t  expand her  observat ions upon the 
r a d i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  t h i s  o t h e r ,  perhaps be- 
cause i t  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  f a m i l i a r  (even i n  t h e  form 
of t h e  unfamil iar  o r  "uncanny") t o  the  con t inen ta l  
d i scourse  with which s h e  i s  more e a s i l y  conversant 
than most of us. Yet, t h e  "other" is prec i se ly  
what we have always thought our discourse d e a l t  
with--and "deal t"  with e f f e c t i v e l y ,  instrumental ly ,  
even when we had t o  recognize t h e  "other" i n  the 
e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  sense of t h e  "absurd." I n  other 
words, the  "binary log ica '  which Professor Johnson 
demonstrates t o  be the  re ign ing  and pr iv i leged  
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structure of literary discourse (whether one thinks 
of this as the discourse of literature or the dis- 
course literature), has always been able to 
account for the "other" within an orderly movement 
--whether in the sublative movement of a dia- 
lectical triad, the regathering and return of 
historical and/or narrative becoming and narrative 
closure, the intentional positioning of the 
imagination or consciousness, or the structural 
stability of diacritical signs. 

In regard to our classical notion of 
"literature," the literary form contains the 
"other," orders and displays, expresses or repre- 
sents, the uncanny; and the critical reading 
circumscribes the boundaries of the literary text, 
its other, with its own proximal logic or boundary. 
This binarism, as Johnson argues, works because 
it produces and reproduces the expected hierarchy 
of relationships, the subordination of one term to 
another, and one text to another, a structure in 
which the lesser term often "turns out" (both in 
the sense of Tletheia and trope, reveal and con- 
ceal) to be a completing and clarifying addition, 
And it is the task of criticism, this logic of 
criticism, to resist this addition, this logic of 
doubling the text and putting it within frames, 
enfolding the genre literature within the genre 
criticism--it is the task of criticism to resist its 
addition from becoming a "dangerous supplement," 
as the language of deconstruction reminds. Thus, 
literary criticism must stage and frame literature 
as its other by privileging the unity of the 
literary discourse, or by marking how literature 
is at once the "other" of "reality" and its "pro- 
per" representation or "meaning." Criticism, then, 
as W. K. Wimsatt once augured, would be an 
adequate, "approximate" discourse of understanding 
of/on literature, the discursive translation of an 
"autotelic" or self-reflexive totality, a "concrete 
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universal," into manageable terms. You will re- 
call Wimsatt's (literal) simile of criticism's 
formulaic: "In each poem there is something (an 
individual intuition--or a concept) which can never 
be expressed in other terms. It is like the square 
root of 2 or like pi, which cannot be expressed in 
rational numbers, but only as their m. Crit- 
icism of poetry is like 1.414 ... or 3.1416 ..., 
not all it would be, yet all that can be had and 
very useful."l Criticism, then, marks its own 
limit as a logical boundary to that which over- 
flows the limit. ~iterature's pure inside and 
inexhaustible depth incarnates the truth or 
"universal" or has a "special relation to the world 
of universals ."2 

Now, it is this threat of criticism to over- 
run its limit and to contaminate the "literary" 
space, which, according to Johnson, motivates the 
reactive hostility of American criticism to foreign 
imports. Deconstruction is read as the anarchy of 
discourse which threatens to undo the archT or pre- 
sence (universal) of the Work so necessary to 
justify the "usefulness" of criticism. I will avoid 
evoking the discourse of the parasite (para-site) 
here; but will interject an aside on the rhetoricity 
of Harold Bloom, which is often indiscriminately 
attacked for imitating the unbridled behavior of 
deconstruction and violating the generic limit of 
criticism, arguing instead for literature's as 
well as criticism's intertextuality, or simply that 
the two are never fully separable because of their 
tropological nature. 

What then of this "deconstruction" which 
threatens to displace literature with discourse, 
and thus not only, as Johnson notes, expose 
literature to relativistic commentary but, what 
is worse, make it so relativistic that it cannot 
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r e l a t e  its "presence," its u n i t y  of form, in- 
t en t ion ,  meaning? Johnson is c o r r e c t  t o  no te  t h a t  
p a r t  of t h e  problem may be t raced  t o  t h e  f e a r  of 
t h e  "import," of t h e  s t range ,  though she  seems t o  
agree  wi th  t h e  conservat ive t h a t  deconstruct ion i n  
t h e  United S t a t e s  is  an "-isms' and t h a t  any t rans-  
l a t i o n  of i t  o r  t r a n s a c t i o n  wi th  i t  ideo log izes  
it. O r  then again,  s i n c e  she doesn ' t  want t o  offend 
t h e  c r i t i c a l  l e f t ,  does not  ideologize i t  enough, 
thereby tu rn ing  i t  i n t o  a conservat ive "method" o r  
- i s m ,  a kind of " f a t e  of mis-reading," a s  i t  were. 
She i s  no doubt c o r r e c t  t o  say t h a t  "decon- 
s t ruc t ion"  a s  p r a c t i c a l  c r i t i c i s m  is  a s  much 
vict imized by i ts  f r i e n d s  a s  mis-represented by i ts 
enemies, t h e  former being those who appropr ia te  
"it" (whatever i t  is) a s  a mode of, reading which 
produces what t h e  l a t t e r  condemn a s  p r e d i c t a b l e  
exerc i ses ,  void of s i g n i f i c a n c e  because they p r a t e  
of t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  void. (Why i s  i t  t h a t  
t h e s e  new ideologues a r e  always, a s  Denis Donoghue 
c h u r l i s h l y  asks i n  t h e  essay Johnson quotes from 
--asks i n  t h e  s p i r i t  of humanism's need t o  "be- 
l i eve"  i n  f i c t i o n s  i t  knows no t  t o  be t r u e ,  a s  
Wallace Stevens might have and d id  say--why must 
t h e  a r b i t e r s  of c r i t i c a l  law be  so quick t o  
i n d i c t  t h e  graduate  s tudents  o r  t h e  young pro- 
f e s s o r i a t e  a s  epigones of "graphology"? What of  
t h e  humanist epigones of "Graff-ology," which is 
always a l ready  epigonism? Why a r e  those  l i k e  
Donoghue, who pos ture  from t h e  s inecure  of 
humanistic "chairs" and from t h e  ideo log ica l  forum 
of l i b e r a l  reviews which have more p r i n c i p a l  than 
p r i n c i p l e ,  s o  quick t o  a t t a c k  t h e  a v a t a r s  of de- 
cons t ruc t ion  f o r  engineering a new "el i te"?3)  

I am not  a l t o g e t h e r  c e r t a i n  what Johnson means 
by t h e  "success" of deconstruct ion,  o r  whether i t  
has  become an "-ism," except a s  it i s  miscon- 
s t rued  by those whom i t  th rea tens .  J u s t  a s  I am 
not  a t  a l l  convinced t h a t  i t  i s  prac t iced  (as  i f  i t  
were a p r a c t i c e )  wi th  t h e  consis tency t h a t  a l lows 

f r i e n d s  and enemies a l i k e  t o  i d e n t i f y  i t  as a 
"method," one among o t h e r s ,  of t h a t  genre we c a l l  
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  True enough, i t  is  scar ing  
t h e  h e l l  ou t  of  a l o t  of  people, but they a r e  
about a s  c l e a r  about what s c a r e s  them a s  they a r e  
about t h e  monstrous "grea t  beast"  of Yeats. 
American c r i t i c i s m  f e a r s  "seminal adventures.' '  
Perhaps "deconstruction" belongs exclusively t o  
Derr ida,  and t o  a few of  h i s  ph i losophica l  aco ly tes .  
Surely a s  a form of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  we see  i t  i n  
t h i s  country i n  i t s  d e c i s i v e  form only i n  the 
"readings" of Paul de Man, and some younger com- 
p a r a t i s t s .  But i t  is  time t o  recognize t h a t  
Derrida simply d i d  no t  invent  a method f o r  
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ,  and t h a t  any i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of 
deconstruct ion a s  a mode of reading has t o  mark 
what can and cannot be appropriated,  g r a f t e d ,  
t r a n s l a t e d ,  and adapted t o  reg iona l  s t r a t e g i e s .  
I n  o t h e r  words, a s  Rodolph ~ a s c h k  has shown, i n  
what remains t h e  most b r i l l i a n t  and p r e c i s e  ex- 
p o s i t i o n  of  t h e  ques t ion  of "Deconstruction a s  
Cr i t i c i sm,  "4 while  deconstruct ion evolves from 
philosophical  quest ions,  i t  is not  a d e r i v a t i v e  of 
a ph i losophica l  system, but  i n h a b i t s  t h a t  system 
a s  a crux,  a s  l i t e r a t u r e  indeed i n h a b i t s  philosophy 
and t h r e a t e n s  i t s  coherence o r  s e l f - r e f l e x i v i t y .  
Deconstruction "-ism-ed," then, is  not decon- 
s t r u c t i o n ,  and something e l s e  must have had i t s  
"success. " 

S t i l l ,  one must a s k  i f  t h e r e  has been so much 
ideologizing of t h e  s t r a t e g y  (and here I use 
s t r a t e g y  i n  oppos i t ion  t o  "method," though even 
s t r a t e g y  has i ts  ideo log ica l  t inge)  a s  Johnson 
i n s i s t s .  Cer ta in ly  t h e  r e a c t i o n a r i e s ,  and Graf f ' s  
work i s  a reduc t ive  example, con ta in  t h e  quest ion 
by tu rn ing  what they understand of deconstruct ion 
--having turned i t  f i r s t  i n t o  a "buzz" word--into 
a s e r i e s  of summary on to log ica l  s ta tements ,  and 



SCE R E P O R T S  

then denouncing those statements as illogical. 
This seems to be Graff's way of reading anything, 
not simply philosophy, or philosophically oriented 
essays, deconstructive or otherwise, and it is 
characteristic of the American way of applying 
philosophy rather than reading it. As Johnson shows, 
these "strict constructionists" (and this is, after 
all, a term of political rhetoric) of American 
criticism understand discursive texts to make 
"truth" statements as well as "value" judgments 
which are at the same time "useful" and limited. 
One has only to follow Graff's picky way through 
Of Gramatology, waiting for the sentence that -- 
seems to cohere into dogmatic assertion, or what 
he thinks is a coherent statement about in- 
coherence, to understand why so mttny think of de- 
construction as an up-to-date nihili~m.~ 

Johnson's analysis of the present controversy, 
of the American dilution, of the dangerous con- 
servatism of a strategy becoming an "-ism," could 
not be more to the point, though one wishes she 
might have tried to respond to the new left 
ideologues who want to appropriate "deconstruction" 
for a sortie beyond the text or want to resurrect 
a dialectical "way" out of the abysm of the "text" 
and the conservatism they (and Johnson) fear will 
end in what Foucault called a stale pedagogy. 
There is no time to take up the question here ex- 

/ cept to point out Gasche's answer once again, that 
such concerns begin by literalizing and materializing 
the notion of the text, depriving it of the supple- 
ness deconstruction had found, and thereby deceive 
us into thinking that such leaps, beyond the 
question of language and the play of 
signifiers, are easily made. This binds us to the 
fact that deconstruction, rather than confining 
itself to the textual crypt, has been a rigorous 
exploration of all textual enclosures (and of the 
way all systems are composed as texts) and a marking 
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of their limits. 

Considered strictly as literary criticism, 
then, the strategy of deconstruction produces 
something of an anomaly. If we understand literary 
criticism as a form of commentary or analysis in 
which a discursive text addresses a pure text, then 
deconstruction can only be understood as an inter- 
vention into and disruption of that classical 
hierarchy, or an analytic of criticism. There 
seems to me a two-fold problem not addressed by 
Johnson, for reasons enough, but which must be 
considered in any assessment of the "fate of de- 
construction" (so different yet so like a "fate 
of reading"). The first I have previously 
mentioned in regard to the question of ideological 
expropriation, or the tendency to import a 
strategy as a "method." The second touches on the 
question of what this strategy produces when it is 
grafted onto the American critical logic. In 
part both questions touch on how we have ex- 
ploited a strategy that was derived from philosophy 
and reinscribed into philosophy as an internal 
critique--a strategy, then, best understood in 
terms of the Derridean title "Marges de la 
philosophie" or that kind of commentary which 
irrupts within the margins of texts, deploying and 
manipulating the grounding concepts of the text in 
a way that exposes their archi-textural or 
fabricated nature. The European practice of de- 
construction, therefore, is not simply another 
method, amending, correcting, and systematizing 
earlier methods derived from a history or system 
of thought. Rather it is a practice which 
functions as athetic critique, a practice which 
questions the very basis of "method" and exposes 
the subterfuges by which a methodology establishes 
its consistency, coherence, and authority. It 
therefore cannot even be called an anti-method 
or a nihilism, no matter how it works at disturbing 
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and undermining f ixed  concepts, any more than i t  
can be expected t o  produce another  and super io r  
method. 

Yet, when deconstruct ion t r i e s  t o  descr ibe  
i t s  own p r a c t i c e ,  o r  t o  account f o r  i ts  own 
methodology by remaining self-conscious of i ts  
maneuvers, i t  can only, a s  Johnson reminds us ,  
expose i t s  own l i m i t s  a s  t h e  l i m i t  of method. 
When, there fore ,  we read i n  Derrida what seems t o  
be  h i s  own d i scourse  on h i s  method, we may be 
deceived i n t o  thinking h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  
s t r a t e g y  of r e v e r s a l  and in te rven t ion  t o  be a  
s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy, and simply a  nega t ive  
d i a l e c t i c s .  The r e v e r s a l  is  read a s  a  counter- 
method o r  malicious negat ion,  and t h e  i n t e r -  
ven t ion  as a r e l a t i v i z i n g  of a l l  reading. Now, 
t h e  s t r a t e g y  of r e v e r s a l  and in te rven t ion  i s  not  
i n  i t s e l f  e a s i l y  understood i n  t h e  d e s c r i p t i v e  o r  
programmatic language which deconstruct ion has t o  
borrow from methodology ( o r  metaphysics),  and 
t h e r e  i s  no time h e r e  t o  take up t h e  i n t r i c a t e  
r h e t o r i c a l  maneuvers which al low deconstruct ion 
t o  avoid t h e  p i t f a l l s  and p r a t f a l l s  of  what we 
o r d i n a r i l y  understand a s  c r i t i c i s m :  a  c r i t i q u e  
which expla ins  t h e  t e x t  i n  t h e  mood which Derrida 
c a l l s  "doubling t h e  commentary" o r  denounces i t  
as a f a i l u r e  of un i ty ,  e i t h e r  formal o r  symbolic. 

f l  
Gasche, i n  t h e  essay previously mentioned, 

has  described t h e  decons t ruc t ive  s t r a t e g y  a s  t h e  
l o c a t i n g  of a  dominant, p r iv i leged ,  o r  master term 
o r  concept ( i n  a  l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  say, a  symbol o r  
image c l u s t e r  which o r i e n t s  a l l  t h e  o t h e r s ;  i n  a  
ph i losophica l  t e x t ,  t h e  apparent governing con- 
c e p t ) ,  then re-marking t h e  doubleness, ambivalence, 
and p o t e n t i a l  incoherence and non-sense of t h e  
grounding term/concept /f igure.  This  may a l s o  
include,  a s  i n  much of  Der r ida ' s  work, t h e  un- 
covering of key f i g u r e s  which t h e  t e x t  i t s e l f  has  
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re lega ted  t o  its margins and effaced. The re- 
marking d e p r i v i l e g e s  ( o r  reverses)  the  f igures  ( i n  
t h e  manner i n  which a n  e r a s u r e  allows t h e  t r a c e  of 
t h e  f i g u r e  t o  become more ev iden t ) ,  but  then doubles 
t h e  emphasis. The e r a s u r e  i s  there fore  re-  
insc r ibed  i n t o  t h e  work a s  a  p a r t  of t h e  c r i t i c a l  
commentary. The o r i g i n a l l y  p r iv i leged  f i g u r e  re -  
t u r n s  a s  a  ghost t o  undo i t s e l f ,  undermining i ts 
own archa ic  and a rcheolog ica l  p r iv i lege .  The re- 
i n s c r i p t i o n  d i s r u p t s  t h e  method of reading but 
produces, r a t h e r  than a  t e x t u a l  void, a  hetero- 
gene i ty  of readings,  of meanings, t h a t  a  l o g i c a l  
commentary can no longer  o rder  o r  contain.  

Thus Derrida i n  "Parergon," h i s  essay  on 
Kant's C r i t i q u e  of Judgment, and by extension on 
Kant 's  "aes the t ics"  as a c r u c i a l  mediate region 
i n  h i s  phi losophical  system, i s o l a t e s  and re-marks 
t h e  curious y e t  c e n t r a l  emphasis i n  Kant ' s canon 
of a  not ion l i k e  boundary, border, margin, frame, 
o r  t h a t  which al lows u s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  and dis- 
c r imina te  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  of thought a s  genre o r  
t o  move i n  a n  order ly  and economic way from one 
gener ic  f i e l d  t o  t h e  other .6 Like so many o ther  
terms i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  philosophy--which Derrida 
f i n d s  s t r u c t u r a l l y  necessary t o  maintain the  
binary d i f f e r e n c e s  between i n s i d e  and ou ts ide ,  
work and world, s e l f  and o t h e r ,  and so on--the 
not ion of "parergon," which seems confined to Kant's 
discussion of a e s t h e t i c s  (working i n  such a  way 
a s  t o  s e p a r a t e  a r t i s t i c  space o f f  from what i t  
represen ts )  is  f i r s t  re-marked i n  i t s  incoherence 
( i s  t h e  frame o u t s i d e  t h e  work? is i t  a n  ornamental 
border o r  does i t  enhance t h e  ins ide  of which i t  
is no t  i n t e g r a l ,  e t c . ? ) ,  and then is re inscr ibed  
i n t o  t h e  d i scourse  on a e s t h e t i c s  i n  a  way t o  put 
i t s  founding concepts i n  question. I t  there fore  
d i s r u p t s  t h e  o r d e r l y  d i scourse  between an ins ide  
t e x t  (say, l i t e r a t u r e )  and a n  ou ts ide  t e x t  
( c r i t i c i s m  on t h e  one hand, r e a l i t y  on t h e  o ther ) .  
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But perhaps more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  Der r ida ' s  c r i t i q u e  
r e v e a l s  t h e  c r u c i a l  p i v o t a l  r o l e  a e s t h e t i c s  must 
play i n  Kant's system, and i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  
problematic of t h e  "parergon" i n h a b i t s  t h e  e n t i r e  
system. 

There is  much more t o  be s a i d  about t h i s  essay 
and t h i s  s t r a t e g y ,  but  s u f f i c e  i t  here t o  po in t  
out  t h a t  t h e  decons t ruc t ive  d i scourse ,  which 
l o c a t e s  i t s e l f  i n  t h e  margins, i n  t h e  a s i d e s ,  i n  
t h e  apparent  suburbs of t h e  t e x t ,  exposes no t  only 
the d e c e n t r a l i z i n g  play of  t h a t  t e x t  but of t h e  
e n t i r e  system which seems t o  s u s t a i n  and v e r i f y  t h e  
coherence of t h e  t e x t .  It exposes t h e  "con- 
s t ruc ted"  system of  philosphy-;in t h e  case of Kant, 
i t  r e v e a l s  how urgent  is t h e  mediate place of 
a e s t h e t i c s  ( a l s o  t h e  p lace  of man) i n  al lowing one 
t o  move from t h e  s e n s i b l e  t o  t h e  supersens ib le ,  
man (and t h e r e f o r e  t h e  a e s t h e t i c )  being t h e  f i g u r e  
of t h e  escha to log ica l  and t e l e o l o g i c a l .  Thus t h e  
c r u c i a l  and incoherent  p lace  of t h e  border, edge, 
frame ( a l s o  m, sh ip ,  and there fore  voyage, and 
a l l  t h e  s y g n i f i c a t i o n  of t r a n s f e r  a c r o s s  borders ,  
e t c . )  i n  a e s t h e t i c s  which has t o  have a  re- 
gu la t ing  func t ion  i n  t h e  metaphysical system. 

Now, t h e  second problem t o  which I r e f e r r e d  
is  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we have no t  simply tended t o  
import deconstruct ion i n  t h e  form of  a  "method" 
o r  anti-method, but  have displaced i t  from its 
func t ion  i n  c r i t i q u e  t o  t h a t  even more reg iona l  
quasi-science c a l l e d  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  We 
expected i t  t o  perform i n  t h e  missionary pos i t ion  
of a  hermeneutic r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  t o  provide us  with 
r i c h  new "monological" readings of t h e  t e x t  and 
hence t o  v e r i f y  t h e  i n t e r n a l  un i ty  o r  s e l f -  
re f lex iveness  of t h e  t e x t ' s  s ign  system. When i t  
defe r red ,  r e s i s t e d ,  o r  simply refused a l l  wise 
passiveness ,  when i t  re-doubled t h e  commentary, 
i t  had t o  be i n d i c t e d  a s  Sa tan ic  and anarchic .  
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For deconstruct ion not  only challenged t h e  p r i v i l e g e  
of l i t e r a t u r e  by depr iv i leg ing  i t ,  but i t  re- 
p r i v i l e g e s  o r  r e i n s c r i b e s  l i t e r a t u r e  i n t o  a  dis- 
course on philosophy a s  i t s  "other," a s  a n  in te r -  
vent ion which produces c r i t i q u e .  We a r e  suddenly 
asked t o  recognize t h e  ver t ig inous  and monstrous 
freedom of l i t e r a t u r e  a s  t h e  a n a l y t i c a l  scene. 
Even when we cont inue t o  think of l i t e r a t u r e  a s  an 
a u t o t e l i c ,  bounded f i e l d ,  we a r e  asked, a s  i n  de 
Man, t o  recognize t h e  play between s igns  and f i g u r e s  
a s  a n  apor ia ,  a s  an i r r e d u c i b l e  and i l l i m i t a b l e  
play between what is i n  t h e  broadest  sense c a l l e d  
philosophy ( a  r h e t o r i c  of cognit ion)  and poetry 
(a  r h e t o r i c  of persuasion) .  Moreover, t h e  dis- 
c u r s i v e  c r i t i q u e  i t s e l f  i s  a l ready  bound up i n  
t h i s  apor ia  and cannot be  p u r i f i e d  of t h e  very 
" l i t e r a r y "  p lay  i t  would a t  once command and re- 
f l e c t .  The e f f e c t l r e f l e c t  between two t e x t s  t h a t  
a r e  n e i t h e r  l i t e r a r y  nor  phi losophical ,  both and 
n e i t h e r ,  produces a  v e r t i g o  by breaching t h e  
coherent boundaries l o g i c  has erected i n  order  t o  
permit a  c l e a r  reading. O r ,  t o  take t h e  example 
of  Der r ida ' s  essay on Mallarm$ quoted by Johnson 
( e n t i t l e d  "La double sgance"); i t  is no t  simply a  
c r i t i c a l  read ing  of Mallarm6's work but a n  
appropriated reading of  t h a t  work a s  t h e  work is 
understood w i t h i n  a  c l a s s i c a l  reading of i t  by J;P. 
Richard, a  reading which es tab l i shed  "Mimique" a s  
t h e  exemplum of l i t e r a r y  se l f - re f lex iveness .  The 
essay,  then, uses  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  deconstruct  not 
simply l i t e r a t u r e ,  bu t  a s  a  c r i t i c a l  methodology 
we have come t o  c a l l  t h e  " c r i t i c i s m  of conscious- 
ness  ," and by extension,  phenomenology. Derrida 
i s o l a t e s  Mallarm'e's f i g u r e  of t h e  "hymen" a s  he 
does Kant's "parergon," and explores  t h e  way i t  
deregula tes  r a t h e r  than r e g u l a t e s  any mimetic play 
o r  mimetic d i scourse ,  thus  d i s rup t ing  t h e  movement 
from i n s i d e  t o  ou ts ide  necessary t o  the  economy 
of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a s  wel l  a s  d e f l e c t i n g  any 
i n t e r n a l  mimesis so  e s s e n t i a l  t o  a  se l f - re f lex ive  



reading o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  

No wonder, then,  t h a t  t h e  g ra f f -o log is t s  s e e  
t h i s  a s  a t h r e a t  t o  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a s  a n ih i l i sm,  
a s  a r e t u r n  of t h e  repressed,  o r  a r e v o l t  of t h e  
s l a v e  who def ines  and holds i n  t h r a l l  t h e  master. 
Read it, t h a t  is, a s  i f  i t  t h r e a t e n s  t h e  very in- 
s t i t u t i o n s  which t h e  new- le f t i s t s ,  comfortable 
wi th in  those same i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  der ide  i t  f o r  no t  
t rash ing .  But one th ing  is  irreducible-- they have 
t o  "read" i t ,  however b l i n d l y ,  one way o r  another ,  
even i n  t h a t  g ra f f - ic  mannerism which mimicks its 
own l o g i c .  But i f  t h e  " s t r i c t  cons t ruc t ion is t s"  
mis-read i t  i n t o  an aber ran t  l o g i c ,  by way of 
containing i t ,  they do i t  wi th  unaccustomed 
"dis-ease." I f  they want t o  purge t h e  "decon- 
s t r u c t i v e  element" r a t h e r  than submit t o  i t ,  they 
must remain appal led a t  t h e  i l l i b e r a l i s m  such 
power p o l i t i c s  would demand. So t h e i r  bes t  
s t r a t e g y  is probably loving accommodation, t o  
welcome i t  i n  a s  j u s t  another  neuter  i n  t h e  
co l lege  of c r i t i c a l  knowledge, a s  j u s t  another  
perverse chap te r  i n  t h e  c r i t i c ' s  "More Joy of 
Reading. " 
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RETRIEVING HEIDEGGER'S DE-STRUCTION: 
A RESPONSE TO BARBARA JOHNSON 

"Levelling is not the action of one individual but 
a reflective-game in the hand of an abstract 
power. " 
S+ren Kierkegaard, Two Ages 

In her essay "Nothing Fails Like Success," 
Barbara Johnson's defense of deconstructive crit- 
icism betrays the "blindness of its insight" of 
virtually all the practitioners of this method 
deriving from the authority of Jacques Derrida: 
she overlooks, that is, the fact that deconstruc- 
tion, as articulated and practiced by Derrida 
himself, has its source in and constitutes a 
re-vision (not deconstruction) of Heidegger's de- 
struction of the metaphysical tradition. This 
oversight, the result, above all, of archivalizing 
Derrida's Nietzschean text, making it the original 
Book of the deconstructed Word, as it were, not 
only precludes or at least minimizes an adequate 
defense against the counter-critique of conserva- 
tive traditional humanist critics like Meyer 
Abrams, Wayne Booth, Gerald Graff, and Dennis 
Donaghue, but also, and more important, against 
the critique of those politically radical critics 
like Edward Said, John Brenkman, Paul ~ove/, and 
Jonathan Arac, who accuse deconstruction "of not 
living up to its own claims of radicality." That 
is to say, this oversight succeeds in making 
deconstruction not simply susceptible to institu- 
tionalization, but also, if inadvertently, an 
instrument legitimating the spirit of the 

technological "age of the world picture" and the 
consumer society that spirit elaborates. In the 
following all-too-brief remarks, I intend to ex- 
plore some important aspects of this critical 
oversight. I want to suggest by such a dis- 
closure that the Heideggerian de-struction is more 
capable than deconstruction, not simply of a more 
adequate "defense" against the charge of relativ- 
ism made in traditional humanistic criticism, but 
also of a more effective critique of the "binary 
logic" of mastery -- "culture [or] anarchy ." In 
short, the Heideggerian destruction is more amena- 
ble to the literary, cultural, and socio-political 
adversary purposes of the de-centered postmodern 
counter-memory. 

Since I cannot assume that my readers, both 
humanists and, especially, deconstructors, are 
conversant with Heidegger's Destruktion, or, at 
any rate, with its differential relationship to 
deconstruction, I will "begin" for the sake of 
orientation by recalling Heidegger's definition in 
the introduction of Being and Time which the over- 
sight of the deconstructors forgets: 

If the question of Being is to 
achieve clarity regarding its own his- 
tory, a loosening of the sclerotic tradi- 
tion and a dissolving of the concealments 
produced by it is necessary. We under- 
stand this task as the de-struction of 
the traditional content of ancient ontol- 
ogy which is to be carried out along the 
guidelines of the question of Being. 
This de-struction is based upon the orig- 
inal experience on which the first and 
subsequently guiding determinations of 
Being were gained. 
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This  demonstra t ion of t h e  provenance 
of t h e  fundamental o n t o l o g i c a l  concep t s ,  
as t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  which d i s p l a y s  t h e i r  
" b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e , "  has no th ing  t o  do 
wi th  a pern ic ious  r e l a t i v i z i n g  of on to l -  
o g i c a l  s t andpo in t s .  The d e - s t r u c t i o n  has  
j u s t  a s  l i t t l e  t h e  nega t ive  sense  of d i s -  
burdening ourse lves  of t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  
t r a d i t i o n .  On t h e  con t ra ry ,  i t  should 
s t a k e  o u t  t h e  p o s i t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of 
t h e  t r a d i t i o n ,  and t h a t  always means t o  
f i x  i ts  boundaries .  These a r e  f a c t u a l l y  
given w i t h  t h e  s p e c i f i c  formulat ion of 
t h e  ques t ion  and t h e  p resc r ibed  demarca- 
t i o n  of t h e  p o s s i b l e  f i e l d  of  inves t iga -  
t i o n .  Negat ively ,  t h e  d e - s t r u c t i o n  i s  
not  even r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  p a s t ;  i t s  c r i t -  
i c i sm concerns  "today" and t h e  dominant 
way we t r e a t  t h e  h i s t o r y  of ontology,  
whether i t  be conceived a s  t h e  h i s t o r y  
of op in ions ,  i d e a s ,  o r  problems. How- 
ever ,  t h e  de - s t ruc t ion  does  no t  wish t o  
bury t h e  p a s t  i n  n u l l i t y ;  i t  has  a  posi-  
t i v e  i n t e n t .  Its nega t ive  f u n c t i o n  
remains t a c i t  and i n d i r e c t .  . . . 

I n  accord w i t h  t h e  p o s i t i v e  tendency 
of t h e  d e - s t r u c t i o n  t h e  ques t ion  must 
f i r s t  be  asked whether and t o  what e x t e n t  
i n  t h e  course  of t h e  h i s t o r y  of ontology 
i n  g e n e r a l  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Being 
has  been t h e m a t i c a l l y  connected wi th  t h e  
phenomenon of  Time. We must a l s o  a s k  
whether t h e  range of problems concerning 
Temporality which n e c e s s a r i l y  belongs 
he re  was fundamentally worked ou t  o r  
could have been. 

What should be marked, above a l l ,  i n  t h i s  passage,  
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is  t h a t  t h e  "beginning" t h a t  Heidegger wants t o  re -  
t r i e v e  is n o t  a n  a b s o l u t e  o r i g i n  a s  i t  seems t o  be 
understood both by h i s  decons t ruc t ive  c r i t i c s  and 
h i s  humanist d i s c i p l e s .  It i s ,  r a t h e r ,  a s  the  
" e x i s t e n t i a l  a n a l y t i c "  of Being and Time bears  wi t -  
ness ,  a  t empora l i ty  grounded i n  Nothing ( t h e  
absence of p resence) ,  t h a t  disseminates  d i f f e r -  
ences ,  of which language (words a s  opposed t o  t h e  
Word) is t h e  bea re r .  

The primary f u n c t i o n  of decons t ruc t ive  c r i t -  
i c i s m  i s  t o  demyst i fy  t h e  p r iv i l eged  b ina ry  l o g i c  
i n s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  metaphysical  r h e t o r i c  of the  
l o g o c e n t r i c  t r a d i t i o n :  t o  expose t h e  mise-en- 
abime between s i g n i f i e r  and s i g n i f i e d ,  t h e  ground- 
l e s s  ground of mimesis o r  r e -p resen ta t ion ;  i e .  t o  
show t h a t  language i s  n o t  Adamic, does n o t  "name" 
( b r i n g  t o  presence)  t h e  o b j e c t  i t  i n t e n d s ,  but 
"doubles" o r  "supplements" and thus  always d e f e r s  
i t .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Derr ida and e s p e c i a l l y  
o t h e r s  l i k e  Pau l  de  Man, J. H i l l i s  M i l l e r ,  Joseph 
Riddel ,  Eugenio Donato, and Barbara Johnson, who 
p r a c t i c e  d e c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m ,  assume from t h e  
beginning t h a t  & t e x t s ,  p a s t  and p r e s e n t ,  no ' 

m a t t e r  what t h e y  a t t empt  t o  s i g n i f y ,  decons t ruc t  
themselves, t h a t  is ,  a r e ,  by t h e  very n a t u r e  of 
w r i t i n g ,  r e p l e t e  wi th  a p o r i a s  t h a t  t r a n s g r e s s  and 
undermine t h e  intended t o t a l i z a t i o n  of l o g o c e n t r i c  
d i scourse .  I n  D e r r i d a ' s  r h e t o r i c ,  they a r e  sub- 
j e c t  t o  t h e  "play of d i f f e r e n c e , "  t o  t h e  "move- 
ment of supplementar i ty"  of w r i t i n g .  

I f  t o t a l i z a t i o n  no longer  has any mean- 
ing ,  i t  is n o t  because the  i n f i n i t e n e s s  
of a f i e l d  cannot be covered by a  f i n i t e  
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glance  o r  a  f i n i t e  d i s c o u r s e ,  but  because 
t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  f i e l d  -- t h a t  is, lang- 
uage -- excludes  t o t a l i z a t i o n .  This  
f i e l d  is  i n  e f f e c t  t h a t  of play, t h a t  i s  
t o  say ,  a  f i e l d  of i n f i n i t e  s u b s t i t u t i o n s  
on ly  because i t  i s  f i n i t e ,  t h a t  i s  t o  
s a y ,  because i n s t e a d  of being a n  inex- 
h a u s t i b l e  f i e l d ,  a s  i n  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  
hypo thes i s ,  i n s t e a d  of being t o o  l a r g e ,  
t h e r e  is  something miss ing from i t :  a 
c e n t e r  which a r r e s t s  and grounds t h e  p lay  
of s u b s t i t u t i o n s .  One could say .  . . 
t h a t  t h e  movement of p l a y ,  pe rmi t t ed  by 
t h e  l a c k  o r  absence of  a  c e n t e r  o r  
o r i g i n ,  i s  t h e  movement of supplemen- 
t a r i t y .  One cannot determine t h e  c e n t e r  
and exhaust  t o t a l i z a t i o n .  2 

The w r i t e r ,  no mat te r  who he is  o r  when he  w r i t e s ,  
can  t h e r e f o r e  never  say  what he wishes t o  say  
(vou lo i r  d i r e ) .  Thus t h e  e s s e n t i a l  f u n c t i o n  of 
t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  is  n o t ,  as i t  is  f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  
c r i t i c s ,  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  w r i t e r s  i n t e n t i o n ,  bu t  
t o  d i scover  t h e  b l i n d n e s s  of h i s  l o g o c e n t r i c  in-  
s i g h t :  

The w r i t e r  w r i t e s  & a language and & a 
l o g i c  [ t h e  b ina ry  l o g i c  of logocentr ism] 
whose proper  system, laws, and l i f e  h i s  
d i s c o u r s e  by d e f i n i t i o n  cannot dominate 
a b s o l u t e l y .  He uses  them only by l e t t i n g  
h imse l f ,  a f t e r  a  c e r t a i n  fash ion  and up 
t o  a  c e r t a i n  p o i n t ,  be governed by t h e  
system. And read ing  must always aim a t  
a  c e r t a i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  unperceived by 
t h e  w r i t e r ,  between what he commands and 
what he does not  command of t h e  p a t t e r n s  
of  t h e  language t h a t  he uses .  
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Though t h e  c l a s s i c a l  o r  humanis t ic  e f f o r t  t o  re- 
p r e s e n t  t h e  ' lconscious ,  vo lun ta ry  in ten t iona l  re- 
l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  t h e  w r i t e r  i n s t i t u t e s  i n  h i s  
exchange w i t h  t h e  h i s t o r y  t o  which he belongs" is  
necessary t o  guard a g a i n s t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 
" say[ ing]  a lmost  anything" about  the  t e x t , 4  such 
t r a d i t i o n a l i s t  "doubling commentary , ' I  devoid of any 
awareness of  t h e  d u p l i c i t y  of w r i t i n g ,  c l o s e s  o f f  
r a t h e r  than opens up a read ing  -- and on ly  r e v e a l s  
i ts  d e f e r r i n g  supp lementa r i ty ,  i ts "undecid- 
a b i l i t y , "  t o  t h e  i r o n i c  decons t ruc t ive  reader  of 
t h e  c o m e n t a r y :  

. . . i f  r e a d i n g  must no t  be con ten t  w i t h  
doubl ing t h e  t e x t ,  i t  cannot l e g i t i m a t e l y  
t r a n s g r e s s  t h e  t e x t  towards something 
o t h e r  than i t ,  towards a  r e f e r e n t  (a  
r e a l i t y  t h a t  i smetaphys ica l ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  
psycho log ica l ,  e t c . )  o r  towards a  s i g n i -  
f i e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  t e x t  whose con ten t  could 
t a k e  p lace ,  could have taken p l a c e  out- 
s i d e  of  language,  t h a t  is t o  s a y  i n  t h e  
s e n s e  that we g i v e  h e r e  t o  t h a t  word, 
o u t s i d e  of w r i t i n g  i n  general .  That is  
why t h e  methodological  cons ide ra t ions  
t h a t  we r i s k  app ly ing  he re  t o  a n  example 
[Rousseau] a r e  c l o s e l y  dependent on 
g e n e r a l  p r o p o s i t i o n s  t h a t  we have elab- 
o r a t e d  above; a s  r egards  t h e  absence of  
t h e  r e f e r e n t  o r  t h e  t r anscenden ta l  
s i g n i f i e d .  &i nothinn outside* 

[ t h e r e  is  no o u t s i d e - t e x t ;  il n 'y  5 
p a s  de  hors-textel:  

This  i s ,  of course ,  ha rd ly  an adequate  summary 
of a n  immensely complex and b r i l l i a n t l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  
methodology of r ead ing .  But i t  i s  enough t o  
suggest  what i s  both v a l u a b l e  and problemat ic  about  
i t  from t h e  p o i n t  of view of t h e  Heideggerian 
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destruction. To the degree that it reminds us of 
what the humanistic tradition exists finally to 
make us forget -- of the unbridgeable abyss between 
words and between words and their referents, of the 
groundlessness of the privileged metaphysical dis- 
course, i.e. that language does not "name" the 
earth, but fictionalizes and defers it and thus 
that language as (objective) Truth constitutes a 
violence against the earth -- the Derridean de- 
construction is useful to criticism as a theory of 
reading which is simultaneously a socio-political 
activity or counter-praxis. That is, it is capable 
of thematizing the logocentric language of re- 
presentation, of awakening us to the power in- 
scribed in and hidden by the "structurality" of 
traditional metaphysical humanistic binary dis- 
course. But, unlike the Heideggerian destruction, 
its refusal of intentionality or, what is the same 
theory, its insistence on the autonomy of the text 
(its "textuality") -- il n'y a pas de hors-texte -- 
and the consequent interpretive imperative that 
"our reading must be intrinsic and remain within 
the textst6 -- tends both in theory and in practice, 
especially by Derrida's academic disciples, to de- 
historicize both the text and the reading process. 
Instead, deconstruction pursues the secondary pur- 
pose of demystification, the purely negative ironic 
process of disclosing the unintended (or intended) 
aporias that "always already" breach all writing -- 
literary or veridical -- whatever its occasion. 
Although, as Ms. Johnson says, deconstruction "at 
its best. . . undoes the very comforts of mastery 
and consensus that underlie the illusion that 
objectivity is situated somewhere outside the 
self ,'I this insistence on the purely writerly 
nature of writing, this failure to acknowledge that 
writing, however misunderstood and mystified its 
essence, has consequences in the world, minimizes, 
If it does not preclude, precisely what the 
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Heideggerian destructive (which is also to say, 
"pro-jective") mode takes to be the first stage of 
the hermeneutic process. This destructive mode in- 
vites an opening out of its horizonal focus on the 
question of being, in accordance with its dis- 
closive imperative to take into consideration the 
cultural, economic, and socio-political sites along 
the continuum of being, those sites, that is, which 
are the archeological concerns of such critical 
theorists as Antonio Gramsci, Theodor Adorno, Max 
tlorkheimer, Michel Foucault, Edward Said, and other 
"worldly" critics of Enlightenment logic and its 
hegemonic institutional elaborations. I mean the 
study of "affiliation," as Edward Said calls it, 
the exposure of the usually invisible "network of 
peculiarly cultural associations. . . between 
forms, statements, and other aesthetic elabora- 
tions on the one hand, and, on the other, 
institutions, agencies, classes, and fairly 
amorphous social forces:" 

... affiliation [in contrast with homology 
and filiation, which "so far as human- 
ists are concerned have created the 
homogeneously utopian domain of texts 
connected serially, seamlessly, immedi- 
ately only with other texts"] is what 
enables a text to maintain itself as a 
text and thus is covered by a range of 
circumstances: status of the author, 
historical moment, conditions of 
publication, diffusion and reception, 
values drawn upon, values and ideas 
assumed, a framework of consensually held 
tacit assumptions, presumed background, 
and so on and on. In the second place, 
to study affiliation is to study and 
recreate the bonds between text and 
world, bonds which specialization 
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and the institutions of literature have 
all but completely effaced. Every text 
is an act of will to some extent, but 
what has not been very much studied [and 
deconstruction tends to overlook] is the 
degree to which -- and the specific 
cultural space by which -- texts are made 
permissable. To recreate the affilia- 
tive network is therefore to make 
visible, to give materiality back to, 
the strands holding the text to the 
society that produced it. In the third 
place, affiliation releases a text from 
its isolation, and imposes upon the 
scholar or critic the presentational pro- 
blem of historically re-creating or re- 
constructing the possibilities out of 
which the text arose. Here is the place 
for intentional analysis, and for the 
effort to place a text in homological, 
dialogical or antithetical relationship 
with other texts, classes, institutions, 
etc.7 

To be more specific, in freeing the signifier 
from the transcendental signified that, according 
to Derrida, remains vestigially in Heidegger's 
understanding of language, the Derridean revision 
of the destruction minimizes the potential to dis- 
close and analyze not only the hidden violence that 
informs the logocentric text, but also, and more 
important, the particular historical, cultural, and 
socio-political sources, nature, affiliations, and 
effects of this violence at every site on the 
continuum of being. I say this despite o r ,  indeed, 
because of the fact that Derridean deconstruction 
willfully denies the question of being, the 
question of the temporality, the historicity of 
being,as hors texte. Thus it cannot, on the basis 

SCE R E P O R T S  

of this methodological emphasis, differentiate be- 
tween and situate the kinds of cultural/social/ 
political power authorized or legitimated by, say, 
Plato's Republic, Hegel's Phenomenology o_fi Spirit, 
or Bentham's Panopticon; Aristotle's Poetics, 
Samuel Johnson's The Preface to Shakespeare, or 
Percy Lubbock's The Craft of Fiction. In so far as 
the Heideggerian destruction acknowledges that 
texts (language) are "the house of being," i.e. 
make a difference in the shaping of a world, it can 
be appropriated to locate historically and to dis- 
criminate, acutely and in detail, between, say, the 
prophesy/fulfillment structure (and rhetoric) of 
The Aeneid, which discloses its formal and thematic -- 
complicity with the divinely sanctioned Augustan 
im~erialism: the well-made narrative plot of 
~iHldin~'s Tom Jones, which, in sublimating 
accident, affiliates itself with the formative 
disciplinary goals of the deistically sanctioned 
and empirically oriented humanism of the Enlight- 
enment: and the recollective or re-presentational 
narrative structure of the essentially sane and 
normal, "disinterested," observer in Joseph 
Conrad's The Heart of Darkness, which, in ration- 
alizing its excesses, mystifies, normalizes and 
legitimates the hegemonic purposes of Western . 
(British) capitalistic colonialism. Because of its 
commitment to the textuality of texts--the absolute 
absence of presence in the signifier-the decon- 
structive mode, on the other hand, must of neces- 
sity bypass such affiliations between text and 
world and such historical discriminations between 
economies of power, in favor of its primary pur- 
pose: to disclose the transgressions-the plays 
of difference that characterize all writing-- 
against the impulse of logocentrism to totalize. 
This methodological refusal to encounter language 
as the temporal "house of being," not, as Ms. 
Johnson says, "an over-simplified understanding of 
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c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  of  decons t ruc t ive  theory," l i e s  be- 
hind t h e  cur ren t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of decon- 
s t r u c t i o n ,  i ts  f a i l u r e  i n  p r a a i c e  t o  c r o s s  over 
t h e  boundary l i n e  of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  i n t o  t h e  
economic and s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  s i t e s  i ts  hedges. I n  
o ther  words, t h i s  t h e o r e t i c a l  necess i ty  renders  de- 
c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m ,  l i k e  t h e  New Cr i t i c i sm it 
o s t e n s i b l y  repudia tes ,  an academic d i s c i p l i n e  
r a t h e r  than a  h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  a c t i v i t y  
capable of "analyzing i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  under- 
pinnings,  and economic and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  with 
t h e  world." 

Fur ther ,  o r  perhaps, another'way of p u t t i n g  
t h i s ,  t h e  decons t ruc t ive  mode, p r e c i s e l y  because 
of i ts  t h e o r e t i c a l  commitment t o  the  autonomy of 
t h e  t e x t  and, wi th in  t h i s  commitment, t o  t h e  idea  
of d i f f e r e n c e  a s  t e x t u a l  d i f fe rence ,  tends t o  be a  
nega t ive  hermeneutic a c t i v i t y .  This is  not only 
because i t  is, d e s p i t e  J. H i l l i s  M i l l e r ' s  easy 
rhe tor icah  manoeuver t o  disarm t h e  o b j e c t i v i s t  
c r i t i q u e ,  p a r a s i t i c  on canonized host  t e x t s ,  but 
a l s o ,  and more important ly,  because, i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  
i ts  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n t o  t h e  empty, f r e e - f l o a t i n g  
realm of r h e t o r i c  and t e x t u a l i t y ,  i t  undermines t h e  
w i l l  t o  p r a x i s :  thinking,  t h a t  is, g e t s  d i s s o c i a t -  
ed from doing. For Heidegger, we r e c a l l ,  t h e  de- 
s t r u c t i o n  is  intended t o  r e t r i e v e  (Wiederholen) t h e  
quest ion of being ( o r  r a t h e r  b e - 3 )  from t h e  
ob l iv ion  t o  which a  s c l e r o t i c  metaphysical thinking 
has re lega ted  i t ,  i n  o rder  t o  "free" human being-- 
"espec ia l ly  . . . t h a t  understanding (and i t s  
poss ib le  development) which is  rooted i n  t h e  
proper Being of Dasein--the on to log ica l  under- 
standing1'--from t h e  "world i n  which i t  is" and t h e  
" tradi t ion1 '-- the var ious  but supplementary semiot ic  
systems inscr ibed  i n  t h e  c u l t u r a l  Memory--in which 
i t  i s  "ensnared." I n  r e i f y i n g  o r  s p a t i a l i z i n g  
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t ime, t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  which perceives meta-ta- 
hysica,  "deprives Dasein f  i ts  leadersh ip  i n  

:uestioning and choosing."8 Though Heidegger him- 
s e l f  was r e l u c t a n t  t o  explore t h i s  i n t e n t i o n  f u l l y ,  
t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  is intended t o  a c t i v a t e  a n  opening 
of t h e  horizon of understanding o r ,  r a t h e r ,  of 
understanding t o  h o r i z o n a l i t y ,  t o  include the  
"worldliness" of t h e  world: a  l i b e r a t i n g  awareness 
o r  remembrance t h a t  t h e  p r i son  house of logo- 
centr ism e x i s t s  not only a t  t h e  s i t e  of meta- 
phys ica l  thought p e r  s e ,  bu t ,  because language is  
t h e  house of being,  a l l  along t h e  continuum of be- 
ing from c u l t u r e  through economics t o  socio-  
p o l i t i c s .  The d e s t r u c t i o n  is  no t  a  n i h i l i s t i c  
a c t i v i t y  of thought t h a t  n e u t r a l i z e s  i ts a c t i v e  
fo rce .  Rather, i t  i s ,  paradoxical ly,  a  p o s i t i v e  o r  
p ro- jec t ive  i n t e r p r e t i v e  a c t i v i t y  i n  which thinking 
( theory)  ,& doing-in-the-world (p rax is ) .  The d i s -  
c l o s u r e  of t h e  o r i g i n s  of t h e  fundamental onto- 
l o g i c a l  concepts, we r e c a l l ,  

has  nothing t o  do with a  pernicious re-  
l a t i v i z i n g  of on to log ica l  s tandpoints .  
The d e s t r u c t i o n  has j u s t  a s  l i t t l e  the 
nega t ive  sense of disburdening ourselves 
of t h e  on to log ica l  t r a d i t i o n .  On the 
con t ra ry ,  i t  should s t a k e  out t h e  
p o s i t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  . . . .Negatively, t h e  de-struct ion is  
not  even r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  past :  j.& 
c r i t i c i s m  concerns "today" and the dom- - -- 
i n a n t  way w e  read t h e  h i s to ry  of  onto- 
logy,  whether i t  is conceived a s  the h i s -  
t o r y  of opinions,  ideas ,  o r  problems. 
However, t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  does not  wish t o  
bury t h e  pas t  i n  n u l l i t y ;  i t  h a s  a  

o s i t i v e  i n t e n t .  Its negat ive funct ion 
femains t a c i t  and i n d i r e c t .  rtly empha- 
sis, except t h e  s i n g l e  i t a l i c i z e d  word.] 
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The Heideggerian d e s t r u c t i o n ,  t h u s  understood 
a s  a  remembering of  what a  r e c o l l e c t i v e  metaphysics 
f o r g e t s ,  i s  both a  h i s t o r i c a l  and a  d i a l o g i c  pro- 
j e c t  i n  t h e  sense t h a t ,  a s  t h e  etymology i t s e l f  
sugges t s ,  it is  s imultaneously d e - s t r u c t i v e  and 
p ro- jec t ive .  Like Foucau l t ' s  and S a i d ' s  "archeo- 
l o g i c a l "  p r o j e c t s ,  i t  a c t i v a t e s  c r i t i c a l  conscious- 
n e s s  of t h e  v a r i e t i e s  of c u l t u r a l  and socio-pol i -  
t i c a l  power t h a t  t h e  supplementary epistbm'es of 
t h e  on to theo log ica l  t r a d i t i o n  have concealed i n  
t h e i r  d i scourses .  But i n  de-s t roying (de- 
s t r u c t u r i n g )  t h e  intended t o t a l i z e d  s t r u c t u r e s  and 
t h e  c i r c u l a r  geo-metry of t h e s e  panopt ic  d i s -  
courses ,  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  a l s o  d i s -c loses ,  a c t i -  
v a t e s ,  and nour i shes  t h e  w i l l  t o  p r a x i s .  That i s ,  
i n  breaching t h e  p a n o p t i c a l l y  i n s c r i b e d  s t r u c t u r e s  
of t h e  o n t o t h e o l o g i c a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  it opens up and 
remembers t h e  ques t ion  of being a s  i t  was o r ig in -  
a l l y  posed: a s  a  ques t ion  of t h e  b e - a  of being.  
More s p e c i f i c a l l y  -- and i n  o r d e r  t o  address ,  i f  
n o t  t o  disarm t h e  o b j e c t i o n  raade by Derr ida t h a t  
t h e  r e t r i e v a l  of t h e  Se ins f rage  is a  recupera t ion  
of  metaphysics,  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  r e t r i e v e s  from t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  unders tanding of Being a s  I d e n t i t y  ( t h e  
One, t h e  Unmoved Mover, C a u s a l i t y ,  e t c . )  t h e  
t empora l i ty  of  being,  a being,  t h a t  is, "grounded," 
n o t  i n  Something bu t  i n  no th ing ,  i n  absence,  i n  
which p resence  is i n f i n i t e l y  de fe r red  and i n  which, 
t h e r e f o r e ,  t empora l i ty  d i s p e r s e s  Sameness, d i s -  
seminates  o r  makes ( t h e )  d i f f e r e n c e .  The r e t r i e v a l  
of t h e  Se ins f rage ,  i n  s h o r t ,  i s  t h e  r e t r i e v a l  of 
t h e  e c - c e n t r i c i t y ,  t h e  ex-orbi tance o r ,  i n  
Heidegger 's  p r e f e r r e d  word, t h e  "careu-provoking 
err-ancy of  being. 

A s  I have s a i d ,  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  t r a d i -  
t i o n  i n s c r i b e d  i n  canon ica l  t e x t s  r e t r i e v e s  t h e  
i d e a  of language a s  t h e  "house of being." 
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Understoodas  I t h i n k  Heidegger i n s i s t s  t h a t  i t  
should be, t h i s  means t h a t ,  i n  r e t r i e v i n g  the  be- 
ing  of being from t h e  meta-physical t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  
d e s t r u c t i o n  a l s o  r e t r i e v e s  t h e  idea  of language a s  
words from t h e  r e - c o l l e c t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  of  the  w. 
(Derr ida,  of course ,  c r i t i c i z e s  Heidegger 's pheno- 
menology a s  a  v e s t i g i a l  con t inua t ion  of t h e  logo- 
c e n t r i c  t r a d i t i o n  i n  t h e  degree t o  which i t  con- 
t i n u e s  t o  p r i v i l e g e  speech [pa ro le ]  a s  t h e  agent  
of  r e c u p e r a t i n g  o r  r e -p resen t ing  presence.  I f ,  
however, Heidegger 's  phenomenological r e t r i e v a l  of 
t h e  logos a s  speech [ l e g e i n ]  is  understood a s  an 
acknowledgement of d i s p e r s a l  [ d i f f e r e n c e ]  a s  i ts 
pr imord ia l  c o n d i t i o n ,  t h i s  c r i t i c i s m  is  defused.)  
Thus des t royed ,  t h i s  problemat ic  phrase d i s c l o s e s  
a  f u n c t i o n  of t e x t u a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  is  q u i t e  
d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  u s u a l l y  i n f e r r e d .  I t  not on ly  
a c t i v a t e s ,  a s  i n  Foucaul t  and Said,  t h e  poss- 
i b i l i t y  of r ecogn iz ing  and de fus ing  t h e  power and 
a u t h o r i t y  of metaphysical  d i scourse  and t h e  
a f f i l i a t e d  semio t i c  e l a b o r a t i o n s  of a  c i v i l  
s o c i e t y  grounded i n  a l o g o c e n t r i c  measure. It  a l s o  
opens up, a s  I s h a l l  sugges t ,  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a  
d i s c o u r s e  capab le  of rewriting--and rebui lding--  
t h e  * on t h e  groundless  ground of a  d i f f e r e n -  
t i a l  measure t h a t ,  emerging from i t s  occas ion ,  
a l lows  men and women t o  "dwell poe t i ca l ly ' '  i n  t h e  
" r i f t "  occasioned by t h e  s t r i f e  t h a t  temporal icy 
a c t i v a t e s  between world  and ea r th .1°  

For Derr ida and h i s  fo l lowers ,  decons t ruc t ive  
c r i t i c i s m ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, i s  i n  essence  a  nega- 
t i v e ,  indeed,  a  n i h i l i s t i c  c r i t i c a l  movement. To 
put  i t  b r i e f l y  and a l l  too r e d u c t i v e l y ,  i n  abso- 
l u t e l y  s e p a r a t i n g  language (wr i t ing)  from the world 
o u t s i d e  t o  which i t  p u t a t i v e l y  r e f e r s ,  i t  p rec ludes ,  
of n e c e s s i t y ,  a d m i t t i n g  the  ques t ion  of language t o  
be s imultaneously a ques t ion  of being,  i n  favor of 
observing,  p o i n t i n g  t o  and d e l i g h t i n g  i n  t h e  
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s p e c t a c l e  of t h e  play of d i f f e r e n c e  a t  t h e  scene of 
wr i t ing .  Der r ida ' s  appropr ia t ion  of Heidegger's 
not ion of t h e  on to log ica l  d i f f e r e n c e  ( t h a t  "Being" 
i s  not  5 being [Seiende] a s  i t  has been understood 
throughout t h e  on to theo log ica l  t r a d i t i o n ,  but be- 
& [=]), t r a n s l a t e s  the  d i f f e r e n c e  of being 
i n t o  t h e  level led-out  space of t h e  t e x t u a l  dif- 
f  drance. l1 This  suggests  t h a t  decons t ruc t ive  c r i t -  
i c i sm understands t h e  dismantl ing process  n o t ,  a s  
i n  Heidegger, t o  be an opening up and releasement 
of t h a t  which metaphysical thinking c l o s e s  o f f  and 
f o r g e t s ,  but  a  d i s c l o s u r e  of t h e  f a l s e  base of 
canonical  logocent r ic  t e x t s .  I n  o ther  words, de- 

cons t ruc t ive  reading remembers the  supplementar i ty ,  
t h e  doubling, of a l l  w r i t i n g ,  and thus t h e  
d u p l i c i t y ,  t h e  abso lu te  undec ideab i l i ty ,  of a l l  
w r i t t e n  t e x t s ,  but no t  t h e  p ro- jec t ive  poss ib i l -  
i t i e s  of being. Although decons t ruc t ion ,  l i k e  
d e s t r u c t i o n ,  c a l l s  i n t o  quest ion the  pr iv i leged  
s t a t u s  of t h e  dominant phi losophical  discourse,  i t  
a l s o  " l i b e r a t e s "  man from t h e  prison-house of lan- 
guage i n t o  an e s s e n t i a l l y  s i m i l a r  n i h i l i s t i c  world. 
At bes t ,  a s  i n  Derr ida,  it a c t i v a t e s  t h e  

Nietzschean a f f i rmat ion ,  t h a t  is  t h e  joy- 
ous a f f i r m a t i o n  of t h e  play of  t h e  world 
and of t h e  innocence of becoming, t h e  
a f f i rmat ion  of a  world of s i g n s  without 
f a u l t ,  without t r u t h ,  and without  o r i g i n ,  
which is of fe red  t o  an a c t i v e  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n .  This  a f f i rmat ion  thus  deter-  
mines t h e  non-center otherwise than a s  a  
l o s s  of cen te r .  And i t  plays without 
s e c u r i t y .  For t h e r e  i s  a  sure play: 
t h a t  which i s  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  s u b s t i t u -  
t i o n  of g i v e n  and e x i s t i n g ,  p r e s e n t ,  - 
pieces.  I n  abso lu te  chance, a f f i rmat ion  
a l s o  sur renders  i t s e l f  t o  g e n e t i c  inde te r -  
mination, t o  t h e  seminal adventure of t h e  
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t r a c e .  
12 

A t  worst,  however, a s  M s .  Johnson h e r s e l f  admits,  
i t  becomes, a s  i n  an increas ing  number of Der r ida ' s  
be la ted  fol lowers ,  a  purely formal--and comfort- 
ab le - -ac t iv i ty  of exegesis ,  v i r t u a l l y  devoid of 
r e a l  awareness of t h e  abyss--the uncertain temporal 
realm of r a d i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e  o r  otherness--over 
which t h i s  i n t e r p r e t i v e  a c t i v i t y  dances. I t  is 
t r u e ,  of course,  t h a t  M s .  Johnson c r i t i c i z e s  the  
tendency of recent  decons t ruc t ive  c r i t i c s  to  t rans -  
form t h i s  e x e g e t i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i n t o  an assured meth- 
odology and r e c a l l s  them t o  t h e  Nietzschean/ 
Derridean a f f i rmat ion  of uncertainty:  

Much has been made of the  f a c t  tha t  
"knowledge" cannot be taken f o r  granted. 
But perhaps r a t h e r  than simply quest- 
ion ing  t h e  na ture  of knowledge, we should 
today re-evaluate  t h e  s t a t i c ,  i n e r t  con- 
cep t  we have always had of Ignorance. 
Ignorance, f a r  more than knowledge, is  
what can never be taken f o r  granted,  I f  
I perceive my ignorance a s  a  gap i n  know- 
ledge,  i n s t e a d  of a s  an imperative t h a t  
changes t h e  very na ture  of what I t h i n k  
I know, then I do not  t r u l y  experience my 
ignorance. The s u r p r i s e  of otherness  
[ d i f f e r e n c e ]  is t h a t  moment when a  new 
form i s  suddenly ac t iva ted  a s  an i m -  
p e r a t i v e .  I f  the  decons t ruc t ive  impulse 
is  t o  r e t a i n  i t s  v i t a l ,  subversive power, 
we must t h e r e f o r e  become ignorant  of i t  
again and again.  

But t h i s  imperat ive,  f i n a l l y ,  cannot answer " the 
c r i t i q u e  of decons t ruc t ion ,  which accuses i t  of not 
l i v i n g  up t o  i t s  own claims of r a d i c a l i t y ,  of work- 
ing with too l imi ted  a  not ion of t e x t u a l i t y ,  of 
applying i t s  c r i t i c a l  energy only within an 
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institutional structure that it does not question 
and therefore confirms." For, it seems to me, it 
is precisely this purely negative stance before the 
text--this restriction of deconstructive criticism 
to the exposure of the mastering impulse behind the 
binary logic of logocentrism, for the sake of af- 
firming ignorance (undecideabi1ity)--that not only 
blinds itself to the "negative capability," the 
projective possibilities, disclosed by the 
Heideggerian destruction, but also ends in the 
metamorphosis of ignorance into empty formalism. 
Limiting the function of deconstruction to calling 
into question the "exclusive" eitherlor of logo- 
centric logic, in other words, all too easily and 
despite protestations to the contrary,ends, as 
Kierkegaard reminds us, in the futile hovering 
"logic" of the neitherlnor, in a willed will-less- 
ness that transforms the projective measure dis- 
closed by the destruction--the measure which is the 
measure of man's occasion--into the certain, regula- 
tive, empty, and finally timeless methodology of 
"unmastered irony, "13 

In thus reducing the signifiers emerging from 
and addressing different historical/cultural sit- 
uations to a timeless intertextual (ironic) text, 
deconstructive criticism ironically betrays its 
affiliation with the disinterested--and indif- 
ferent--"inclusive" formalism of the New Criticism 
and ~tructuralism'~ which it is one of its avowed 
purposes to repudiate. The deconstructive reader, 
like the New Critic and the Structuralist, become 
a distanced observer of the "scene of textuality 1'3.5 
or, in Kierkegaard's term, an aesthete who per- 
ceives the text from the infinitely negative dis- 
tance of the ironic mode. With his levelling gaze, 
he, too, like his adversaries, refines all writing, 
in Derrida's own phrase, into "free-floating" 
texts. All texts thus become the same text. It 
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all becomes one, as it were. In thus curiously co- 
ercing difference into identity, deconstructive 
criticism paradoxically traps itself in precisely 
what it would call into question with its decon- 
struction of the tradition of presence. Despite 
its intentions, it becomes, in tendency at least, 
the obverse face of the same coin: a negative 
violence that mirrors the positive violence of 
metaphysical speculation. It is not, therefore, as 
Ms. Johnson asserts, the institutional success of 
deconstructive criticism that, as an increasing 
number of examples in standard academic journals 
testify, has rendered it a self-replicating, pre- 
dictable, indifferent, and self-defeating pro- 
fessional activity that confirms the institution 
it would call into question. It is, rather, its 
methodological failure, inherent, I submit, in 
Derridals project, to sit-uate the text in the 
world. To put it another way, this failure--this 
successful desituation of language into the "scene 
of writingw--accounts not only for the academic 
domestication of deconstruction--the divestment of 
its original adversary purpose: to interrogate the 
humanistic impulse to reduce language, history, 
society, culture, to the Same--but also for its 
transformation into an indifferent instrument that 
affiliates itself with, indeed legitimates, the 
institutions that the humanistic discourse auth- 
orizes and elaborates. 

Understood from the perspective of the 
Heideggerian destruction, the deconstructive pro- 
ject that dominates the "advanced criticism" of our 
time reminds us of Kierkegaard's recognition that 
the "present [Hegelian] age of reflection" is 
positively capable of producing the illusion among 
its intellectuals that, as speculative thinkers, 
they are active adversaries of the dominant culture 
and of the power structures that lie behind it: 
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A pass iona te ,  tumultuous age  wants t o  
overthrow everything,  set a s i d e  every- 

=. An age t h a t  is revo lu t ionary  but  
a l s o  r e f l e c t i n g  and devoid of  pass ion  
changes t h e  express ion  of power i n t o  a  
d i a l e c t i c a l  t o u r  de  f o r c e :  i t  l e t s  every- 
t h i n g  remain but s u b t l y  d r a i n s  t h e  mean- 
i n g  ou t  of i t ;  r a t h e r  than cu lmina t ing  
i n  an u p r i s i n g ,  & exhaus t s  t h e  i n n e r  -- 

i ts  f a c t i c i t y  &--while e n t i r e l y  p r iva te -  - 
& _ a  d i a l e c t i c a l  f r aud  i n t e r  o l a t e s  5 
s e c r e t  way of reading--that !t is  not.16 

As a  form of  " r e f l e c t i o n , "  o r  a s  Edward Said has  
a p t l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  i t ,  a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i t y  
"dominated by t h e  s p i r i t  of ref inement  ,"I7 t h e  de- 
c o n s t r u c t i v e  "play" of mind becomes, pa radox ica l ly ,  
p e r i l o u s l y  l i k e  an exemplary i n s t a n c e  of t h i s  kind 
of p a s s i o n l e s s  r evo lu t ionary  th ink ing ,  which t r a n s -  
forms t h e  i n n e r  impulse t o  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e  o l d  
o r d e r  i n t o  a n  i n f i n i t e l y  n e g a t i v e  and i n e f f e c t u a l  
p lay  of d i a l e c t i c s .  Fur the r ,  i n  emptying ou t  t h e  
" inner  a c t u a l i t y  of  r e l a t i o n s  i n  a  t ens ion  of re- 
f l e c t i o n  t h a t  l e t s  every th ing  [power] remain," i t  
becomes p e r i l o u s l y  s i m i l a r ,  a g a i n  i n  Kierkegaard 's  
terms, t o  t h e  ga r ru lous  " c h a t t e r "  of a w i t  i n d u s t r y  
t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y ,  i f  unwi t t ing ly ,  v a l i d a t e s  and 
s e r v e s  t h e  l e v e l l i n g  hegemonic s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  pur- 
pose of t h e  "present  age." 
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s t a y s  on t h i s  e a r t h ,  so long a s  he dwells.  
H i s  dwell ing,  however, r e s t s  on t h e  poe t ic .  
HSlderl in  s e e s  t h e  n a t u r e  of the  'poet ic '  i n  
t h e  t ak ing  of t h e  measure by which t h e  measure- 
taking of human being is accomplished." 
" . . . P o e t i c a l l y  Man Dwells. . . , I 1  pp. 221- 
22.  It is,  f i n a l l y  a "westering" measure, f o r  
another etymological root  of "occasion" is ,  of 
course, t h e  cognate occ idere  (which "means" 
both " t o  f a l l , "  e s p e c i a l l y  " to s e t , "  a s  i n  t h e  
case  of t h e  "movement" of t h e  sun; and "to 
d i e , "  " t o  perish' '  from t h e  present  p a r t i c i p l e  
of which (occidens) the  English work "Occident" 
corned. See my essay ,  "Postmodern L i t e r a t u r e  
and Hermeneutic C r i s i s , "  Union Seminary 
Quarter ly Review, Vol. XXXIV (Winter 19791, 
pp. 119-31. 

11. A f u l l  t reatment  of t h e  d i f f i c u l t  d i s t i n c -  
t i o n  between "on to log ica l  difference" and 
d i f f e r e n c e  would invoke, above a l l ,  Martin 
Heidegger, I d e n t i t y  and Difference,  t r .  Joan 
Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1979), 
supplemented by t h e  a n a l y s i s  of Temporality i n  
Being and Time; and Jacques Derr ida,  
"Differance," i n  Speech and Phenomena and 
Other Essays on Husser l ' s  Theory of Signs, t r .  
David B. Al l i son  (Evanston, I l l . :  North- 
western Universi ty  Press  1973), pp. 129-60, 
supplemented by t h e  discussion of t h e  " trace" 
and d i f  fgrance s c a t t e r e d  throughout Of Gram- 
matology and t h e  essays i n  Writing and Differ-  
ence. - 



SCE R E P O R T S  
SCE R E P O R T S  

12. Jacques  Derr ida,  "S t ruc tu re ,  Sign,  and Play i n  
t h e  Discourse  of t h e  Human Sciences ,"  p. 292. 

13. S4ren Kierkegaard,  The Concept of  I rony ,  tr. 
Lee M. Capel (Bloomington: Univers i ty  of 
lnd iana  P r e s s ,  1971) ,  pp. 336-42. See a l s o  
my essay ,  "Heidegger, Kierkegaard, and t h e  
Hermeneutic C i r c l e :  Towards a Postmodern 
Theory of  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  Dis-closure, ' '  i n  
Martin Heidegger and The ques t ion  of L i t e r a t u r e ,  
ed. William V. Spanos (Bloomington: Univers i ty  
of Ind iana  Press ,  1979),  pp. 115-48. 

14. I am r e f e r r i n g ,  o r  course ,  t o  I . A .  R ichard ' s  
(and Cleanth Brooks's) d i s t i n c t i o n  between two 
genera l  types  of poe t ry ,  t h a t  which l eaves  o u t  
t h e  oppos i t e  and d i scordan t  d i f f e r e n t i a l  
q u a l i t i e s  of an exper ience,  exc lud ing  them 
from t h e  poem ( t h e  poe t ry  of t h e  "object ive"  
imagination)nnd t h a t  which _includes them ( t h e  
poetry  of t h e  i r o n i c  imagination): "The 
s t r u c t u r e  of t h e s e  two k i n d s  of exper iences  
a r e  d i f f e r e n t  and t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  is n o t  one o f  
s u b j e c t  but  of t h e  r e l a t i o n  i n t e r  s e  of t h e  
s e v e r a l  impulses a c t i v e  i n  t h e  exper ience.  A 
poem of  t h e  f i r s t  group i s  b u i l t  o u t  of sets 
of impulses which run p a r a l l e l ,  which have t h e  
same d i r e c t i o n .  I n  a poem of t h e  second 
group t h e  most obvious f e a t u r e  is  t h e  extra-  
o rd ina ry  he te rogene i ty  of t h e  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  
impulses.  But they a r e  more than heterogeneous, 
they a r e  opposed. They a r e  such t h a t  i n  
o rd ina ry ,  non-poetic non-imaginative exper- 
i ence ,  one o r  o t h e r  s e t  would be supposed t o  
g ive  a s  i t  might appear f r e e r  development t o  
t h e  o t h e r s .  The d i f f e r e n c e  comes o u t  c l e a r l y  
i f  we cons ide r  how comparatively u n s t a b l e  
poems of t h e  f i r s t  kind a r e .  They w i l l  no t  
bear  a n  i r o n i c  contemplat ion.  . . . I rony i n  

t h i s  sense  c o n s i s t s  i n  t h e  b r ing ing  i n  of t h e  
oppos i t e ,  t h e  complementary impulses; t h a t  i s  
why poetry  which is exposed t o  i t  is  n o t  of 
t h e  h i g h e s t  o rde r ,  and why i rony  i t s e l f  i s  s o  
c o n s t a n t l y  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of poetry  which 
is." Quoted i n  Cleanth Brooks, Modern Poe t ry  
and The T r a d i t i o n  (New York: Oxford Univers i ty  

P r e s s ,  1965) ,  p. 41. 

15. See Edward Said,  "Ref lec t ions  on Recent  eft' 
C r i t i c i s m , "  pp. 16-18. 

16. SOren Kierkegaard, Two Ages: The Age of  
Revolut ion and t h e  Presen t  Age: A L i t e r a r y  

Review. ed. and t r .  Howard V. Hong and Edna . - 

H. Hong (Pr inceton:  P r ince ton  Univers i ty  
P r e s s ,  1978), p. 77. I am indebted t o  my 
e d i t o r i a l  c o l l e a g u e  Pau l  BOV& f o r  b r i n g i n g  t h i s  
passage t o  my a t t e n t i o n .  

17. Edward Sa id ,  "Ref lec t ion  on Recent ' L e f t '  
c r i t i c i sm,"  p. 20. 



SCE REPORTS 

Jerry Aline Flieger 
Rutgers University 

THE ART OF BEING TAKEDI BY SURPRISE 

Deconstructive criticism is a big success, and 
that, as Barbara Johnson sees it, is the problem: 
can "dec~natructionism~~ avoid being just another 
success story, absorbed into the intellectual main- 
stream and sapped of its innovative force? Row can 
the l'deconstructive impulse" avoid being watered 
down by the very institution which promotes and 
teaches it? Johnson points out that the critical 
efficacy of deconstructionism is threatened not only 
by the sort of intellectual erosion which inevitably 
accompanies the institutionalization of a thought 
system, but also by a certain conservatism inherent 
in the deconstnlctive methodology Itself. Johnson 
addresses both aspects of the problem faced by de- 
constructive criticism today, responding firat to 
the accusations leveled against the method from o p  
ponents on both ends of the ideological spectrum; 
and going on to suggest how deconetructive criticism 
m y  combat its own tendency to inertia or conserva- 
tism. Johnson focuses her remarks on two kinds of 
"failureg1 with which deconstructionism is often re- 
proached: the failure, on the one hand, to reaffirm 
and conform to conventional values in literary criti- 
cism; and the failure, on the other hand, to subvert 
these same values, to according to the non-tradi- 
tional or even radical values which deconstructionism 
seema to espouse. 

I would like to consider the ways in which both 
of these reproaches are bound up in issues of power: 
the power, in the first instance, to determine an 
"authoritativeu interpretation for a literary text, 
and thus to dictate literary standards and preference; 
and the power, in the second case, to make a real 
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difference in real lives, by subverting the intel- 
lectual establishment. Both objections to decon- 
structionim, however unlike they may appear, share 
a common ground: traditionalists and radicals alike 
complain of the incapacity or refusal of the decon- 
structive critic to take a stand, to endorse or 
demonstrate a clear meaning, to propose a real sol- 
ution to a real problem, and to be willing to impose 
that solution as the correct choice, be it intel- 
lectual or ethical. Deconstructionism, its opponents 
concur, is sli~pery;, unpredictable, full of sur- 
prises to be taken seriously, 

Now Barbara Johnson seems to suggest in her 
paper that the deconetructive critic must indeed 
be willing to fail in certain ways, since the effort 
to mcceed at being absolutely l'logical" or "commit- 
ted" would imply a willingness to play by all the 
old rules of the intellectual game. This is too high 
a price to pay, she suggests; for it is the old rules 
which seek to minimalize the role of surprise in the 
critical process, vdorizing authority in the name 
of universal standards or intellectual rigor. Above 
all, Johnson argues, deconstructionism must seek to 
maintain the continuing @'intellectual upheaval of 
the surprise," by insisting on queetioning or prob- 
lematizing the givens by which the critic operates. 
To this end, her own paper examines the goals and 
methods of the deconatructive critic, emphasizing 
the need to remain open to other perspectives, as 
well as the need to continue to take risks in read- 
ing and interpretation. Tha deconstructive enter- 
prise, she concludes, must not only continue to 
offer surprises to its readers, but it met also 
continue to leave itself open to the unexpected 
insight from the unexpected quarter. Particularly, 
@he argues, the deconstructionists need to pay 
attention to the neglected domains of history and 
biography, in order to radicalize their practice. 



SCE R E P O R T S  

In this paper, I would like to suggest some ways 
in which the deconetructive critic might use the tools 
of psychoanalysis to do what Johnson has proposed: that 
is, to ground the Isslippery" practice of deconstruction 
without attenuating the surprising impact of its biscov- 
ery. While there are undoubtedly other bodies of theory 
--such as Marxist or linguistic theory- which have 
served and will continue to serve as moorings for de- 
constructive criticism. the terminology and method of 
psychoanalysis do seem-particularly compatible with 
deconstructionism, and might serve to clarify the more 
hermetic aspects bf the approach for the uninitiated 
reader. I want, then, to discuss two aspects of the 
relation between psyohoanalysis and deconstructionism, 
using Barbara Johnson's paper as a point of reference. 
First, I would like to elaborate on how the L1logic of 
othernessv8 to which Johnson alludes coincides with the 
~~illogicalt~ logic of the unconscious as revealed by 
psychoanalysis; and I want to suggest, moreover, how 
this logic may contribute to an esthetic of tssurprise" 
rather than of "ma~tery.'~ Second, I would like to deal 
briefly with the isme of the inherent conservatism of 
deconstructionism, suggesting how psychoanalytic tools 
might be used to ground the method not only in histor- 
icity and biography, as Johnson proposes, but also in 
our own practice of reading and teaching. 

Johnson has done an excellent job of distilling 
the essence of the traditionalist campaign against 
the deconstructive heresy, a campaign based on ac- 
cusations of nihilism, relativism, and inexactitude. 
After skillfully exposing the "binary logic" behind 
these assumptions -a logic which grants canonic 
status to the "principle of non-contradictionft-- 
Johnson asserts that deconstructive logic plays by 
other rules, based on a radically different logic 
where "something else is involved." 

But just what is this "something else?" If we 
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want to avoid the slickness or slipperiness to 
which the deconstructive method seems susceptible, 
we need to attach our speculations to something 
concrete. But once we have pmblematized the 
notion of an objective exterior "realitytt, just 
what can we use to pin down the vunclearw logic 
of deconstruction? What can the "sometking elsew 
be shown to consist of? 

As I have already suggested, it seems to me 
that the clearest dietinotion between tradition- 
alist and deconstructive logio resides in the 
difference in their attitude toward the exercise 
of power. As Johnson puts it, the "other logictt 
of deoonstruction llundoes the very comforts of 
mastery and consensus that underlie the illusion 
that objectivity is situated somewhere outside the 
self." The kind of t'comfortable mastery" of which 
Johnson speaks is upheld by the appeal to a local- 
isable authority, and by  ax^ identification with the 
source of that authority as the holder of demonetrable, 
logical truth. One needs only to look at the language 
of the passages which Johnson cites in her paper to 
see that the traditionalists are engaged in a power- 
play. In the third quotation, for e m p l e  (~raff ), 
the "validity" of a perspective is based on "coer- 
cive realityw, a reality which arbitrates, like a 
sort of referee, among a nondiscriminating "plural- 

ectivities." Or coneider the fourth quota- 
where wcertainty" is characterized as 

the aJ1 of "pietyn, which deconstruction (sacrile- 
giouslyY) threatens. The bottom line of all of these 
accusations seems to be the same: the vehement es- 
chewal of the ~~logicalu consequence of deconstruc- 
tion, which is the abdication of the power to dictate 
taste. When Shaw complains, for instance, that 
"professors relegate judgment of all sorts to the 
studentst subjective preference," he is voicing the 
fear that the deconstructive method will lead not 
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only to "ekepticism toward all the old waysw (Dono- 
ghue), but will actually culminate in an anarchy 
of taste where (heaven forbid) 'I judgments of all 
sorts" become permissible. Presumably these judg- 
ments might exceed the text itself, and could, for 
instance, include personal or political choices. 
The traditionalists seem bent on denouncing decon- 
atructioniam not only as a heresy, but as a eubver- 
sion. 

Johnson counters the traditionalist power-play 
with her exposition of the logic of deconstruction 
as a system which @@subverts the opposition between 
subject and object11 and "displaces the traditional 
notion of what a subject is." Significantly, John- 
son compares this "othert1 logic to $he puzzling force 
of the death instinct , described by Freud in Be- 
yond the Pleasure Frinciple as that inexplicable im- 
pulse toward annihilation which operates inexorably, 
if not logically, in human experience. But just how 
does this llother" logic work to subvert the eubject- 
object distinction which functions as the main un- 
derpining of traditional logic? What is the contri- 
bution of this "otherw logic to the esthetic of 
surprise? !?hat does this non-binary logic have 
in common with priaaxy process, the "logic" of the 
unconscious? 

In his paper of 1915 entitled "The Unconscious,'' 
Freud spells out the "rules" of a system radically 
opposed to conscious, binary, l@non-contradictory'l 
logic : 

Let us sum up: exemption from mutual con- 
tradiction, primary process (motility of cathex- 
'is),essnees, and substitution of psychic 
for external realitx --these are the character- 
istics which we may expect to find in processes 
belonging to the system ~cs.l 
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Freud goes on to say that evidence of this 
"others1 logic may be found in the dream-work, in 
certain linguistic phenomene like slips of the tongue 
or the "double talkt1 of joking, and in many forms of 
art. It seems to me that one could add the non-bi- 
nary logic of deconstruction to this list, at least 
on several counts. If we take, for instance, the 
characteristic of *ltimelesanessl* -that is, the way 
in which primary procese functions without regard 
to chronological order- we could draw an (admittedly 
fanciful) analogy between this characteristic and the 
way in which Derrida's work, for example, constantly 
subverts the notion of llpriorityu or llorigin@l. The 
axgument, for instance, concerning "which came first,11 
speech or writing, is problematized in such a way 
that the traditional primacy of the spoken word is 
put into question. In Derrida'e work, chronology is 
no longer a "logicalu determJxant of authority. 

The second characteristic of prinaary process as 
defined by Freud -"motility of cathexisw-- offers 
a similar analogy with deconstructive logic. Plotility 
of cathexis can be described as both the inexhaustibil- 
ity of libido or desire and the capacity of that de- 
sire to express itself in a multiplicity of protean 
forms: in joke, in symbol, in dream-work, i n  synptom 
formation. The libido is indiscriminate; it has the 
tendency to attach itself to any available object and 
to avail itself of any convenient ruse to find expree- 
sion. The deconstructive process displays the same 
sort of inexhaustible energy and the same richness 
of re>ource, relying heavily on the same sort of 
voverdeterminedu language (pun, condensation) which 
so often characterizes processes influenced by the 
workings of primary process. Moreover, as we have 
seen, decmnstructioniam is frequently reproached with 
its lack of discrimination, its avoidance of value 
judgments of the *@logical11 or traditional sort: one 
text seems as good as another, the traditionalists 




















































