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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  


































































































