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FOREWORD

Some of the best minds of the present genera-
tion have taken up deconstruction. Who are these
people?

Several groups comprise the “corporation" of
deconstructlon., First, there is a loose band of
French intellectuals, associated in the late 1960s
and early 1970s with the journal TEL QUEL, including
most prominently Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida,
Michel Foucault and Julia Kristeva. All in alpha-
betical order, Second, a stellar enclave of Ameri-
can literary critics, residing at Yale University
since the early 1970s, encompasses Harold Bloom,
Paul de Man, Geoffrey Hartman and J., Hillis Miller.
Teaching regularly at Yale since the middle 1970s
as a visiting professor, Jacques Derrida binds these
two companies. Third, a klatch of young French in-~
tellectuals, linked with Derrida during the late
1970s in connection with the Parisian publishing
house Flammarion, adds to the group Sylviane Agacin-
ski, Sarah Kofman, Philippe lacoue-labarthe and
Jean-Iuc Nancy, Fourth, a small cadre of American
literary scholars, identified since the mid 1970s
with the journal BOUNDARY 2, involves Paul Bové,
Joseph Riddel and William V. Spanos. A number of
other ranking intellectuals, connected with one or
more of these groups or people, brings to the "move-
ment” Gilles Deleuze, Eugenio Donato, Rodolphe Gas-
ché, Barbara Johnson, Jacques lacan, Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, Jeffrey Mehlman, Edward Sald and Gayatri
Spivak., The 1list of "interested parties" is not
nearly complete. One could add dedicated transla-~
tors, vehement opponents, emerging British devotees,
and still others. Positively or negatively, many
minds are taken with deconstruction.
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As a scholarly group, the "deconstructors" ex-
hibit professional ties with or serious interests in
phenomenology, structuralism, psychoanalysis, Marx-
ism and semiology. Any particular deconstructor may
devote herself to one, several or all of these
fields. 1In any case, the major forerunners are Marx,
Nietzsche, Freud, Saussure and Heidegger. And the
leading contemporary is unquestionably Jacques Der-
rida:  his works constitute the canonical texts.

In America the major figure is Paul de Man. The
most unforgiving purists might (and lately do) ex-
communicate numerous pretenders and piddlers, but
Derrida and de Man remain singularly above any her-
esy or vague susplclon,

when in the mid 1970s deconstruction as a move-
ment expanded, taking in new adherents and numerous
opponents, it reached a crisis stage, which has Eon—
tinued up to the present moment. The "doctrines
appear in danger of dilution or;distorti?n. Sur—"
prised, shocked or disturbed, the early "founders
sometimes express inchoate regret or knowing pessi-
mism at this turn of events, The charm of their
churnings emerges in a snippy nostalgla.

Coming into the onrush of deconstruction in
1976, I was exhilarated to find an energetic alter-
native to pallid formalism tinged with histori-
cism, which my pooped-out teachers had all more or
less propounded. What seemed a period of decay to
the "founders" of deconstruction struck me as a
time of intellectual frenzy and new freedom. I have
borne such sentiment for five years now. In this I
seem one part Miranda and one part Pollyanna. Al-
together too youthful and naive. Withal too cute.

A five-year smile. Yet the spread of deconstruction
remains good news to me,

Charged with organizing the fifth annual joint
Discussion Session of the Modern language Association
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and the Soclety for Critical Exchange, I decided to
concentrate the meeting on "Deconstructive Criticism:
Directions." I convinced my colleagues on the Organ-
lzing Committee, then set out to recruit Barbara
Johnson, a young Yale deconstructor, to deliver the
main paper. After Professor Johnson agreed, [ in-
vited Joseph Riddel and William Spanos to serve on
the panel as respondents. Meanwhile, I sent out
through the MLA NEWSLETTER a nationwide call for pro-
posals on the announced topic., From the numerous
proposals received, three were selected: Jerry

Aline Flieger, Jerrold Hogle and Andrew Parker all
generously offered to contribute written responses

to Barbara Johnson's position paper, Finally, 7 en-
listed Richard Barney to put together a Selected
Bibliography of Deconstructive Criticism, which com-
plements existing and forthcoming lists, All these
materials--the main paper, the responses and the bib-
liography--make up Number 8 of the SCE REPORTS.

Taking up the topic "Decomstructive Criticism:
Directions,’ Barbara Johnson begins with the contin-
uing crisis: the diminishment of deconstruction
through dilution and dogmatism. She suggests a
strategy, a tactics of ignorance, to keep vital the
analytical energy of deconstruction. For his part
Joseph Riddel questions whether or not deconstruc-
tion, as rigorously operated by Derrida and de Man,
has actually spread beyond a very few other practi-
tloners, Along the way Riddel portrays several dom-
inant modes of reduction that turn deconstruction
into a domesticated systematlics. Attacking decon-
struction frontally, William Spanos dramatizes
Derridean practice as a falling off from Heideg-
gerian destruction, He characterizes deconstructive
interpretation as an ahistorical and formalist crit-
lcal mode, doomed to rapid institutionalization
and unavolidable collaboration with technocratic cul-
ture.
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In her response, Jerry Aline Flieger extends
the project of deconstruction by grafting its
"strange logic” onto the Freudian-lacanian logic of
the Unconscious. In doing so, she demonstirates a
striking consonance between the "analytics" of decon-
struction and of contemporary psychoanalysis. Dis-
turbed by Johnson's “"strategy of ignorance,” Jerrold
Hogle problematizes the ubiquitous desire-to-say or
will-to~meaning-~the programmatic intentionality--
which drives all deconstructive analysis. He urges
inquiry into the susplcious "rational" discursive
practices of deconstruction and into its increasingly
complacent and predictable lust for sure success,
Taking off from Johnson, Andrew Parker examines the
ambiguous relationship of Marxisi discourse to
Derridean deconstruction. Rather than confirming
the apparent "absence" of Marx in Derrida‘'s texts,
Parker situates the Marxist problematics, an en-
crypted "thematics,” somewhere within the ego of the
deconstructionist consciousness.

In its most virile and virulent form deconstruc-
tion shows itself more metacritical than critical:
its objects of analysis are critical beliefs and
practices. When it turns away from metacriticism,
all involved--insiders and outsiders, friends and
foes, prophets and pests--get suspicious or uneasy.
And sometimes plain nasty. The dynamics of such
disturbance emerge variously and unconsciously in
most discussions of deconstruction, The essays in
this issue testify one after another to this curi-
ous drama. The issue of the "meta" needs to reglister
on the record. Wuestions of lineage, pedigree and
rights remain, A disputed future looms. Problems
of inheritance and fortune. Tax us.

VINCENT B. LEITCH
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Barbara Johnson
Yale University

NOTHING FAILS LIKE SUCCESS

As soon as any radically innovative thought
becomes an -ism, its specific groundbreaking
force diminishes, its historical notoriety
increases, and its disciples tend to become more
simplistic, more dogmatic, and ultimately more
conservative, at which time its power becomes
institutional rather than analytical. The fact
that what is loosely called deconstructionism
is now being widely institutionalized in the
United States seems to me both intriguing and
paradoxical, but also a bit unsettling, although
not for the reasons advanced by most of its
opponents. The question I shall ask is the
following: how can the deconstructive impulse
retain its critical energy in the face of its
own success? What can a reader who has felt
the surprise of intellectual discovery in &
work by Jacques Derrida or Paul de Man do
to remain in touch not so much with the content
of the discovery btut with the intellectual
upheaval of the surprise?

I would like to begin by examining briefly
two types of accusations commonly directed
against deconstructions the literarily conserva-
tive, which accuses deconstruction of going toc
far, and the politically radical, which accuses
deconstruction of not going far enough. The
first type comes from well-established men of
letters who attempt to defend their belief in
the basic communicability of meanings and values
against what is said to be the deconstructionists'
relativism, nihilism, or self-indulgent love of
meaninglessness. What I shall try to determine
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is not whether misunderstanding is a mere
accident or the inevitable fate of reading, but
rather what the relation is between deconstruc-
tion and the type of logic on which these
opponents' accusations of relativism and solip-
sism are based., Consider the following sentences
taken from well-known critiques of deconstruction:

In revisionist criticism the first con-
sequence of calling discourse itself into
question is the proposition that all criti-
cism amounts to misreading, and thus_one
reading is as legitimate as another.

But if all interpretatjion is misinter-
pretation, and if all criticism (like all
history) of texts can engage only with a
critic's own misconstruction, why bother
to carry on the activities of interpreta-
tion and criticism?2

In the absence of any appeal to such a
coercive reality to which the plurality of
subjectivities can be referred, all per-
spectives become equally valid.3

Certainty and piety of all kinds are
systematically undermined in favor of a
universal relativism of values and judgment.
Just as the revisionists are led to reduce
the act of criticism to a given critic's
subjective preference, so do professors
relegate judgment of all sorts to, the
students’ subjective preferences.4

What Deconstruction urges is not a
new system of thought but skepticism
toward all the old ways, which are construed.
as-really only one way.

The logic behind such utterances is the logic
of binary opposition, the principle of non-contra-
diction, often thought of as the very essence of
Logic as such, The arguments can be reduced to
the following logical formulas:

1. If all readings are misreadings,
then all readings are equally valid.

2. If there is no such thing as an
objective reading, then all readings are
based on subjective preferences.

3. If there is no absolute truth, then
everything is relative.

4, To criticize is to be skeptical;
‘o put in question is to dismiss,

In other words, if not absolute, then
relative; if not objective, then subjective; if
you are not for something, you are against it.

Now, my understanding of what is most radical

in deconstruction is precisely that it questions
this basic logic of binary opposition, but not

in a simple, binary, antagonistic way. Consider
the following passage from Derrida's Dissemination:

It is thus not simply false to say that
Mallarm€ is a Platonist or a Hegelian. Bu
it is above all not true. And vice versa,

Instead of a simple "either/or" structure,
deconstruction attempts to elaborate a discourse
that says neither "either/or", nor "both/and"
nor even "neither/nor", while at the same time
not totally abandoning these logics either. The
very word "deconstruction” is meant to undermine
the either/or logic of the opposition "construc-
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tion/destruction”. Deconstruction is both, it is
neither, and it reveals the way in which both
construction and destruction are themselves not
what they appear to be. Deconstruction both
opposes and redefines; it both reverses an
opposition and reworks the terms of that opposi-
tion so that what was formerly understood by

them is no longer tenable. In the case of the
much publicized opposition between speech and
writing, deconstruction both appears to grant

to writing the priority traditionally assigned

to speech and redefines "writing" as différance
so that it can no longer simply mean "marks on

a page" but can very well also refer to thit
aspect of spoken speech that is normally occulted
by traditional notions of what speech is. 1In the
case of the opposition between objectivity and
subjectivity, deconstruction seems to locate the
moment of meaning-making in the non-objectivity
of the act of reading rather than in the inherent
givens of a text, but then the text seems

already to anticipate the reading it engenders,
and at the same time the reader's "subjectivity”
is discovered to function something like a text,
that is, something whose conscious awareness of
meaning and desire is only one aspect of a complex
unconscious signifying system which determines
consciousness as only one of its effects. To
imply that subjectivity is structured like a
machine, as Paul:ge Man does in his essay "The
Purloined Ribbon", is both to subvert the opposi-
tion between subject and object (since a machine
is considered to be an object) and to displace
the traditional notion of what a subject is., If
the original opposition between subject andjobject
corresponds, as Gerald Graff would have it,”~ to
the opposition between the pleasure principle

and the reality principle, what deconstruction
shows is that there is something else involved

that puts in question the very separability of the
pleasure principle and the reality principle,
something that continuously generates effects that
can be explained by neither. Freud called this
something the death instinct, but this death
instinct is to be understood as what ceaselessly
escapes the mastery of understanding and the

logic of binary opposition by exhibiting some
"other" logic one can neither totally comprehend
nor exclude. It is the attempt to write with

this "other" logic that produces the appearance

of obscurity in many deconstructive texts. Any
statement that affirms while using a logic
different from the logic of binary opposition

will necessarily not conform to binary notions

of "clarity".

Hence, if deconstruction focuses on the act
of reading rather than on the objective meaning
of a text, this in no way entails any greater
degree of self-indulgence than the belief in
conventional values does -- on the contrary,
at its best it undoes the very comforts of
mastery and consensus that underlie the illusion
that objectivity is situated somewhere outside
the self. Thus, the incompatibility between
deconstruction and its conservative detractors
is an incompatibility of logics. While tradi-
tionalists say that a thing cannot be both A and
not-A, deconstructors open up ways in which A
is necessarily but unpredictably already differ-
ent from A,

Now we come to the second type of critique
of deconstruction, which accuses it of not living
up to its own claims of radicality, of working
with too limited a notion of textuality, and of
applying its critical energy only within an
institutional structure that it does not question
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and therefore confirmsﬁ This charge, which judges
deconstruction against its own claims to an
unflagging critical stance, is one which decon-
struction must in fact continuously make against
itself. Any discourse that is based on the
questioning of boundary lines must never stop
gquestioning its own. To reserve the deconstruc-
tive stance solely for literary criticism without
analyzing its institutional underpinnings and
economic and social relations with the world is

to decide where the boundaries of the very critique
of boundaries lie. To read a text apart from the
historical and biographical conditions and
writings that participate in its textual network
is to limit a_priori the kinds of questions that
can be asked. Why, therefore, do some deconstruc-
tors tend to avoid going beyond the limits of the
literary text?

There are, I think, three reasons for this
unwarranted restriction, The first is entailed
by the current institutionalization of decon-
struction: the more it becomes entrenched as the
self-definition of some literary critics in
their opposition to other literary critics, the
more it will resist problematizing the institu-
tional conditions of literary criticism as such.
The other two reasons spring out of an over-
simplified understanding of certain aspects of
deconstructive theory., To say, as Derrida has
said, that there is nothing outside the text
is not to say that the reader should read only
one piece of literature in isolation from
history, biography, etc. It is to say that
nothing can be said to be not a text, subject to
the différance, the non-immediacy, of presence
or meaning. Even the statement that there is
nothing outside the text cannot be taken to be the
absolute certainty it appears to be, since it

has teo include itself in its own consequences,

if there is nothing outside the text, then how
can any locus of research or actlon be considered
a priori as illegitimate?

The final reason for the conservatism of some
forms of deconstruction is more pervasive: in
questioning the nature of knowledge and causality,
deconstruction has often given nothing tut nega~
tive help in the attempt to read literature or
philosophy with history and biography. In saying
that history is a fiction, a text subject to
ideological skewings and mystifications, and
that it cannot be relied upon as a source of
objective knowledge, deconstructive theory some-
times seems to block all access to the possibility
of reading explicitly "referential" documents in
conjuriction with literary or speculative texts.
Yet in practice, we find Derrida drawing upon
Freud's life and letters in his analysis of
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (in La Carte Pos-
Eg;gjf and DeMan often beginning an article
with a historical account that in same way
doubles the rhetorical problem he is about to
discuss. The question, then, is how to use
history and biography deconstructively, how to
seek in them not answers, causes, explanations,
or origins, but new questions and new ways in
which the literary and the non-literary texts alike
can be made to read and rework each other.

I would now like to outline a few general
remarks about how to aveid becoming too comfortable
in the abyss. To go back to the original objection
that "if 'all readings are misreadings then all
readings are equally valid," how is it possible
to maintain that some readings are better than
others in a way that cannot be -entirely reduced
to a binary opposition? Since it is obvious that




















































































































































