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POST-STRUCTURALISM AND DECONSTRUCTION
Preparatory Reading

Paul de Man, ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’, Diacritics, Vol. 3, No. 3 (Autumn, 1973), pp. 27-33. This was later published in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, ed. and with an Introduction by Josué V. Harari (London: Methuen, 1980), pp. 121-40.

Jacques Derrida, ‘Signature Event Context’, in Margins of Philosophy, trans., with additional notes, by Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), pp. 307-30. ‘Signature Event Context’ was a communication to the Congrès international des Sociétés de philosophie de langue française, Montreal, August 1971. The theme of the colloquium was ‘Communication’.
1.
De Man’s deconstruction
1.1
Structural analysis of literary form and the metaphor of literature as a box
Paul de Man’s deconstructive criticism ‘consists in bringing forth the paradoxical discrepancies that characterize and are constitutive of literary language in general’.
 He begins ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’ with an appraisal of the literary-critical scene since the influence of Structuralism (and other ‘formalist and intrinsic criticism’) had begun to decline.
 He describes ‘current’ literary criticism as laying stress upon the connectedness of the fictional status and technical aspects of literature – its codes and structures – with ‘categories that are said to partake of reality, such as the self, man, society’ – the ‘external politics of literature’.
 Current criticism is characterised as proceeding as though the techniques of structural analysis’ had been ‘refined to near-perfection’, and the problems of literary form had been ‘resolved once and forever’, yet de Man concedes that ‘[b]ehind the assurance that valid interpretation is possible, behind the recent interest in writing and reading as potentially effective public speech acts, stands a highly respectable moral imperative that strives to reconcile the internal, formal, private structures of literary language with their external, referential, and public effects’.

De Man makes the following deeply perceptive observation:

On the one hand, literature cannot merely be received as a definite unit of referential meaning that can be decoded without leaving a residue. The code is unusually conspicuous, complex, and enigmatic; it attracts an inordinate amount of attention to itself, and this attention has to acquire the rigor of a method. The structural moment of concentration on the code for its own sake cannot be avoided, and literature necessarily breeds its own formalism. […]

On the other hand – and this is the real mystery – no literary formalism, no matter how accurate and enriching in its analytic powers, is ever allowed to come into being without seeming reductive.

De Man considers the shift in the model of the form and content of literature, from one in which ‘form is considered to be the external trappings of literary meaning or content’, and so ‘seems superficial and expendable’, to one in which ‘form is now a solipsistic category of self-reflection, and the referential meaning is said to be extrinsic’, giving rise to ‘a new version of reductiveness’, in which formalism is described in ‘an imagery of imprisonment and claustrophobia: the “prison house of language,” […].’
 This shift is merely a reversal of the polarities of inside and outside and de Man argues that a metaphor or model of literature as a kind of box that is opened by the critic is operative in both cases. Underlying this metaphor is the attractiveness of the reconciliation of form and meaning, sign and referent.

1.2
Grammar and rhetoric
1.2.1
Syntagmatic, metonymic structures and paradigmatic, metaphorical figures

De Man’s present concern in ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’, however, is not to ‘dislodge’ the ‘age-old model’ of literature as a box, but with a different set of terms derived from ‘the observation of developments and debates in recent critical methodology’, and in particular, in Structural Poetics, or poetics as a branch of general semiotics (‘the science of the study of signs as signifiers’), developed by, among others, Roman Jakobson and Roland Barthes from the Structural theory of linguistics developed by Saussure.

By an awareness of the arbitrariness of the sign (Saussure) and of literature as an autotelic statement “focused on the way it is expressed” (Jakobson), the entire question of meaning can be bracketed, thus freeing critical discourse from the debilitating burden of paraphrase.

According to de Man, the ‘demystifying power of semiology’ ‘demonstrated that the perception of the literary dimensions of language is largely obscured if one submits uncritically to the authority of reference’. And in relation to the literature as a box metaphor, this development ‘exploded the myth of semantic correspondence between sign and referent, the wishful hope […] of serving both the technique of form and the substance of meaning’.

De Man proceeds to identify the main concern of his essay: ‘In their literary analyses, Barthes, Genette, Todorov, Greimas, and their disciples all simplify and regress from Jakobson in letting grammar and rhetoric function in perfect continuity, and in passing from grammatical to rhetorical structures without difficulty or interruption.’
 If rhetoric (in the sense of the study of tropes and figures) has been traditionally concerned with ‘a paradigmatic view over words (words substituting for each other)’, and therefore with metaphor, recent structuralist or semiotic studies (possibly following on from Jakobson’s identification of the metaphoric and metonymic poles of language, have endeavoured to show ‘the combined presence […] of paradigmatic, metaphorical figures with syntagmatic, metonymic structures’. De Man observes: ‘The combination of both is treated descriptively and nondialectically without suggesting the possibility of logical tensions.’ De Man observes, as indeed one might: ‘One can ask whether this reduction of figure to grammar is legitimate.’

De Man’s method of approaching this question, in ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’, is from the assumption that ‘the relationship between grammar and logic, the passage from grammar to propositions’, is relatively unproblematic: ‘no true propositions are conceivable in the absence of grammatical consistency or of controlled deviation from a system of consistency no matter how complex.’
 De Man considers this in relation to ‘a logic of acts rather than of statements’.
 To elucidate this it may be necessary to introduce John L. Austin’s theory of speech acts, to which de Man refers. 

1.2.2
Speech acts
All discourse occurs as an event; this is what distinguishes it, as parole, from langue, the code or system of language. Discourse, as an act, may be considered from the point of view of the content of the proposition or statement, or from the point of view of the force of the complete act of discourse (the speech act): what is said is one thing; what I ‘do’ in saying that is another thing. Originally this recognition was theorised by John L. Austin in terms of the locutionary act (the act of saying) and the illocutionary act (that which I do in saying). Whereas the illocutionary act is what is performed in the saying of something, the perlocutionary act describes the consequence of what is said – that which I effectuate in saying what I say. This act may not necessarily be designed or intended by the speaker. Developing his point about the relationship between grammar and logic, de Man says: ‘The performance of what are called illocutionary acts, such as ordering, questioning, denying, and assuming, within the language is congruent with the grammatical structures of syntax in the corresponding imperative, interrogative, negative, and optative sentences.’
 Quoting an article by Richard Ohmann, de Man writes: 

The rules for illocutionary acts […] determine whether performance of a given act is well-executed, in just the same way as grammatical rules determine whether the product of a locutionary act – a sentence – is well formed. … But whereas the rules of grammar concern the relationship among sound, syntax, and meaning, the rules of illocutionary acts concern relationships among people.

De Man argues that, ‘since rhetoric is then conceived exclusively as persuasion, as actual action upon others (and not as an intralinguistic figure or trope), the continuity between the illocutionary realm of grammar and the perlocutionary realm of rhetoric is self-evident’.

De Man objects, however, that ‘the continuity here assumed between grammar and rhetoric is not borne out by theoretical and philosophical speculation’.
 Performative speech acts take place in a context in which conventions prevail to ensure that what they do is predictable and inferable from their grammatical, syntactical structure. De Man criticizes Austin’s model for moving too readily from grammar to perlocutionary act and de Man’s reasoning can be expanded, saying that, the model gives insufficient allowance for contextual, individual, and historical variation in interpretation of speech acts and of discourse. The effect of discourse would in Austin’s model commit the speaker, because it is the effect implied by the grammatical form; but there are also effects of speech acts that are not implied or intended and do not commit the speaker. This, according to de Man, who expands the analysis once again to the relationship between grammar and rhetoric, is because ‘[t]he sign must be interpreted if we are to understand the idea it is to convey, and this is so because the sign is not the thing but a meaning derived from the thing by a process – here called representation – that is not simply generative, that is, dependent on a univocal origin’.
 This is particularly so when we consider rhetoric (the study of tropes and figures, such as metaphor) and literature in general. Therefore an author may not be the origin and guarantor of the meaning or effect of what they say. In other words, rhetoric, and therefore literature, cannot be reduced to grammatical models of poetics.
De Man’s argument here is Post-Structuralist in an exemplary way. It takes the structuralist insight that a language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system, that in language there are only differences without positive terms, and takes this insight one step further, claiming that there may be no reality or meaning beyond the level of the signifier: ‘The interpretation of the sign is not, for [Charles Sanders] Pierce, a meaning but another sign; it is a reading, not a decodage, and this reading, has in its turn, to be interpreted into another sign, and so on, ad infinitum.’
 As Malcolm Bowie illustrates: 

Anyone who goes in search of meaning at its source, or in its essential forms, has no choice but to travel by way of language, and at every moment on this journey variously connected signifiers extend to the horizon in all directions. When the signified seems finally to be within reach, it dissolves at the explorer’s touch into yet more signifiers.’

According to de Man, ‘Pierce calls this process by means of which “one sign gives birth to another” pure rhetoric, as distinguished from pure grammar, which postulates the possibility of unproblematic, dyadic meaning, and pure logic, which postulates the possibility of the universal truth of meanings.’


1.2.3
The rhetorical question
The remainder of de Man’s essay is concerned to illustrate the tension between grammar and rhetoric in specific textual examples. The first concerns the so-called ‘rhetorical question’ since this figure ‘is conveyed directly by means of a syntactical device’. However, upon analysis it becomes evident that ‘the same grammatical pattern [the question] engenders two meanings that are mutually exclusive’, because one denies its own illocutionary mode.
 Therefore, extending the implications to the broader concern of the essay itself, de Man states (good-humouredly):

Confronted with the question of the difference between grammar and rhetoric, grammar allows us to ask the question, but the sentence by means of which we ask it may deny the very possibility of asking. For what is the use of asking, I ask, when we cannot even authoritatively decide whether a question asks or doesn’t ask?

More pertinently, perhaps, de Man concludes as follows:
The grammatical model of the question becomes rhetorical not when we have, on the one hand, a literal meaning and, on the other hand, a figural meaning, but when it is impossible to decide by grammatical or other linguistic devices which of the two meanings (that can be entirely contradictory) prevails. Rhetoric radically suspends logic and opens up vertiginous possibilities of referential aberration. And although it would perhaps be somewhat more remote from common usage, I would not hesitate to equate the rhetorical, figural potentiality of language with literature itself.

De Man proceeds to explore the relationship between grammar and rhetoric in the rhetorical question further, using the example of W.B. Yeats’s ‘Among School Children’, which ends with a question: ‘How can we know the dancer from the dancer?’ This de Man relates back to the relationship between form and meaning, sign and referent, with which his essay began. If we interpret the question with which Yeats’s poem ends as rhetorical, we do so by virtue of a metaphorical operation that unites form and experience (meaning or referent), creation and creator.
It is equally possible, however, to read the last line literally rather than figuratively, as asking with some urgency the question asked at the beginning of this essay within the context of contemporary criticism: it is not that sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to each other that all difference between them is at times blotted out; but, rather, since the two essentially different elements, sign and meaning, are so intricately intertwined in the imagined “presence” which the poem addresses, how can we possibly make the distinctions that would shelter us from the error of identifying what cannot be identified?

This literal reading of the question ‘will replace the reading of each symbolic detail by a divergent interpretation’: ‘two entirely coherent but entirely incompatible readings can be made to hinge on one line whose grammatical structure is devoid of ambiguity but whose rhetorical mode turns the mood as well as the mode of the entire poem upside down’. Moreover ‘the one reading is precisely the error denounced by the other and has to be undone by it’, yet neither reading can exist in the other’s absence.

1.2.4
Deconstructing paradigmatic, metaphorical figures
De Man proposes the relationship between grammar and rhetoric as disrupting the ‘neat antithesis of the inside/outside pattern’ discussed earlier as a model of literature.
 By reading, we get ‘inside’ a text, yet our act of understanding ‘becomes the representation of an extratextual meaning; in Austin’s terms, the illocutionary speech act becomes a perlocutionary actual act’. ‘Our recurrent question is whether this transformation is semantically controlled along grammatical or along rhetorical lines. Does the metaphor of reading really unite outer meaning and inner understanding, action and reflection, into one single totality?’
 This persistent line of questioning leads de Man into an analysis of a passage from Marcel Proust’s A la recherché du temps perdu, in which Marcel is reading.

De Man’s analysis of this passage is meticulously detailed but results in finding that in a text that ‘explicitly asserts the superiority of metaphor [its ‘substitutive totalization’] over metonymy [its ‘random contingency’] in terms of metaphysical categories’, and which ‘contains highly seductive and successful metaphors’, the metaphor that actually renders ‘the presence of summer in the room more completely than the actual experience of summer in the outside world could have done’, is underpinned by a ‘doubly metonymic’ structure consisting of the ‘contingent habit of proximity’ in the use of two words – ‘torrent d’activité’ – and the reawakening of the metaphor by a statement that happens to be proximate.
 De Man characterises this passage from Proust’s novel as ‘a grammatization of rhetoric’, in that it deconstructs the very metaphysical categories it purports to construct:

The passage from a paradigmatic structure based on substitution, such as metaphor, to a syntagmatic structure based on contingent association, such as metonymy, shows the mechanical, repetitive aspect of grammatical forms to be operative in a passage that seems at first sight to celebrate the self-willed and autonomous inventiveness of a subject. […] The deconstruction of metaphor and of all rhetorical patterns, such as mimesis, paranomasis, or personification, that use resemblance as a way to disguise differences, takes us back to the impersonal precision of grammar and of a semiology derived from grammatical patterns.

In contrast to the ‘rhetorization of grammar’ (as in the rhetorical question), which ends up in indetermination, the ‘grammatization of rhetoric’ deconstructs or reduces rhetorical mystifications to the rigours of grammar.
 But de Man is careful to indicate that this deconstruction is ‘not something we have added to the text; it constituted the text in the first place. A literary text simultaneously asserts and denies the authority of its own rhetorical mode’. ‘Poetic writing is the most advanced and refined mode of deconstruction; it may differ from critical or discursive writing in the economy of its articulation, but it is not different in kind.’
 This acknowledgement, however, de Man realises, reintroduces categories that the deconstruction to grammatical patterns was intended to eliminate. Categories such as the ‘self’ have been merely displaced from the referent into the figure of the narrator, for while the narrator may be reduced to ‘a mere grammatical pronoun, without which the deconstructive narrative could not come into being, this subject remains endowed with a function that is not grammatical but rhetorical, in that it gives voice, so to speak, to a grammatical syntagm’.
 This subject-metaphor is in turn open to deconstruction, but as de Man concludes, we end up in the same state of suspended ignorance.
2.
Derrida’s deconstruction

2.1
Context
Derrida’s ‘Signature Event Context’ begins with ruminations on the polysemy, or plurality of meaning, of the signifier ‘communication’.
 Besides communication in and through language or signs (‘semiolinguistic communication’), a tremor, a displacement of force can be communicated. Derrida refuses to conclude that the semiolinguistic meaning of ‘communication’ is a derivation, a metaphorical application of the term, partly because the value of transport (communication) is itself constitutive of the concept of metaphor. However the field of possible meanings of the signifier permits itself to be reduced by the context in which it occurs. But Derrida then raises the question of whether the prerequisites of any context are ever absolutely determinable and claims that its determination is never certain (p. 310).
Before proceeding with Derrida’s text, it may be worth reminding ourselves of the function of context in structuralism. Whereas some structural linguists and structuralists focused their linguistic analyses entirely on langue, the (grammatical) structure or system of language, excluding parole, Roman Jakobson (Prague Linguistic Circle) was concerned to elucidate the function of the contextual network for communication and understanding. This includes not only addresser and addressee, but also considerations of shared codes, the physical medium and the overall context. Post-structuralist theorists tend also to be concerned with relations between addresser and addressee but argue that the structure of communication between addresser and addressee is not a given; the conventions which structuralists claim secure communication do not necessarily hold (as will be explained below).
2.2
Writing
Derrida’s essay then examines writing as a means of communication as it is usually understood. This he infers is much the same as the ‘properly philosophical interpretation of writing’, which ‘like all philosophy presupposes the simplicity of the origin and the continuity of every derivation, every production, every analysis, the homogeneity of all orders’ (p. 311). Accordingly, taking as his example Condillac, in the Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge (Essai sur l'origine des connaissances humaines), Derrida argues that the philosophical interpretation of writing begins with representative thought which precedes and governs communication which transports the idea, the signified content. This is the concept of writing as picture, as reproduction, as imitation of its content (p. 312). ‘Communication, hence, vehiculates a representation as an ideal content (which will be called meaning); and writing is a species of this general communication.’ (p. 314)
2.3
Absence
Into his analysis of this philosophical interpretation of writing, Descartes introduces the idea of absence, which he argues is recognised as the essential predicate of the specific difference of writing:

First, it is the absence of the addressee. One writes in order to communicate something to those who are absent. The absence of the sender, the addressor, from the marks that he abandons, which are cut off from him and continue to produce effects beyond his presence and beyond the present actuality of his meaning, that is, beyond his life itself, this absence, which however belongs to the structure of all writing – and I will add, further on, of all language in general – this absence is never examined by Condillac (p. 313).

According to Condillac, writing traces the presence of the addressor, making them present. But Derrida argues that, on the contrary, absence is not a progressive extenuation of presence, as the ordinary philosophical interpretation of writing presupposes. A crucial passage in Derrida’s argument then follows:
A written sign is proffered in the absence of the addressee. How is this absence to be qualified? One might say that at the moment when I write, the addressee may be absent from my field of present perception. But is not this absence only a presence that is distant, delayed, or, in one form or another, idealized in its representation? It does not seem so, or at very least this distance, division, delay, différance must be capable of being brought to a certain absolute degree of absence for the structure of writing, supposing that writing exists, to be constituted. It is here that différance as writing could no longer (be) an (ontological) modification of presence. My "written communication" must, if you will, remain legible despite the absolute disappearance of every determined addressee in general for it to function as writing, that is, for it to be legible. It must be repeatable – iterable – in the absolute absence of the addressee or of the empirically determinable set of addressees. (p. 315)

What holds for the addressee holds also, for the same reasons, for the sender or the producer. To write is to produce a mark that will constitute a kind of machine that is in tum productive, that my future disappearance in principle will not prevent from functioning and from yielding, and yielding itself to, reading and rewriting. When I say "my future disappearance," I do so to make this proposition more immediately acceptable. I must be able simply to say my disappearance, my nonpresence in general, for example the nonpresence of my meaning, of my intention-to-signify, of my wanting-to-communicate-this, from the emission or production of the mark. For the written to be the written, it must continue to "act" and to be legible even if what is called the author of the writing no longer answers for what he has written, for what he seems to have signed, whether he is provisionally absent, or if he is dead, or if in general he does not support, with his absolutely current and present intention or attention, the plenitude of his meaning, of that very thing which seems to be written "in his name." (p. 316)

Deconstruction is concerned with absence (of meaning) rather than presence, because writing in particular denies us the full presence of meaning. A sign is a trace of that which is already absent.
Among the consequences of absence thus understood as a trait of writing are, firstly, ‘the break with the horizon of communication as the communication of consciousnesses or presences, and as the linguistic or semantic transport of meaning’, and secondly, ‘the disqualification or the limit of the concept of the "real" or "linguistic" context, whose theoretical determination or empirical saturation are, strictly speaking, rendered impossible or insufficient by writing’ (p. 316). Regarding the first of these, Derrida writes:

[…] a written sign carries with it a force of breaking with its context, that is, the set of presences which organize the moment of its inscription. This force of breaking is not an accidental predicate, but the very structure of the written. If the issue is one of the so-called "real" context, what I have just proposed is too obvious. Are part of this alleged real context a certain "present" of inscription, the presence of the scriptor in what he has written, the entire environment and horizon of his experience, and above all the intention, the meaning which at a given moment would animate his inscription. By all rights, it belongs to the sign to be legible, even if the moment of its production is irremediably lost, and even if I do not know what its alleged author-scriptor meant consciously and intentionally at the moment he wrote it, that is abandoned it to its essential drifting. (p. 317)
As Lacan says, ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’

Regarding the second consequence: 
Turning now to the semiotic and internal context, there is no less a force of breaking by virtue of its essential iterability; one can always lift a written syntagma from the interlocking chain in which it is caught or given without making it lose every possibility of functioning, if not every possibility of "communicating," precisely. Eventually, one may recognize other such possibilities in it by inscribing or grafting it into other chains. No context can enclose it. (p. 317)

For Derrida, the rupture from context is not the simple negativity of a lack, as perhaps it was for Lacan, but the emergence of the mark as iterable (p. 317): 

This is the possibility on which I wish to insist: the possibility of extraction and of citational grafting which belongs to the structure of every mark, spoken or written, and which constitutes every mark as writing even before and outside every horizon of semiolinguistic communication; as writing, that is, as a possibility of functioning cut off, at a certain point, from its "original" meaning and from its belonging to a saturable and constraining context. Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic, spoken or written (in the usual sense of this opposition), as a small or large unity, can be cited, put between quotation marks; thereby it can break with every given context, and engender infinitely new contexts in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion. This does not suppose that the mark is valid outside its context, but on the contrary that there are only contexts without any center of absolute anchoring. (p. 320)
For these reasons, deconstruction is characterised by a view of written language which not only sees meaning as an effect of differences between terms in a language (like structuralism), but as dispersed, or deferred. Writing is a trace of a trace of a trace, ad infinitum. Derrida coined the term différance to indicate this differing and deferring. The term combines two senses of the French verb différer (to differ, and to defer or postpone) in a noun which is spelt differently from dfférence but pronounced in the same way.
While the above analysis focuses mostly on writing, Derrida asks whether the same characteristics are not ‘also to be found in all language, for example in spoken language, and ultimately in the totality of "experience," to the extent that it is not separated from the field of the mark, that is, the grid of erasure and of difference, of unities of iterability, of unities separable from their internal or external context, and separable from themselves, to the extent that the very iterability which constitutes their identity never permits them to be a unity of self-identity?’ (p. 318) So, for example, in any element of spoken language ‘a certain self-identity of this element (mark, sign, etc.) must permit its recognition and repetition’, and ‘this unity of the signifying form is constituted only by its iterability, by the possibility of being repeated in the absence not only of its referent, which goes without saying, but of a determined signified or current intention of signification, as of every present intention of communication’ (p. 318). The term that Derrida chooses to use for any mark, even if oral, is ‘grapheme’ – ‘the nonpresent remaining of a differential mark cut off from its alleged "production" or origin’ (p. 318). Moreover for Derrida, all human experience is indelibly marked for ‘there is no experience of pure presence, but only chains of differential marks’ (p. 318). We hear echoes of Lacan’s pronouncement nearly two decades earlier, that the subject is constituted in language as a division or splitting (one might add, the subject and all her experience is marked by difference and is deferred): ‘Man speaks, then, but it is because the symbol has made him man.’

In Derrida’s writings there are echoes of Lacan, who from a psychoanalytic perspective was already exploring and probing the Saussurian formula with sometimes unanticipated results: in ‘the locus in which language questions us as to its very nature […] we will fail to pursue the question further as long as we cling to the illusion that the signifier answers to the function of representing the signified, or better, that the signifier has to answer for its existence in the name of any signification whatever’.
 In similar vein, in ‘Signature Event Context’, as this discussion framework document has tried to explain, Derrida examines ‘the absence of the referent and even of the signified sense, and therefore of the correlative intention of signification’ (p. 318).

2.4
Speech acts
At a certain point Derrida inserts into his paper the notion of discourse as an event. Like De Man, Derrida turns to Austin, and he sees in Austin's notions of illocution and perlocution the designation not of the transport or passage of a content of meaning, but in a way the communication of an original movement, an operation, and the production of an effect, which is referred to as ‘performative’ and as constituting a speech act’s ‘internal structure, its manifest function or destination’, rather than being prior to it (p. 321). In this way, Austin is said to have exploded the concept of communication as a purely semiotic, linguistic, or symbolic concept. However, the way in which Derrida goes on to interrogate Austin’s arguments is exemplary of the concern exhibited by some forms of deconstruction, to track down within a text the aporia or internal contradiction that undermines its claims to coherence.
Because successful performance of speech acts involves such values as “appropriateness”, “conventionality”, “correctness”, and “completeness”, however, Derrida argues that ‘Austin's analyses permanently demand a value of context, and even of an exhaustively determinable context’ (pp. 322-23), and one of the essential elements of this context remains consciousness, the conscious presence of the intention of the speaking subject for the totality of his locutory act: 
Thereby, performative communication once more becomes the communication of an intentional meaning, even if this meaning has no referent in the form of a prior or exterior thing or state of things. This conscious presence of the speakers or receivers who participate in the effecting of a performative, their conscious and intentional presence in the totality of the operation, implies teleologically that no remainder escapes the present totalization. No remainder, whether in the definition of the requisite conventions, or the internal and linguistic context, or the grammatical form or semantic determination of the words used; no irreducible polysemia, that is no "dissemination" escaping the horizon of the unity of meaning. (p. 322)

Austin recognises that all conventional acts, and therefore speech acts, are exposed to failure when the essential elements are not present. But Derrida thinks that Austin does not consider the conventionality of language itself:
Austin seems to consider only the conventionality that forms the circumstance of the statement, its contextual surroundings, and not a certain intrinsic conventionality of that which constitutes locution itself, that is, everything that might quickly be summarized under the problematic heading of the "arbitrariness of the sign"; which extends, aggravates, and radicalizes the difficulty. Ritual is not an eventuality, but, as iterability, is a structural characteristic of every mark. (pp. 323-24)
Every locution or performative utterance, indeed every other utterance, may be cited. Derrida goes on to imply that this risk is language’s internal and positive condition of possibility, the very force and law of its emergence (p. 325). According to this view, ‘citation (on the stage, in a poem, or in a soliloquy)’ is only ‘the determined modification of a general citationality – or rather, a general iterability – without which there would not even be a "successful" performative’ (p. 325):
Could a performative statement succeed if its formulation did not repeat a "coded" or iterable statement, in other words if the expressions I use to open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were not identifiable as conforming to an iterable modet and therefore if they were not identifiable in a way as "citation"? Not that citationality here is of the same type as in a play, a philosophical reference, or .the recitation of a poem. This is why there is a relative specificity, as Austin says, a "relative purity" of performatives. (p. 326)
The following paragraph summarises the position that Derrida’s interrogation of speech acts, and consequently all use of language, reaches:
Différance, the irreducible absence of intention or assistance from the perfor­ mative statement, from the most "event-like" statement possible, is what au­ thorizes me, taking into account the predicates mentioned just now, 'to posit the general graphematic structure of every "communication." Above all, I will not conclude from this that there is no relative specificity of the effects of consciousness, of the effects of speech (in opposition to writing in the traditional sense), that there is no effect of the performative, no effect of ordinary language, no effect of presence and of speech acts. It is simply that these effects do not exclude what is generally opposed to them term by term, but on the contrary presuppose it in dyssemtrical fashion, as the general space of their possibility. (p. 327)
The passage beginning ‘Above all’ significantly avoids, or attempts to avoid, denying the possibility of relatively successful speech acts or relatively coherent meaning in language and in writing. Such a denial might constitute a negative dogmatism, rather than genuine scepticism.
Prompted by an impasse in Austin’s deliberations, Derrida proceeds to examine the signature, its relation to the present and to the source which ostensibly guarantees a present intention. Derrida examines in tandem what he refers to as the oral ‘signature’, that is, the presence of the ‘author’ as the ‘person who does the uttering’, as the ‘origin’ or the source in the production of the statement (p. 328). He concludes with regard to the effects, including the legal effects, of the signature:
The condition of possibility for these effects is simultaneously, once again, the condition of their impossibility, of the impossibility of their rigorous purity. In order to function, that is, in order to be legible, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable form; it must be able to detach itself from the present and singular intention of its production. (p. 328)

2.5
Conclusions
Derrida draws three conclusions from the arguments of his paper. The first is that as writing, communication ‘is not the means of transport of sense, the exchange of intentions and meanings, the discourse and “communication of consciousnesses.”’ In this relation he suggests that there is an ‘historical unfolding of a general writing of which the system of speech, consciousness, meaning, presence, truth, etc., would only be an effect, to be analyzed as such’ (p. 329). This effect Derrida calls logocentrism.
According to Chris Baldick, in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms:

The Greek word logos can just mean ‘word’, but in philosophy it often denotes an ultimate principle of truth or reason, while in Christian theology it refers to the Word of God as the origin and foundation of all things. Derrida’s critique of logocentric thinking shows how it attempts to repress differences in favour of identity or presence: the philosophical “metaphysics of presence” craves a “transcendental signified” or ultimately self-sufficient meaning (e.g. God, Man, Truth). The most significant case of logocentrism is the enduring phonocentrism that privileges speech over writing because speech is held to guarantee the full “presence” and integrity of meaning. 

Secondly, Derrida concludes that the notion of communication is exceeded by the intervention of writing, that is, of dissemination. ‘Writing is read, and “in the last analysis” does not give rise to a hermeneutic deciphering, to the decoding of a meaning or truth.’ (p. 329). One may wish to ask whether here Derrida asserts the unassertablility of what is being asserted, and consequently may fall prey to a kind of circular reasoning which undermines the theory he develops.
Thirdly, Derrida concludes:

Very schematically: an opposition of metaphysical concepts (for example, speech/writing, presence/absence, etc.) is never the face-to­face of two terms, but a hierarchy and an order of subordination. Deconstruction cannot limit itself or proceed immediately to a neutralization: it must, by means of a double gesture, a double science, a double writing, practice an overturning of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the system. (p. 329)
Here, Derrida shows how deconstruction develops upon the structuralist observation that some words or linguistic terms have their sense or meaning in opposition, e.g. ‘male’ has sense by contrast to ‘female’. These are binary oppositions which human beings arguably impose on a spectrum of difference. According to Baldick:

Derrida’s claim is that the dominant Western tradition of thought has attempted to establish grounds of certainty and truth by repressing the limitless instability of language. This “logocentric” tradition sought some absolute source of guarantee of meaning (a “transcendental signified”) which could centre or stabilise the uncertainties of signification, through a set of “violent hierarchies” privileging a central term over a marginal one: nature over culture, male over female, and … speech over writing.

Derrida’s rigorous critique of notions of authorial presence and intention, and his argument that that ‘there are only contexts without any center of absolute anchoring’ (p. 320), might be thought to anticipate the ‘return to history’ that would occur in literary criticism and theory in academia in the 1980s. But the way in which the concepts of iterability and différance are developed challenge the status not only of the author, but of context and of the external world as a source of meaning in texts. A question to consider then is whether deconstruction denies the historical ‘fact’ that although iterability in other contexts may be a condition of possibility of language and of discourse, historical evidence demonstrates that statements and texts (literary or non-literary) were certainly interpreted to have specific and consequential meanings at the particular time they were uttered or written.
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