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prenensively cited and yet at the same timme (at ieast mrom ocaric s point ol viey
distorted the intentional meaning of Searle’s own arguments by recontextualizit
them. The significance of Derrida’s gesture derives from the fact that Austin’s wo:
makes a great deal of the role both of intentionality and literal language in securir
the meaning of words. But, Derrida argues, neither pure intentionality nor tl
‘literal’ meaning of words plays a fundamental role in securing the generation

meaning. In addition to such matters we must also pay attention to questions abo
the context of utterances, and this is linked to what Derrida terms ‘iterability’ —
complex notion to which we shall return in due course. I do not propose here

consider in detail the Derrida-Searle dispute, although I will in fact shortly tu
to some of Derrida’s comments in connection with this as a means of clarifyir
his philosophy. One thing that can be said is that the dispute has contributed

its own small way to fostering the continued Analytic-Continental division with
philosophy that I discussed briefly in the introduction to this volume.”

Derrida’s name is controversial for a number of other reasons that are wori
mentioning here. Foremost amongst these is that he is a thinker who has sought
challenge a number of what he argues to be deeply rooted presuppositions th
dominate the practice of philosophical enquiry. It is this challenge, or rather tl
importance attributed to it by some of Derrida’s readers, that in its own turn I
in the late 1970s and early 1980s to his being taken up in the first instance by
readership that one would not immediately define as ‘philosophical’, at least not
the institutional sense that is associated with this word. In the English-speakir
world, the readers who initially responded positively to Derrida’s work sprang large
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prehensively cited and vet at the same time (at least from Searle’s point of view)
distorted the intentional meaning of Searle’s own arguments by recontextualizing
them. The significance of Derrida’s gesture derives from the fact that Austin’s work
makes a great deal of the role both of intentionality and literal language in securing
the meaning of words. But, Derrida argues, neither pure intentionality nor the
‘literal’ meaning of words plays a fundamental role in securing the generation of
meaning. In addition to such matters we must also pay attention to questions about
the context of utterances, and this is linked to what Derrida terms ‘iterability’ — a
complex notion to which we shall return in due course. I do not propose here to
consider in detail the Derrida-Searle dispute, although 1 will in fact shortly turn
to some of Derrida’s comments in connection with this as a means of clarifying
his philosophy. One thing that can be said is that the dispute has contributed in
its own small way to fostering the continued Analvtic-Continental division within
philosophy that I discussed briefly in the introduction to this volume.”

Derrida’s name is controversial for a number of other reasons that are worth
mentioning here. Foremost amongst these is that he is a thinker who has sought to
challenge a number of what he argues to be deeply rooted presuppositions that
dominate the practice of philosophical enquiry. It is this challenge, or rather the
importance attributed to it by some of Derrida’s readers, that in its own turn led
in the late 1970s and early 1980s to his being taken up in the first instance by a
readership that one would not immediately define as ‘philosophical’, at least not in
the institutional sense that is associated with this word. In the English-speaking
world, the readers who initially responded positively to Derrida’s work sprang largely
from the Literature departments of universities in the United States and Britain.
There are a number of possibie explanations for this. We might, for instance, suspect
that this readership perhaps saw in Derrida’s writings a possible avenue for challeng-
ing the dominant position that philosophy departments tended to claim for their
subject within the study of the humanities in the university system. To express the
matter crudely, one might say that whereas the study of literature, for example,
ultimately depends upon the prior production of fictional works, which the literary
critic then analyses with a view to unpacking their metaphorical structure, ambigu-
ities of meaning and the like, the study of philosophy has in general put questions of
the nature of fiction safely to one side and got on with the business of enquiring into
the nature of knowledge, truth, the nature of existence, ethics, etc. Putting it rather
differently, it might be argued that, with some notable exceptions,” philosophers
have not usually worried too much about certain ‘literary’ aspects of language use,
such as metaphor. Rather, they have tended to the view that literal language can
be analysed as a means of arriving at precise and reliable accounts of the issues at
hand, and that metaphor can itself be comprehended through literal paraphrase
or structural analysis. In this manner, it might be contended that the discipline of
philosophy has frequently lodged a claim to predominance among the humanities.
To the extent that a form of challenge to philosophy could be mounted by way of it,
there is good reason to suspect that the burgeoning of the kind of critical theory”
associated with literature departments, which pavs great attention to political, gender
and race issues in relation to literary texts, owes much to the influence of certain
readings of Derrida’s work. Equally, Derrida’s work is also conjoined with the
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constitutes the fundamentally structural element of language. Langue is the structurally
organized network of possible meanings that have to be in place at any given time if
a speaker is to utter a sentence. Parole, in contrast, is a term that denotes the use of
these elements as they are actualized within any individual utterance (i.e. speech).
One notion that is central to structuralism is that of binary opposition. This
effectively states that all meaning is ultimately determined by a relationship of
opposition that inheres between different signs (good/bad, light/dark, etc.), and this
oppositional structure exerts a determining force on the constitution of meaning.
For a thinker like Jakobson this relationship of opposition makes up the fundamental
structure of all language. This notion, which is not strictly speaking Saussure’s,
led to the development of critical approaches associated with structuralist literary
criticism. What marks out the structuralist project, be it that of the textual analyst,
of the structural anthropology of Claude Levi-Strauss, or the structural Marxism of
Althusser, is 2 commitment to the view that it is possible to decode with scientific
validity the organization of meanings which are to be found in written works or
social relations alike. This amounts to a commitment to the view that it is possible
to construct an objective and universal account of meaning that can, in turn, be used
to reveal the particular meanings hidden within texts or social relations and codes.
Structuralism, therefore, seeks above all to elucidate the objective conditions that
constitute all linguistic and social relations. As such, structuralism claims to be
regarded as an objective science. The emphasis on structure has led many exponents
of structuralism to take a critical stance toward humanism. The main reason for
this is not difficult to grasp: if meaning is a matter of nothing more than the causal
relationship between signs that pertains within any given structure, then issues of
human agency, of individual or shared interests, of community, and so forth,
are susceptible to being either ignored or accounted for within the confines of the
structural-causal framework of analysis that the structuralist adopts. A number of
criticisms of the structuralist approach are possible. We might be tempted to accuse
the structuralist approach of producing a reductive account of the notion of agency,
in so far as subjectivity might well be a rather more complex matter than the mere
result of structural forces. Equally, the adequacy of the structural metaphor might be
questioned in terms of its applicability to the process of the generation of meaning.
Is meaning, after all, the result of a ‘process’, or is there something rather more

complex at work here?

3.2 Derrida and the limits of structuralist thought

For Derrida, too, there are problems with the structuralist enterprise. His criticisms
of structuralism in fact in some wavs allow him to be counted amongst those who are
called ‘poststructuralist’,” although this is not a term that is necessarily helpful in
understanding Derrida’s work. In the first instance, it is possible to mount an attack
upon the purported ‘objectivity’ of structuralism’s methods. This point, amongst
others, is made by Derrida in his essay ‘Force and Signification’, which aims at both
decoding the significance of structuralism and questioning its central presupposi-
tions.** According to Derrida, structuralism can be understood as springing from
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This notion of a simultaneous unveiling and covering up (a theme that we might
note has its precursor in Heidegger’s analysis of the significance of traditional meta-
physics in the opening pages of Being and Time) is central to Derrida’s account of the
structuralist enterprise. However, the notion of force that is at stake within the
context of Derrida’s discussion should not be confused with the creative force of
an expressive individualism. ‘Force’ here does not imply an expressive overflowing,
still less a mode of intentionality. Force, as Derrida wishes to consider it, cannot be
thought, in the sense of being conceptualized. It is not the thought of force (i.e. its
conceptualizable aspect) that is at stake here, but force itself understood as ‘the other
of language without which language would not be what it is’ (p. 27). Force, in other
words, is for Derrida something that produces meaning as language. But it is not
itself purely ‘linguistic’ in nature. Nor is force merely ‘empirical’, i.e. the product of
social and historical factors — hence Derrida’s argument that an analysis of structur-
alism must bring with it reflections on the nature of historicity itself, the condition of
possibility of the historical, which is force. In fact, what is at issue here is in part a
matter of ontology. Structuralism presupposes that it can offer us an illumination of
the formal conditions of the production of meaning presented within texts (literary
or otherwise) or other social forms. But in order to do this these formal conditions
must be conceptualized as fived. A structure is always a form and a form is always
frozen. Because of this, structuralism must ultimately be indebted to a traditional
ontological mode of understanding. This understanding is in fact concealed in the
very act of the structuralist writer’s revealing the formal conditions of meaning that
inhabit the structure of a written work or cultural practice.

Although the object of Derrida’s interest in ‘Force and Signification’ is the French
writer ‘Jean Rousset’s fine book: Forme et Signification’ (‘Force and Signification’, 6),
an analogous point can be made by way of reference to the Saussurean conception of
langue. In conceptualizing language primarily in terms of structure, as /angue, Saussure
must assume that it is possible to take a kind of ‘snapshot’ of those formal conditions
that govern the nature of meaning and in doing this reveal what is essential about 1t.
But the very notion of meaning as being wholly structural and formal in nature
ignores the fact that meaning also changes. In so far as it does change, meaning is not
‘in itself’ structural. In metaphvsical terms, we could say that the structuralist
account presupposes the very thing that Nietzsche castigates when he attacks ‘meta-
physical philosophy’: it presupposes that stability is both an ontological norm and
a defining feature of objectivity. Derrida’s point is a similar one. The structuralist
conception of meaning requires that the totality of a structure can be revealed. But
the possibility that such a totality can be revealed is not something that can be shown
to be the case. We can, indeed, envisage ourselves gazing at the world of human
existence from the structuralist point of view: we can imagine a citv devoid of its
inhabitants, so that the city’s formal pattern is revealed all the more clearly to us. But
cities, of course, are not quite like that. What makes a city a city is the fact that it
exhibits signs of life, that it changes: parts are added, parts are demolished as a result
of various human acts or natural catastrophes, etc. Any particular representation of a
city’s structure necessarily construes a moment in its history as a unity, which it is
not. In the same way, meaning is not a structural totality. In order for words and
signs to make sense it may be true that they must exist in some kind of structural
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image in thought. The Western tradition, Derrida argues, cleaves to the representa-
tional notion of thought: thought as image, as the equivalence of image to truth.
Again, such a mode of conceptualization tends to ignore the problem of force. If we
were to seek to think force by presenting it as a structural concept, as a form, then
what this implies is that we must, at the same time, seek to throw light upon force, to

illuminate it. But understanding force in terms of form alone, as something that can

be grasped within the metaphorical imagery of structure, is precisely to fail to grasp

it: “To comprehend the structure of a becoming, the form of a force, is to lose meaning

by finding it ... The meaning of meaning is Apollonian by virtue of everything

that can be seen’ (p. 28). In other words, meaning, if taken as force, is becoming.

But attempting to condense a becoming into a structure is immediately to lose what

makes a becoming what it is. Put simply, force cannot be seen: it is not susceptible to

being articulated as that which can have light thrown upon it, as something that can

be envisaged within the language of spaces that the structural mode of thinking

requires in order to function. The Apollonian element that Derrida alludes to, which

is in fact a reference to a thesis presented by Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy,” is

always already a matter of form. But meaning, as we have seen, is for Derrida not
simply a question of form. Meaning, we might say, is not simply about the relations

that inhere between words situated within a structural totality. It is something that
also involves a becoming that is distinctly non-structural. It is this becoming that
escapes the structural metaphor, and which any analysis of meaning that highlights
the role that structure plays must cover up at the very moment that this metaphor
is deployed.

The question of metaphor turns out to be one of Derrida’s central concerns not
only in ‘Force and Signification’ but elsewhere.* If, for him, the structural metaphor
conceals an unacknowledged force of becoming upon which it depends, it also pays
testimony to a central presupposition of European philosophical thought. We have
already alluded to this presupposition in relation to the role of the representational
image within philosophical discourse. This presupposition establishes a metaphor-
ical relationship that is itself the basis of metaphysics: it is ‘the metaphor of darkness
and light . . . [that is] . . . the founding metaphor of Western philosophy as meta-
physics’ (p. 27). This metaphor is a ‘founding’ one in at least two senses. First, it is
a ‘photological’ metaphor, and as such it privileges the notion of the representational
image as the production of light, where ‘light’ is equivalent to ‘truth’. Western
philosophy, in other words, is a way of thinking that envisages truth as a matter of
the throwing of light upon a world composed of entities in order to reveal them
as they are. The light in which the world is thereby bathed is the light of representa-
tional thought. Second, the photological metaphor is a founding one in the sense
that ‘it is a metaphor.” The Western metaphysical tradition, then, is anchored in a
metaphorically determined understanding that legitimates its own particular mode
of thought. This mode of thought is what Derrida calls a ‘heliocentric metaphysics’,
a metaphysics in which force is sundered by the power of the representational image,
in which intensity gives way to the primacy of representation. Structuralism presents
us with a paradigm case of this metaphysics in so far as it is a ‘tributary’ of this
stream of thought. We are, Derrida holds, faced with a tradition that shies away
from thinking in terms of intensities and forces, a tradition that must cover them up
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must do so from within its own domain, for that is where we are situated. But there
is also an ‘ought’ contained within this kind of talk. If we must criticize metaphysics
at all it is because we ought to do so, it is because we are in some sense ethically
obliged to engage in this kind of criticism. Deconstruction is the enactment of this
ethical imperative, and as such it rests upon a conception of the ethical. What kind
of conception this is we will discover in due course. The discussion of this ethics
will finally lead us back to Levinas. For the moment, however, let us provisionally
note that what Derrida is proposing under the rubric of ‘deconstruction’ is a taking
leave of an ontology of Being, a critical departure from the tradition of Western
metaphysics, of which structuralism is a paradigm case. Yet, as we will see, this
taking leave remains in many wavs faithful to that metaphysical tradition.

3.3 The question of metaphor is a question of cultures

According to Derrida’s conception, as we have seen, what is termed ‘heliocentrism’
is a language that is founded on the metaphors of light and darkness. In such a
model, ‘light’ is taken as a metaphor for ‘truth’ and ‘darkness’ as a metaphor for
‘error’ or ‘untruth’. This heliocentric language is one that, Derrida argues, has
grounded Western philosophical discourse. We might say, then, that this language
essentially characterizes philosophical discourse as it is practised within the European
tradition. The import of this analysis ‘comes to light’ (as one might put it if one is
speaking within this discourse) in a wide range of philosophical contexts. For instance,
when Aristotle writes of metaphor in his Poetics, he defines it as a process of sub-
stitution wherein something is given a name that belongs to something else. For
Derrida, such a definition can be taken in two wavs. On the one hand, this definition
of metaphor is just that: it is a philosophical thesis that puts forward a claim about
the nature of metaphor. On the other hand, though, ‘it is also a philosophical discourse
whose entire surface is worked by a metaphorics.”” The definition of metaphor that
Aristotle offers is only possible because it takes place within a discourse that itself
is riven with metaphor. In line with his argument concerning the heliocentric nature
of metaphysics, Derrida’s point here is that metaphor is a necessary component
within any philosophical discourse. If this is the case, then the very act of offering a
definition of metaphor within philosophical discourse must itself rest upon the
metaphorical workings that are at play in the language that is being used to define
metaphor as such. In order for a definition to be offered, the play of metaphor within
language must be a condition of possibility for the definition’s being constructed in
the first place. But, as Derrida argues with regard to heliocentrism, this metaphorics
remains hidden within philosophical discourse.’ In turn, a series of oppositions can
be (and indeed have been) constructed within philosophical language that in equal
measure depend upon and suppress the role that metaphor plays in philosophy.
Above all, this suppression occurs at the level of the analysis of the nature of truth
and meaning. Thus, Derrida argues, metaphor, which is an essential component of
the everyday use of language, is traditionally separated off from the use of literal
or fact-stating language that philosophy relies upon in order to elucidate concepts of
truth and meaning (a case in point is the example of speech act theory, cited in




350y 1sSuowre Jsowaio,] "Yo3ads SepLI34d Jo IpOW Y} £q PIAIBUILIEIUOD AJ[EIIUISSI
are 1nq  jeorgdosoqyd, £jpand 3ou are s1daduod [esrydosoyd 18yl 19pIsuod 01 padiiqo
‘spiom Joyio ur ‘are ap , d8enSue| [eorydosoqiyd sy s3en3ue] [eimieu jo 9desn
oy, jo suonearidwr 9y} ISUUELI [EJNLID B U IIPISUCD 01 PagI[qo dIe a1 UdY) ‘[[e JE
aziydosopiyd 01 1opio ur sfenSuep [einieu paj[ed-os ur dn JYSned SIAPSWLYI puy
Apeaape siem[e 1snwt sxoydosoqryd J1 ‘st 1eys ‘9qeuonsanb st 20UEISIP JO UOLIISSE SIY)
‘1oaamoy ‘Jf -98ensue| usppu-loyderow ‘{epi1asd syl Jo sanmIiquie pue sHpmIIS
-S101A 9y} woyy £es Ady1 Jeym dueISIp 01 AN pinon sioydosoiyd Yorym 03 X1
oy pue s3enSuej Aepisaad pue el [edrydosopryd udamiaq diysuonepr sy st 213y
IYEIS 1B ST JBYAY “IX91 SIY) 01 [ENUSSSD st oydeldw ‘rayqiey - Aydosofiyd jo 1xa1 oy,
S|[ED 9Y TBYM UIYIIM JUDPIOOE IdWI dWios Jou st Joyderow ey st jutod s epLissg
‘Suruesw e[ jo SUIKy 21 01 JUSLLIISQNS 3q 01 pasoddns
st 1ey) uonnnsqns [eouioydelowr jo ssadord ayi 31 ‘ SUIUBIUW JO JUIWLAOW, Y]
asoddnsaad 1511 3snw a4 asedyd 1o pios & Jo Suruesw [BII] Y1 X 01 I9pIO Ul JEY)
S1 SIY) 10j UOSEAI Y [, "uondaduod SIy) 01 LIessaddU ‘AN dwres Ay 1e ‘st soydelows
9o 'piom ® AQ SuryIowos Jo uoiviuasada4 Inn Y} Se papIedal st ying ‘3’1 ‘Gunp
puE pIom UMIaq OUS[EAMbD Y1 SE UIE SI YINT JEYl 19E) Y} 01 AUOWINS) sied
agenSuey (e Jo Surdayand siyJ, -oSenduef [e4A]] JO AWOUODD, JO YIOMIWEL I3
ungum 9[qezieradaouod 3q 01 soydew udye) s[esoudd sey sydosoqiyd urnsopm

o WIES 343 O
ME[ Y] J9pUN *  * IDUBJQUIISI JO UOHOUNJ 33 Aq PAPINS UINI-JI B ST IN0I-9P 3Y) YIIY4
01 JUDIX3 A1 I 31 03 LI1eSSIOAU ST ‘sIofuEpud I TRyM Ya OIdwod ur starng e
ugia1o0j pue snozaduep st Joydeisw :snonJiquie uaaq SIEM[E SeY JOYdEIdW JO UOUEN[EAD
eorydosoqiyd ay3 sys st siy ] -Sursesws radoxd ‘resdy jo uwoneudorddesr repnoan
a1 - uo 19s SIYSIs su yim L1oisry e - sfewep dqeredain mopixn sadoxd oy Jo
£wou02s ue ‘Suruesw jo ssof [euostaoid e se Sydosoqiyd £q paurwalp st * - roydelapy

“paandas speaife st (aSenduey [e1ay) sSury
0) 12J01 03 spiom jo Ayoedes ay1 Jeyl 10y 3yl Jo WSy oy ur dfqissod pardpudy st
Jey) SuIyIoWOs 3q 01 UINED ST I SE Jej 0S Ul J[01 LIBPUODIS & 0] paresapau st royderou
aiym ‘soustradxas £10sUds JO plIom Iyl pue dFenSue] UIIMIAQ dIGYUL JeY) SUOLEL
[E1931] 9y} JO UOLRMONIE Y1 01 Jud[esmbs 3q 01 udYel st ‘Yeads 01 os ‘ 1adoid
Suruesw, ‘sny_[, "9N13 Y3 S [BIAI] Y] JO UOHOU Y] DNIISUD 01 1apIo ut ssaiddns
1snw {eso1] oy sadoparad yorym sydosofiyd e yeys aSenduef jo 10adse Lepiiosd siy
st 11 pue ‘9fenSue] Aepiisad ul Jussyul St jey Aisuadord [eouoyderswt sy uodn
sorpa1 Aprewmi[n s8ensuey eron jo Suidoqianid swy) 1eyl st “120mo0y utod s eprig
‘SI0J2I 11 YOIYM 01 1BY] PUE PIOM B UIIMIIQ DUBUOSUOD Yl sayiudis ipridoid
SIy) pue ‘piom e Jo Suruedws 42¢o4d Y1 3q 03 UINel SiBM[E ‘ISEO SIy) Ul ‘st Jurueswt
[e3011] ¥ "Ioyderdw yiim SINO30 Se ‘pIOM ISYIOUE 10j UL pUPIS 01 PIsn SI pIOM dUO
URIAYM uonNINSqNs jo puny oy 01 £51d jou st dZensue] [IA]] ‘HIIA B YONS UQ
‘suonouny agengue|
reouoydeldow yorym ur Aem 9Y) WOLj pury Ul JUIIJIP ST JBY} JOUUEW B Ul SUONOUNY
agengue| sy Tey) 95EDd Y3 9q IsnuI I1 UdY) ‘a8 sSuIy} Moy 03 uorysey dSnewalqoidun
w s1oja1 Ajpariodind reyy sSenSuel e ul ‘S8enSuef [e1oN] U PIes SI JEYM 3q 03 UdXE)
st ying Jf *(Arewnsd 2q 01 spIom Jo Surueaw [eI31I] YI SAED YOIYM 310QE ¢ UONDAS

SJ!I{]ng wajqosd a4l puv wswpwny-1upy 707




e,

Bmnarv). If truth is
peartedly refers in
that this language
bach metaphorical

mtitution wherein
etaphor. A literal
'a word, and this
- which it refers.
> witimately relies
mgmage, and it is
B the literal must
Thus, ‘meaning
am of the literal
xperience, while
e something that
pords to refer to

g, an economy
jeet on . . . the

: philosophical
s and foreign
p the extent to
 wmder the law

b

malizable within
'Bteral language
jween word and
by a2 word. Yet,
pason for this is
first presuppose
gitution that is

m what he calls
What is at stake
aguage and the
from the vicis-
e. If, however,
always already
@ philosophize
ieations of ‘the
} other words,

phical’, but are

amongst these

Anti-humanism and the Problem of Ethics 203

implications is a cultural and historical matter. This is because the privileging of
the literal over the metaphorical occurs within the Western metaphysical tradition:
‘Metaphysics — the white mythology which reassembles and reflects the culture of
the West: the white man takes his own mythology, Indo-European mythology, his
own logos [i.e. discourse], that is, the mythos of his idiom, for the universal form of
that [which] he must still wish to call Reason.”* Where we can argue that metaphor
does not have 4 history as such, in so far as metaphor is a feature common to the
languages of all cultures, the concept of metaphor does have a history that is culturally
specific.” The history of the concept of metaphor is the history of the culture that
typifies Western metaphysical discourse. This is the heliocentric discourse which
equates universal Reason with ‘natural light’ (for instance, the ‘clear and distinct
ideas’ of Descartes’s epistemology, which sets the ‘light of Reason’ as the standard of
certainty and truth). This discourse has displayed a tendency to regard the languages
of other cultures as primarily figurative, as metaphorical rather than rational — and in
this way it has tended to regard other cultures as being divorced from the discourse
of the true.” Derrida’s reading of heliocentric metaphysics thus takes us from the
domain of the ‘philosophical’ text into a domain of historico-cultural (and hence
political) relations. A critical analysis of heliocentric thinking, then, necessitates a
critical analysis of the historical and cultural dimension of philosophical language
and concepts.

3.4 Heliocentrism is a phonocentrism

If the culture of heliocentrism places metaphor at one step from the truth attainable
by way of literal language it can also be characterized in other ways. Perhaps the
most significant amongst these ways is linked with what Derrida refers to in ‘Force
and Signification’ as the notion of ‘acoustics’ (p. 27). Acoustics, of course, is a word
that concerns sound. Here, more specifically, the acoustical concerns the role allotted
to the spoken utterance within philosophical discourse. In so far as heliocentrism
prioritizes the role of form over force it likewise places emphasis upon the role of the
speaker (or, we could say, the subject: a formally characterizable entity who is in
possession of specifiable attributes like intentionality, will, dispositions, rationality,
etc.) in the production and securing of meaning. In Derridean terms, meaning
is taken within heliocentric metaphysics as something that can be equated with the
living presence of the speaker who ‘uses’ language intentionally. Heliocentric meta-
physics, therefore, is also a ‘metaphysics of presence’, since it holds that the proper
meaning of words is ultimately linked to the intentions, and hence living presence, of
a speaker/subject. On this view, the Western metaphysical tradition is not simply
dominated by a hierarchical metaphorics of light versus dark or truth versus error.
It is also a tradition that takes truth to be a matter that essentially concerns the
expression of a speaker’s true intentions by way of language.

We could turn to the example of structural linguistics once more to illustrate this
point, and in particular to Derrida’s account of Saussurean linguistics as it is pre-
sented in Of Grammatology (1967).* Saussure offers a theory that not only privileges
form over force and literal over metaphorical language. In addition, the Saussurean
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tradition which takes living speech to be a defining feature of truth has dominated
philosophical thought since its inception, and has a lineage that can be traced from
Plato to Hegel, and even from the pre-Socratic thinkers to the work of Heidegger.*’
Amongst other things, Derrida is therefore providing a critical account of ‘the history
of (the only) metaphysics, which has . . . always assigned the origin of truth in general
to the logos’, i.e. to the discourse presented in the form of the living presence of ‘full’
speech. It is this metaphysics which can be defined as the one and only metaphysics
that has thought of truth as linked essentially to the presence of a living speaker, that
has opposed the concept of speech to that of ‘writing’.

3.5 Speech and writing

According to the Western metaphysical tradition, writing is best regarded as some-
thing that is parasitic: a non-essential element in the production and determination
of meaning and truth, and a mere ‘vehicle’ for thought. From this it is clear that for
Derrida the key philosophical problem is ‘the problem of language’ (Of Grammatology,
6), at least in so far as the Western tradition has always comprehended the meaning
of language as a matter that exclusively concerns intentionality. However, the meta-
physical privileging of living speech over writing is no mere accident of history;
it is not some contingent matter. This is because the priority that has been given
to ‘acoustics’, Derrida argues, does not depend upon the existence of some kind of
freely made ‘choice’ that could have been avoided if only some other option had been
selected. This priority ‘responds to a moment of economy (let us say of the “life” of
“history” or of “being as self-relationship™)’ (p. 7). There is, in other words, an
economy of relations of force that has had a decisive role in constituting the meta-
physics of opposition that is a defining feature of heliocentrism/ phonocentrism,
in so far as it thinks by way of the oppositional structure inherent within terms
like ‘light-dark’, ‘truth-error’, etc. This oppositional thinking, Derrida tells us, ‘has
even produced the idea of the world, the idea of world-origin, that arises from the
difference between the worldly and the non-worldly, the outside and the inside,
identity and non-identity, universal and non-universal, transcendental and empiri=
cal, etc.” (p. 8). The ‘world’, as a philosophical concept, is already determined in a
manner that endows it with significance by an economy of meantng that is founded
upon opposition. It is this economy that tends to ‘confine writing to a secondary and
instrumental function’ (p. 8). Against this, Derrida’s point is that what has been
designated by the term ‘writing’ is not secondary. Writing, as he will redefine it in Of
Grammatology and elsewhere, has an equal or even primoridal role in the production
of meaning and also philosophical discourse. The text of Of Grammatology thus
allots itself the task of announcing the ‘death of speech’ as it has been traditionally
understood, i.e. speech as the foundation of meaning. For, Derrida argues, ‘the
concept of writing exceeds and comprehends that of language.” This is because
language is always already, in a very specific sense, writing (p. 37).

What, we might ask, is Derrida seeking to do? First, he is obviously challenging
the metaphysical view implicit within Cartesianism: the view that meaning stems
from a self-reflective mind that can be isolated from its physical or historical context.
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prioritizing spoken language over written inscription. We can say that differance,
which Derrida tells us is ‘literally neither a word nor a concept’,” pays testimony
to the concern with force that is highlighted in ‘Force and Signification’. Meaning
involves ‘movement’, and this movement never comes to a final resting-place in so
far as its condition of possibility is deferral, non-presence, etc.

The trace is a movement of differance that constitutes the condition of possibility
of thinking. Without the trace there is no sense, no signification, no speaker, no
thought as such. Yet, at the same time, the trace is none of these. Rather, it indicates
a fundamental possibility of repetition (what, in the essay on Austin’s speech act
theory, Derrida calls ‘iterability’) that is inherent in the production of meaning. This
is a possibility that cannot be derived from the notions of consciousness or presence,
or from their purported opposites (unconsciousness or absence).”® The trace has
nothing to do with speech or the oppositional logic upon which the metaphysical
account of meaning as residing in living speech rests.

The trace, in fact, is ‘irreducible’ (Of Grammatology, 70). It is neither an object
of empirical experience (we cannot ‘encounter’ the trace as a thing-like entity), nor
is it a formal a priori structure. As the ‘origin of sense in general’, however, we can
say that the word ‘trace’ indicates for Derrida an ‘arche-phenomenon’ which itself
gives rise to phenomenality, i.e. to a sensible ‘world’ that is composed of entities.
This occurs through the movement of differance. In turn, this movement is ‘the
formation of form. But it is on the other hand the being-imprinted of the imprint’
(p- 63). What we are faced with is something analogous to what Derrida discusses
under the name of ‘force’ in relation to structuralism. The trace is not ‘opposed’ to
anything, since it is a term that does not signifv a determinate concept. But it is that
‘which must be thought before the opposition of nature and culture, animality and
humanity, etc., [and] belongs to the very movement of signification’ (p. 70). This
being the case, the trace is open to being interpreted as a kind of ‘arche-writing’: it
is the already inscribed condition of possibility of living speech that opens up any
possible relationship that thought can have with what is other than it. The trace, we
might say, is what allows meaning to be articulated as structure. It allows us to speak
of the human and the non-human, of the living and its other, of what is ‘inside’
(the self-reflexive moment in which we say ‘I think’) and what is ‘outside’ (the
phenomenal world of experience, other cultures). To put the matter another way: if
language involves a process of signification, that is, if language involves the putting
of names to ‘things’, then the trace is the very process of signification that makes this
possible. In this sense, ‘signification is a priori written, whether inscribed or not, in
one form or another, in a “sensible” and “spatial” element that is called “exterior”.’
The trace, therefore, indicates that meaning itself is, in a very particular sense, always
already writien before it can be spoken.

3.7 Deconstructing Rousseau’s Essay on the Origins of Language

‘Writing’, in this sense, does not have to be literally ‘inscribed’, i.e. it is not necessarv
to think of writing as the mere putting into written form of something that has
already been thought, spoken, and hence lived. Indeed, Derrida argues, although
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it. In turn, Northern culture is nor to be regarded as one of natural expression, for
within this culture what was once the foundation of natural expression (the voice) has
been subverted by the use of writing, which institutes an artificial relation between
people: living speech is replaced by dead writing. Thus, Derrida notes, ‘Writing is at
the North: cold, necessitious, reasoning, turned toward death’ (p- 226). Articulation
is a harbinger of the dominance of writing. Moreover, once underway, this ‘fall’ from
the innocence of unmediated speech increases continually, for the more articulated
language is the more rigorous and forceful (the more rational) it becomes. Writing,
according to Rousseau, usurps natural language. Living speech has been invaded by
dead writing, by a language that is fragmented into parts, that has become punctu-
ated, subjected to ‘rules’ of grammar and presentation. But, says Derrida, the point
about Rousseau’s argument is that he cannot himself denigrate writing without at
the same time invoking it, above all without invoking writing in such a way that
it becomes essential to his conception of language. In describing the way in which
natural speech is invaded by writing Rousseau shows us that the origin of language
must be found not in speech but in writing itself. This is because language, as
Rousseau defines it, would not be ‘language’ at all if it were not also situated in
relation to writing. Rousseau wishes to persuade us of one thing, but he ends up
showing us something else. Articulation, the ability to use speech, presupposes
something more than simple passions, for when one is articulate one already has
an ability that transcends the mere expression of immediate feeling. If one is able to
‘articulate’ this is because language is never simply a matter of the voice expressing
a feeling; it is also already a matter of language being broken up into sounds and
words, etc. In order to engage in speech one must first have the power of articulation
at one’s disposal. But this power is not to be subsumed within the characteristics that
define living speech. On the contrary, Derrida argues,

Articulation is the becoming-writing of language. Rousseau, who would like 10 say that this
becoming-writing comes upon the origin unexpectedly, takes it as his premise, and accord-
Ing to it describes in fact the way in which that becoming-writing encroaches upon the
origin, and arises from the origin. The becoming-writing of language is the becoming-
language of language. He declares what he wishes to say, that is to say that articulation
and writing are a post-originary malady of language: he savs or describes that which he
does not wish to say: articulation and therefore the space of writing operate at the origin
of language. (p. 229)

The above argument is typical of Derrida’s deconstructive approach. Rousseau
wishes to tell us one thing, but he shows us the contrary to be the case. The
hierarchy of terms that Rousseau must resort to, which valorizes what is ‘natural’
and denigrates what is ‘unnatural’, is itself shown to be dependent upon the whole
of its range. What is natural could not be defined as being ‘natural’ at all without
what is ‘unnatural’. Derrida thereby shows us that the ‘inferior’ term in Rousseau’s
discourse is at the same time essential to it. What is taken by Rousseau to be a mere
supplement (writing) turns out to be a condition of possibility for his talking about
language at all. As such, writing, too, lies at the very origin of language.

A deconstructive reading, then, shows how a hierarchy of terms turns out to
depend as much upon the purportedly ‘inferior’ term as the valorized one. By way of
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From the above readings of Rousseau and Kant it is clear that, for Derrida,
deconstruction involves the critical placing in question of hierarchies of value. There
1s, one might say, an inherent overturning of values inherent in deconstruction — but
this is so only in a limited sense. At first glance, we might be tempted to argue that
deconstruction involves nothing more than the wholesale unravelling of concep-
tual orders as they present themselves within Western metaphysical discourse. As
such, deconstruction would concern itself with nothing more than the destruction
of metaphysical thought. In one particular sense, of course, deconstruction does do
this, in so far as everv deconstructive reading is a form of critical engagement with
the dominant presuppositions of Western metaphysical discourse. In the ‘Parergon’
essay Kant’s formalism, a feature shared by him with the structuralist enterprise, is
targeted — and this, we have already seen in ‘Force and Signification’ is characteristic
of Western philosophical discourse. But, in the same way in which Heidegger, in
Being and Time, proposes the ‘destruction’ of Western metaphysics as an actualiza-
tion of what is already contained within that tradition (its ‘radicalization’, if vou like)
so Derrida, too, takes a similar approach to this issue. This is a matter that will cause
us to return to the question of the ethical, and in particular to the thought of Levinas.
However, it may be useful here to offer some further thoughts on the nature of
deconstruction as a prelude to these matters.

Deconstruction has been taken to signify many things. Most obvious amongst
them and, I would argue, most obviously mistaken, is the view that deconstruction
is no more than a kind of strategic intervention, a strategy. On such a conception,
deconstruction would be a form of critical debunking of the values implicit within
any theory. A deconstructive reading would, on this view, set out to criticize a
dominant set of values (such as the prioritizing of speech over writing, the West
over the East, or of the human over the animal, etc.) in the name of an alternative
standpoint that defines itself bv way of its being antithetical to these values, We
might describe this as the ‘This is how the world looks from here’ approach. The
problem with such a view, however, is that it involves both a pure instrumentalism
and a form of empiricism. In other words, a deconstructive reading would simply be
in place to serve the purposes of a particular perspective and would amount to little
more than a mere ‘tool’ of empirically determined perspectives. In turn, we would end
up with readings of philosophical and other problems that take a ‘methodological’
approach of invoking differance or the trace in order to destabilize the hierarchy
of meaning within particular texts as if such terms were there simply to serve the
purposes of that criticism. As such, deconstruction would have nothing whatsoever
to do with ethics. At best, we would be presented with a deconstruction that is
exclusively concerned with questions of power, and hence with a certain and rather
narrow conception of politics.

Why, then, is such a view of deconstruction questionable® First, we could sav that
the reasons that one might offer for providing a deconstructive analysis could only
ever be a matter of contingency. This, however, is an untenable view if we are to rake
seriously Derrida’s claim in Of Grammatology and elsewhere that issues of differance,
the trace, the logic of supplementarity, or of iterability, are never merely ‘contingent’
matters. It is worth recalling that what 1s called ‘historv’, Derrida tells us, is linked
essentially to the development of Western metaphvsics (i.e. to the increasing power

.
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over all others (for example, the contention that all political issues are issues of power
and nothing else). No determinate political agenda can follow from deconstruction. The
politics of any deconstructive reading depends upon the context in which it is articulated.

The notion of context is central to Derrida’s claims concerning the nature of
deconstruction. If we can talk in any manner at all about questions concerning, for
instance, scientific objectivity or truth, this is because what is referred to by these
words has arisen ‘only within a context which is extremely vast, old, powerfully
established, stabilized or rooted in a network of conventions (for instance, those of
language)’ (p. 136). It is within the context of such conventions that terms like
‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’ have taken on a specific meaning and value and, Derrida
says, ‘imposed’ themselves. That they have been generated in this way ‘does not in
the slightest discredit them’, for effectively the context in which such notions arose
is a limitless one in so far as we cannot adopt any perspective that would place us
outside this context. Meaning, in turn, is rooted in the incessant contextual slippage
that is at play within history, and the role of deconstruction is to attempt to ‘to take
this limitless context into account, to payv the sharpest and broadest attention pos-
sible to context, and thus to an incessant movement of recontextualisation’. Again,
we may recall here the point Derrida makes in ‘Force and Signification’ concerning
the role of force within the ‘movement’ of metaphor. Deconstruction is an attempt
to show that the concepts at our disposal are inherently context-related, vet at the
same time governed by absolute conditions that make the ultimate determination of
meaning irreducible to any particular context. Derrida’s account of his own relation-
ship with the Western metaphysical tradition is significant in respect of this. For,
he tells us, not only is there no simple means of escape from that tradition, but we
should not, he argues, undervalue the importance of tradition. Indeed, traditions,
Derrida tells us, should be the object of ‘jealous conservation’ (p. 141).

We can note, therefore, that neither metaphysics in itself, nor the values that
pertain to the metaphysical tradition, are ever actually abandoned by Derridean
deconstruction: ‘it does not renounce (it neither can nor ought to do so) the “values”
that are dominant in this context’ (p. 137, italics added). Deconstruction does not
abandon notions about which, from Of Grammatology onwards, Derrida is critical.
On the contrary, it actively requires them in order to be what it is. Such a require-
ment, though, is not one rooted in mere necessity — it is not a ‘must’ in the sense of
compulsion that is at stake here. In other words, the deconstructionist is not simply
compelled to acknowledge notions of truth, value, etc. In addition, there is an ethical
requirement that these be acknowledged. The deconstructionist ought to recognize
the importance of the value of truth, of the value of illumination over and above
obfuscation (to speak within the terminology of heliocentrism). If this is the case,
then deconstruction ought, in some sense, to conserve these values even as it opens

them up to criticism:

[Llet it be said in passing how surprised I have often been, how amused or dis-
couraged, depending on my humour, by the use or abuse of the following argument:
Since the deconstructionist (which is to say, isn't it, the skeptic-relativist-nihilist!)
is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity of meaning, in intention
or ‘meaning-to-say’, how can he demand of us that we read him with pertinence,
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We can note from his advocacy of a quasi-transcendentalism that Derrida’s
relationship to the classical philosophical tradition is one that seeks to keep in play
what he regards as its most important insights, for example the ‘all or nothing’ logic
that is employed in conceptual analysis: ‘not only do I find this logic strong, and,
in conceptual language and analysis, an absolute must, it must (and this “it must”
translates the faithfulness of my love for philosophy) be sustained against all empiri-
cal confusion’ (p. 122). To this extent, Derrida remains a self-avowed ‘classical
philosopher’ (p. 125, cf. also p. 130). Returning to the issue of ethics and politics,
however, it is clear that ethico-political questions are, for Derrida, implied within
every theoretical formulation (p. 135). This, we might say, is because all theories are
constructed within a context, and all human contexts are composed of interests. To
this extent we can never escape from the problem of ethics, or from the interrelation
between ethics and politics. The two are linked, therefore, but at the same time the
one cannot be reduced to the other, for what is ‘political through and through . . . is
not only political’ (p. 136). Ethics is essentially linked to the conventions and prac-
tices (the ways of doing things) that go to make up any particular context, but it is
not simply reducible to this dimension. Rather than being simply overturned by it,
the notion of what we can call here ‘right understanding’ (which allows Derrida
to draw the distinction between false, not true, and bad, not good, readings of his
own writings) is precisely what is at stake within any deconstructive reading. Such
right understanding is constantly threatened by the very tension between meaning
and context that Derrida seeks to elucidate in much of his work. Thus, good faith,
lucidity, rigour, etc., are all characterizable as ‘positive values’. But such values
are, by their very nature ‘contextual, essentially limited, unstable, and endangered’
(p. 147). Tt is for this reason that ‘the essential and irreducible possibility of mizs-
understanding or of “infelicity” must be taken into account in the description of
those values said to be positive.” Deconstruction, we can infer, pays attention to the
essential instability and undecidability that is an ever present (and hence an 4 priori)
condition of all meaning. Context is both a necessary, though not sufficient, condition
of meaning, and it is the very instability of context, its irreducible unpredictability
in so far as there is no one context, that bestows upon meaning the particular and
inherent instability that is peculiar to it. There is, in other words, an inherent tension
within the notion of context itself: it both vields meaning, and is a condition of its
reiteration and its transformation. This movement, this instability and undecida-
bility is what Derrida tries to capture when he writes of the trace, the supplement,
differance, or iterability.

In turn, if we follow Derrida’s argument one stage further, it is clear that there
is within the notion of contextual undecidability itself a kind of ‘unconditionality’
that remains independent of any particular context (p. 152). The very word
‘unconditionality’ is significant here, for ‘I use [it] not by accident to recall the
character of the categorical imperative in its Kantian form.” Kant’s categorical
imperative, to recall, states that one ought to do the right thing irrespective of the
particular context in which one is situated. It states that when faced with a moral
dilemma one ought to act in such a way that it could consistently be willed to
become a universal law (i.e. ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’).
In formulating this, Kant draws the distinction between a purely instrumental
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tradition in some important ways. Like Heidegger, Derrida aims, in effect, to mobil-
ize this tradition against itself, to undermine the Western tradition from within and
thereby to radicalize it. Levinas, in contrast, seeks to question the entire metaphys-
ical tradition with a view to overcoming it by leaving it behind him. Levinas takes
Heidegger’s attack on metaphysics one step further, arguing that constructing a
fundamental ontology on the basis of entities is the first and defining mistake of the
European tradition, and that the conceptual and logical relations that inhere within
such a view must be exposed in their insufficiency. The question of the difference
between Levinas and Derrida thus resolves itself into the question of the relation
between the ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ of the Western tradition — whether it has an
‘outside’ at all. For Derrida, the outside ‘is’ the inside (Of Grammatology, 44ff).
Therefore, there is no question of breaking free of the inside, for there is nowhere
else to go, no radically exterior ‘place’ that is available to thought.

Derrida’s essay ‘Violence and Metaphysics’ develops this point, and it does so
right from the outset. So, Derrida begins the essay by ruminating on the fate of
philosophy — on the heritage of the philosophical tradition as it is inherited from
Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, all of whom dwell, in one way or
another, on the end of philosophy. The word ‘end’ as it is used here has two senses:
on the one hand it concerns the purposes of philosophizing, on the other it concerns
the demise of philosophy.” A numer of issues arise from this: What is the relation
between philosophy and history? What is the future of philosophy? Will philos-
ophy die? Such questions, Derrida says, are ones that, although not necessarily
‘philosophical questions’ in the usual sense, are ‘the only questions today capable of
founding the community, within the world, of those who are still called philosophers’
(‘Violence and Metaphysics’, 79). As such, philosophy can be defined as ‘the com-
munity of the question’ concerning the very possibility of philosophizing (p. 80).
Once again, then, we can note the Kantian aspect of Derrida’s approach: philosophy
is characterized in terms of its aiming to think its own condition of possibility, its
own a priori. If we were to object that questions of this sort are nonsensical, that in
asking philosophy to account for itself in this way we are asking for what cannot be
accounted for, Derrida has an answer: “The impossible . . . has occurred: there is a
history of the question’ (p. 80). It is philosophy’s ability to ask the question of its
own possibility that makes it what it is. And what philosophy is, in this regard, is a
mode of thought that is fundamentally bound by an ethic, by an ‘ought’: philosophy
ought to address this issue about itself. This may sound rather grand, but one in fact
needs to be modest about the matter: ‘A community of the question about the
possibility of the question. This is very little — almost nothing — but within it, today,
is sheltered and encapsulated an unbreachable dignitv and duty of decision. An
unbreachable responsibiliry’ (p. 80, italics added). ‘Duty’ and ‘responsibility’ are what
characterize philosophy today. Philosophy, for Derrida, takes its place in the world
first and foremost as an ethical mode of thought: it concerns the relationship between
thinkers (philosophers) and the limits of what they can think. Their duty is to pay
attention to these limits. Paying attention to these limits, refusing to think in terms
of an already secure future for philosophical thought, is the duty of philosophy itself
and of those who practice it. This is the end of philosophy in the two senses already
mentioned.




1he central pomnt about such an ethics is that it in always mediated by the
metaphysical tradition. If philosophy has an ethical duty to ponder its own limits this
is because of 2 movement that is essentially intrinsic to it - even if philosophers have
not always recognized this fact. According to Derrida, Levinas is a thinker who both
alludes to this limit and at the same time ignores the condition of his being able to
allude to it. In so far as Levinas’s ‘great book, Totality and Infinity’ (‘Violence and
Metaphysics’, 84) points to the essential problem of philosophical discourse, which
is its entrapment within the Greek ontological tradition, his is a mode of thought
that ‘can make us tremble . . . this thought . . . no longer seeks to be a thought of
Being and phenomenality . . . this thought summons us to a dislocation of the Greek
logos [of Greek philosophy], to a dislocation of our identity, and perhaps of identity
in general’ (p. 82). For Derrida, then, Levinas propels us into thinking the limits of
Western metaphysical and ontological discourse. If Heidegger identifies European
thought as a tradition that has its roots in Ancient Greek ontology and argues for the
internal transformation of this tradition, Levinas summons us to question the very
presuppositions of this tradition. Levinas must, it follows, oppose this tradition with
something, and it is what Levinas opposes to the Western tradition that Derrida
finds questionable. Levinas’s is ‘a thought which . . . by remaining faithful to the
immediate, but buried nudity of experience itself, seeks to liberate itself from the
Greek domination of the Same and the One’. We need not rehearse Levinas’s
arguments in detail again to grasp Derrida’s point: Levinas seeks to liberate thought
from the Greek metaphysical tradition, from the tradition which thinks of experi-
ence in terms of the relation between the self and objects in its world. Yet, Derrida
notes, Levinas nevertheless seeks to define his own thought as metaphysics, which
is ‘a Greek notion’: the ethical relationship in general is asserted as being self-
supporting, as requiring no further foundation (p. 83). This being so, is it not the
case, Derrida asks, that Levinas’s thought can be questioned in a number of ways?
Let us have a look at these ways, taking them in reverse order so to speak, by starting
with the last of Derrida’s observations: that the term ‘metaphysics’ is itself always
already a Greek one.

Levinas seeks to articulate a pure form of exteriority in the shape of the relation
between the Same and the Other:

Ethics, in Levinas’s sense, is an Ethics without law and without concept, which main-
tains its nonviolent purity only before being determined as concepts and laws. This is
not an objection: let us not forget that Levinas does not seek to propose laws or moral
rules. . . but rather the essence of the ethical relation in general . . . But why does

Levinas return to categories he seemed to have rejected previously in attempting this
very difficult passage beyond the debate . . . >’ (p. 11YH)

Levinas’s thought does not, it follows, offer a theory of ethics: it is not a theory about
the nature of right and wrong. Rather, it is ‘an Ethics of Ethics’. How though would
any particular, practical morality arise from this? Only, perhaps, by this Ethics of
Ethics ‘negating and forgetting itself’. If Levinas is driven to articulate this meta-
ethics, however, then he ends up doing so in terms that are essentially Greek: by
invoking the notions of ‘metaphysics’ and “transcendence’. For Derrida, what can be
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implics. “The logic of this ontological distinction invades even the discourse of

empiricism: ‘As Hegel says somewhere, empiricism always forgets, at very least, that
it employs the words to be. Empiricism is thinking 4y metaphor without thinking the
metaphor as such’ (p. 139). If we apply this point to Levinas, then we would say that
he employs a metaphysical language haunted by metaphor but refuses to acknow-
ledge the metaphoricity inherent within that language itself. In this sense, for Derrida,
Levinas presupposes the very preconception of Being that he castigates Heidegger
for cleaving to in order to ground the project of fundamental ontology. Ievinas’s
articulation of ‘Ethico-metaphysical transcendence therefore presupposes ontological
transcendence’ (p. 141). What, then, has Levinas achieved with regard to the empiri-
cism of which Derrida speaks? According to Derrida, he has effectively radicalized
‘the aim which has more or less secretly animated all philosophical gestures which
have been called empiricism in the history of philosophy. He does so with an audacity,
a profundity, and a resoluteness never before attained. By taking this project to its end,
he totally renews empiricism, and inverses it by revealing it to itself as metaphysics’
(p. 151). Empiricism, Derrida notes, has been designated as a non-philosophy since
Plato, but I.evinas’s rethinking of it effectively ‘contests the resolution and coher-
ence of the logos (philosophy) at its root, instead of letting itself be qucstioned by
the logos’ (p. 152). To, put the matter rather differently, in I.evinas ‘experience’
reasserts its right to challenge the philosopheme of identity that underpins classical
epistemology and ontology.

But this achievement, Derrida claims, does not amount to an escape from the
Greek ontological heritage. All thinking, as we have already noted, is inexorably
trapped within this heritage: ‘It was a Greek who once said “If one has to philoso-
phize, one has to philosophize; if one does not have to philosophize, one still has
to philosophize (to say it and to think it). One always has to philosophize”” (p. 152).
We can note, then, that Derrida’s criticism of Levinas is not an unreserved one, for
it is full of a kind of admiration. Yet, Levinas’s promulgation of the ethical as the
transcendence of the same by the Other is, for Derrida, something that remains
questionable. This should come as no surprise, since philosophy, on a Derridean
conception of it, gains its dignity from the recognition that it is bound, by its own
internal logic, to a duty to ask about the condition of its own possibility. Deconstruction
itself pays testimony to this duty, and it is a duty that Ievinas’s thought questions in
the most radical manner.

We need not end here. For Levinas has a response to these objections. This
response is to be found in the essay ‘God and Philosophy’.* Levinas, I think, needs
to be given his due, so let us conclude this discussion by briefly noting some of his
thoughts on the matter. That Levinas’s essay is a reply to Derrida is evident from
the opening sentence: ¢ “Not to philosophize is still to philosophize”. The philo-
sophical discourse of the West claims the amplitude of an all-encompassing structure
or of an ultimate comprehension. It compels every other discourse to justify itself
before philosophy’ (p. 167). Levinas, of course, will dispute this Derridean point
(the point with which ‘Violence and Metaphysics’ concluded). First, Levinas argues,
if it is the case that philosophical discourse is as all encompassing as Derrida implies,
then it should be able to ‘include God, of whom the Bible speaks — if this God does

have a meaning’. We should recall here that for Levinas God signifies *a putting of
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apperception,” [but which is, rather] non-appearing and disproportionate to the
present’ (p. 183). We can conclude that Levinas has some objections to Derrida’s
reading of him as an ‘empiricist’, if the sense of ‘empiricism’ means asserting
the purely pre-given immediacy of empirical experience over all else. In so far as
it transcends all conceptual schemes by signifying in a manner that transcends
all particular subjective experience and thereby confronts us with the Other, the
‘empirical event’ of ethical responsibility precedes experience as its non-formalizable
condition of possibility. There is, for Levinas, a level of meaning that transcends the
bounds of philosophical discourse. And he can, in turn, serve the following rejoinder
to Derrida: ‘Nor 1o philosophize would not be ‘o philosophize still” . . . There is a
meaning testified to in interjections and outcries, before being disclosed in proposi-
tions, and meaning that signifies as a command, like an order that one signifies. Its
manifestation in a theme already devolves from its signifying as ordering; ethical
signification signifies not for a consciousness which thematizes, but 0 a subjectivity,
wholly an obedience, obeying with an obedience that precedes understanding’ (p. 186).
Rather than add any further criticisms of Levinas’s views we will leave Derrida’s
observations to stand, taking them as thought-provoking questions that require
further reflection rather than resolution, With regard to Derrida, however, some
points may be made by way of a conclusion. To begin with, we can note that
Derrida’s conception of the ethics of deconstructive criticism, like much of his work,
stands or falls with the trace and differance. In so far as the trace is ‘the differance
which opens appearance and signification . . . no concept of metaphysics can describe i’
(Of Grammatology, 65), surely differance, too, does nor operate solely in the classically
oriented manner that is, on Derrida’s own reading of Levinas, characteristic of
Western metaphysical discourse. Rather, the movement of differance that marks the
trace, which is paradoxically an origin that is not an origin, produces the conceptual
differentiation that is characteristic of all contexts. The opening of context, in this
sense, is not necessarily determined by the power of philosophical discourse. As has
been noted by Peter Dews,” Derrida’s position is marked by a dual resistance, on
the one hand to classical foundationalism and, on the other, to any final abandon-
ment of a transcendental perspective (which is retained in the form of a modified
‘ “quasi”-transcendentalism’). Derrida, as we have scen, argues
of deconstruction does not embrace a form of nihilism, that is, i
abandonment of the problematics of ethical value, and this i
retention of a mode of transcendental argument. Yet, at the sa
potential of deconstruction must nevertheless operate on the cu
and hence be constantly prey to falling into it. Differance, in other words, announces
itself as a kind of displaced (non)origin of meaning that is, in its own turn, reliant
upon the historical precedent of nihilism. This ‘nihilism’ is something that the
writings of Nietzsche both identify and codify under that name.”® In its emphasis
upon the suspension of terms, upon undecidability, the Derridean postulation of
differance represents an attempt to resist the solidification of concepts into mere
analogues of empirical experience — hence Derrida’s criticisms of Levinas. However,
even though differance is regarded by Derrida as being strictly unconditioned by
either purely conceptual or experiential determining factors, it nevertheless exerts
its own peculiar necessity: ‘différance maintains our relationship with that which we
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of things-in-themselves. Again, however, Derrida appears here to be on the verge of
propounding a notion of mediation that falls within the categories of classical semiology
that he wishes especially to resist. If undecidability (the movement or play of differ-
ance) is ultimately determined by the limits of contextual applicability,™ it is itself
mediated by contextual forces as the condition of its possibility. Thus, identity
becomes the precondition of non-identity’s being postulated at all. Since, however,
Derrida does not feel compelled to work this problem through in terms of, for example,
the dialectical interplay between identity and non-identity, the empirical and tran-
scendental polarities that underpin differance return to haunt it, and so render it an
abstract and unmediated idealism.

This is not to underestimate Derrida’s contribution to a critique of transcendental
modes of analysis — nor his insight into the problem of metaphor in philosophical
language. Certainly, a movement away from concepts of origination in order to give
a turn to non-identity is not, I think, to be gainsaid. Much of what is interesting and
valuable in the thought of Nietzsche, the Frankfurt School, or 1.evinas is due to the
fact that they attempt something similar. But such a turn is only a viable proposition
if one is prepared to take history itself not as something that is ‘opened’ by differance,
but as an open-ended mode of concrete experience that is not determined in advance
by the categories of the Western tradition. I.ike Heidegger and ILevinas, Derrida
seeks to think the limits of this tradition, and the ethics of deconstruction springs
from this engagement. But it is not clear that the kind of ethical commitment that
Derrida derives from philosophy’s self-reflection upon its own conditions of pos-
sibility can fulfil the requirements he makes of it. As Levinas argues, philosophical
meaning is not the only kind of meaning.

4 Anti-humanism and Ethics

Whatever the differences that separate Levinas from Derrida it is clear that both
thinkers offer us reflections on the nature of ethics that engage with the problem
outlined by Heidegger’s reaction to Sartrean existentialism in the ‘Letter on Human-
ism’. If the development of epistemology from Descartes to the Frankfurt School
marks a2 move away from notions of ‘immediate experience’ and a de-contextualized
conception of subjectivity in favour of a conception of knowledge that stresses its
socially mediated aspect, so too the accounts of the ethical that Levinas and Derrida
present spurn the purportedly primary role of subjectivity in such matters. If Levinas
embraces an empiricism, as Derrida points out, it is an essential aspect of this
empiricism that it articulates the nature of the ethical not in terms of the immediate
self-awareness of the subjective ego, but by way of an encounter with what is Other
as a mode of transcendence. So, too, Derrida offers us reflections on the nature of
ethics that devolve from the role that writing (in its extended sense), metaphorics,
contextuality, and the philosophical tradition play in determining the nature of the
ethical relation. In this regard, Levinas and Derrida are thinkers who represent a
move further away from the Cartesian tradition of epistemology that was outlined
in chapter 1, above. Whether one agrees or disagrees with Levinas or Derrida, an
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4 EMS Theaetetus, tr. M.. J. Levett, revised Myles Burnyeat (Indianapolis: Hackett
152 a. . 3 . .
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ix&imcm_m than is implied here (in part derived from mmﬁwo.m. Emaiw .i .:# _
slave dialectic discussed by Hegel in the Phenomenology of u\:w:v. w_.?m is r.c:__J
,nz account of subjectivity that concentrates on the role that :c&.:m”evrx 3“..

H aQ - h ‘

constitution. It is an account that has a moaoir.ﬁ. _Aus,:,u: mv.vnrr _=, .ﬂ, u”. qp.—.._ .
that human freedom is constituted by the negativity of 527_:.@.:9_., twl sm 3
me is like & hollow in the middle of what I shall call my empirical plenitude



10
11
12
13

14

15

16

17
18

However, in this work, too, Sartre embraces an approach that cleaves to a humanistic
philosophy of consciousness, in that he holds that human beings make themselves what
they are through the activity of living.

Sartre, Being and Nothingness. Central to Sartre’s analysis is an account of the ‘pre-
reflective cogito’. He is critical of Descartes’s argument that the ‘I think’ typifies the
consciousness of thought. For Sartre, the claim ‘I think, therefore I am’ rests upon a
more fundamental state of consciousness which exists prior to the act of reflection upon
it, since ‘Strictly speaking, no fact of consciousness is this consciousness’ (p. 100). In
this sense, the ‘I’ of the ‘I think’ is always transcended by an impersonal pre-reflective
consciousness that overflows it. It is in this sense that the notion of consciousness forms
the fundamental basis for Sartre’s articulation of the nature of human existence.
Heidegger, ‘Letter on Humanism’, in Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell
Krell (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 217-65. All further references are given in the text
with page number.

Another example of the contrast between Heidegger and Sartre is furnished by the
following passage from Sartre’s Being and Nothingness: ‘A geological plication, a storm do
not destroy ~ or at least they do not destroy directly; they merely modify the distribution
of masses of beings. There is no less after the storm than before. There is something
else . . . there must be a witness who can retain the past in some manner and compare it
to the present in the form of no longer . . . In order for destruction to exist, there must be
first a relation of man to being . .. It is necessary to recognize that destruction is an
essentially human thing and that it is man who destroys his cities through the agencies
of earthquakes or directly, who destroys his ships through the agencies of cyclones or
directly’ (p. 9). What Sartre means is that only humans are able to recognize cities, ships,
etc., as things that can continue to exist or be destroyed. In this sense, it is we who
‘destroy’ them, not the world of empirical events.

See Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings, pp. 93-110.

Being and Time, p. 255. See chapter 3, section 1.15.

Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, tr. Richard A.
Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), p. 37.

What disappoints Levinas about the later Heidegger’s work is ‘the disappearance in it of
phenomenology properly speaking’ (Ibid., p. 42).

Levinas’s discussion of the other covers both the personal and impersonal connotations
of the word. Thus, following Alphonso Lingis’s translation of Totality and Infinity,
Levinas talks of the ‘you’, the ‘Other’ (‘autrui ") and the ‘other’ (‘autre’).

Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, tr. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne
University Press, 1998). All references are given in the text with page number.

Levinas thus transposes Heidegger’s analysis of Being as transcending all notions of
genus on to the self-other relation.

See, Chapter 1, section 4.13.

One should note that the question of Levinas and gender has been raised by some of his
readers. Amongst them, Luce Irigaray has argued that Levinas views woman as nothing
more than as a negative image of man rather than as being truly Other. Jacques Derrida
has also developed a similar line of argument. For discussion of this issue see Colin
Davis, Levinas: An Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996), p. 140. See also, Tina
Chanter, ‘Reading Hegel as a Mediating Master: I.acan and Levinas’, Levinas and
Lacan: The Missed Encounter, ed. Sarah Harasym (New York: State University of New
York Press, 1998). See also essays by Derrida, Irigaray and others in Re-Reading Levinas,
ed. Simon Critchley and Robert Bernasconi (Iondon: Athlone Press, 1991). For a brief
discussion of Irigaray see chapter 5, below.

Ipse: Latin for ‘self’. S . R
Ethics and Infinity, p. 87.
What Levinas refers to in Ethics and Infinity as ‘a rupture of being’ (p. 87).

id., pp. 100-1. ‘
W%Lmﬂﬂm_ Levinas, ‘God and Philosophy’, in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), p. 174. o .

A contrast could therefore be made between the Levinasian ::ao_,wgwm:.,m of
and the reading of the Hebraic semiotic offered by Deleuze and Guattari (discus
chapter 3).

‘God and Philosophy’, The Levinas Reader, p. 179. o
See J. L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (1955) (Oxford: Oxford CE«QEQ
1975). By way of the shortest possible summary, we can say that Austin deve
his theories in the 1950s, and his ideas have been taken up and mné_p.%na. by a
of people working in different disciplines (for example, vr:ic.vrn«m, linguists, i
theorists, and psychologists). The main thing to grasp concerning %mmcr. act the
that Austin holds that we can formulate distinctions between different kinds of
according to the different functions they perform. Io:n.n, he argues that the a
of uttering words, although a complex matter, is susceptible to 7@:% analysed @
of the functions of particular types of word. Austin then ?,c<_‘gnm an analysi
concentrates on everyday language use, and argues that the most ::_wm language
analysed is that which is used in as direct and SNEN.: manner as ?;ﬁﬁm. By way
aside, it is worth noting that one of the purposes of Austin’s theory is to demor
the limitations of a positivistic account of meaning. We have already discussed p
ism in the context of Adorno and Horkheimer’s thought, so all we need to do |
recall that such a theory argues for the view that all meaningful sentences or pr
tions are ultimately to be understood as descriptions of states of m:m:w (wh
called ‘constative utterances’). This being the case, positivism holds, it mc:o.sm t
sentences are either true or false. The point for Austin is that this is a reductive a
of meaning. It is a reductive account because some linguistic G.n?n‘mm_cam convey
ings that are neither true nor false but are nevertheless Ens:_s.ﬁ:_. Such expre

Austin calls ‘performative utterances’. Performatives are the _.::g.z of utteranc

people use when they do things like make promises, _mm:.c %mn:_:mm, ,mo.n_mqa _

etc. (e.g. ‘I promise Pl give you my ticket for the game’, Look out!’, ~ nan
ship HMS Pinafore’). Performatives, it follows, do not vo:mi mc :.:9 condition:

is because a promise, for example, is neither true nor false: it is 0:72. kept or t

Performatives, it follows, are conventional, in other words they are either appr

i opriate. .
> MMMWM, _wrocm:. does not rest content with the constative/ wnqmﬁamaé dist
outlined above. Rather, he then blurs the distinction by seeking 8. demonstra
constatives can have a performative status, and vice verss. On this view, all utte
are susceptible to being defined as speech acts, since any utterance that makes
ment concerning a matter of fact can be recast in the form ‘I rnnacw.mmmwz th

In other words, all propositions can be viewed as speech acts. moma_ﬁ. in his ow!

has sought to develop Austin’s work by articulating a model that m.cvc_mﬁm Hr,

specific to different kinds of speech act. Thus, for moﬁ._.o, a promise can be |
characterized as of necessity involving some future action. In ma&:c?. ap
must concern something that the person who is ?.oammmzm. ioc_.m not simpl

they did not make a promise, and must also account for H:.m 58:%::5 .Cm the o

makes the promise. (See John Searle, Speech Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni

Press, 1969) ).
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For a brief and perceptive discussion of Derrida and Searle see Christopher Norris,
Derrida (London: Fontana, 1987), pp. 177ft.

By way of example, Nietzsche is without doubt a ‘literary’ philosopher — and was hardly
considered a philosopher at all in some quarters in good measure because of this (see
P. Sedgwick, ‘Nietzsche as Literature/Nietzsche as German Literature’, Journal of
Nietzsche Studies, 13, Spring 1997, pp. 53-71). Likewise, although I have chosen not
to discuss his work in this volume, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher and
theologian Séren Kierkegaard (1813-55) might be cited as another example of a ‘liter-
ary philosopher’. Thus, Kierkegaard’s Either/Or, edited by the pseudonymous ‘Victor
Eremita’, includes the diary of ‘Johannes Climacus’, the ruminations of a man intent on
seducing a young woman through the exploitation of social conventions. The diary itself
is, we are told, a transcription of the original made by one ‘A’; a friend of Johannes.
What the reader is thereby presented with is a profusion of authorial layers whereby
the reader is continually distanced from the purportedly original author of the text.
Kierkegaard’s philosophy, which ultimately aims at persuading the reader of virtues of
an anti-institutional Christian faith, is thereby presented in the most ‘literary’ of fashions
(see Either/Or, tr. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1987)). For a discussion of this text see Dennis A. Foster, Confession
and Complicity in Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).

It should be noted that ‘critical theory’ in this sense is not to be confused with the critical
theory developed by members of the Frankfurt School (discussed in chapter 2, above).
For an introduction to structuralist critical analysis see I'. Hawkes, Structuralism and
Semiotics (London: Methuen, 1977).

For a discussion of Althusser see chapter 5.

For instance, Jean-Frangois Lyotard and Michel Foucault, both of whose work is dis-
cussed in chapter 5, below.

Poststructuralism is a movement that covers fields as diverse as cultural theory, literary
criticism, political theory, and sociology. Poststructuralism emerged from a reaction
against perceived weaknesses in structuralist theory — particularly the claims to ‘scientific’
status that structuralists made for their theories. This rejection of scientific methodology
is paradigmatic, since poststructuralists argue that it is not possible for any theory to
claim objective status. In other words, no theory can claim the right to being regarded as
a ‘master narrative’ or ‘metalanguage’ that exists independently of the context in which it
is situated. In place of one single master narrative (such as is offered by the Marxist
account of socio-historical development) the poststructuralist advocates a pluralism on
all fronts, whether ‘methodological’, or in matters of ethics, politics, etc. Some aspects of
this are evident in Derrida’s work, although his maintaining of a modified form of tran-
scendentalism does not fit in well with the views generally associated with poststructur-
alism. Of recent thinkers, some of the writings of French philosopher Jean-Frangois
Lyotard might be called poststructuralist — although his name is more usually associated
with the term ‘postmodernism’ (see the discussion of him in chapter 5). For a detailed dis-
cussion of poststructuralism see Richard Harland, Superstructuralism (London: Methuen,

1987), or Robert Young, Untying the Text: a post=structuralist reader (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1981).

34 Jacques Derrida, ‘Force and Signification’, in Writing and Difference (1967), tr. Alan Bass

35

{(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978). All further references are given in the text
with page number.

The Birth of Tragedy (1872) was Nietzsche’s first book. In this work Nietzsche offers what
at the time was regarded as a shockingly original interpretation of the significance of
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