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The future can only be anticipated in the form of an absolute danger. It is that which breaks absolutely with constituted normality and can only be proclaimed, presented, as a sort of monstrosity. For that future world and for that within it which will have put into question the values of sign, word, and writing, for that which guides our future anterior, there is as yet no exergue.

This extract from the beginning of Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology is removed from its intended context, but it reads as a warning and could have been written yesterday as easily as it was more than forty years ago. Derrida was writing during the political turmoil of the late 1960’s and the book was published in 1967, the same year as Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle, and Raoul Vaneigem’s The Revolution of Everyday Life, both of which became key texts for the emerging Situationist International and soon to become touchstones of the student uprisings in Paris that followed in 1968. Derrida, Debord, and Vaneigam, were continuing what had become a Western tradition of rational enquiry into all aspects of life and lived experience that had begun with the Enlightenment. With reason posited as the new arbiter for human affairs, and a growing emphasis on the scientific method, all pre-existing sources of authority were subject to challenge, or at least suspicion. 

Ferdinand de Saussure created his Course on General Linguistics of 1903, in that spirit of de-authorisation that the Age of Reason had developed. Linguistics had become the science of language, but Saussure, as Derrida is at pains to note, skirted the objective ideal with his series of seminars; Saussure necessarily placed his emphasis on language (parole), and does not recognize writing (langue) as having anything ‘more than a narrow and derivative function.’ Saussure believed that writing is only one consequence among many of a developing language, which itself has an oral tradition and origin. The derivative aspect, as Derrida notes, is present because writing is ‘representative: signifier of the first signifier, representation of the self-present voice, of the immediate, natural, and direct signification of the meaning.’
 Saussure, in the spirit of the Enlightenment, is hostile to the authority inherent to the written word; an authority inscribed in the great books of the Abrahamic religions; in the search for written precedent in all matters moral and legal; in the codifying of constitution, institution, and law. Saussure describes how, "The literary language adds to the undeserved importance of writing ... Thus writing assumes undeserved importance.’
 quoted in Derrida)
Derrida instead references an arche-writing, or natural writing that is ‘a Platonic truth of the soul,’ and illustrates his point with a litany of prose examples from throughout the ages, best exhibited in Jean Jacques Rousseau’s formulation, that if natural law had been written ‘only in the human reason, it would be little capable of directing most of our actions. But it is also engraved in the heart of man in ineffaceable characters.... There it cries to him.’
 For Derrida this outlines the necessity of the transcendental signified: it delineates the absolute difference between signifier and signified. He writes ‘It is not by chance that the thought of being, as the thought of this transcendental signified, is manifested above all in the voice: in a language of words’.
 It is quite simple for Derrida, if language is to proceed as a science, it must 

Recover the natural-that is, the simple and original-relationships between speech and writing, that is, between an inside and an outside. It must restore its absolute youth, and the purity of its origin, short of a history and a fall which would have perverted the relationships between outside and inside. The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures from the outside. They are not possible and effective, nor can they take accurate aim, except by inhabiting those structures. Inhabiting them in a certain way, because one always inhabits, and all the more when one does not suspect it.

Deconstruction is a continuation of that Enlightenment challenge to authority, a rational enquiry into the oppositions implied by langue and its signifiers. It is a post-structuralist gift to literature, simply because not every work can be deconstructed. Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, is a text that proves resistant to such analysis. This is a novel that has done much of the deconstruction in advance, as civilisation itself has been destroyed by an event, or series of events, that is never fully described. A father and son, neither of whom is named, travel this wasteland, heading South and East in a retraction of the American frontier, harried by road crews for whom starvation, and desperation have initiated a second, overwhelming realisation of Goya’s The Sleep of Reason produces Nightmares.  The child was born in to this post human wasteland, but the man is haunted by memories of life as it had been; a dream revisits an Edward Hopper-esque scene in which he sits reading, half-conscious of the living urban world around him, engaged and engaging with life. But all that is now gone, and

Years later he’d stood in the charred ruins of a library where blackened books lay in pools of water. Shelves tipped over. Some rage at the lies arranged in their thousands row on row. He’d not have thought the value of the smallest thing predicated on a world to come. It surprised him. That the space that these things occupied was itself an expectation. He let the book fall and took a last look around and made his way out into the cold grey light. P.199 

This is an ultimate de-authorisation of the written word, in its entirety, by the author, embedded in a text that appears to have moved so far from the perceived logos that had centred the development of Western civilisation, that the broken, shambling Ely of the latter half of the novel is compelled to state that, ‘there is no God and we are his prophets.’ P181  McCarthy began working on The Road in the aftermath of the events of September 11th, 2001, though it was actually a novel that was four years in the writing,
 and it was finally published in 2006. As such it takes its place among the delayed creative responses to that day
 in which, as John Gray described in Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and other Animals, the hijackers did ‘more than demonstrate the vulnerability of the world’s greatest power. They destroyed an entire view of the world.’
 That view was predicated on a belief that societies were becoming essentially the same, modernising, and progressing link-stepped, albeit in a ragged line, with the onward march of history. As Gray was to write in a later essay ‘Being modern means realising our values- the values of the Enlightenment, as we like to think of them.’
 John Cant has written compellingly of his belief that McCarthy’s underlying novelistic concern has been the Grand Narrative of Western Civilisation, with a particular emphasis on American Exceptionalism
. The catastrophe from which the man and the boy daily reel, and from which there is no respite, is referred to only once as ‘A long shear of light and then a series of low concussions’ p54. Whilst the climatic consequences of the event suggest devastating nuclear winter, there is no evidence of radiation sickness, only of fire, and a fire that has consumed everything, including the sky. This leads to a key ambiguity; certainly McCarthy’s oeuvre appears to have led to this end- wherein man has devoured not only himself but the world entire, and there is equally little possibility that the fire is a cleansing judgement of the human condition since nothing, from the living to the inanimate has come out unscathed. It would seem more that we have entered an allegorical world, one that explicitly conjures not just Goya, but the late medieval depictions of hell by Hieronymus Bosch. Again, the hunted Ely provides part of the answer ‘where men can’t live, Gods fare no better.’ P183 
The ultimate consequence of the structuralist theory propounded by Saussure would conceivably be a mathematical formulation, since numbers are proving to bear the last remaining immutable truths of the universe, the langue of which might even look something like this, wherein the author himself appears to have had the revelation afresh in the writing of it, 

He walked out in the gray light and stood and he saw for a brief moment the absolute truth of the world. The cold relentless circling of the intestate earth. Darkness implacable. The blind dogs of the sun in their running. The crushing black vacuum of the universe. And somewhere two hunted animals trembling like ground foxes in their cover. Borrowed time and borrowed world and borrowed eyes with which to sorrow it. P138

The winter-borne nouns may actually have prevented Saussure’s approval, but in deconstructionist terms, the extract proves interesting because it is noun-heavy; The Road itself is notably laden with nouns, with precious few verbs (there is after all little that can be done other than scavenge, survive, and continue the journey South). But the noun bears the weight of a lost future, a helpless re-inscribing of meaning, lest the meaning be lost, 

The frailty of everything revealed at last. Old and troubling issues resolved into nothingness and night. The last instance of a thing takes the class with it. Turns out the light and is gone. p.28

Even as the text appears on the page, there is a sense of authorial control. As John Cant notes, ‘paragraphs are separated by spaces that would occupy three lines of text: occasionally a pause is hinted by the indication of an ellipsis at the beginning or end of a page.’
 In this way the text mirrors the journey as its structure of short paragraphs equal the reality of the journey; infrequent and unsettled rests, with moments of recovery from each freshly disturbing encounter. In American Canticles, Kenneth Lincoln describes how the novel begins in ‘ballad lyric prose (…) “When he woke in the woods in the dark and the cold of the night/ he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping beside him.”’ This rhythmic device draws the reader on into a world, so obviously devoid, of light, hope, and relief, that not only does it provide the impetus to continue; it lends a semi-archaic gravity to the prose that conjures not only Shakespeare and Milton, but also Melville, late period Yeats, and William Faulkner too. For Lincoln, a novel with no chapter breaks, character development or plot line, and with such an unrelenting depiction of the literal last days of man such a device is crucial ‘His words set up with edge, heft, rhythm and resilience against the despoliation of the setting (…) the language labours especially to redeem a fallen world.’
 
There is a dense liquidity to the novel, in the waking hours this is the formlessness of the sky, as ash falls as though it were snow, and when snow doe fall it bears an ashen grey shade. Human artefacts, whether disfigured by fire, or simply abandoned, are beginning to lose their meaning, their definition. Without humans to name and identify them, to justify them, they become a part of the suffocated world, which brings us back to that liquidity. Without the sounds of external life to punctuate the journey, there is a seamless transition between the day and those dreams that merely serve to heighten the waking reality. Un-life/ anti-life takes shape in the form of ghouls, daemons; a nameless creature 

Crouching there pale and naked and translucent, its alabaster bones cast up in shadows on the rocks behind it. Its bowels, its beating heart. The brain that pulsed in a dull glass bell. It swung its head from side to side and then gave out a low moan and turned and lurched away and loped soundlessly into the dark. p2

Dianne C. Luce describes how the waterscapes of The Road fulfil a characterising role alongside their allegorical and narrative functions, as the man’s gaze ‘organises and constructs the landscapes we read as much as does the topology before him. His eyes take them in; his concerns provide the emphasis, focus and interpretation.’
 A waterfall is announced by  ‘Low thunder coming from the river (…), falling eighty feet through a grey shroud of mist into the pool below’ p37, while the ocean rollers are ‘dull (…), leaden (…), vast and cold and shifting heavily,’ p215 Everything is thickened, ‘grey slush by the roadside. Black water running from under the sodden drifts of ash. ‘ p15

With those seamless transitions from waking life to nightmare, or the pained shock of waking from a dream to a disfigured reality, the circadian rhythms have limited relevance, as does the seasonal cycle; this is the true deconstruction of context and meaning in human life. Jan Nordby Gretlund sees the catastrophe as having de-centred the world, ‘The inscrutable nature of the catastrophe, hope surfaces (…) through language (…) it is terrifying to speak a language that is losing its meaning as the species referred to are extinct or quickly dying out.’
 McCarthy’s response to this is liminal. He tells the boy that they are ‘carrying the fire’, a repeated motif (p18,70,234), and the signifier of civilisation; it links their travails not to Sisyphus in his unending labour, but to the heroic, indomitable Prometheus, and they carry a gift that elevated the species, and enabled it. Myth, form and ritual, this is the gift of the man to the boy; ‘All of this like some ancient anointing. So be it. Evoke the forms. Where you’ve nothing else construct ceremonies out of the air and breathe upon them.’ p.77 He can spare little such compassion for his own thoughts,

He tried to think of something to say but he could not. He’d had this feeling before, beyond the numbness and the dull despair. The world shrinking down about a raw core of parsible certainties. The names of things slowly following those things into oblivion. Colors, The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the names of things one believed to be true. More fragile than he would have thought. How much was gone already? The sacred idiom shorn of its referents and so of its reality. Drawing down like something trying to preserve heat, in time to wink out forever. P93

For McCarthy, it does feel as though every word is a hypothesis, so persuasive is his tone, his intent, and although deconstruction resists the idea of an ultimate truth, his work aspires to what Susan Sontag described as the imagined consequence of the earliest works of art, that it be ‘incantatory, magical; art was an instrument of ritual.’
 In this way, and as McCarthy described himself in a 2007 interview, ‘it’s a simple tale of a man and a boy, you can make of it what you will, according to your taste.’
 Sontag ends her persuasive essay by stating that ‘Transparence is the highest, most liberating value in art and in criticism today. Transparence means experiencing the luminousness of the thing itself, of things being what they are.’

McCarthy may have answered Derrida’s call for an ‘exergue for our future anterior’, in the novel’s world there is no reason to make those small marks, those signifiers, for there will no longer be signifieds: ‘No Sound but the wind, what will you say? A living man spoke these lines. He sharpened a quill with his small pen knife to scribe these things in sloe or lampblack. P172 The last word, the chosen exergue, should definitively be his:
Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. You could see them standing in the current where the white edges of their fins wimpled softly in the flow. They smelled of moss in your hand. Polished and muscular and torsional. On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be made right again. In the deep glens where they lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery. (p307)
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