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Deconstruction is/a s Neopragmatism ? 
Preliminary Remark s o n Deconstructio n 
in Americ a 

Anselm Haverkam p 

The first par t o f the following i s a revised version of the author's openin g 
remarks to the conference Deconstruction is  I in America in the fall of 1993, 
which appear s i n thi s volum e i n a  rearrange d an d supplemente d form . 
The secon d par t underline s som e o f th e politica l implication s o f th e 
conference afte r th e event . Th e sketch y characte r i s deliberate , sinc e 
the intention of the conference wa s not to arrive at a new narrative on the 
subject o f deconstruction bu t t o offer a  highly selectiv e approach t o cer -
tain problems . Tha t othe r problem s ar e missin g o r remai n underrepre -
sented is a part o f the problem t o being with . 

The reason s fo r lookin g bac k o n Deconstruction  in  America  ar e 
obvious enough . Lookin g back , certainly , i s not th e sam e a s givin g 
up, an d i n spit e o f th e notoriou s tas k o f facin g th e futur e in , an d 
of, say , futur e deconstruc t ions, th e possibilitie s o f suc h a  facin g 
ask fo r a  review , a n account  o f th e futur e tha t ha s passed , th e 
future lef t behin d i n th e year s o f deconstructio n i n America . A s 
the sloga n "Deconstructio n i s America " suggests , tha t th e fat e o f 
deconstruction i n Americ a i s a s har d t o determin e a s th e projec t 
of America . A  conference tha t woul d reconside r th e rol e o f decon -
struction i n Americ a ove r th e las t tw o decade s woul d hav e t o tak e 
into accoun t th e particula r rol e o f America fo r deconstruction : no t 
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2 Ansel m Haverkam p 

only fo r th e developmen t o f deconstruction' s philosophica l an d 
critical arguments , but fo r its political adaptation to , and involve -
ment wit h wha t wa s lef t i n America n universitie s afte r th e aca -
demic disput e o f the Sixtie s and Seventies—tha t cam e under th e 
heading of "The Structuralist Controversy"—ha d ru n it s course.1 

Looking back o n th e semina l John s Hopkin s conferenc e o f tha t 
title some 25 years ago, we realize tha t thi s controversy close d a n 
age-old debat e o n th e limit s o f ma n an d humanis t principle s o f 
education rathe r tha n openin g a  new one—however manifes t an d 
visible th e outline o f the new ma y alread y hav e been a t th e time . 
The beginnings o f deconstruction i n America ha d t o remain fo r a 
quarter o f a century associate d wit h bringing t o an end a n educa -
tional era whose aftermath ha d to be faced, while deconstruction' s 
own—and on e i s tempte d t o add , it s substantial —contribution 
was t o surfac e muc h mor e quietly . " A new sens e o f th e political " 
seems th e mos t persuasiv e nam e fo r thi s quie t adven t whos e 
agenda has never been destruction, nor resurrection, but a  pursui t 
of happiness. "The Politics of Friendship," about which the Ameri-
can Philosophica l Associatio n wa s recentl y reminde d b y Jacque s 
Derrida, point s i n th e directio n o f such a  new sens e o f what poli -
tics might be , and migh t become , against th e grain o f what i t ha s 
not cease d t o be instead. 2 A  sense t o be recovere d o f a  politic s t o 
come, to be approached . 

There is , however , n o happ y succes s stor y t o b e tol d abou t 
deconstruction i n America, and ther e i s no salvation histor y t o be 
related, as one would wish for, and fal l for , in a country dedicate d 
to success an d salvation . O n the contrary , on e has t o admi t fro m 
the star t tha t "nothin g fail s lik e success " i n deconstruction , a s 
Barbara Johnso n pu t i t whe n sh e sa w th e nee d t o us e histor y 
differently an d decide d "t o use history deconstructively, " i n orde r 
to avoi d th e fals e succes s o f "answers , causes , explanations , o r 
origins."3 I n order , tha t is , no t t o los e trac k o f th e problems , 
questions, and impasses . Among them, though no t mos t urgently , 
the issue s o f self-interpretatio n an d self-implicatio n ha d t o b e 
taken int o account , thos e auto-interpretiv e figures  o f self-decon -
struction tha t mak e i t difficul t t o tel l th e stor y o f deconstructio n 
in Americ a i n th e for m o f a  metahistor y o f bygon e possibilities , 
remaining resistances , or persisting side effects . 
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When Derrid a delivere d th e 198 5 Welle k Librar y Lecture s a t 
Irvine, he discarded th e title of Deconstruction in  America i n favo r 
of Memoires for Paul de Man, who had die d in December 1983 , ten 
years ag o now, and whos e memor y i s implied i n thi s conference , 
as th e topi c o f thi s conferenc e wa s alread y containe d an d ex -
plained i n Derrida' s dedicatio n o f 1985 . "Geopolitics doe s not suf-
fice," sai d Derrid a a t th e time , bu t h e wa s read y t o "risk, " a s 
he adde d ("wit h a  smile") , "th e followin g hypothesis : Americ a is 
deconstruction—l'Amerique, mai s c'est  l a deconstruction." 4 Th e 
image discarded—Americ a a s geopolitica l enterprise—doe s no t 
disqualify th e "toponymy " o f America  fo r deconstruction , tha t is , 
America a s deconstruction's hypothetica l "residence " at a  specifi c 
moment, a  momen t whos e historicalit y migh t b e mos t appropri -
ately captured by calling it in  deconstruction. Deconstruction ma y 
be America to the extent tha t America is  in deconstruction . 

Beside th e man y goo d reason s wh y on e coul d thin k so , i t i s 
important t o note that i t could be otherwise. Deconstruction coul d 
be everywhere, and i s everywhere, but th e fac t tha t Americ a hap -
pens t o be a n exemplar y plac e fo r deconstructio n i s not a  coinci -
dence, the coincidence , say , of America's nostalgi a fo r th e appea l 
of French thought . Deconstructio n coul d no t b e turned int o som e 
generalizable humanis m tha t woul d fee d int o America' s concer n 
for Wester n values . I t woul d no t exis t everywher e i n th e sam e 
way, as McDonald's and Coca Cola do, the simulacra o f America's 
being worldwide . O n th e contrary , deconstructio n shoul d b e ex -
pected t o exist in different place s in very different ways . No, what 
keeps i t i n America rathe r tha n elsewhere , say Europe , and give s 
it a specific American place value is a sense of difference in America 
that i s different fro m Europe—althoug h on e could also say that i t 
is Europe's sens e of difference, bu t i n a  very differen t way . And i t 
is the additiona l difference , th e differentiatin g momentum  withi n 
that difference , tha t come s t o count (a s in an y difference) , an d i s 
to be investigated, through deconstruction . 

Deconstruction i n America , on e coul d speculate , take s advan -
tage of the difference Americ a makes with respec t t o Europe; an d 
pragmatism i s the American nam e for thi s difference i n the real m 
of philosophy, a  difference whic h seem s indifferen t t o what i t ha s 
left behind , and keeps leaving behind, i n This  New—I quot e fro m 
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Stanley Cavell' s readin g o f Emerson— Yet Unapproachable 
America.5 Ye t th e hop e agains t los t hopes , th e los s o f Europea n 
hopes, t o b e precise , canno t b e theory-hop e again , accordin g t o 
older an d newe r pragmatist s alike . Their declare d indifferenc e t o 
philosophy an d "theor y a s such " i s n o longe r t o b e console d b y 
theory-hope.6 The y remai n inconsolabl e t o th e poin t o f abandon -
ing pragmatis m itself—thu s hopin g t o brin g i t bac k t o wher e i t 
began, to the vision of the new, yet stil l unapproachable America . 
Back t o the old pragmatism's visio n o f "making ou r future differ -
ent from ou r past," as Richard Rort y keeps underlining th e differ -
ence i n question , i n th e nam e o f solidarit y instea d o f objectivity , 
democracy instead of philosophy, or fairness a s justice.7 

It i s here tha t pragmatis m meet s deconstruction , althoug h fo r 
reasons othe r tha n neopragmatist s see m abl e t o see . I t i s no t 
deconstruct ion's antiessentialist , antifoundationalis t sid e effect , 
let alon e a  ne w "kin d o f writing " tha t woul d accoun t fo r thi s 
meeting.8 Rather , i t seem s t o b e pragmatism' s insistenc e o n th e 
impossible difference traditiona l philosoph y kep t promising with -
out eve r bein g abl e t o deliver ; t o go , fo r example , fo r fairness , 
while justic e ma y see m a s yet , an d mayb e forever , unapproach -
able. Th e crucia l plac e o f A  Theory  of  Justice  fo r an y pragmatis t 
attempt towar d making a difference, i s also deconstruction's topos 
for investigatin g th e forc e o f la w an d maintainin g th e differenc e 
in whic h lega l regulation s fal l shor t wit h respec t t o th e justic e 
approached.9 Justic e ma y be nothing bu t th e name fo r thi s differ -
ence betwee n lega l practic e an d th e law' s force , whic h bot h car -
ries o n thi s practic e and , i n carryin g i t out , transgresse s wha t i s 
carried out with respect to the justice to be done. Likewise fairnes s 
may b e th e bes t possibl e nam e fo r thi s imperativ e t o transgress , 
rather tha n towar d prosecution , enforcement , an d execution . Jus-
tice ma y be , an d ma y hav e t o remai n forever , ou t o f reach , bu t 
nonetheless approachable—i f an d onl y insofa r a s fairnes s is , in -
deed, applied . How , i f no t pragmatically , wit h respec t t o a  give n 
situation, and given the time, can justice be assessed? No instance 
is bette r suite d t o exemplif y th e paradoxe s o f pragmatis m tha n 
justice in America. 

But mor e tha n jus t thi s remain s t o b e sai d fo r th e exemplar y 
role of justice in the American "drama of consent."10 After the first 
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and, so to speak, primal differenc e tha t Americ a ha d promise d t o 
accomplish with respec t t o the difference tha t Europ e was unabl e 
to make—an d Europea n philosoph y wa s unabl e t o ensure — 
America ha d t o tak e on , and ha s take n on , differences o f anothe r 
dimension tha t ar e completel y incommensurabl e wit h th e older , 
European one . I n a n Americ a whos e futur e i s les s approachabl e 
than eve r the urgency seem s desperate . As Cornel West expresse d 
his frustration wit h Rorty' s Consequences of Pragmatism, "n o phil-
osophical cas e ca n b e mad e fo r thi s civilization " a s lon g a s thi s 
pragmatism's attitud e i s no t u p t o copin g wit h difference s othe r 
than th e Europea n one. 11 On e canno t bu t as k fo r a  pragmatis m 
newer tha n th e on e give n u p b y Rort y an d adde d b y West t o th e 
nuisance o f philosophy's ol d European , an d no w renewe d Ameri -
can, identity. But where should i t come from? Withi n neopragma -
tism's ow n historica l accoun t o f paradig m shifts , th e exhaustio n 
of one paradigm canno t accoun t fo r th e succeedin g shift , no r ca n 
this shif t b e in any way commensurable wit h th e preceding se t of 
assumptions—except fo r th e problem s lef t over , th e mortgag e t o 
be transcribed t o a new account . 

In America's multifaced landscap e o f differences, th e Europea n 
tradition ha s turne d int o a  mortgag e o f uncann y proportions . 
Quite agains t th e grai n o f leaving i t behind , th e Europea n differ -
ence return s a s th e represse d an d reveal s wha t ha d t o remai n 
repressed i n it s difference . Tha t grea t desig n o f Americ a a s a 
radically ope n spac e t o newcomer s mean t mor e tha n jus t th e 
erasure o f thes e newcomers ' histories ; i t mean t th e retroactiv e 
idolization of one particular difference erasin g all others— includ -
ing an d foreclosin g thos e other s alread y implie d an d foreclose d 
before.12 Thus , deconstructio n i n Americ a ma y appea r a s th e re -
turn o f th e represse d withi n America' s indifferenc e t o Europe , 
an indifference ye t t o be exhausted wit h respec t t o the difference s 
yet t o b e expected . "Migh t on e fin d som e groun d t o deconstruc t 
before ther e are any philosophical foundations i n place?" wonders 
Stanley Cavel l abou t America' s lac k o f metaphysica l talent , 
its lack , a s i t were , o f a  philosophica l homeground. 13 Thi s lack , 
as a  matte r o f fact , ha s reproduce d th e groun d t o b e decon -
structed fa r mor e effectivel y tha n thi s ground , a s a  homeground , 
would hav e len t itsel f t o deconstruction . I n displacin g th e "West -
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ern Canon, " America n literatur e an d philosoph y no t onl y repro -
duced wha t the y at tempte d t o rewrite , bu t re-deconstructe d wha t 
they foun d deconstructe d (and , tha t is , alread y "i n deconstruc -
tion"). 

Within th e successio n o f paradigms o f knowledge an d learning , 
deconstruction seem s t o hav e succeede d i n openin g u p a  ne w 
space fo r transformatio n withi n whic h pragmatis m ha s t o b e re -
placed, it s mortgag e transcribe d an d it s hopes, not t o forget them , 
reiterated. I n settlin g hi s accoun t wit h Limited  Inc,  th e linguisti c 
orthodoxy o f ordinar y languag e politics , Derrid a ha d alread y 
identified th e tentativ e perspectiv e o f hi s Grammatology  a s " a sor t 
of pragmatics, " o r futur e "pra[gma]-grammatolog y (t o come)" ; a 
grammatologically articulate d pragmatis m tha t woul d als o hav e 
to accoun t fo r "th e possibility  o f transgressio n [which ] i s alway s 
inscribed i n speec h acts"—an d no t jus t fo r th e limitation s usuall y 
associated wit h thes e speec h acts ' institutionalized uses. 14 Justice , 
again, i s the mos t prominent , an d mos t urgent , domai n o f applica -
tion here , althoug h th e spher e o f th e "literary " woul d len d itsel f 
much mor e readil y t o a  congenia l linguisti c analysis . 

If th e spher e o f th e "literary " (fo r th e sak e o f a  bette r term ) wa s 
an exemplar y cas e i n point , th e poin t consiste d precisel y no t i n 
opening u p th e aestheti c possibilit y o f a  "livin g i n beauty, " se t fre e 
from al l normativ e expectations , o r eve n fro m th e strai n o f bein g 
ironic al l th e time. 15 Th e rar e use s tha t analytica l philosoph y 
and analyticall y minde d critic s hav e mad e o f deconstructio n i n 
adapting th e "literary " t o th e pragmatic s o f a  democraticall y 
open, publi c spher e cannot , o r shoul d no t hav e to , conten d wit h 
shrugging of f th e obsolete aestheti c normativit y an d it s hermeneu -
tic twin , semanti c holism . Wit h a  payof f lik e this , th e "nihilistic " 
temptation o f a n advance d liberalis m woul d hav e prove d t o b e 
much greate r tha n th e all-pervasiv e fea r o f deconstruction' s de -
structive force . 

Quite t o the contrary , on e mus t fac e frustration s lik e Cavell' s i n 
Disowning Knowledge:  th e "failur e t o acknowledge " an d "avoid -
ance o f love " i n Shakespeare , encounter s no t t o b e compensate d 
for i n advance. 16 A n "aesthetics " o f undisturbe d livin g canno t 
compensate fo r philosophy' s failur e t o com e t o term s wit h wha t 
is, no r fo r skepticism' s desperatio n abou t wha t i s t o b e done . 
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Rather, th e skeptic' s acknowledgemen t o f th e possibilitie s o f 
transgression ask s fo r a n ethic s o f readin g prio r t o a n ethic s o f 
what ther e i s t o b e don e o r no t t o b e don e (and , finally,  t o b e 
denied). Howeve r multipl e th e interpretation s ma y be , an d how -
ever flexibl e interpretor s ma y become , ther e i s simply n o poin t i n 
Doing What  Comes  Naturally,  i f i t i s onl y t o consol e u s with , an d 
relieve u s from , th e burde n o f reading . T o tur n th e trope s o f per -
suasion int o trope s o f reasonable convictio n ask s fo r a  responsibil -
ity beyon d and , tha t is , befor e th e mechanis m o f wha t come s 
naturally; i t need s analysi s i n th e first  place . An d n o patho s can , 
in th e secon d place , compensat e fo r wha t ha s bee n misse d i n th e 
first place—althoug h on e has t o put u p wit h th e pathos i n th e first 
place, along wit h th e los s of pathos i n th e end. 17 

It woul d b e a n extr a task , an d woul d tak e anothe r time , t o 
reconsider th e receptio n o f deconstructio n i n Americ a i n th e ligh t 
not s o muc h o f it s detotalizin g strategies , bu t o f it s pragmati c 
impact o n th e rethinkin g an d rereadin g o f crucia l concepts . No t 
only th e necessar y defiguratio n o f th e old , bu t als o th e openin g o f 
new possibilities—cal l i t refiguration . Deconstruction' s sensitiv -
ity t o pragmati c issue s i s bes t documente d i n it s growin g interes t 
in th e performativit y o f act s an d thei r institutiona l setting , a  per -
spective mor e crucia l tha n th e muc h bedeviled , o r else applauded , 
antiessentialism, no t t o mentio n th e no w out-of-fashio n "pla y o f 
signifiers." I  think , th e once-feare d dange r o f "domesticating " de -
construction's philosophica l impac t int o a  domesti c bran d o f 
pragmatism—certainly a  thin g t o b e avoided—i s les s relevan t 
than th e opposit e dange r o f takin g th e pragmati c acuit y ou t o f 
deconstruction an d turnin g i t bac k int o a  merel y critical , eve n 
hypercritical "theory. " Deconstructio n i s a  kin d o f pragmatism , 
insofar a s i t i s able t o replace a  disable d pragmatism . I t ma y eve n 
turn ou t t o b e pragmatism' s bette r equipped , an d mor e prag -
matic, version . 

Deconstruction, however , i s als o mor e tha n a  kin d o f pragma -
tism, i f onl y i n tha t i t aim s beyon d pragmatism' s anxietie s o f 
influence an d desperation . Th e literar y an d philosophica l issue s of 
deconstruction hav e had , amon g man y othe r importan t academi c 
effects, a  politica l effec t an d outcome , i n whic h reading—th e 
reading o f difference—arrive d a t workin g result s fa r fro m th e 
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alleged effect s o f mer e iron y an d mer e play . A s i t turn s out , th e 
terms "irony" and "play" are not what they merely seem. In litera -
ture's way s o f exposin g rhetoricall y wha t i n philosoph y wa s 
meant t o persuade "naturally, " authentically , differenc e turn s u p 
in the undisguise d undecidabilit y o f figuration.  Readin g th e liter -
ary an d philosophica l doubl e bind : deciphering , mor e precisely , 
philosophy's differenc e inscribe d withi n literature' s indifferenc e 
to thi s ver y philosophy' s authorit y wa s th e model , an d i s stil l a 
model, fo r readin g differenc e beyon d th e quest s fo r identity . Th e 
"irony" needed i n acknowledging wha t ha s t o be decided , a s wel l 
as th e "play " neede d i n dealin g wit h th e consequences , ar e no t 
merely tropes of a stimulus-response-like reaction-formation ; the y 
have to be taken on as figures of response, as responsibility . 

The lega l debat e shoul d b e mentione d first  her e bu t also , an d 
not withou t lega l implications , sexual politics . It was through th e 
difference o f the sexes , and no t b y coincidence, tha t thi s mode l of 
metaphor, o r transference , wa s to be applied i n the mos t rigorou s 
way an d delivere d pragmati c impact. 18 Deconstructive  Feminism 
has practice d thi s mod e o f readin g t o th e exten t tha t ther e is , a t 
present, hardl y an y othe r directio n o f criticis m tha t coul d com -
pete wit h i t bot h i n analytica l refinemen t an d pragmati c perti -
nence. Compared t o this, the encounter of deconstruction wit h th e 
Critical Legal Studies Movement  wa s boun d t o remai n metaprag -
matic; but a s I have indicated ther e may be an additional poin t of 
constitutional importanc e t o the metapragmati c rol e of legal the -
ory in a country where the law is the law . 

Not that we can ever be too sure about the "critical function" of 
literature's disfigurativ e work . No t tha t w e ca n eve r b e to o clea r 
about philosophy' s tas k "a s such. " Wha t i s t o b e elaborate d ar e 
the problems , i f th e responsibilit y o f solution s i s ever t o b e met . 
Therefore, a  topolog y o f impossibilitie s i s neede d rathe r tha n a 
system o f th e restricte d possible . Accordin g t o th e muc h olde r 
pragmatism tha t wa s rhetori c (a n ar t whos e analytica l potentia l 
has bee n o n th e agend a o f deconstructio n fro m th e beginning) , 
topology ha s t o ma p th e relevan t topoi  unde r consideration ; a 
heuristics of differences t o be reconsidered i n their manifestation s 
and underlyin g mechanizations—th e gift , fo r example , o r th e 
crypt, o r th e secret . As far a s inventivenes s i s concerned i n thes e 
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matters, poietic  imaginatio n i n th e precis e sense , I  se e nobod y t o 
whom w e ow e a s muc h a s w e ow e t o Jacque s Derrid a fo r hi s 
unfailing dedicatio n t o America . 

Take th e gift , fo r example . "Fo r finally,  i f th e gif t i s anothe r 
name o f th e impossible , w e stil l thin k it , we nam e it , w e desir e it . 
We inten d it." 19 Americ a i s b y no w th e age-ol d nam e fo r th e 
thought, th e desire , and th e intentio n toward s th e impossible , lik e 
the gif t (no t a  given , bu t t o be given) . Like tha t "othe r cape, " Cap e 
Europe, a s Derrid a ha s calle d a  collectio n o f recen t writing s o n 
deconstruction i n Europe , America ha s become apaleonym,  th e re -
citation o f a n ol d nam e fo r som e hop e no t altogethe r lost . O r i s i t 
lost, afte r all ? Answerin g th e Frenc h Presiden t Frangoi s Mitter -
and's hopefu l remar k o n th e futur e o f Europ e a s "returnin g i n it s 
history an d it s geograph y lik e on e wh o i s returnin g home—che z 
soi," Derrid a asks , "I s i t possible ? Desirable ? I s i t reall y thi s tha t 
announces itsel f today?" 20 Cavel l di d no t hesitat e t o confron t "th e 
place o r th e topi c o f th e place " tha t Americ a i s fo r hi m a s i t wa s 
for Emerso n an d Thorea u wit h th e Europea n predicament , th e 
essential, nostalgi c Heideggeria n versio n o f bein g a t home : "Th e 
substantive disagreemen t wit h Heidegger, " write s Cavell—a s 
with Mitterand , wonder s Derrida—i s th e disagreemen t share d b y 
Emerson, Thorea u an d Cavel l himself , "tha t th e achievemen t o f 
the huma n require s no t inhabitatio n an d settlemen t bu t abandon -
ment, leaving." 21 I f th e give n i s t o b e abandone d i n favo r o f th e 
impossible, o f th e gif t tha t woul d hav e announce d itsel f onc e i n 
America an d ma y announc e itsel f toda y i n Europ e again , wha t 
politics doe s thi s announcemen t entail ? 

The hand y reversa l o f term s whic h predict s th e politic s o f de -
construction a s a  deconstructio n o f politic s i s a s wel l pu t a s i t i s 
badly meant . Becaus e i t i s th e caesura  o f wha t i s goin g o n a s 
politics tha t define s th e "ne w sens e o f th e political"—o f politic s 
deconstructed no t i n th e sens e o f givin g u p th e spac e o f th e politi -
cal, bu t i n th e sens e o f keepin g i t deconstructible . Ope n t o revi -
sion, but i n a  radica l sense . Thus Derrida' s "Th e Politic s o f Friend -
ship" cites th e classica l sources , through who m thi s topos  politic  i s 
defined an d i n whos e redefinitio n a  ne w sens e o f th e politica l i s t o 
be refound , remad e an d regained . Thi s ma y no t see m enoug h fo r 
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those wh o overloo k i n thi s revie w th e pragmatic s o f the caesura — 
a pragmatic s involve d i n th e applicatio n o f ruptur e (a s i n th e 
classical instanc e o f strike)—an d therefor e complai n abou t a 
"withdrawal fro m th e specificit y o f politics an d o f empirical socia l 
research/ '2 2 Bu t i s i t no t th e ver y specificit y o f politic s tha t ask s 
for a  refocusin g withi n th e fram e given , "democracy, " an d eve n o f 
a refocusin g o f th e fram e a s i t i s give n an d to o easil y take n fo r 
granted? Th e democrac y tha t i s a s ye t full y t o com e canno t b e 
simply deduced , an d thu s b e take n fo r coming , fro m a  democrac y 
as ye t insufficientl y reached . Unfortunately , on e canno t sa y tha t 
the politica l critiqu e an d socia l researc h i n questio n ha d com e 
forward wit h wha t i t ha d hope d for , an d keep s hopin g fo r o n 
the premise s o f a  critica l theor y tha t i s obviousl y no t critica l 
enough t o avoi d turnin g hypocritica l an d cuttin g th e wron g wa y 
now. 

As Derrida ha s pu t i t mos t pertinentl y i n hi s closin g remark s t o 
this conferenc e ( I quote fro m memory) : "Wha t w e hav e t o d o i s t o 
politicize th e problem s i n a  wa y tha t politic s becom e just ; no t i n 
politicizing a s suc h an d i n itself , bu t i n politicizin g differently. " 
This include s a  wor k o f differentiating muc h easie r t o invok e tha n 
to carr y out . A  differentiation als o o f th e politic s o f friendship , n o 
doubt, tha t i s stil l sufferin g fro m Euro-America n self-cen -
teredness, deepl y burie d i n wha t Derrid a mos t recentl y cam e t o 
investigate a s th e "secre t o f Europea n responsibility." 23 Bu t th e 
patient wor k o f deconstructin g philosoph y o n th e ground s o f it s 
particular Europea n source s i s not i n itsel f Eurocentric , i f it politi -
cizes differently . I t demands , a s Gayatr i Spiva k ha s pointe d ou t 
more tha n once , a decenterin g o f deconstruction's politic s fro m it s 
Euro-American homeground , th e pretex t o f th e Euro-America n 
difference o f thi s conferenc e included . Deconstructio n i n Americ a 
implies, an d therefor e wil l hav e t o tak e car e of , America s beyon d 
this America , i n a n Americ a ye t t o be given . 

In th e worl d o f differenc e t o whic h Americ a i s mor e expose d 
than an y othe r par t o f the world , Europ e t o follow, n o principle o f 
identity ha s t o b e erected . Th e stat e o f differenc e i n Americ a ask s 
for a  differentiatio n o f deconstruction' s "differing " th e topos  o f 
difference wit h respec t t o th e difference s inscribe d therein . "Th e 
challenge o f deconstruction, " Rodolph e Gasch e emphasizes , i s th e 
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paradoxical necessit y o f takin g th e othe r a s th e other , other  tha n 
me (an d no t just : th e othe r me);  i t "i s ho w t o distinguis h withou t 
judging an d deciding ; i n othe r word s ho w t o d o justic e t o wha t 
requires recognitio n o n th e basi s o f it s singularity." 24 Tha t singu -
larity i s defined b y differenc e an d no t t o be mixed u p wit h individ -
uality i n th e olde r sens e o f a n undivided , self-containe d self , th e 
subject o f philosophica l reflection . Th e politic s o f singularity , 
therefore, ha s t o cop e wit h anothe r spacing , som e "kin d o f asym -
metrical an d heteronomica l curvatur e o f th e socia l space " ac -
cording t o Derrida' s description . Pete r Eisenma n ha s translate d 
this spacia l peculiarit y int o th e time-qualificatio n o f a  "present -
ness" in architecture othe r tha n th e time-effacin g pomposit y o f th e 
uniformly postmodern . Architecture a s the pragmatic challeng e t o 
all Utopia s ca n b e take n a s th e deconstructiv e chanc e o f a  nonuto -
pian politic s i n man y a  sense , bu t mos t decidedl y no t i n th e sens e 
of a  preestablished symmetr y t o be impose d upo n publi c places . 

Let m e ris k a n example , i f onl y t o d o justice t o th e spiri t o f th e 
place. Tak e th e theatricalit y o f a  cit y lik e Ne w York , a  plac e i n 
permanent destruction , i n continuous decay , a s i t seems , but mor e 
precisely a  cit y i n permanen t change , i n gende r troubl e an d racia l 
controversy. I t i s here tha t on e gets , no w an d then , a  ne w sens e o f 
the politica l qu a deconstruction . I  d o no t refe r t o th e corrupte d 
state o f cit y politics , whic h prove s th e ol d sens e o f th e politica l t o 
be "ou t o f joint." Wha t I  would rathe r refe r t o i s how th e failur e o f 
ordinary politic s t o "becom e just " ha s provoke d a  sens e o f th e 
political expressin g itsel f differentl y here—i n mixe d identitie s 
barely controlle d b y mean s o f th e polic e forc e and , b y th e way , 
only badl y translate d int o th e languag e o f th e media . A  movi e 
such a s Paris  is  Burning,  alread y noteworth y fo r it s unfailin g pla y 
on th e Euro-America n paleonym , ha d t o compromis e itsel f wit h 
the patho s o f accredite d concern s (th e huma n interes t storie s o f 
those involved) , i n orde r t o delive r it s messag e o f dra g an d mi -
metic desire , o f unsettlin g comedy . Th e discarde d nam e o f Har -
lem, whic h neve r come s u p i n th e pictur e excep t i n referenc e t o 
the river , o n whos e distan t bank s th e tower s o f wealth rise , point s 
to n o u-topos. 25 O n th e contrary , th e utopian-minde d Venu s fro m 
the hous e o f Xtravaganz a die s shortl y afte r th e film  wa s com -
pleted. Likewis e th e quotatio n o f Paris stand s fo r n o burning othe r 
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than th e urgenc y o f th e performative . Nowher e els e i n Americ a 
(and certainl y no t i n th e litera l burnin g o f L.A. ) i s the destabiliza -
tion o f establishe d politics , th e bastardizatio n o f race , th e 
queering o f gende r mor e effective , an d thu s th e constructiv e po -
tential o f deconstruction mor e obvious—no t jus t i n destroyin g th e 
patterns o f domination , an d no t onl y i n ridiculin g th e pretension s 
of identit y (bot h alread y considerabl e achievement s i n thei r ow n 
right) bu t i n creatin g mode s o f transition , se x untrouble d b y gen -
der, th e frai l acceptanc e o f th e othe r befor e an d beyon d affirma -
tion. Sure , ther e i s n o suc h thin g a s ungendere d sexes , bu t th e 
parodic decompositio n o f gender—and ther e i s hardly a n exampl e 
more significan t thes e days—ask s fo r th e unconditiona l accep -
tance tha t i s necessary fo r "becomin g just. " Come , and see . 
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The Time i s Out of Join t 

Jacques Derrida 

"So long? . . . " 
(Hamlet) 

I 

Forgive m e fo r thankin g yo u i n m y language . I  am ver y gratefu l t o 
you, i n th e firs t place , fo r allowin g th e foreigne r her e a t Ne w 
York University—an d thi s i s hospitality itself , with whic h yo u ar e 
unst int ing—to than k yo u i n hi s language . T o than k yo u all , an d 
especially th e tw o friend s an d colleague s wh o ha d th e fortunat e 
idea o f thi s colloquium , To m Bisho p an d Ansel m Haverkamp . 

I than k the m i n m y name , o f course , sinc e the y hav e don e m e 
the hono r o f confidin g thi s perilou s tas k t o me : t o addres s t o th e 
experts an d th e redoubtabl e reader s tha t yo u are , a  key  word,  a 
keynote, a t th e halfwa y point , righ t i n th e middl e o f th e collo -
quium, a t th e ver y tim e whe n th e colloquiu m seem s t o pivo t o n 
itself. Lik e time , lik e deconstructio n perhaps , lik e a  doo r o n it s 
hinges, ou r colloquiu m woul d tur n i n thi s way , an d folding  bac k 
on itself , i t woul d als o bend  to  an d obe y itself , withou t th e leas t 
certainty. 

As fo r deconstruction , i t ha s neve r bee n a t peac e wit h it s 
hinges—which i s perhap s it s wa y o f tirelessl y remindin g u s o f 
disjointment itself , th e possibilit y o f an y disjunction . Sinc e I  a m 

14 



The Time i s Out o f Joint 1 5 

speaking i n m y language , I  underscor e her e tha t "disjoncter,"  i n a 
kind o f moder n slang , ca n als o mea n "delirer, " t o becom e ma d o r 
deranged. Whethe r Hamle t playe d o r live d hi s madness , whethe r 
he was abl e t o mimic i t only in  order  to  think i t (i n view of thinkin g 
it an d becaus e alread y h e though t o f himsel f o n th e basi s o f mad -
ness), the on e wh o sai d "Th e tim e i s out o f joint" knew i n any case , 
as nearl y a s possible , wha t "disjoncter"  means . Wha t happen s i f 
time i s mad ? An d wha t i f wha t tim e give s i s first  o f al l th e mea -
surelessness o f al l madness ? 

To b e hors  de  ses  gonds,  of f one' s hinges , ma y b e translate d b y 
"out o f joint. " "Th e tim e i s ou t o f joint" : thi s i s th e ma d thinkin g 
that I  will ofte n spea k abou t thi s evening . 

I ough t t o begi n b y rereadin g a  passag e tha t yo u al l kno w 
by heart : 

Hamlet: . . . . Swea r 
Ghost [beneath] : Swear 
[They swear] 
Hamlet: Rest, rest perturbed Spirit ! So Gentlemen, 
With all my love I do commend m e to you; 
And what so poor a man as Hamlet i s 
Do t'express his love and friending t o you, 
God willing, shall not lack: Let us go in together , 
And still your fingers on your lips, I pray. 
The time is out of joint: Oh cursed spight , 
That ever I was born to set i t right . 
Nay, come, let's go together. [Exeunt ] 

I than k yo u thu s i n m y name— I insis t o n thi s point—an d no t 
at al l i n th e nam e o f som e entit y nickname d "Deconstruction. " I 
have neve r claime d t o identif y mysel f wit h wha t ma y b e desig -
nated b y thi s name . I t ha s alway s seeme d strang e t o me , i t ha s 
always lef t m e cold . Moreover, I  have never stopped havin g doubt s 
about th e ver y identit y o f wha t i s referred t o b y suc h a  nickname . 
Finally, an d especially , presumin g tha t it  exist s an d tha t it  ca n b e 
identified, ther e i s n o wa y on e ca n giv e thank s i n it s nam e sinc e 
deconstruction wil l alway s maintai n a  relatio n tha t i s a s enig -
matic a s i t i s disjointed t o gratitude , mor e precisely , t o commerce , 
to th e market , an d t o th e thankfulnes s o f thanking . O n th e on e 
hand, i t i s th e mos t thankles s thin g i n th e world , a  kin d o f ethic s 



16 Jacque s Derrid a 

of ingratitude (elsewher e and a t length , I have tried to justify this , 
if on e ma y stil l sa y that) , a  practic e o f implacabl e ingratitude , 
without thanks , sans  merci.  Deconstructio n i s merciless . O n th e 
other hand , a s a thinking o f the gift , o f a gift beyon d th e debt an d 
a justic e beyon d th e law , deconstruction should , on th e contrary , 
be devote d t o grac e an d gratitude , thu s t o a  gratitud e withou t 
thanks, withou t exchang e or , i f yo u prefer , accordin g t o a n ex -
change tha t carrie s beyon d exchange . I t shoul d b e onl y a t th e 
moment—and o n the condition—of openin g itsel f t o the possibil -
ity of the gift, a s to a kind of ecstatic and boundless caress of mute 
gratitude. I t learn s onl y b y receiving/I t teache s onl y t o receiv e 
[Elle riapprend qua  recevoir].  I t cultivate s th e experienc e tha t 
consists i n receivin g fro m th e othe r th e ver y thin g tha t i t ca n 
never be a  question o f restituting an d inscribin g i n the commerc e 
of thanks or the market of commodities. 

Enough on the thanks and the thanksgiving of deconstruction . 
Now, afte r th e merciles s gift , th e reques t fo r forgiveness . Yes , 

forgive m e i f I severely limi t m y remarks thi s evening t o the risk y 
interpretation o f a single word . 

A very littl e word , th e minuscul e couplin g o f two  letters,  a cop-
ula or copule, a minuscopule. 

I am , therefore , speakin g m y language , a s i f I  ha d already , o n 
the eve of my comin g departure , lef t t o return t o France . And ye t 
the tw o chosen letter s wil l be thos e of an Englis h word , o f a  ver b 
in truth . Politenes s requires , a s doe s hospitality , tha t Englis h b e 
the chosen language of this verb. 

Such a  passwor d migh t pas s unnotice d becaus e i t i s s o com -
mon. I t belong s t o th e mos t commo n languag e an d i t i s commo n 
to two little phrases tha t see m to turn on i t as on a hinge. What i s 
this word? It is "is." Here it is: 

"The time is out of joint" 
says Hamlet and , to cite the title of our colloquium , 

"Deconstruction is/i n America." 
How i s on e t o understan d thi s copula ? Doe s th e "is " have th e 

same meaning ? Doe s i t perfor m th e sam e function , o r rathe r th e 
same dysfunctioning , i n bot h propositions ? Wh y shoul d w e cros s 
these tw o quotations—becaus e the y ar e bot h quotations—a t th e 
disjointed juncture , a t th e crossroad s o r th e crossing o f thi s littl e 
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"is"? Should we also inscribe i t under some erasure in the form of 
a cross ? 

These are , we wer e saying , tw o quotations . Tw o quotation s i n 
English. And doubtless there were those who were surprised t o see 
me announc e wit h a n Englis h titl e a  lectur e concernin g whic h i t 
was mad e clear , a t m y request , tha t i t woul d b e give n i n m y 
language, French . Thi s was no t don e t o be intriguing ; no r wa s i t 
done out of playfulness, no r out of courtesy. Why then? 

First o f all , in order t o signal tha t i f there i s a problem aroun d 
"Deconstruction i n America, " o r "Deconstructio n bein g America , 
as America , o r in  America, " i t i s a n adventur e o f translation , a t 
the ver y leas t i t i s a  histor y fro m whic h on e canno t effac e th e 
singular experienc e o f translation an d transference . Le t us under -
stand thes e word s i n al l thei r sense s an d al l thei r dimensions , 
which ar e no t onl y linguistic . A t stak e i s presenc e an d event : o f 
what comes to pass or what takes place. 

(I hav e ofte n ha d occasio n t o defin e deconstructio n a s tha t 
which is—far fro m a  theory, a school, a method, even a discourse , 
still les s a  techniqu e tha t ca n b e appropriated—a t botto m what 
happens or comes to  pass [c e qui arrive]. It remains then to situate, 
localize, determin e wha t happen s wit h wha t happens , when  i t 
happens. To date it. Has deconstruction happened? Has it arrived? 
Of course i t has , if you like , but then , i f i t has , so many question s 
arise: How? Where? When? O n what dat e exactly? Was i t s o long 
ago, already? O r perhaps no t yet ? Supposin g tha t deconstructio n 
has a  shibboleth,  I  remin d yo u tha t th e questio n o f th e dat e i s 
inseparable fro m i t and tha t th e lin k between shibboleth  an d date 
is a n insisten t them e o f wha t i s calle d decon s tractive readings , 
one of the most apparent theme s of deconstruction.) 

Now, Hamlet i s mad abou t dates . His phrase ("Th e tim e i s ou t 
of joint") doe s no t betra y onl y th e symptomati c anxiet y o f some -
one whos e memor y i s suffering . Hi s memor y i s sufferin g i n fac t 
from a  death , an d a  death i s never natural . His memory i s suffer -
ing fro m th e deat h o f a  king , a  father , an d a  homonym , bu t i t i s 
suffering first  o f al l an d b y tha t ver y token , as  memory,  fro m 
amnesia, from a n amnesia tha t i s not natural either . It is sufferin g 
because i t canno t remember , thu s becaus e i t canno t thin k th e 
event o f this s o unnatural death , becaus e i t i s not a  memor y tha t 
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is sur e o f bein g abl e t o situate , date , determine , objectif y th e 
event tha t th e so n mus t accoun t fo r an d t o whic h h e mus t rende r 
accounts i n renderin g justice , i n makin g justic e o f a  crime , 
through th e vengeanc e an d punishmen t t o whic h h e ha s commit -
ted himsel f wit h a n oath . Tha t th e even t ha s take n plac e an d tha t 
he remember s it , tha t i t concern s th e violen t deat h o f hi s father , 
that ther e seem s t o be unimpeachable testimon y i n thi s regard , al l 
of thi s doe s no t rul e ou t madness . Thi s structurin g even t ma y 
still belon g t o wha t Freu d calle d "psychi c reality, " a s oppose d t o 
"material reality" ; i t ma y stil l testif y t o th e phantasmati c dimen -
sion o f a  repetitio n en  abime,  o f the theate r withi n th e theate r tha t 
is reflected i n th e hear t o f the play . 

The proof ? Th e proo f tha t "th e tim e i s ou t o f joint" ? On e proo f 
at least ? Well , n o on e ca n agre e abou t th e time , abou t th e dat e o f 
the King' s death , and abou t th e tim e tha t separate s presen t speec h 
from thi s even t which , i n spit e o f o r becaus e o f al l tha t destine s i t 
to repetition , play s a n inaugural , founding , o r institutin g rol e i n 
the story . N o on e ca n agre e abou t th e tim e o f mourning , whic h i s 
finally th e tru e subjec t o f th e play . I t i s jus t now , upo n rereadin g 
the pla y recently , tha t I  have notice d this , so late , too late , as i f b y 
countretemps. Hamle t i n fac t haunt s th e boo k I  hav e jus t written , 
Specters of  Marx.  Th e phras e "Th e tim e i s ou t o f joint " i s cited , 
recited, analyzed , an d als o love d ther e lik e a n obsession . An d yet , 
after th e fact , I  rea d i t toda y differently . Her e the n i s a  contre -
temps, on e mor e contretemp s i n contretemp s itself . Unti l today , I 
had no t notice d what , lyin g inhume d i n "Th e tim e i s out o f joint" , 
in th e subterranea n strat a o f th e text , coul d als o resonat e secretl y 
with tha t essentia l patholog y o f mourning . I  hav e becom e awar e 
of i t to o late ; i t i s to o late , fo r Specters  of  Marx,  wher e mourning , 
the dis - or anachrony o f mourning i s in some way th e very subject . 
This traged y o f datin g ha s becom e apparen t t o m e today , to o late . 
But thi s contretemp s i s a  contretemp s withi n th e contretemp s 
because i t i s a  questio n o f a  contretemp s o n th e subjec t o f a n 
utterance tha t say s th e contretemps . Repetition , th e la w o f itera -
bility, i s stil l th e la w o f differanc e here . This i s no t th e first  t im e I 
have give n mysel f ove r t o th e Shakespearia n contretemps . A  fe w 
years ago , afte r a n unforgettabl e tri p t o Verona , I  wrot e a n essa y 
on Romeo  and  Juliet,  "Aphoris m Countertime. " Lik e Specters  of 
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Marx, i t crosse d th e theme s o f anachrony , mourning , haunting , 
oath, survival , an d th e name—whic h i n th e tha t instanc e a s wel l 
is th e nam e o f th e fathe r (Juliet: —" 'Ti s bu t th y nam e tha t i s m y 
enemy .  . . 0 ! b e som e othe r name/What ' s i n a  name ? .  . . Den y 
thy father , an d refus e th y nam e .  . . Romeo , dof f th y name") . T o 
analyze "th e fatednes s o f a  dat e an d a  rendezvous " an d th e "trap s 
in contretemps, " I  the n trie d t o demonstrat e i n wha t wa y "dates , 
timetables, propert y registers , place-names , al l th e code s tha t w e 
cast lik e net s ove r tim e an d space—i n orde r t o reduc e o r maste r 
differences, t o arres t them , determin e them—thes e ar e als o con -
tretemps-traps." An d s o a s t o clarif y thi s questio n o f time , o f th e 
being o f time, of what the n is,  i n it s impossible present , tim e itself , 
I continued : "Intende d t o avoi d contretemps , t o b e i n harmon y 
with ou r rhythm s b y bendin g the m t o objectiv e measurement , 
they produc e misunderstanding , the y accumulat e th e opportuni -
ties fo r fals e step s o r wron g moves , revealin g an d simultaneousl y 
increasing thi s anachron y o f desires : in  the  same  time.  Wha t i s thi s 
t ime?"1 

A delirium o f th e dat e thu s confer s o n th e incredibl e sentenc e 
"The tim e i s ou t o f joint" mor e tha n on e supplementar y meaning , 
to b e sure , bu t at  the  same  time,  jus t a s man y mor e madnesses . At 
the same  time.  At  once  [Su r l 'heure] . A s i f ther e wer e a  dea d tim e 
in th e hou r itself . 

Everything i n fac t begins , i n Hamlet,  wit h th e dea d tim e o f thi s 
"dead hour, " a t th e momen t when , i n a n alread y repetitiv e fash -
ion, th e specte r arrive s b y returning . A t th e firs t hou r o f th e play , 
the first  tim e alread y mark s a  secon d tim e (Ac t I , sc.i , Marcellus: 
"Thus twic e before , an d jum p a t thi s dea d hour, / Wit h martia l 
stalk hat h h e gon e b y ou r watch") . Th e vigilanc e o f th e watchin g 
guard, th e ver y watc h o f consciousness , i s also a  maddene d watc h 
or timepiec e that , turnin g o n itself , doe s no t kno w ho w t o guar d 
or regar d th e hou r o f thi s "dea d hour. " I t i s delivere d ove r t o 
another tim e fo r whic h th e timecloc k an d th e calenda r n o longe r 
are th e law . They n o longe r ar e th e la w o r the y ar e no t ye t th e law . 
Dates hav e com e unhinged . 

Then there' s Claudiu s wh o want s t o hav e don e wit h mourning , 
without delay , s o h e begin s b y encouragin g himsel f t o cu t shor t 
this tim e o f mournin g an d t o tak e advantag e o f time : "Thoug h ye t 
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of Hamle t ou r dea r brother' s death / Th e memor y b e green , an d 
that i t u s befitted / T o bea r ou r heart s i n grief , an d ou r whol e 
kingdom/ T o be contracte d i n on e bro w o f woe, / Ye t s o fa r hat h 
discretion fough t wit h nature / Tha t w e wit h wises t sorro w thin k 
on him / Togethe r wit h remembranc e o f ourselves. " Soon , i n th e 
same speech he uses words that announce Hamlet's sentence, "The 
time is out of joint." He speaks at this point of the State , such as i t 
appears i n th e dream y eye s or th e wild imaginatio n o f the so n of 
Fortinbras, th e on e wh o will , le t u s no t forget , en d u p o n th e 
throne. Th e Kin g pretend s t o than k hi s guests : "Fo r all , ou r 
thanks,/ Now follows tha t you know young Fortinbras,/ Holding a 
weak supposa l o f ou r worth, / O r thinkin g b y ou r lat e dea r 
brother's death / Ou r stat e t o b e disjoint  an d ou t o f frame, / Col -
leagued wit h thi s drea m o f hi s advantage, / H e hath no t faile d t o 
pester us with message .  . ." (Act I, sc.ii; emphasis added) . 

A little later , th e King , once again , encourage s Laerte s t o tak e 
his time , to appropriate i t ("tim e b e thine") , to use th e sea l o f hi s 
father, Polonius , an d wit h th e authorizatio n thu s obtained , t o g o 
away (th e tim e i t takes , hi s time—i n fac t i n th e logi c an d th e 
chronology of the play, all the time i t will take for his father t o die 
in hi s tur n b y Hamlet' s hand , an d s o forth) : "Tak e th y fai r hour , 
Laertes. Time be thine, / And thy bes t grace s spend i t a t th y will. / 
But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son .  . ." (ibid.). 

After which , turning t o the one who refuses th e name of son, he 
exhorts Hamle t t o count th e days , to cut shor t th e time of mourn -
ing, to measure i t in a measured fashion , "fo r some term," to put a 
term to it ; a  term , tha t is , at onc e th e engagement , th e term s o f a 
mourning contract , s o t o speak , an d th e limit , th e boundary , th e 
endpoint, o r th e moderatio n tha t i s appropriate . On e must , h e 
tells hi m i n effect , kno w ho w t o pu t a n en d t o mourning . Thi s 
presumes (bu t thi s i s on e o f th e enigma s o f th e play , a s i t i s o f 
mourning) tha t mournin g depend s o n us , i n us , an d no t o n th e 
other i n us . It presume s abov e al l a  knowledge , th e knowledg e of 
the date . One mus t indee d kno w when:  at  what instant  mournin g 
began. On e mus t indee d kno w at  what  moment  deat h too k place , 
really took place, and thi s i s always the moment o f a murder. Bu t 
Hamlet, an d everyon e i n Hamlet,  seem s t o b e wanderin g aroun d 
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in confusio n o n thi s subject . Now , when an d i f one doe s no t kno w 
when a n even t too k place , on e ha s t o wonde r if  i t indee d too k 
place, or in any case i f i t too k plac e i n "materia l reality " a s Freu d 
might hav e said , an d no t onl y i n th e fabri c o f som e "psychi c 
reality," i n phantas m o r delirium . A  date , whic h i s t o say , th e 
objectivity o f a presumed reference , stand s precisel y a t the joining 
of the "material" and the "psychic. " 

To carr y mournin g beyon d it s "normal " ter m i s n o longe r th e 
gesture o f a  son , say s th e Kin g t o Hamlet ; an d i t i s eve n "un -
manly," thu s perhap s inhuman , h e suggests , no t realizin g tha t h e 
has just sai d ver y wel l tha t th e question o f mourning, whic h i s the 
very hear t o f an y deconstruction , carrie s beyon d th e huma n (o r 
the viril ) th e onl y possibilit y o f interrogatin g th e huma n (o r th e 
viril) as such : 

King: 'Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet , 
To give these mourning duties to your father , 
But you must know your father los t a father , 
That father lost , lost his, and the survivor boun d 
In filial obligation for some ter m 
To do obsequious sorrow. But to persever 
In obstinate condolement i s a course 
Of impious stubbornness. 'Tis unmanly grief. .  . . 
. . . 'tis a fault t o heaven, 

A fault agains t the dead, a fault t o nature, 
To reason most absurd, whose common them e 
Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried , 
From the first corse till he that died today , 
"This must be so." We pray you throw to earth 
This unprevailing woe, and think of us 
As of a father .  . . 

(Act I, sc. ii) 
Exhorting hi m t o pu t a  term  t o hi s grief , t o comprehend  hi s 

mourning, t o comprehen d i t betwee n tw o dates , th e beginnin g 
and th e end, the Kin g propose s t o Hamlet , wit h th e same gesture , 
to replace hi s father. H e confirms thereb y tha t if , accordin g t o the 
common prejudic e an d on e whic h Freu d (th e Freu d o f The  Rat 
Man) di d no t escape , a  mothe r is , by universa l testimony , natu -
rally irreplaceable , th e father , o n th e othe r hand , remain s tha t 
"legal fiction"  tha t Stephe n talk s abou t i n Ulysses,  no t fa r fro m a 
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meditation o n Hamlet . A  legal fiction , yes , especially whe n a  fa -
ther i s th e fathe r i n th e figure  o f th e king . Fo r on e o f th e king' s 
"two bodies" can always, by definition, be replaced . 

It seem s the n al l th e easie r t o pu t a  ter m t o mourning : every -
thing happens a s if the father wer e not dead , as if the murder ha d 
not take n place , a s i f i t wer e impossibl e t o testif y t o i t an d t o 
assign i t a  date . Since , Claudius says , th e "deat h o f fathers " i s a 
"common theme " of reason , a  fathe r wh o alway s die s neve r dies , 
he i s replaced o n thj s ver y dat e o n whic h h e dies . If thi s deat h i s 
always a  murder, ther e i s always someone—and occasionall y i t i s 
the murderer—t o offe r hi s paternit y t o th e orphan . A  priori,  al -
ways an d withou t delay , o n th e ver y dat e o f a  deat h concernin g 
which on e immediatel y wonder s i f i t too k place , someon e come s 
to say to the orphan: " I am your true father, b e my son." 

Now, you will have noticed, in the same scene, what cannot be a 
chronological coincidence : Remaining alon e on stage after havin g 
heard hi s uncle-King, which i s to say from no w on his stepfather , 
or a s one say s i n Frenc h hi s beau-pere,  his lega l father , hi s fathe r 
according t o th e la w (o r hi s father-in-law) , Hamle t seem s n o 
longer t o know when  hi s father died . On what date ? Sinc e when ? 
The confusio n seem s t o caus e hi s memor y t o g o astray . Sinc e 
when i s h e i n mourning ? Tw o month s o r on e month ? "Tha t i t 
should come to this:/ But two months dead , nay, not so much, no t 
two . . . " An d les s tha n te n line s late r h e say s "an d ye t withi n a 
month—/Let m e not thin k on't ; frailty , th y name i s woman— .  . . 
O god , a  beas t tha t want s discours e o f reason / Woul d hav e 
mourned longer—marrie d wit h m y uncle, / M y father' s brother , 
but n o mor e lik e m y father / Tha n I  t o Hercules . Withi n a 
month . . . " 

When h e accuse s hi s mothe r o f no t respectin g th e terms , th e 
dates, an d th e tim e o f mourning , h e return s th e accusatio n o f 
inhumanity. The King his stepfather ha d sai d to him: to maintai n 
mourning beyon d th e norma l time , beyond th e ter m appropriat e 
to huma n mourning , i s inhuman , i t i s a  crim e agains t th e dea d 
and agains t reason . Hamlet, fo r hi s part , accuse s th e woman, th e 
mother, he accuses feminine-maternal frailt y o f giving itself up t o 
the replaceability o f a surrogate mother , there where the father i s 
irreplaceable, an d o f conductin g itsel f lik e a  beast , tha t is , in a n 
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inhuman fashion . Mournin g i s human , onl y beast s d o no t wea r 
mourning an d kno w nothin g o f dates . And th e rationalis m o f th e 
reasonable, th e invocatio n o f reason, o f the "discours e o f reason/ ' 
is als o o n th e sid e o f thi s inhuma n bestiality ; i t i s a  strateg y 
of rationalizatio n destine d t o serv e an d t o hid e th e interest s o f 
a crime . 

Time passes . A s tim e passes , tim e passes . Instea d o f takin g 
place, i t disappears , i t cease s t o tak e place . I t mourn s itself . In -
stead o f stretchin g out , instea d o f growin g larger , i t shrinks , i t 
recalls mourning to the chronological paradox of its economy. The 
two months, then th e month , the less than a  month o f the "withi n 
a month, " an d the n withou t dela y the y wil l becom e hours , les s 
than two hours—"within tw o hours"—or else "twice two months" 
depending o n th e plac e mournin g assign s t o on e o r t o th e other , 
Hamlet o r Ophelia . We say that thi s happens "withou t delay" ; we 
could say the opposite: i t wil l "delay, " but withou t delay , becaus e 
the mor e i t delays , the les s time i s long, thus th e les s i t delays . It 
is a  matte r o f thinkin g wha t "delay " mean s an d o f puttin g thi s 
delay i n relatio n t o th e tim e o f mournin g (i s there a  tim e tha t i s 
not a time of mourning?) and to the time of mourning as messianic 
time of imminence. Here the term of mourning gives the measure . 
But i t i s the impossible measure o f time. And thus the impossibil -
ity o f a n objectiv e an d stabl e referenc e t o th e violenc e o f th e 
founding event—whic h alway s has something t o do with a  phan -
tasm. To have said "two months," then twice "within a  month," in 
a play whose chronology i s so difficult t o follow an d whos e calen -
dar s o difficul t t o reconstitut e (th e play' s actio n stretche s ove r 
several months) , wil l no t i n fac t preven t Hamle t fro m reducing , 
much late r (Act III, sc. ii) the months int o hours. But one does no t 
know then , no more than ever , if for th e time being he is speaking 
figuratively, i f he i s truly ravin g o r i f he i s playing a t madnes s i n 
order t o outmaneuve r hi s partners , foo l everybody , an d pu t th e 
event bac k o n stage , b y organizin g th e theatrica l repetitio n i n 
which it already consists, with the sole aim of ensnaring the crimi-
nal, trappin g him , catchin g hi m wit h hi s sympto m ("Th e play' s 
the thing / Wherei n I'l l catc h th e conscienc e o f th e kin g .  . ."). To 
Ophelia, afte r havin g pretende d t o wan t t o pu t Hamlet' s hea d 
between he r legs , a s i f t o mimi c penetratio n o r birth—whic h 
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would have made of his beloved his surrogate mother , his replace-
ment mother , hi s virgi n mother—t o Opheli a wh o say s t o hi m 
"You are merry , m y lord, " Hamle t respond s a s i f he were lookin g 
at his watch. And naming survival ("outlive"), he counts the hours: 
"What should a man do but be merry? For look you how cheerfull y 
my mother looks , and m y father die d within's two hours. Ophelia: 
Nay, 'ti s twic e tw o months , my lord . Hamlet: S o long? Nay , then , 
let th e devi l wea r black , fo r I'l l hav e a  sui t o f sables . O heavens! 
Die tw o month s ago , an d no t forgotte n yet ? The n there' s hop e a 
great man' s memor y ma y outliv e hi s lif e hal f a  year . But , by' r 
Lady, he must build churches then .  . ." 

II 

If I  chose thi s title , "The tim e i s out o f joint," would i t b e merel y 
so a s t o recal l thes e supplementar y disturbance s o f a n abyssa l 
mourning o r jus t t o attemp t i n vai n t o mak e u p fo r m y ow n 
lateness? No , i t i s als o ou t o f fidelity,  ou t o f a  tast e fo r memor y 
and repetition . I n thi s cas e I  wanted t o thematize wha t ma y be a 
traditional gestur e o f deconstruction , a t leas t th e deconstructio n 
that interest s me . This gestur e woul d consis t i n interrogating , s o 
as t o pu t the m bac k int o play , title s i n general : th e titl e o f th e 
title, th e justificatio n an d authorit y o f th e title . And t o d o s o b y 
marking a  multi-referentiality , whic h i s t o sa y (forgiv e m e thi s 
suitcase word ) a  differeferentialty  [differeferentialite ] o f th e titl e 
that i s thus suspended . Th e reference o f the title , that t o which i t 
refers, th e thin g i n pla y become s a t onc e multiple , different , an d 
deferred. Thu s fo r exampl e "Th e tim e i s ou t o f joint " doe s no t 
announce only the dislocations, disjunctions, disjoinings , disartic -
ulations, anachronies, contretemps, all the untimeliness tha t I  will 
be speaking abou t thi s evening. In other words , this titl e doe s no t 
anounce only the subject or the content, th e stakes of this discours e 
(and thi s subjec t i s alread y a  certai n differenc e withi n time , a 
temporal an d temporalizin g differance) . "Ou t o f joint " als o de -
scribes i n advanc e wha t wil l b e th e tim e o f these remarks . Disor -
ganization, disarticulation : thes e ar e both  the  thematic  stakes  and 
the form o f these out-of-joint remarks , the dis-junction a t the hear t 
of th e "is " that i s s o poorly defined , an d wit h s o muc h difficulty , 
by the third person singula r present indicativ e of the verb to  be. 
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Two quotation s therefore . Tw o reporte d sentence s neithe r o f 
which (becaus e I  am quotin g them ) is , as one says , by me , signed 
or countersigned b y me: 

1. "Th e time is out of joint." 
2. "Deconstructio n is/i n America." 

I signe d neithe r th e on e no r th e other , tha t i s true , bu t I  hav e 
loved bot h o f them. Moreover , on e can neve r lov e anything othe r 
than that : wha t on e canno t sign , he o r sh e i n th e plac e o f who m 
one neither can nor wants to sign. 

I loved the m fo r a  time , and i t i s about them , which I  loved fo r 
a time , and whic h therefor e I  stil l lov e inasmuc h a s the y ar e no t 
mine, that I  would like to talk a little. 

What d o the y hav e i n common , thes e tw o belove d sentences ? 
First o f all , I  have love d them , whic h a t leas t fo r m e i s priceless . 
This lov e render s the m desirabl y ineffaceabl e withi n me . Next , 
these tw o sentence s preten d t o sa y wha t is , what i s "is, " only i n 
order t o en d u p als o b y forcin g m e t o relinquis h th e "is, " b y 
dis-locating, discrediting , an d suspendin g th e ver y authorit y o f 
the "is." 

And perhap s deconstructio n woul d consist , i f a t leas t i t di d 
consist, i n precisel y that : deconstructing , dislocating , displacing , 
disarticulating, disjoining , puttin g "ou t o f joint" th e authorit y o f 
the "is. " Or yet again , rathe r tha n doin g that , sooner , even befor e 
doing that , an d doin g i t methodically , i t woul d b e a  matte r fo r 
deconstruction o f measurin g itsel f agains t th e historical  experi -
ence—and thi s i s histor y itself—agains t th e experienc e o f tha t 
which in the "is," in time or in the present time of the "is," remains 
precisely "out of joint." 

I wil l com e bac k t o thi s late r whil e insistin g o n wha t Hamle t 
says to me today i n America whe n he pronounces i n English "Th e 
time i s ou t o f joint. " An d I  wil l sa y wh y I  canno t separat e thi s 
extraordinary sentenc e fro m th e on e that , modestly , i s murmur -
ing, fa r fro m th e stag e an d th e theater : "Deconstructio n is/i n 
America." 

Concerning this latter sentence, one of the two quotations there-
fore, forgiv e m e i f I  recall , stil l i n a  preliminary fashion , tha t I  in 
fact pronounce d i t bu t withou t assumin g it , withou t subscribin g 
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to it , without eve r believin g it . I t wa s i n 1984 ; in America , a t th e 
University of California, Irvine, where I had not yet begun to teach 
regularly. At that time , and for some time yet to come, I remained 
more o f a n East-coas t America n sinc e I  was teachin g ever y yea r 
for severa l week s a t Yal e afte r havin g don e th e sam e thin g a t 
Johns Hopkins. In 1984 , then, I had been invited to give the Wellek 
Lectures a t Irvine . David Carrol l an d Suzann e Gearhar t ha d sug -
gested tha t I  speak—this wa s ten years ago—on wha t alread y fo r 
some time had been called "Deconstruction i n America." This was 
also th e titl e o f a  book published i n 198 3 at Universit y o f Minne-
sota Press , The  Yale  Critics: Deconstruction in  America.  I  ha d ex -
plained th e reasons—ther e wer e fou r o f them—fo r whic h I 
thought I  had t o renounce, as I  must als o do this evening, talkin g 
about "Deconstructio n i n America." I will not recal l thes e reason s 
because al l thi s ha s sinc e been publishe d i n Memoires  for  Paul de 
Man. Bu t permi t m e t o say , in th e mos t neutra l fashio n possible , 
that thes e reason s see m t o m e stil l t o withstand al l th e consider -
able transformations tha t hav e occurred i n the las t te n years and , 
however presumptuou s thi s ma y sound , I  woul d no t chang e a 
word of what I  said then on the subject . 

Having arrive d a t th e fourt h o f thes e reasons , I  risked puttin g 
forth a n hypothesi s accordin g t o which , i f i t i s impossible t o tal k 
about deconstructio n i n America , thi s i s because "Americ a is  de-
construction [l'Amerique , mais cest  l a deconstruction]." 

I had tried , then , t o explain wh y i t was impossible an d illegiti -
mate t o spea k abou t "Deconstructio n i n America, " bu t als o an d 
above al l that , i n markin g on e o f th e reason s no t t o spea k abou t 
"Deconstruction i n America, " th e sentenc e "Deconstructio n i s 
America" formulate d merel y a n hypothesis . Bette r yet , i t form -
ulated a n hypothesi s tha t I  finally  relinquishe d an d t o which , 
however seductiv e i t ma y remain , I  woul d no t i n an y cas e sub -
scribe. 

This abandoned hypothesis was not merely what I  called then a 
"fiction o f truth. " We must recogniz e i n th e tw o open sets , in th e 
"allegorico-metonymical figure"  tha t the y describe , th e powe r t o 
dislocate and destabilize th e "is" as well as the "in." 

This i s wha t put s int o deconstructio n th e ver y thin g tha t con -
fers it s titl e on th e presen t conference . Th e history o f deconstruc -
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tion o r th e deconstructio n o f histor y perhap s roam s aroun d th e 
disjointed pivo t o f thi s copul a "is, " this claus e o f inclusion "in, " o r 
this conjunctio n "and " b y whic h on e seek s a t th e sam e tim e t o 
couple, enclose , o r conjoi n a  subjec t an d a  predicate . Fo r exampl e 
here," Deconstructio n an d (in , is , as) America." 2 

Instead o f prolongin g thes e preliminar y precaution s tha t coul d 
go o n infinitely , I  a m no t goin g t o dela y jumpin g t o th e secon d 
quotation, "Th e tim e i s ou t o f joint." I t wil l hel p m e t o sa y some -
thing abou t wha t i s happenin g today , te n year s later , fo r me , for 
me at  least,  wit h deconstructio n i n America . 

Before makin g th e jump, however , allo w m e a  fe w step s b y wa y 
of take-off . Four  little  steps  th e las t o f whic h wil l lea d m e t o spea k 
in English . 

1. First step.  Th e first  ste p passe s b y wa y o f the passage , namel y 
translation. I t i s no t merel y fo r th e sak e o f facilit y tha t I  decide d 
to speak severa l language s thi s evening , your s an d mine , and the n 
to announc e i n Shakespeare' s Englis h tha t I  wa s goin g t o spea k 
French. I  do i t fo r a t leas t thre e reasons : 

a) Deconstruction , a s w e kno w it , wil l hav e bee n first  o f al l a 
translation o r a  transferenc e betwee n Frenc h an d America n 
(which i s t o sa y also , as Freu d ha s reminde d u s abou t transfer -
ence, a  lov e story , which neve r exclude s hatred , a s we know) . 

b) I n th e passag e fro m Memoires  for  Paul  de  Man  tha t turn s 
around Deconstructio n i n America , i s th e onl y definitio n tha t I 
have eve r i n m y lif e dare d t o giv e o f deconstruction : "mor e 
than on e language " (p . 15) . But I  insiste d the n o n a n obviou s 
point tha t ha d t o b e take n int o account : "mor e tha n on e lan -
guage" does no t constitut e a  sentence , i t i s no t a  propositio n o f 
the kin d S  i s P . I n th e sens e i n whic h Austi n understand s 
meaning, therefore , thi s phras e doe s no t hav e a  meaning . I t 
was the n necessar y fo r m e t o underscore that , contrar y t o wha t 
is ofte n thought , deconstructio n i s no t exporte d fro m Europ e 
to America . I t ha s i n thi s countr y severa l origina l configura -
tions tha t i n thei r tur n produc e singula r effects . I  said tha t thi s 
American radiatio n o r hegemon y mus t b e interrogated , whic h 
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sometimes mean s contested , i n al l it s dimension s (political , 
technical, economic , linguistic , academic , editorial) . Decon -
struction i s often perceive d i n Europ e a s a n America n bran d o f 
theorems, a  discourse , or a  school . 

Is ther e a n irreplaceabl e plac e an d a  prope r histor y fo r thi s 
thing, deconstruction ? I s there anythin g els e i n i t bu t transferenc e 
in al l th e sense s thi s wor d assume s i n mor e tha n on e language , 
and firs t o f al l i n th e sens e o f transferenc e amon g languages ? 
Allow m e onc e agai n thi s quotation : "I f I  ha d t o ris k a  singl e 
definition o f deconstruction , on e a s brief , elliptical , an d economi -
cal a s a  password , I  would sa y simpl y an d withou t overstatement : 
plus d'une  langue —both mor e tha n on e languag e an d n o mor e o f 
just on e language . I n fac t i t i s neithe r a  statemen t no r a  sentence . 
It i s sententious , i t make s n o sens e if , a t leas t a s Austi n woul d 
have it , word s i n isolatio n hav e n o meaning . Wha t make s sens e i s 
the sentence . How man y sentence s ca n b e mad e wit h 'deconstruc -
tion'?" (ibid;  t rans , modified) . 

2. Second step.  Thi s translativit y o f deconstruction destine s i t t o 
erring an d voyage , whic h i s t o say , t o a  destinatio n an d des -
tinerrance. Now , whe n I  discovered wit h som e surpris e th e titl e o f 
this colloquium , th e titl e suc h a s i s i t wa s chose n no t b y m e bu t 
by To m Bisho p an d Ansel m Haverkamp , I  le t mysel f drea m abou t 
all th e reading s on e coul d giv e o f it . I  rea d i t suddenl y a s i f i n a 
newspaper, a  trave l diary , o r a  pres s release : Hey , deconstruction , 
on thi s date , finds  itsel f her e thes e days , i t i s i n America , i t lande d 
yesterday a t JF K an d i s jus t passin g through , mor e o r les s incog -
nito an d fo r a  littl e while . Today , deconstructio n is , happen s t o 
be; i t turn s ou t tha t i t i s i n America . Wher e wa s i t yesterday ? 
Where wil l i t b e tomorrow ? etc . With tha t slas h i n th e middl e (is / 
in America ) whic h interrupt s th e reveri e an d give s u s a  star t b y 
marking clearl y wit h a n implacabl e injunctio n tha t w e hav e t o 
choose: eithe r is  or els e in. 

Here the n agai n th e differenc e o f a  singl e letter , n  o r s.  I t mark s 
for u s ver y well , in  the  first  place,  tha t i f deconstructio n is  in 
America, "in " can indicat e inclusio n a s well a s provisional passage , 
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the being-in-transit of the visitor (Deconstruction i s just visiting— 
and fro m visitatio n on e passes quickl y t o th e visor , t o th e viso r 
and hauntin g effec t i n Hamlet—retur n t o Hamlet' s father. ) If , 
then, Deconstruction is  in America, tha t mean s also , in the second 
place, that i t is not America. If D is in A, it is not A; if D is A, it is 
not in , etc. The slash indee d inscribe s o r incise s a  disjunctio n i n 
the copul a "is, " in th e couplin g o f th e presen t tha t interest s m e 
here. How can the is itself be disjoined fro m itself , out of joint? 

When Hamlet says "The time is out of joint," he says, to be sure, 
many thing s (we will come back to that); but he says at leas t and 
first o f al l this , b y foldin g th e propositio n bac k o n itsel f i n ad -
vance: tha t tim e itself , th e present indicativ e o f the verb t o be in 
the third person singular, the "is" that says what time is, this tense 
of tim e i s ou t o f joint , itsel f an d b y itsel f ou t o f joint . An d the 
shock waves of such a  disjoining doubtles s affec t th e heart o f the 
question "t o be or not to be." The essence of Being i s often deter -
mined, i n a  non-fortuitous fashion , a s Heidegger ofte n insists , on 
the basis of the third perso n singula r of the present indicative , so 
that wha t happen s t o "is" happens t o the bar that separate s t o be 
and/or no t to be. There woul d n o longer even be a question with -
out this disjoinng of the "is." 

Perhaps deconstructio n ha s neve r don e anythin g bu t interpret 
this extraordinary phras e o f Hamlet's; t o interpret i t in the sense 
in whic h th e hermeneu t interprets , interpre t i t i n th e sens e i n 
which th e actor interprets , interpre t i t in the sense of the play or 
the performance, interpre t i t in the sense in which one must still , 
beyond reading and theater, interpret interpretation . 

And if this interpretation i s neither America nor in America, not 
only America no r in America, the n wha t i s America today ? Wha t 
is deconstructio n doin g a t thi s ver y momen t i n America? Befor e 
outlining a partial and preliminary response to that question, here 
is a third step . 

3. Third  step.  I f the slash betwee n "is " and "in" says i n silenc e 
something about what "The time is out of joint" may mean, if that 
is th e very affirmatio n o f deconstruction , the n th e goo d an d th e 
wicked fairies tha t for more than thirt y years have been followin g 
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its destiny, proliferating teleologica l verdicts, eschatological prog-
noses, o r organicis t diagnose s concernin g th e birth , growth , 
health, sickness , an d deat h o f deconstruction , al l thes e volubl e 
fairies begi n b y no t knowin g wha t the y ar e talkin g about . Thi s 
does no t mea n tha t n o historia n o r sociologis t o f deconstructio n 
ever says anything pertinent . No r tha t on e has t o reduce al l thei r 
plotted curves to so much silliness—which the y are sometimes. It 
remains necessary , no doubt, to attempt t o analyze the becoming , 
the genesis, and the decline of what i s thus reduced t o a fashion, a 
school of thought, an academic current, a theory, or a method. But 
even ther e wher e the y d o no t fal l int o unfortunat e stereotypes , 
even ther e wher e the y ar e mor e rigorou s an d mor e lucid , thes e 
historico-sociological analyse s encounte r severa l limits : a ) The y 
miss the mos t acut e aspec t o f deconstruction, tha t whic h exceeds , 
in their very deconstructibility, th e themes, objects, methods, and 
especially th e axiomatic s o f thi s historica l o r sociologica l knowl -
edge; b) they already incorporat e and impor t from deconstructio n 
what the y attemp t t o objectify ; c ) they mos t ofte n resembl e per -
formatives disguise d a s constatives: they would lik e to make hap-
pen wha t the y clai m t o describ e i n al l neutrality . Fo r mor e tha n 
twenty-five years , in fact, we have been told that deconstruction i s 
dying or that i t is "on the wane." And in a certain way this is true! 
Since i t ha s bee n tru e fro m th e beginning , an d that' s wher e th e 
question is , sinc e deconstructio n begin s b y bein g i n poo r shap e 
(being ou t o f joint ) an d eve n b y dying , sinc e tha t i s al l anyon e 
talks about , on e mus t sto p believin g tha t th e dea d ar e jus t th e 
departed an d tha t th e departe d d o nothing . On e mus t sto p pre -
tending t o kno w wha t i s mean t b y "t o die " an d especiall y b y 
"dying." On e has , then , t o tal k abou t spectrality . Yo u kno w ver y 
well wh o pronounce s th e sentenc e "Th e tim e i s ou t o f joint" : 
Hamlet, th e hei r o f a  specte r concernin g whic h n o on e know s 
any longe r at  what  moment  an d therefor e if  deat h ha s happene d 
to him. 

The diagnose s an d th e prognose s ar e her e a t onc e mor e tru e 
and (a s man y sign s als o attest ) les s tru e tha n ever . Thi s implie s 
that th e teleologica l schem a (birth , growth, old age, sickness, end 
or death ) ca n b e applie d t o everything , an d t o everythin g abou t 
deconstruction, except , in all certitude and in the mode of a deter -
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minant knowledge , t o tha t whic h i n i t begin s b y questioning , 
displacing, an d dislocatin g th e machin e o f thi s teleology , an d thu s 
this opposition betwee n healt h an d sickness , normality an d anom -
aly, life an d death . 

With tha t I  undertake m y fourth  step,  t o sa y a  fe w word s abou t 
what i s going on i n America today . Not abou t wha t deconstructio n 
may represen t there , here , now , today , bu t what , fa r mor e mod -
estly, I  a m doin g there , myself , o r believ e I  am doin g ther e i n thi s 
very moment . 

To tak e a  shortcu t an d ge t ver y quickl y t o th e point , I  wil l 
distinguish tw o time s i n m y work , tw o recen t upheavals . Th e on e 
and th e othe r ha d thei r place , thei r landscape , a s wel l a s thei r 
language, i n thi s country , i n th e Eas t an d the n i n th e West , i n Ne w 
York an d i n California . Suc h a s I  first  fel t the m i n myself , thes e 
upheavals wil l no t hav e faile d t o b e announced , lik e al l phenom -
ena o f this type , by long-rang e wave s whos e trace s ca n b e found i n 
my wor k fo r th e las t thirt y years . But thi s doe s no t mea n tha t the y 
were an y les s irruptive an d sudden . 

The first,  abou t whic h I  wil l sa y onl y a  word , wa s o n th e occa -
sion o f a  colloquiu m organize d b y Drucill a Cornel l a t th e Cardoz o 
Law Schoo l aroun d th e them e "Deconstructio n an d th e Possibili -
ties o f Justice. " I n "Forc e o f Law, " I  trie d t o demonstrat e tha t 
justice, i n th e mos t unheard-o f sens e o f thi s word , wa s th e unde -
constructible itself , thu s anothe r nam e o f deconstructio n (decon -
struction? deconstructio n is  justice). This suppose d a  decisiv e dis -
tinction an d on e o f incalculabl e scop e betwee n la w an d justice . 
Such a  distinctio n o f principle , joined t o a  certai n thinkin g o f th e 
gift ( a thinkin g whic h ha d als o begu n lon g ag o an d i n a  mor e 
visible fashio n i n recen t publications ) wil l hav e allowe d m e t o 
knot o r unknot , i n a  mor e politica l boo k on Marx whic h I  have jus t 
finished, a  grea t numbe r o f thread s tha t wer e alread y crossin g 
throughout al l th e earlie r texts , fo r exampl e o n th e gif t beyon d 
debt an d duty , on the aporias o f the work of mourning, spectrality , 
iterability, an d s o forth . 

And las t Spring , onc e agai n i n th e Unite d States , o n th e othe r 
side, on th e other coast , on th e occasion o f a keynote addres s tha t I 
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was generously invite d t o deliver a t a  large colloquium, "Whithe r 
Marxism" a t th e Universit y o f California , Riverside , I  was finally 
able t o hazard a  discourse tha t woul d have like d t o be somethin g 
other tha n a  Marxis t discourse , something othe r tha n a  discours e 
on Mar x o r a  readin g of  Marx , i n th e conventional , academic , o r 
exegetical sense of this word. What I try to make understood ther e 
corresponds first  t o a political position-taking : i t was uttered first 
of al l in  America , bu t surel y als o on  the  subject  of  America , an d 
doubtless, t o a n exten t tha t remain s t o b e determined , against  a 
certain Americ a i n th e ne w worl d orde r tha t i s attemptin g t o 
impose itself today. 3 

Ill 

An epilogue fo r today , a word fo r th e end o n al l th e possible end s 
of th e Nation-Stat e an d o f tha t whic h i n th e Nation-Stat e wil l 
have alway s been , n o doubt , "ou t o f joint. " Fo r Hamlet' s phras e 
must als o describe an d interpre t tha t Stat e whic h wa s th e rotte n 
state of Denmark . 

This wor d fo r th e en d bring s m e bac k agai n t o th e Unite d 
States. I t reawaken s i n me , moreover , th e livin g and , i n man y 
regards, happy memor y I  retain o f tha t momen t i n Octobe r 196 6 
when I  was so generously invite d t o speak ther e for th e first  time . 
I a m referrin g t o th e conferenc e a t John s Hopkin s Universit y o n 
Critical Language s an d th e Science s o f Man . I  wil l recal l merel y 
that m y remarks on tha t occasio n concerne d th e concept o f inter -
pretation. The y opene d wit h a  quotatio n fro m Montaign e ("W e 
need t o interpre t interpretation s mor e tha n t o interpre t things" ) 
and the y close d wit h th e distinctio n betwee n tw o interpretation s 
of interpretation, mor e precisely, with a  "second interpretatio n o f 
interpretation, t o whic h Nietzsch e pointe d th e way, " althoug h I 
then adde d that , betwee n thes e tw o interpretations , i t i s no t a 
question for us today of "choosing." 

Returning i n conclusion t o Nietzsche, to Nietzsche's testimon y 
concerning Hamlet' s phrase , I  woul d lik e t o weav e togethe r th e 
eschatological motif s o f interpretation , th e las t word , testimony , 
and the work . 
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Bearing witnes s fo r itself , bu t n o les s fo r al l th e shoahs  o f 
history, "Aschenglorie, " the poem b y Celan (wh o was a  grea t trans -
lator o f Shakespeare) , declare s th e enigm a itself : 

Niemand 
zeugt fur de n 
Zeugen. 

No one 
bears witness fo r 
the witness. 

In th e semina r o n testimon y I  hav e bee n conductin g fo r severa l 
years, w e ar e tryin g t o interpre t al l th e possibl e interpretation s o f 
these thre e lines . The y sa y t o us , amon g s o man y othe r things , 
both th e eschatolog y o f a  witnes s wh o i s always a  las t survivor , o r 
even a  las t man , an d th e absolut e immanence , tha t o f a  testimon y 
without outsid e othe r tha n th e infinite , irreducible , an d spectra l 
alterity o f anothe r witness , o f th e witnes s o f th e witnes s a s other . 
There i s n o witnes s fo r th e witness , bu t ther e ar e onl y witnesse s 
for th e witness . 

Now, i n Hamlet,  th e dramatizatio n deploy s a  spectacula r an d 
supernaturally miraculou s mise  en  abime  o f testimonies . Each wit -
ness i s alway s alone  in  bearing  witness  i n genera l (thi s i s o f th e 
essence o f testimony ) an d thu s o f testifyin g t o th e impossibl e pos -
sibility o f testimony , thereb y "testifyin g fo r th e absenc e o f attesta -
tion" a s Blancho t put s it. 1 Hamle t i s alon e i n bein g abl e t o bea r 
witness i n thi s wa y t o th e testimony . Th e pla y name d Hamlet 
thus becomes , lik e "Aschenglorie, " a  testimon y o n th e essenc e o f 
testimony, whic h als o becomes th e absenc e o f testimony . 

For thi s final  wor d today , I  would thu s lik e t o retur n onc e mor e 
to Hamlet . T o Hamle t a s rea d b y Nietzsche . No t t o wha t I  ma y 
have sai d abou t bein g "ou t o f joint " i n Specters  of  Marx,  bu t t o 
what I  adde d a  momen t ag o when , concernin g th e disorde r o r 
the inadequatio n tha t marke d th e dating , th e calendar , o r th e 
timetable, namely , th e impossibilit y o f assignin g a  rea l date , thu s 
an external , objectiv e reality , t o th e deat h o f Hamlet ' s father , 
we considere d th e impossibilit y o f measurin g tim e an d thu s o f 
measuring th e measur e o f al l things . 
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Measurelessness thu s become s th e law . Th e la w o f th e la w i s 
what measurelessnes s wil l alway s hav e been . Fo r justic e an d fo r 
injustice, justl y an d unjustly . Thi s inadequatio n i s a  dismember -
ing, a n essentia l disjoining , an d firs t o f al l o f time , o f th e presen t 
that i s als o ou t o f joint . Amon g al l th e consequence s an d th e 
interpretations tha t ma y thu s b e authorized , le t u s limi t ourselve s 
to one, whose trai l I  have jus t picke d u p thank s t o a  recen t reread -
ing o f The  Birth  of  Tragedy.  Hamle t make s a  strang e apparitio n 
there. The latte r apparit io n seem s t o disturb al l th e great interpre -
tations, notabl y th e psychoanalyti c reading s (Freud , Jones ) o f 
Hamlet an d o f Oedipus . 

Nietzsche want s t o see i n thi s apparitio n o f Hamle t a  Dionysia c 
figure, whic h i s alread y od d i n itself . But h e als o see s ther e some -
one wh o renounce s actio n (thi s tim e i t i s th e classi c visio n o f a 
paralyzed Hamlet , unabl e t o decide , th e neuroti c Hamle t wh o n o 
longer know s wha t t o d o an d become s a  witness , merel y a  power -
less witness , a  profoundl y indifferen t observe r beneat h al l hi s 
apparent passions) . I n th e withdrawa l tha t immobilize s him , thi s 
witness i s no w bu t a  spectato r o f th e play : passiv e an d apathetic , 
pathetically patien t an d apathetic , pathologicall y apatheti c i n hi s 
very passion . I t i s i n thes e term s that , mos t often , th e witnes s i s 
determined, th e witness-witness , th e on e who attend s [assiste]  bu t 
does no t intervene , th e on e wh o n o longe r eve n bear s witnes s t o 
what h e ha s bee n a  witnes s to . I t i s alway s suppose d tha t th e 
"good" witness, the one who attends , finds  himsel f i n thi s situatio n 
of th e spectato r wh o i s neutra l o r neutralized , tha t is , paralyzed , 
turned t o stone , stupefied , stunned , struc k b y lightning , thunder -
struck b y th e flash  o f lucidity . 

When w e spea k o f testimon y a s activ e o r performative , w e ar e 
talking abou t bearin g witness , th e declaration , th e oath , an d s o 
forth. Bu t th e witness-witness , th e on e wh o sees , i s i n principl e 
passive, as passive a s th e camer a tha t h e ca n neve r be . 

Now wha t doe s Nietzsch e say ? Ho w doe s h e see  Hamlet ? Be -
cause th e latte r wa s abl e t o se e wha t h e saw , becaus e h e sa w a s a 
witness, an d becaus e h e sa w absolut e disorder , th e worl d ou t o f 
joint, measurelessness , monstrosit y (th e ghost , hi s murdere d fa -
ther, hi s mothe r a s merr y widow , th e politica l disorde r tha t ac -
companies al l thi s an d pervert s al l th e reason s o f famil y an d 
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state, etc.) , bu t als o becaus e h e perhap s saw , throug h al l o f this , 
something tha t h e canno t eve n sa y o r admi t t o himself , Hamle t 
glimpsed [entrevu ] suc h a  terrifyin g thing , th e Thin g itself , tha t h e 
decides t o mak e n o furthe r move : h e wil l remai n bu t a  discour -
aged witness , paralyzed , silent , mad e desperat e b y th e bein g "ou t 
of joint " o f time , b y th e disjoining , th e discord , th e terribl e dis -
membering o f th e worl d i n it s present : originar y Dionysianism , 
the Dionysia c itself . 

But thi s witnes s wil l hav e bee n th e witnes s o f a  witness , an d 
the oat h o f secrec y bindin g al l thes e testimonies . I f Hamle t re -
solves no t t o decide , i f h e resign s himsel f t o remainin g th e mut e 
witness o f th e nake d an d monstrou s trut h that , i n th e blin k o f a n 
eye, has been give n t o him i n a  blinding, thundering , traumatizin g 
intuition, i t i s becaus e h e wa s first  o f al l th e witnes s o f tha t wit -
ness tha t wa s hi s ghos t o f a  father , o f th e violen t deat h an d th e 
betrayal o f whic h th e latte r claim s h e ha s bee n th e victim , i n th e 
course o f a  supernatura l an d spectra l attestatio n (which , i n thi s 
regard, i s lik e ever y attestation) . Havin g know n this , havin g be-
lieved it , having pu t fait h i n it , but havin g perhap s glimpse d some -
thing stil l wors e behin d it , th e wors t whic h th e pla y woul d thu s 
have activel y silenced , Hamle t ca n n o longe r act . A  mor e tha n 
lucid knowledg e ha s kille d of f th e actio n i n him . H e i s fro m the n 
on a  pur e witness , h e i s alone , alon e an d inconsolable ; h e cease s 
to ac t ther e wher e h e i s alon e i n havin g seen , known , alon e i n 
being abl e t o bear witness . 

He is alone in bearing witness . 
Like ever y witness—an d h e bear s witnes s als o fo r ever y wit -

ness. H e say s n o mor e tha n that , whil e keepin g i t secret : I  a m 
alone i n bein g abl e t o bear witnes s t o it . A witness i s always alon e 
in bein g abl e t o bea r witness . Lik e a  prophe t wh o give s u p speak -
ing and actin g o r causin g t o act , precisel y becaus e h e ha s see n to o 
much. Thi s "to o much, " tha t whic h goe s beyon d measure , i s th e 
"out o f joint " (aus  den  Fugen  i n German , whic h i s th e commo n 
expression fo r "ou t o f joint, " somethin g I  notice d i n Heidegger' s 
text o n th e Dike  i n Der Spruch des  Anaximander). 

In th e lon g passag e tha t I  wil l no w read , I  am no t sur e whethe r 
the Nietzschea n interpretatio n o f Hamle t an d o f th e experienc e o f 
being "ou t o f joint" could no t b e dissociated fro m th e theor y o f art , 
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of salvatio n throug h art , o f th e sublim e an d th e comi c tha t 
Nietzsche nevertheles s manifestl y at tempt s t o attac h t o it . I  wil l 
thus leav e tha t questio n provisionall y supended . 

In this sense the Dionysian man resembles Hamlet: both have once looked 
truly int o th e essenc e o f things , the y hav e gained knowledge,  and nause a 
inhibits action ; fo r thei r actio n coul d no t chang e anythin g i n the eterna l 
nature o f things ; the y fee l i t t o b e ridiculou s o r humiliatin g tha t the y 
should b e asked t o set righ t a  world tha t i s out o f joint. Knowlegd e kill s 
action; action requires the veils of illusion: that i s the doctrine of Hamlet , 
not tha t chea p wisdo m o f Jack th e Dreame r wh o reflects to o much , and , 
as i t were , from a n exces s o f possibilities doe s no t ge t aroun d t o action . 
Not reflection , no—tru e knowledge , a n insigh t int o th e horribl e truth , 
outweights an y motiv e fo r action , bot h i n Hamle t an d i n th e Dionysia n 
man. 

Now n o comfor t avail s an y more ; longin g transcend s a  worl d afte r 
death, even the gods; existence i s negated alon g with it s glittering reflec -
tion i n the gods or in an immorta l beyond . Conscious of the trut h h e ha s 
once seen , ma n no w see s everywher e onl y th e horro r o r absurdit y o f 
existence; now he understands what i s symbolic in Ophelia's fate; now he 
understands th e wisdom of the sylvan god, Silenus: he is nauseated . 

Here, whe n th e dange r t o hi s wil l i s greatest , art  approache s a s a 
saving sorceress , exper t a t healing . Sh e alon e know s ho w t o tur n thes e 
nauseous thoughts about the horror or absurdity of existence into notions 
with whic h on e ca n live : thes e ar e th e sublime  a s th e artisti c tamin g o f 
the horrible , an d th e comic  a s th e artisti c discharg e o f th e nause a o f 
absurdity. The satyr chorus o f the dithyramb i s the saving deed of Greek 
art; face d wit h th e intermediar y worl d o f thes e Dionysia n companions , 
the feelings describe d here exhausted themselves. 4 

In sum , Hamlet , survivin g witness , i s also th e on e wh o ha s see n 
death. H e ha s see n th e impossibl e an d h e canno t surviv e wha t h e 
has survived . Afte r havin g see n th e worst , afte r havin g bee n th e 
witness o f th e wors t disorder , o f absolut e injustice , h e ha s th e 
experience o f surviving—whic h i s th e conditio n o f witnessing — 
but i n orde r t o surviv e wha t on e doe s no t survive . Becaus e on e 
should not  survive . And tha t i s what Hamle t says,  an d tha t i s wha t 
Hamlet, th e work , does.  Th e wor k alone , bu t alon e wit h us , i n us , 
as us . 

This i s wha t on e ha s t o know : I t i s agains t th e backgroun d o f 
this disaster , i t i s onl y i n th e gapin g an d chaotic , howlin g an d 
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famished opening , i t i s ou t o f th e bottomles s botto m o f thi s ope n 
mouth, from th e cry o f this khaein  tha t th e cal l of justice resonates . 

Here the n i s it s chance an d it s ruin . It s beginning an d it s end. I t 
will alway s b e give n thu s a s th e commo n lo t [en  portage]\  i t wil l 
always hav e t o b e a t onc e threatene d an d mad e possibl e i n al l 
languages b y th e being  out  of  joint: aus  den  Fugen. 

—Translated b y Pegg y Kamu f 

Notes 

1. Trans . Nicholas Royle , in Jacques Derrida , Acts of Literature, ed. Derek 
Attridge (New York: Routledge, 1992) , p. 419. 

2. "Th e fourth reaso n i s that o f a singular circle , one which i s 'logical' or 
'vicious' i n appearanc e only . I n orde r t o spea k o f 'deconstructio n i n 
America,' one would have to claim t o know what one is talking about , 
and first  o f al l wha t i s mean t o r define d b y th e wor d 'America. ' Jus t 
what i s America i n thi s context ? Wer e I  no t s o frequently associate d 
with thi s adventur e o f deconstruction , I  would risk , with a  smile , th e 
following hypothesis : America is  deconstruction [VAmerique,  mats c'est 
la deconstruction].  I n thi s hypothesis , Americ a woul d b e th e prope r 
name of deconstruction i n progress, its family name , its toponymy, it s 
language an d it s place , it s principa l residence . An d ho w coul d w e 
define th e Unite d State s today  without integratin g th e followin g int o 
the description: It is that historical space which today, in all its dimen-
sions an d throug h al l it s powe r plays , reveal s itsel f a s bein g undeni -
ably th e mos t sensitive , receptive , o r responsiv e spac e o f al l t o th e 
themes and effects o f deconstructon. Since such a space represents and 
stages, i n thi s respect , th e greates t concentratio n in  the  world,  one 
could no t defin e i t without a t leas t includin g thi s symptom (i f we can 
even spea k o f symptoms ) i n it s definition . I n th e wa r tha t rage s ove r 
the subject o f deconstruction, ther e i s no front; the r are no fronts. Bu t 
if ther e were , the y woul d al l pas s throug h th e Unite d States . The y 
would defin e th e lot , and , i n truth , th e partitio n o f America . Bu t w e 
have learne d fro m 'Deconstruction ' t o suspen d thes e alway s hast y 
attributions o f proper names . My hypothesis mus t thu s be abandoned . 
No, 'deconstruction ' i s no t a  proper name , no r i s America th e prope r 
name o f deconstruction . Le t u s sa y instead : deconstructio n an d 
America ar e tw o ope n set s whic h intersec t partiall y accordin g t o a n 
allegorico-metonymic figure.  In this fiction of truth, 'America' woud be 
the titl e o f a  ne w nove l o n th e histor y o f deconstructio n an d th e 
deconstruction o f history " (Memoires  for Paul  de  Man,  rev . ed . [Ne w 
York: Columbia University Press, 1989), pp. 17-18. 
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3. Sinc e then , this reading  has become a book. It wil l appear thi s year i n 
France an d nex t yea r i n th e Unite d States . Once agai n Pegg y Kamu f 
did me the favor o f translating it , a favor I  will never be able to matc h 
with my gratitude . 

4. Lepas  au-dela  (Paris: Gallimard, 1973) , p.107. 
5. Friedric h Nietzsche , The  Birth  of  Tragedy,  trans . Walte r Kaufman n 

(New York: Random House, 1967) , p.60. 
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Deconstruction an d the Lyri c 

Jonathan Culle r 

It seem s thoroughl y appropriat e fo r a  conferenc e o n Deconstruc -
tion i n Americ a t o begi n wit h literature , sinc e l i terature—th e 
study thereof—i s wher e deconstructio n i n America itsel f bega n t o 
take root . Bu t on e migh t als o suspec t that , i f w e lea d of f wit h 
literature, i t i s i n orde r t o ge t i t ou t o f th e wa y an d t o ge t dow n t o 
the importan t stuff—philosoph y an d politics . Crucia l i n a  sense , 
yet perhap s inconsequential , ther e t o b e passe d beyond—i s tha t 
of the conditio n o r th e fate , shal l w e say , of literature today ? 

My subject i s that combinatio n o f importance an d inconsequen -
t i a l l y know n a s th e lyric—whic h fo r m e a t leas t i s th e mos t 
economical i f not quintessentia l instantiatio n o f literature . 

Jacques Derrid a ha s alway s writte n abou t author s deeme d lit -
erary bu t recentl y h e ha s deal t mor e frequentl y wit h th e ide a o f 
literature itself . For example , h e speak s o f literature a s 

[an] historica l institutio n wit h it s conventions , rules , etc. , bu t als o thi s 
institution o f fiction which gives  in  principle the power to say everything , 
to break fre e o f th e rules , t o displac e them , an d thereb y t o Institute , t o 
invent an d eve n to suspect th e traditiona l differenc e betwee n natur e an d 
institution .  . . The institutio n o f literatur e i n th e West , i n it s relativel y 
modern form , i s linked t o an authorizatio n t o say everything an d doubt -
less too to the coming about of the modern idea of democracy. Not that i t 
depends o n a  democrac y i n place , bu t i t seem s inseparabl e t o m e fro m 
what call s fort h a  democracy , i n th e mos t ope n (an d doubtles s itsel f t o 
come) sense of democracy. 1 

41 
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Here i s anothe r passag e fro m th e sam e text ; a n intervie w wit h 
Derek Attridge i n Acts of  Literature  (1992) : 

This experience of writing i s "subject" t o an imperative : to give space fo r 
singular events , t o inven t somethin g ne w i n th e for m o f act s o f writin g 
which n o longe r consis t i n a  theoretica l knowledge , i n ne w constativ e 
statements, t o giv e onesel f t o a  poetico-literar y performativit y a t leas t 
analogous to that of promises, orders, or acts of constitution or legislatio n 
which d o no t onl y chang e language , o r which , i n changin g mor e tha n 
language, change mor e tha n language . . . . I n order fo r thi s singula r per -
formativity t o be effective , fo r somethin g ne w t o be produced , historica l 
competence i s no t indispensabl e i n a  certai n for m (tha t o f a  certai n 
academic kin d o f knowledge, fo r example , on th e subjec t o f literary his -
tory), but i t increases the chances.2 

Or again , Derrid a remark s tha t deconstraction , i n thi s historica l 
moment, i s crucially conditione d b y Tevenemen t d e l a li t teratur e 
depuis troi s siecles , en tan t qu e system e d e possibilite s performa -
tives. Elles on t accompagnee s l a form e modern e d e l a democratic . 
Les constitution s politique s on t u n regim e discursi f identiqu e a  l a 
constitution de s structure s litteraires " ["th e even t o f li teratur e fo r 
the pas t thre e centuries , a s a  syste m o f performativ e possibilities . 
They hav e accompanie d th e moder n for m o f democracy . Politica l 
constitutions hav e a  discursiv e regim e identica l t o tha t o f th e 
constitution o f literary structures."] 3 

Finally, her e i s a  passag e fro m "Passions : 'A n Obliqu e Offer -
ing/ "  which recapitulate s wit h a  difference : 

Literature i s a  moder n invention , inscribe d i n convention s an d institu -
tions which , t o hold o n t o just thi s trait , secure s i n principl e it s right  to 
say everything. Literature thu s ties its destiny to a certain non-censure , t o 
the spac e o f democrati c freedom . N o democrac y withou t literature ; n o 
literature withou t democracy . I t i s alway s possibl e t o wan t neithe r on e 
nor th e other , an d ther e i s no shortage o f doin g withou t the m unde r al l 
regimes, .  . . But i n n o cas e ca n on e dissociat e on e fro m th e other . N o 
analysis woul d b e equa l t o it . .  . . The possibility o f literature , th e legiti -
mation tha t a  societ y give s it , th e allayin g o f suspicio n o r terro r wit h 
regard to it, all that goes together—politically—with th e unlimited righ t 
to ask any question, to suspect al l dogmatism, to analyze every presuppo-
sition, even those of the ethics or the politics of responsibility. 4 

Thinking abou t literatur e thu s seem s directe d t o wor k eventu -
ally t o elucidat e a  certai n relatio n betwee n literatur e an d democ -
racy: i s i t a  metonymica l relationshi p (wher e literatur e i s linke d 
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to wha t give s ris e t o democracy) , o r a  metaphorica l relatio n 
(where literature' s performativit y i s a t leas t analogou s t o tha t o f 
acts of constitution), or a  relation o f identity o f discursive regimes , 
or a  relatio n o f mutua l entailmen t (yo u can' t hav e on e withou t 
the other) ? 

The relationshi p a s sketche d her e seem s base d o n tw o interre -
lated factors—tw o factor s whic h brin g togethe r th e moder n idea s 
or institution s o f literatur e an d democracy : first, a  freedo m whic h 
involves a  specia l kin d o f responsibility , a  hyper-responsibility , 
which include s a  righ t t o absolut e nonresponse . Th e writer , lik e 
the citizen , must , Derrid a writes , "sometime s deman d a  certai n 
irresponsibility, a t leas t a s regard s ideologica l power s .  . . Thi s 
duty o f irresponsibility , o f refusin g t o repl y fo r one' s though t o r 
writing t o constitute d powers , i s perhap s th e highes t for m o f re -
sponsibility."5 Ther e ar e importan t question s t o be pursued i n thi s 
domain, apropo s bot h literatur e an d democFac y an d th e freedo m 
and responsibilit y the y involve ; bu t th e wage r i s tha t thes e ques -
tions wil l mor e likel y b e elucidate d if , a s the y ar e pursued , th e 
cases o f literature an d democrac y ar e kep t i n view together . 

The secon d connectin g facto r i n thes e passage s i s the performa -
tivity o f literatur e an d o f th e discursiv e regime s o f politics , bot h 
of whos e discourse s wor k t o brin g int o bein g th e situation s the y 
purport t o describe . Sinc e appea l t o th e notio n o f performativit y 
has becom e ver y widesprea d o f late , a s th e succes s o f Judit h But -
ler's brillian t Gender  Trouble  ha s le d peopl e i n gende r studie s an d 
queer theor y t o tak e u p th e notion , i t i s importan t t o stres s tha t 
performativity i s th e nam e o f a  proble m rathe r thar > a  solution , 
that i t draw s attentio n t o th e difficult y o f determinin g wha t ca n 
be sai d t o happen , unde r wha t conditions , an d t o th e fac t tha t th e 
event i s no t somethin g tha t i s simpl y given . Onc e again , i t i s 
the conjunctio n o f literatur e an d politic s throug h th e notio n o f 
performativity tha t give s th e complexit y o f th e proble m a  chanc e 
of being elucidated . 

But th e ide a o f literatur e tha t emerge s fro m suc h deconstruc -
tive reflection s o n th e relatio n o f literatur e an d democrac y i s no t 
itself m y subject , thoug h I  hop e w e ma y hav e th e opportunit y t o 
pursue it . I n discussion s o f th e sor t I  hav e bee n quoting , Derrid a 
distinguishes betwee n l i terature—thi s moder n institution , wit h 
its possibilit y o f tout  dire —and somethin g else : poetr y (o r some -



44 Jonatha n Culle r 

times belles  lettres).  An d s o i t i s i n thi s context , wher e literatur e i s 
linked wit h democrac y an d describe d i n term s o f a  certain hyper -
responsibility an d a  performativity o f the word, tha t I  want t o as k 
about poetry , particularl y th e lyric . T o pu t th e proble m mos t 
simply, i f w e ca n maintai n "n o democracy withou t literature, " i t 
seems considerabl y harde r t o imagin e claiming , "n o democrac y 
without poetry, " o r vic e versa . What , then , ca n w e sa y o f lyric ? 
What i s it s relation t o the freedom an d the performativity tha t ar e 
crucial t o the modern ide a of literature ? 

Northrop Fry e defines th e lyric as utterance overheard, a  notio n 
Paul d e Ma n partl y take s u p i n callin g i t "th e instanc e o f repre -
sented voice." 6 I n a n essa y o n Theodor e d e Banville , Baudelair e 
writes o f th e lyric , "Constaton s qu e l'hyperbol e e t l'apostroph e 
sont de s forme s d u languag e qu i lu i son t no n seulemen t de s plu s 
agreables mai s auss i de s plu s necessaire s . . . " [Not e tha t hyper -
bole an d apostroph e ar e th e forms o f language whic h ar e no t onl y 
the mos t agreeabl e bu t als o th e mos t necessar y t o it ] 7 And i t i s i n 
this traditio n tha t d e Man , Barbar a Johnson , an d I  hav e argue d 
that th e fundamenta l trope s o f lyri c ar e apostroph e (th e addres s 
to somethin g tha t i s no t a n empirica l listener ) an d prosopopoei a 
(the givin g o f fac e an d voic e t o an d thu s th e animatio n o f wha t 
would no t otherwis e b e a  livin g interlocutor). 8 Bot h apostroph e 
and prosopopoei a wor k t o create I-you  relation s an d structure s o f 
specularity, whic h see m characteristi c o f the drama s projecte d b y 
lyric. Whethe r w e thin k o f th e addres s t o apparentl y inanimat e 
objects—"O Ros e tho u ar t Sick! " "0 wil d Wes t Wind! " "Sois sage , 
o m a douleur!"—o r th e addres s t o th e beloved , apostrophe s ar e 
not only endemic i n lyric, they are the moments chose n for satiriz -
ing poetic discourse , a s in , for example , 

O Huncamuiica, Huncamunca, O! 
Thy pouting breasts, like kettledrums of brass, 
Beat everlasting loud alarms of joy, .  . . 
For what's too high for love, or what's too low? 
O Huncamunca, Huncamunca, O! "9 

Now apostrophes , whateve r the y ar e invoking , see m t o en d u p 
posing, explicitl y o r implicitly , question s abou t th e performativ e 
efficacy o f poeti c rhetori c itself . S o a s Baudelaire' s "Cie l Brouille " 
concludes, 
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O femme dangereuse , O seduisants climats ! 
Adorerai-je auss i ta neige et vos frimas , 
Et saurai-je tire r de l'implacable hive r 
Des plaisirs plus aigus que la glace et le fer? 

[O dangerous woman , o  seductive climates ! 
Will I  also adore you r sno w an d ice , 
And wil l I  be abl e t o draw fro m implacabl e winte r 
Pleasures tha t ar e sharpe r tha n ic e an d steel?] 1 0 

This i s a  questio n abou t th e performativit y o f lyrica l discourse : 
will i t work ? wil l i t brin g abou t th e condition s i t describes ? T o 
take a  mor e familia r example , Shelley' s "Od e t o th e Wes t Wind " 
insistently invoke s an d conjure s th e win d i n th e apparen t hop e 
that i t will , in th e end , be wha t th e speake r demands : 

Be thou, spirit fierce, 
My spirit! Be thou me , impetuous one! n 

In concluding , th e speake r urge s th e win d t o "B e throug h m y lip s 
to un a wakened earth/Th e trumpe t o f a  prophecy"— a prophec y 
which consist s o f th e incantatio n o f thes e verse s askin g th e win d 
to bear , sustain , repeat , proliferat e a  poeti c enunciatio n o r perfor -
mance whos e conten t i s this performance itself ; namely , th e artic -
ulation o f the hop e tha t th e natura l cycl e o f the season s ("I f winte r 
comes, ca n sprin g b e fa r behind!" ) will , throug h th e agenc y o f th e 
wind, animat e th e speaker' s voice . Tha t is , th e speake r urge s th e 
wind t o "b e throug h m y lip s th e t rumpe t o f a  prophecy, " bu t ther e 
is here n o othe r prophec y tha n thi s hopefu l callin g o n th e win d t o 
advance th e poeti c voice . 

When lyric s thematicall y pos e th e questio n o f th e performativ e 
power o f lyri c rhetoric , i t i s ofte n i n thi s form : wil l yo u b e a s I 
describe yo u whe n I  invok e you ? wil l yo u b e wha t I  sa y yo u are ? 
And whe n the y d o appea r t o answe r th e question , i t i s ofte n b y 
finding som e wa y o f formulating th e reques t s o tha t i t i s by defini -
tion fulfille d i f w e hea r it . I f on e take s suc h case s a s exemplar y o f 
the performativit y o f lyric , the n on e woul d se e lyric , i n principl e 
and ofte n i n practic e a s well , a s a  poeti c namin g tha t performa -
tively create s wha t i t names . S o poems tha t invok e th e heart—" O 
mon coeur , enten d l e chant de s matelots " or "B e still , my heart" — 
create wha t w e have com e t o cal l "th e heart. " 

This locatin g o f lyri c valu e i n performativit y is , perhaps , th e 
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contemporary deconstructiv e versio n o f Heidegger' s poeti c aleth-
eia, poetr y a s th e happenin g o f t rut h a t work . Bu t ther e ar e lot s o f 
lyric example s whic h mak e on e uncomfortabl e wit h suc h a  claim , 
where th e operation s o f apostroph e an d prosopopoei a creat e no t 
the hear t bu t speakin g birds , animate d sofas , o r dagger s ful l o f 
charm: "Charman t poignard , jailli s d e to n etui. " Indeed , Heideg -
ger emphaticall y move s t o separat e hi s tru e dichtung  fro m frivo -
lous pla y o f th e imagination—th e sor t o f play tha t seem s mos t a t 
work i n apostrophi c lyrics , whic h animat e al l kind s o f thing s i n 
ways tha t frequentl y see m embarrassing. 12 I f on e focuse s o n th e 
performative functionin g o f a  lyri c conceive d a s fundamentall y 
apostrophic an d prosopopoeic , the n i t seem s overweenin g t o lin k 
these figures,  whic h s o ofte n foregroun d a  conspicuousl y bizarr e 
or arbitrar y figurality,  t o th e happenin g o f truth . 

What happen s throug h th e performativit y o f lyri c i s exceed -
ingly difficul t t o say , bu t whethe r o r no t lyri c i s th e happenin g o f 
truth i t doe s see m t o happe n a s singula r concatenation s o f 
words—"Shivelights an d shadowtackl e i n lon g lashe s lace , lance , 
and pair" 1 3—combinations difficul t t o reduc e t o them e o r t o infe r 
from particula r empirica l situations . Th e happenin g o f lyric s i s 
linked t o a  strangenes s o r alterit y which , i f i t works , ma y lodg e it -
self i n memory . I f the lyri c happens , i t doe s s o as a  for m o f radica l 
singularity whos e valu e i s linke d t o a  certai n memorabl e oth -
erness. So , i f th e "Od e t o th e Wes t Wind " ha s i n an y sens e mad e 
the win d b e com e th e spiri t o f the speaker—"B e tho u me , impetu -
ous one"—i t i s because thi s verba l connectio n ha s bee n inscribe d 
in memorie s her e an d there , has proliferate d i n it s iterability . 

Educational tradition , fro m Plat o t o th e present , ha s distin -
guished goo d memor y fro m bad—th e memor y o f understandin g 
or assimilatio n (whic h i s t o b e encourage d an d whic h i s wha t 
tests shoul d test) , fro m th e memor y o f rot e repetitio n o r mer e 
memorization. O n th e on e han d ther e i s wha t yo u hav e mad e 
your ow n an d ca n recall , reformulate , an d produc e a s knowledg e 
because yo u hav e understoo d it ; o n th e other , ther e i s wha t yo u 
repeat withou t necessaril y understanding , wha t remain s lodge d 
within mechanica l memor y (Geddchtnis)  a s a  piec e o f otherness . 
Now i f th e nove l i s writin g yo u assimilate—tha t is , whe n yo u 
remember novel s yo u recall , i n you r ow n words , a s w e say , wha t 
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happens, wha t the y ar e about—lyrics , o n th e contrary , retai n a n 
irreducible otherness : t o remembe r the m a t al l i s t o remembe r a t 
least som e o f thei r words ; the y as k a s Derrid a put s i t i n "Ch e cos' e 
la poesia ? "  to b e learne d b y heart . "L e poetique , disons-le , serai t 
ce que t u desire s apprendre , mai s d e l 'autre , grac e a  l 'autr e e t sou s 
sa dictee , pa r coeur : imparare  a  memoria."  ["Th e poetic , le t u s sa y 
it, woul d b e tha t whic h yo u desir e t o learn , bu t fro m th e other , 
thanks t o th e other , an d a t hi s o r he r dictation , b y heart : t o lear n 
by heart ."] 1 4 This brie f tex t o f Derrida' s take s a s th e figure  fo r th e 
lyric no t th e phoeni x no r th e eagl e bu t th e modest , prickl y ye t 
pathetic hedgehog , Vherisson.  Neithe r heritier  no r nourisson, 
Vherisson i s a  creatur e which , a s i n Giraudoux' s Electre,  "s e fai t 
ecraser"—indeed, whos e natur e i s t o "s e fair e ecrase r su r le s 
routes."15 Th e poe m i s addresse d t o you— a generalized , fictional 
you whic h i t posits , whic h i t trie s t o create—bu t i t ca n alway s 
miss it s mark , ca n b e ignored , eve n ridiculed . I t expose s itsel f t o 
being dismissed . So , while a t on e level , lyric s thematiz e th e prob -
lem o f whethe r the y wil l mak e thing s happe n an d sometime s find 
ways o f insuring tha t wha t the y wan t t o have happe n doe s happe n 
through th e form o f articulation o f the desire , their performativit y 
consists als o i n thei r succes s i n creatin g th e listeners/reader s the y 
at tempt t o address an d i n makin g themselve s remembered . 

On th e questio n o f the freedo m an d performativit y o f literature , 
Derrida writes : 

it is an institution which consists in transgressing and transforming, thu s 
in producin g it s constitutiona l law ; or , t o pu t i t better , i n producin g 
discursive forms , "works, " and "events " in which th e very possibility of a 
fundamental constitutio n i s a t leas t "fictionally " contested , threatened , 
deconstructed, presente d i n it s ver y precariousness . Hence , while litera -
ture share s a  certai n powe r an d a  certai n destin y wit h "jurisdiction, " 
with th e juridico-politica l productio n o f institutiona l foundations , th e 
constitutions of states, fundamental legislation , and even the theological -
juridical performative s whic h occu r a t th e beginning o f law, at a  certai n 
point i t can only exceed them, interrogate them, "fictionalize" them: with 
nothing, o r almos t nothing , i n view , of course , and b y producing event s 
whose "reality" or duration i s never assured, but whic h by tha t ver y fac t 
are more thought-provoking, i f that stil l means something. 16 

Though w e migh t no t wis h t o clai m fo r lyri c th e juridico-politica l 
productive powe r tha t literatur e i s her e sai d t o share , lyri c doe s 
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partake i n tha t exces s o f fictionalized foundationa l performatives , 
as i t posit s condition s i n poeti c event s whos e realit y o r duratio n i s 
never assure d an d whic h ma y indee d see m t o hav e "almos t noth -
ing" i n view . Forma l structure s tha t pos e a  certai n resistanc e 
to understanding , the y ma y o r ma y no t succee d i n inscribin g 
themselves o n th e memory , wit h wha t d e Ma n call s "th e senseles s 
power o f positional language." 17 

There woul d see m the n t o b e tw o interpretation s o f th e per -
formativity o f lyric . On e see s poem s a s creatin g wha t the y nam e 
or describe , i n a  wor k o f truth— dichtung—and woul d stres s i n 
particular th e crucia l rol e o f metaphor i n poeti c naming . I t woul d 
be les s comfortabl e whe n th e trope s o f lyri c ar e apostroph e an d 
prosopopoeia an d migh t b e sorel y tempte d t o distinguis h a  tru e 
lyric performativity fro m th e facil e pla y o f rhetoric . In 1977 , in a n 
article entitle d "Apostrophe, " I  trie d t o resis t tha t temptation , 
while pursuin g thi s option , b y identifyin g apostroph e wit h th e 
fundamental structur e o f lyri c bu t a t th e sam e tim e wit h every -
thing tha t i s potentiall y mos t pretentious , mystificatory , an d em -
barrassing i n th e lyric ; an d I  sough t t o wor k ou t ho w thes e trope s 
could b e sai d t o mak e thing s happen—fo r exampl e b y thrustin g 
their animat e presupposition s o n th e reade r o r listene r wit h th e 
force o f an event. 18 Lamartine' s "Object s inanimes , avez vous don e 
une ame?," 1 9 lik e th e questio n "Hav e yo u stoppe d beatin g you r 
wife?," create s a  structur e fro m whic h a  reade r ha s troubl e disen -
gaging, excep t b y ignorin g th e poe m altogether . Th e problem , fo r 
me, wa s t o find  case s wher e on e migh t argu e convincingl y tha t a 
poem mad e somethin g happen . Th e "Od e t o th e Wes t Wind " 
would b e a  cas e i n point , becaus e o f th e specia l self-reflexiv e 
character o f it s formulations . An d I  conclude d wit h th e exampl e 
of Keats' s "Thi s Livin g Hand, " which , I  argued , dare s reader s t o 
resist i t bu t compel s thei r acceptanc e o f a  presenc e th e poe m 
performatively produces. 20 

Against thi s accoun t o f poeti c performativity , th e secon d ac -
count o f performativit y woul d insist , rather , o n th e unverifiabl e 
and problemati c natur e o f suc h event s an d lin k performativit y 
rather t o a  performativ e iterabilit y whos e bes t instanc e i s th e 
lodging o f singula r formulation s i n memory . Thi s secon d accoun t 
might stress , a s Derrid a doe s i n "Ch e cos' e l a poesia?, " tha t th e 
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poem, vulnerabl e lik e th e hedgeho g rolle d int o a  ball , make s yo u 
want t o protec t it , lear n i t b y heart , i n a  "passio n d e l a marqu e 
singuliere." Her e th e oddit y o f th e poem , it s vulnerabilit y t o dis -
missal, i s wha t call s t o us , an d on e migh t speculat e tha t criti -
cism's inclinatio n t o demonstrat e th e necessity , th e inevitabilit y 
of poeti c combinations—wh y th e poe m need s jus t thes e word s 
and n o other—come s fro m th e knowledg e tha t i t i s th e contin -
gency, th e accidents , th e othernes s o f poeti c phrase s tha t create s 
their appeal . 

Now i t ma y b e tha t ther e ca n b e n o questio n o f choosin g be -
tween thes e accounts—betwee n performativit y a s th e happenin g 
of trut h o r th e poem' s creatio n o f wha t i t describes , an d th e per -
formativity of , shal l w e say , wha t manage s t o repeat , happen s t o 
lodge itsel f i n mechanica l memor y a s iterabl e inscription . Ther e 
may b e n o questio n o f choosin g becaus e th e lyri c migh t b e pre -
cisely th e nam e o f th e hop e tha t iterabl e inscriptio n wil l b e th e 
happening o f t ruth—or , o n th e contrary , th e nam e o f th e conceal -
ment o f inscriptio n an d th e pla y o f th e lette r b y a  thematic s o f 
specularity an d self-creation , o r perhaps—on e othe r possibility — 
the nam e o f the oscillatio n betwee n thes e perspectives . 

These possibilities , i t seem s t o me , help t o mak e sens e o f part o f 
Paul d e Man' s complicate d an d discontinuou s accoun t o f lyric . D e 
Man speak s o f lyri c (an d othe r name s fo r genres ) a s a  defensiv e 
motion o f understanding . Thi s passage , from "Anthropomorphis m 
and Trop e i n th e Lyric, " needs t o be quote d a t length : 

What w e cal l th e lyric , th e instanc e o f represente d voice , convenientl y 
spells ou t th e rhetorica l an d themati c characteristic s tha t mak e i t th e 
paradigm of a complementary relationshi p between grammar , trope , and 
theme. Th e se t o f characteristic s include s th e variou s structure s an d 
moments w e encountere d alon g th e wa y [i.e. , i n th e interpretatio n o f 
Baudelaire's "Obsession, " whic h d e Ma n see s a s translatin g th e sonne t 
"Correspondances" into lyric intelligibility] : specular symmetr y alon g an 
axis o f assertio n an d negatio n (t o whic h correspon d th e generi c mirro r 
images of the ode, as celebration, and th e elegy, as mourning), the gram -
matical transformatio n o f th e declarativ e int o th e vocativ e mode s o f 
question, exclamation, address, hypothesis, etc., the tropological transfor -
mation of analogy into apostrophe, or the equivalent, more general trans -
formation . . . o f trop e int o anthropomorphism . Th e lyri c i s no t a  genre , 
but on e nam e amon g severa l t o designat e a  defensiv e motio n o f under -
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standing, the possibility of a future hermeneutics . From this point of view 
there i s no significan t differenc e betwee n on e generi c ter m an d another : 
all have the same apparently intentiona l and temporal function. 21 

Here th e suggestio n i s tha t lyric , lik e othe r genres , i s a  "ter m o f 
resistance an d nostalgia/ ' th e nam e w e hav e fo r a  particula r wa y 
of convincin g ourselve s no t onl y tha t languag e i s meaningfu l an d 
that i t wil l giv e ris e t o an intuitio n o r understanding , bu t tha t thi s 
will b e a n understandin g o f th e world—a n understandin g 
to come. 22 Bu t i n d e Man' s essa y ther e i s somethin g els e tha t 
stands agains t th e lyri c thu s conceived . O f Baudelaire' s "Corre -
spondances," h e writes , "Al l w e kno w i s tha t i t is , emphatically , 
not a  lyric . Yet it , an d i t alone , contains , implies , produces , gener -
ates, permit s (o r whateve r aberran t verba l metapho r on e wishe s 
to choose) , th e entir e possibilit y o f th e lyric." 23 D e Man' s phras e 
"it alone " warn s u s agains t distinguishin g betwee n tw o kind s o f 
poetry, on e o f whic h i s lyri c an d th e othe r o f which—lik e "Corre -
spondances "—remains unnamed . "  Correspondances" seem s 
rather t o be a  textua l singularity—h e speak s o f it s "stut ter"—tha t 
gets translate d int o lyric , int o lyri c intelligibility . "Correspondan -
ces" permit s hi m t o infe r a  materialit y o f languag e whic h canno t 
be isolate d a s such , a s a  "moment " o r a n origin , bu t which , b y 
standing, a s i t were , "beneath " lyri c (o r whateve r aberran t formu -
lation on e wishe s t o choose) , enable s u s t o identif y th e figurative 
structures an d operation s constitutiv e o f the lyric . 

Today, a s critica l account s appea l t o a  performativit y whic h i s 
increasingly see n a s bot h th e accomplishmen t an d th e justifica -
tion o f l i terature—th e sourc e o f claim s w e migh t wis h t o mak e 
for i t—i t seem s t o m e especiall y importan t tha t w e consider , i n 
particular cases , wha t performativit y involve s an d wha t kind s o f 
distinctions w e nee d t o mak e t o tal k abou t suc h form s a s th e lyric , 
which I  thin k meri t mor e sustaine d attentio n tha n the y hav e s o 
far receive d fro m o r i n deconstructio n i n America . 
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Reading Epitaph s 

Cynthia Chas e 

You haven' t reall y rea d somethin g unti l you'v e rea d i t a s a n epi -
taph, sai d a  frien d o f a  frien d o f min e t o who m I  tol d thi s title . 
Tell the m that . 

To rea d somethin g a s a n epitaph . No t ye t havin g begu n t o 
think, wha t woul d tha t mean ? on e recognize s th e prescription , 
and one' s hea d fills  u p wit h words . Wordsworth's . I  wan t t o tal k 
about th e "Essa y upo n Epitaphs " (th e first  one) , whic h i s on e o f 
the databl e moment s a t whic h literature  an d epitaph  defin e on e 
another, partl y i n certai n familia r post-Romanti c terms : wha t 
more obviousl y tha n a n epitap h shoul d b e universal , "permanent, " 
and sincere ? Takin g th e epitap h a s a  paradig m fo r writin g i s on e 
of th e grea t powe r play s i n humanism' s history , whateve r els e on e 
has t o sa y abou t it . By th e sam e token , Wordsworth' s "Essa y upo n 
Epitaphs" could b e title d "Epitap h o n Literature. " 

De Man' s "Autobiograph y a s De-facement " note s tha t th e 
Wordsworth tex t state s a  preferenc e fo r epitaph s writte n "i n th e 
third person, " fro m th e positio n o f th e survivor , ove r thos e i n 
the "firs t person, " thos e tha t "personat e th e deceased. " I  quote th e 
reading tha t i s for man y a  familiar : 

Yet a t severa l point s throughou t th e thre e essays , Wordsworth caution s 
consistently agains t th e us e o f prosopopoeia , agains t th e conventio n o f 
having th e "Sta Viator" adressed t o the travele r o n the road o f life by th e 
voice o f th e '  ;parted person . Suc h chiasmi c figures , crossin g th e condi -
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tions of death an d o f life wit h th e attribute s o f speech an d o f silence are , 
says Wordsworth, "too poignant and too transitory''—a curiously phrase d 
criticism, since the very movement o f consolation i s that o f the transitor y 
and sinc e i t i s the poignancy o f the weeping "silen t marble, " as i n Gray' s 
epitaph on Mrs. Clark, for which th e essays strive.1 

Citing th e line s tha t Wordsworth' s tex t leave s ou t fro m it s quota -
tion o f Milton' s sonnet-epitap h "O n Shakespeare" : " . . . tho u .  . . 
Dost mak e us  marbl e .  . .  ," "Autobiograph y a s De-facement " re -
marks, 

"Doth mak e us marble", in the Essays upon  Epitaphs,  canno t fai l t o evoke 
the laten t threa t tha t inhabit s prosopopoeia , namel y tha t b y makin g th e 
death speak , th e symmetrica l structur e o f the trop e implies , by the sam e 
token, tha t th e livin g ar e struc k dumb . .  . .The surmis e o f th e "Pause , 
Traveller!" [conventiona l t o epitaphs ] thu s acquire s a  siniste r connota -
tion tha t i s no t onl y th e prefiguratio n o f one' s ow n mortalit y bu t ou r 
actual entry int o the frozen worl d of the dead. 2 

To rea d grea t literature , Milton' s "O n Shakespeare " says , i s t o b e 
turned t o stone , an d becaus e Wordsworth' s essay-epitap h per -
ceives and perform s tha t threat , i t erase s thos e line s of Milton tha t 
pronounce it . 

In teachin g a  readin g suc h a s this , de Ma n conveye d th e experi -
ence o f reading  in  the  original.  Tha t on e migh t rea d Wordswort h i n 
the original , no t i n translation . Into , say , Germa n o r Flemis h o r 
French. N o on e o f d e Man' s formation  woul d d o suc h a  thing , o f 
course, bu t tha t Englis h wasn' t one' s firs t languag e mean s some -
thing: th e sligh t effor t an d unobviousnes s tha t tha t phras e "t o 
read somethin g i n th e original " conveys . "Death " fo r "dead " (an d 
vice versa) , "doth" fo r "dost, " "debt " ("deat'" ) fo r "death"—no w al l 
those slip s ar e finds , jus t becaus e the y ma y o r ma y no t hav e 
meaning; shells , coquilles.  T o rea d i n th e origina l mean s no t t o 
"know," righ t off , wha t count s a s a  mer e idiom , a n assonance , a 
cliche, an d s o t o hav e t o reconstruct , painstakingly , a  sense , o f 
which th e stresse s ma y b e altogethe r differen t tha n th e emphase s 
of th e spoke n an d "understood " text . T o thi s da y I  liste n wit h 
dismay an d cringin g t o ho w The  Prelude  sound s a s "read " b y En -
glish-born actors . I  mean t o praise here , though , no t a n alternativ e 
authenticity, anothe r "original, " bu t a  chance . "Slo w reading, " 
Barbara Johnso n call s i t i n a  recen t pape r o n som e o f thes e sam e 
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texts. I t give s th e chanc e o f unwindin g th e word s fro m th e mean -
ings the y (i n phrases , i n sentences , i n verses ) hav e ove r an d ove r 
had. Readin g i n th e origina l a  tex t i n a  languag e no t you r own : 
this i s the experience promise d b y literature  (no t only "Comparative 
Literature"), an d a  tolerabl e metaphor , perhap s a  tolerabl e in -
stance, o f th e "experience " o f history , alternatel y tha t o f intelligi -
bility an d o f unintelligibility i n a  rhythm on e ma y o r ma y no t pic k 
up. Bu t I  bring u p th e matte r o f languag e learnin g als o becaus e i t 
offers a  rea l "correlate " t o th e "actua l entr y int o th e froze n worl d 
of th e dead " tha t d e Man' s tex t speak s of . No t knowin g wha t 
elements o f a  tex t t o "read " an d wha t t o silentl y rea d pas t o r 
through: it' s tha t bana l an d ghastl y predicamen t o f th e languag e 
student tha t i s th e conditio n o f "reall y readin g something. " T o 
borrow agai n m y openin g words , an d (fo r th e longes t time , i f no t 
"permanently") fo r al l tha t vo u ca n sa y abou t it , tha t epitap h 
might a s wel l b e yours . 

What doe s i t mea n t o tak e a s one' s mode l fo r languag e (o r eve n 
just fo r writing ) epitaphs,  a s Wordsworth' s "Essay " does ? (Tha t 
move compare s wit h th e storie s i n Rousseau' s Second  Discourse 
and Essai  sur  Vorigine  des  langues,  whic h alternatel y awar d prior -
ity t o passio n an d t o need. ) Surel y i t mean s a n at temp t t o realize , 
to phenomenalize , th e ontolog y w e to o readil y "think " (o r receiv e 
the idea ) i s implicit  i.e. , present , i n languag e o r i n writing , whic h 
to "be " languag e ha s t o b e abl e t o mea n somethin g whe n yo u o r I 
are n o longe r "there. " 

Regenerating a  descriptio n o f thi s possibilit y o r "predicament " 
that woul d no t hav e th e illusor y eas e an d familiarit y o f tha t de -
scription take s mor e car e tha n I  coul d manage ; on e goe s bac k t o 
Limited Inc . (1988) an d "Sig n an d Symbol. " S o just sa y tha t ther e 
is n o on e tim e a t whic h anythin g "take s place. " Wordsworth' s 
move coul d b e see n a s a n at temp t t o translat e thi s possibility — 
this "predicament"—int o aestheti c an d generi c term s an d thereb y 
naturalize an d und o o r alleviat e it . A n apologi a fo r language , 
modulating int o a  threat—that ' s ho w th e Essays  on  Epitaphs,  a t a 
certain pace , read . Wordsworth' s Essay  woul d giv e a  fac e t o th e 
enigma o f how th e meanin g get s t o th e words . And n o answer s ar e 
excluded, includin g "fro m things. " T o sa y "fro m things " doesn' t 
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necessarily pu t yo u i n empiricis m o r positivism , especially , i n 
"our" traditions , i f th e thing s i n questio n ar e trees , rocks , o r ca n 
be calle d "she " or "elle " (or "T") . 

"It i s t o b e remembered, " th e "Essay " reads , "tha t t o rais e a 
monument i s a  sobe r an d a  reflectiv e act ; tha t th e inscriptio n 
which i t bear s i s intende d t o b e permanent , an d fo r universa l 
perusal." And also : 

an epitap h i s no t a  proud writin g shu t u p fo r th e studious : i t i s expose d 
to all—to the wise and th e most ignorant ; . . . i t is concerning all , and fo r 
all . . . fo r thi s reason , th e thought s an d feeling s expresse d shoul d b e 
permanent also—liberate d fro m tha t weaknes s an d anguis h o f sorro w 
which i s in nature transitory , an d whic h wit h instinctiv e decenc y retire s 
from notice . .  . . The very form an d substance of the monument whic h has 
received the inscription, and th e appearance o f the letters, testifying wit h 
what a  slo w an d laboriou s han d the y mus t hav e bee n engraven , migh t 
seem t o reproac h th e autho r wh o ha d give n wa y upo n thi s occasio n t o 
transports o f mind , o r t o quic k turn s o f conflictin g passion ; thoug h th e 
same migh t constitut e th e lif e an d beaut y o f a  funera l oratio n o r a n 
elegiac poem. 3 

In a  prope r epi taph—an d th e epitap h i s th e mode l fo r literatur e 
and fo r history , fo r Wordsworth' s text—th e mediu m dictate s t o 
the message-sender , an d "turns " o f though t an d feelin g com e int o 
being onl y becaus e o f th e materialization , th e immobilization , 
that fixes  the m t o a  grave . 

What peculia r powe r th e tex t ascribe s t o writing wit h th e quali -
ties that—sometim e befor e an d afte r thi s text—wer e identifie d 
with literature , great  literature : universality , universa l readabil -
ity, permanence . An d a t th e sam e time , wha t a  sof t sell ! "Hav e 
feelings tha t ar e universa l an d permanent, " say s th e hous e o f 
language, "—becaus e gravestone s are. " Th e evidenc e suggest s 
that Wordswort h wa s alarme d b y an d no t skille d i n th e makin g o f 
advertisements, an d i n thi s tex t to o perhap s tha t shows . Wha t 
peculiar powe r thi s passag e i n Wordsworth' s "Essay " ascribe s t o a 
kind of  writing:  th e powe r t o determin e wha t sor t o f feeling s th e 
writer shoul d have : hegemoni c power . An d no t fro m Gramsci' s 
jail di d "hegemony " appea r mor e insidiou s o r mor e important . 
But i s suc h power , read —Is suc h power , whe n designated , ex -
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plained, a s i t i s i n Wordsworth' s text—o r eve n whe n exercise d 
(say thi s passag e i s "merel y a n exercise") ; i s suc h power , throug h 
such a  text , bein g established , o r bein g unraveled ? Ther e isn' t an 
answer, bu t outcome s tha t chang e a s on e listen s fo r the m b y 
silently decidin g an d redecidin g ho w t o segmen t th e text' s seman -
tic an d syntacti c structures . "  In Wordsworth' s text, " w e hav e t o 
concede, then , i s a  no-place ; i n wha t time  w e rea d thos e words , 
what time  w e se e thos e words , i s crucial . Ho w muc h tim e d o yo u 
have; what  time  d o yo u tak e i t t o be.  Thi s seem s t o m e a  wa y 
to describ e th e practica l difficult y o f tryin g t o practic e ideolog y 
critiques and  or  deconstructions . 

It's somethin g Jacque s Derrid a said , I  think . I t coul d als o b e 
under hi s aegi s tha t on e woul d mov e fro m a  rhetorica l analysi s o f 
the Wordswort h passag e t o a  meditatio n upo n politic s an d grief , 
starting of f fro m th e text' s oracula r an d circula r definitio n o f 
"liberation," o f bein g "liberate d fro m tha t weaknes s an d anguis h 
of sorrow whic h i s in natur e transitory , an d whic h wit h instinctiv e 
decency retire s fro m notice. " Th e circula r o r suspende d judgmen t 
implied b y th e restrictive clause— "which is  in nature  transitory" — 
empties ou t an d mitigate s th e brutalit y a s wel l a s th e rigo r tha t 
could inher e i n tha t nex t phrase , "instinctiv e decency. " (An d nev -
ertheless, whethe r o r no t the y ca n spo t restrictiv e clauses , an d 
whether o r no t it' s "there " "i n th e original, " writin g student s ten d 
to ge t th e message : "th e thought s an d feeling s expresse d shoul d 
not b e thos e tha t anyon e wit h an y decenc y instinctivel y sup -
presses." Th e shee r laboriousnes s o f languag e tha t signifie s 
through it s syntax—no t jus t th e readin g teacher—inhibits , stills. ) 
In "other " cultures , includin g Gree k (moder n and  ancient) , an -
guish o f sorro w doe s not  "wit h instinctiv e decenc y retir e fro m 
notice" bu t make s itsel f hear d i n laments—women' s lament s i n 
particular.4 The y ar e e n route , n o doubt , t o silence , o r t o writing . 
Or a t leas t Wordsworth' s languag e coul d hav e th e effect , th e 
power, o f makin g u s believ e tha t th e kin d o f mournin g an d th e 
kind o f da y an d th e kin d o f literatur e hi s line s evok e ha s al l th e 
prestige, power , an d inevitabilit y o f death . 

Wordsworth's line s hav e th e signa l virtue , I' d argue , o f noting 
that connection ; o f notin g tha t a  certai n kin d o f writing , th e kin d 
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we value , th e "permanent " kind , take s it s authorit y fro m a  cer -
tain—very particula r an d peculiar—wa y o f handling death : han -
dling i t vi a th e wor d "grave " an d th e ide a o f monument s an d o f 
inscriptions. An d i n thi s th e Wordswort h passag e mark s a  lin e 
of though t recentl y take n u p i n Derrida' s reflection s o n death , 
particularly a t th e poin t a t whic h the y mov e betwee n Being  and 
Time an d it s counterin g i n text s o f Levina s tha t sugges t tha t not 
one's ownmost , m y ow n death , bu t the  other  s  death , ha s priorit y 
among ou r condition s o f existence . Where i s mournin g addressed , 
how i s grie f redressed , i n Sein  und  Zeit,  wa s mor e tha n a  passin g 
question, i n Derrida' s conference  fo r th e secon d Derrid a sympo -
sium a t Cerisy . Ho w migh t on e g o betwee n Wordsworth , Derrida , 
and d e Ma n o n mourning , an d Heidegge r o n "mood? " I' m no t 
competent t o pursu e o r reall y eve n pos e thes e questions , s o I 
will retur n t o th e connectio n o f deat h an d literatur e agai n i n 
another way . 

I wan t t o g o o n wit h a n importan t ide a i n th e "Autobiograph y 
as De-facement " passage , tha t a n epitaph , tha t literature , doe s no t 
"leave u s i n quiet " (t o quot e Wordswort h again ) bu t reposition s 
text an d reade r an d pushe s yo u t o th e ground . (Albei t "marble. " 
Keats, i n "Th e Fall, " anywa y ("lif e t o Milto n woul d b e deat h t o 
me"), knew tha t eve n o n a  marbl e stai r on e coul d moulde r away. ) 
De Man' s readin g o f Walte r Benjamin' s essa y o n "translation " 
generates anothe r luri d figure  o f writin g o r reading . I t i s som e 
sentences tha t com e bac k a t m e lik e th e inscribe d letter s o f a 
badly writte n epitaph , a  permanen t reproach—firs t becaus e thes e 
lines hav e alread y bee n writte n abou t repeatedly , an d secon d be -
cause the y reproac h on e fo r th e failur e an d th e wish  t o understan d 
the reproach the y mak e an d th e threa t the y bespeak . The reproac h 
and th e threa t are  understood , I  shoul d say , i n Nei l Hertz' s essa y 
"Lurid Figures. " Bu t her e the y ar e again . Th e line s ar e o f Pau l d e 
Man, fro m th e 198 3 Messenger Lectur e a t Cornel l Universit y enti -
tled "'Conclusions' : Walte r Benjamin' s 'Th e Tas k o f th e Transla -
tor'," an d th e anteceden t o f th e "they " tha t i s th e subjec t o f thes e 
lines i s "translations. " A  previous sentenc e link s translatio n wit h 
other "activities " tha t ar e "intralinguistic, " namel y "critica l phi -
losophy, literar y theory , history. " "The y ar e al l intralinguistic, " 
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writes d e Man , "the y relat e t o wha t i n th e origina l belong s t o 
language, an d no t t o meanin g a s a n extralinguisti c correlat e sus -
ceptible o f paraphrase an d imitation. " The n this : 

They disarticulate , the y und o th e original , the y revea l tha t th e origina l 
was alway s alread y disarticulated . The y revea l tha t thei r failure , whic h 
seems t o b e du e t o th e fac t tha t the y ar e secondar y i n relatio n t o th e 
original [a s the engraving i n stone of the epitaph i s secondary i n relatio n 
to it s writing , it s composition] , reveals a n essentia l failure , a n essentia l 
disarticulation whic h was already there in the original . 

In th e origina l feelings—"Felt, " a s w e say , onl y i f the y wer e suit -
able fo r a  stone . Here no w i s the sentenc e I  come bac k to : They kill 
the original,  by  discovering  that  the  original  was  already  dead. 

We are s o used t o violent imager y an d "negativity " tha t it' s eas y 
to pass b y on th e othe r sid e (the meanin g side ) of these word s eve n 
after, o r al l th e mor e after , the y wer e see n an d rea d b y Nei l Hert z 
as a  remarkabl e instanc e o f th e luri d figures  i n d e Man' s writing , 
and interpreted.i n term s o f th e "pathos  of  uncertain  agency"  tha t 
their oxymoro n o r equivocation—"kill, " "discove r dead"—sum -
mons up . S o I  wan t t o broac h agai n th e questio n o f wha t i t coul d 
mean t o "find  already  dead"  a  text , a  work , a  figure. 

Instinctive knowledg e tha t I'l l b e save d b y ou r tim e limit s leav -
ing m e onl y a  fe w mor e minute s alon e enable s m e t o tak e u p thi s 
text. Fo r I  don' t wan t t o thin k abou t it s figures. I  wan t onl y t o 
spell ou t no t a  certai n se t o f alternatives , bu t a  sor t o f equivoca l 
outcome tha t th e figures  ma y mean . "Tha t two-hande d engin e a t 
the door, " say s "Lycidas. " Translatio n i s suc h a n engine , which , 
perhaps, "stand s read y t o smit e onc e an d smit e n o more, " but , s o 
I'd translate , neve r once  smites , becaus e two  things , always , a t 
least, happen . I  com e bac k t o th e versio n o f thi s operatio n i n d e 
Man's lectur e o n Benjamin . Tw o page s o r a  coupl e o f minute s 
earlier, i n th e sam e lecture , de Man said , 

Both criticism an d translatio n ar e caught i n the gesture which Benjami n 
calls ironic, a gesture which undoes the stability of the original by giving 
it a  definitive, canonica l form i n the translation o r in the theorization. In 
a curious way, translation canonize s its  own versio n more than th e origi-
nal wa s canonical . Onc e yo u hav e translatio n yo u canno t translat e i t 
any more . You can translat e onl y an original . The translation canonizes , 
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freezes, an original and shows in the original a  mobility, an instability , 
which at first one did not notice.5 

A translation translates  the text, and so translates it. It betrays i t to 
that heave n o f meaning s finally  receive d u p abov e withou t thei r 
original words . Translation , o n th e outhe r hand , save s th e text , 
for i t move s it , t o bur y it . Th e translate d tex t i s destabilized , 
deconstructed, i t tip s over , i t bob s up an d down . For the scen e of 
this encounte r i s not alon e a  historica l locatio n (sa y th e Plac e d e 
la Concord e o r th e Plac e Vendome) ; i t i s tha t strea m o r lak e i n 
which th e figure  tha t Shelle y name d "th e fai r shape " faded ; th e 
watery grounds , th e grief , wher e writin g an d literatur e find  th e 
conditions o f thei r survival . S o w e kil l th e origina l b y finding  i t 
already dead . Doe s a  text' s wor k depen d s o muc h o n bein g "liv -
ing"? As when we say, "a living masterpiece, a  living work of art"? 

No. Measure th e synta x differently . T o find  th e original , i f w e 
find it , is  t o find  i t alread y dead , fo r finding,  i n thi s versio n o f 
translation o f this  origina l text , mean s makin g ou t th e shap e o r 
contour, an outline that' s boun d t o be doubled an d blurred . For a 
text is not a picture, shut up for the studious. It is for reading. It is 
"Wort and Sate,"say s d e Man , elsewhere i n th e sam e lecture , say -
ing Walte r Benjamin' s words ; i t i s figure  an d syntax , gramma r 
and lexicon, "Sponge  undKrug." 6 
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Upping the Ante: Deconstruction a s 
Parodic Practic e 

Samuel Webe r 

As th e Introductio n o f Du  Droit  a  la  philosophic  draw s t o a  close , 
Jacques Derrid a touche s o n th e plac e o f knowledge  i n decon -
struction: 

What i s involved, o f course, is knowledge, still , but abov e al l th e knowl -
edge o f how , without  renouncing  the  classical  norms  of  objectivity  and 
responsibility, without menacing  the  critical ideal of science and of philoso-
phy and  thus  without  renouncing  knowledge,  the obligation o f responsibil -
ity can be extended. How far? Without limit , no doubt [ . .  . ] l 

To kno w ho w t o exten d th e demand s o f responsibilit y t o th e ver y 
limits o f knowledge, "withou t renouncin g knowledge"—thi s i s th e 
aporetical challeng e t o whic h Derrida' s writin g seek s t o respond. 
If thi s tas k i s "withou t limit, " i t i s neve r entirel y lackin g i n direc -
tion, a s th e passag e I  jus t ci ted—an d interrupted—goe s o n t o 
make clear : 

How far ? Ther e i s n o limit , t o b e sure , fo r consciousnes s o f a  limited 
responsibility i s "good  conscience") but abov e al l t o the point wher e thes e 
classical norm s an d th e authorit y o f thi s idea l ar e questioned . Thi s i n 
turn amount s t o exercising one' s righ t t o a sor t o f "right o f response," a t 
least i n th e guis e o f turning th e questio n bac k upon it s origina l for m b y 
asking wha t tie s responsibilit y t o response . Then , goin g eve n furthe r t o 
ask what found s o r rathe r engages  the value o f critical questionin g s o as 

60 
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to make i t inseparable [fro m responsibility?] . And to know how to think 
about th e provenance of such knowledge abou t wha t on e can and should 
do with such responsibility, (p. 108 ) 

Respond t o responsibilit y b y raisin g th e questio n o f wha t tie s i t 
"to response" ; then , questio n it s relatio n t o "th e valu e o f critica l 
questioning"; an d finally , "kno w ho w t o thin k th e provenanc e o f 
this knowledge " an d wha t on e can an d shoul d "d o with it"—thi s 
constitutes a  progra m that , i t woul d seem , coul d hardl y hop e t o 
avoid th e mos t viciou s an d henc e mos t debilitatin g circularit y 
except, perhaps , unde r on e condition : b y upping  the  ante  of 
knowledge. 

This formulatio n i s t o be understoo d i n severa l senses . Firs t o f 
all, i t suggest s tha t th e stake s involve d i n knowledg e ma y b e 
augmented s o a s t o increas e th e valu e o f knowin g itself . A t th e 
same time , t o speak o f "stakes" in regar d t o knowledge i s to ques -
tion th e disintereste d aspec t ofte n attr ibute d t o i t a s a  conditio n 
of its validity. Where ther e ar e "stakes," there i s a game, a  gamble , 
and a  relatio n o f forces—an d o f chances . T o u p th e "ante " o f 
knowing is , in par t a t least , t o cal l th e neutralit y ofte n attr ibute d 
to i t int o question . Thi s i n tur n bring s t o th e for e ye t anothe r 
connotation suggeste d b y th e phrase : t o u p th e ante  i s t o fore -
ground th e before —the ante —the "provenance " o f th e proces s o f 
knowledge. From wher e doe s knowledge come ? Wher e i s it going ? 
Can suc h questions , whic h as k about knowledg e itself , be asked i n 
a manne r tha t avoid s th e mos t viciou s circularity ? I n vie w o f 
this supplementar y question , i t i s no t surprisin g t o fin d Derrid a 
recurring, i n th e tex t w e are reading, t o a  certai n docta  ignorantia 
(p. 100 ) as bein g bot h th e distinctiv e "privilege " an d privation  o f 
the philosopher : 

An essential an d declare d (revendiquee)  incompetence, a  structura l non -
knowledge construct s th e concep t o f philosoph y a s metaphysic s o r a s 
science of science .  . . The content of historical and positive knowledge .  . . 
remains exterio r t o th e philosophica l ac t a s such . Thi s exteriorit y .  . . 
potentializes, heighten s (potentialise)  the philosopher' s powe r as  well as 
his powerlessness, in his posture armed wit h a  quid juris—the powerles s 
power of that essentiall y philosophica l site , the modern university , wit h 
its vita l forc e an d it s deconstructible precariousness , it s continuous , in-
terminable, terminable death , (p. 101 ) 
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Hardly astonishin g tha t a  universit y use d t o legitimatin g itsel f 
towards societ y an d toward s itsel f a s an institutio n o f higher learn-
ing an d o f knowledge—hardly astonishin g tha t suc h a n institutio n 
would b e surprise d t o hear tha t it s "site " is "essentially philosoph -
ical" an d that , i n consequence , it s distinctiv e missio n doe s no t 
consist i n th e productio n o r transmissio n o f knowledge bu t rathe r 
in posin g an d pursuin g o f a  forma l question : quid  juris? —"with 
what right?" —a questio n tha t by  rights  lie s beyon d th e pal e o f al l 
"positive historica l knowledge. " 

But deconstructio n doe s no t simpl y reproduc e thi s essentia l 
philosophical privilege . In discerning an d delimitin g it , i t simulta -
neously call s i t "i n question " {"en  cause"  pp . 101-102 , note) . B y 
this calling-into-question , deconstructio n doe s no t simpl y oppose 
itself to  knowledge , no r eve n t o it s distinctivel y moder n modifica -
tion: criticism.  Rather , wit h thi s questionin g o f cognitio n i t re -
sponds t o an appea l o f an utterl y differen t character : 

Deconstruction is  an institutional  practice  for which the  concept of  institu-
tion remains a problem, but since it is no longer a "critique" . . . i t does not 
destroy criticism and its institutions any more than i t discredits them; it s 
transformative gestur e is different, it s responsibility consist s in pursuing , 
as consistently and cogently as possible, what we have (elsewhere) called 
a graphics of iterability.  This is why the same responsibility preside s bot h 
over philosophy an d over deconstruction i n it s most vigilan t exercise , (p. 
88, my emphasis—S.W. ) 

With philosoph y deconstructio n thu s share s a  certai n "essentia l 
incompetence," a  "structura l non-knowing. " Nevertheless , i n re -
marking ho w thi s "graphic s o f iterability " "fracture s eac h ele -
ment" whil e "constitutin g it " a t th e sam e t ime—i n retracin g th e 
"breaks" tha t constitut e articulation—Derrida' s writin g itsel f be -
comes th e exemplar y sit e o f thi s "graphics. " Th e question , o f 
course, tha t ca n hardl y b e avoide d here , relate s t o thi s ver y exem-
plarity: I n wha t wa y ca n a  graphic s o f iterabilit y b e exemplified? 
Every exemplarit y involve s som e sor t o f iterability.  I f ther e wer e 
no iterability , ther e coul d b e n o exemplification . T o exemplif y i s 
to repea t i n a  particularl y distinctiv e manner . Bu t i s iterability as 
such repeatable? 

Much ha s bee n written , b y Derrid a an d others , o n th e curiou s 
logic o f exemplarity , i n th e ligh t o f Kan t an d Hege l i n particular . 
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Without bein g abl e t o dwel l o n thes e extremel y comple x discus -
sions here , i t ma y b e sufficien t t o poin t ou t tha t th e tensio n inher -
ent i n thi s concep t i s already tangible , legible , i n th e etymolog y o f 
the word . Wha t i s ex-emplary  i s taken  out  o f it s initia l context , an d 
this i n a  doubl e sense . I t i s take n t o a n extreme  an d yet , a t th e 
same tim e i n s o being transported , i t appear s t o be more  itself  tha n 
ever before . Thus , i f Derrida' s text s ca n b e sai d t o exemplif y th e 
graphics o f iterability , i t i s becaus e the y respond  t o th e possibili -
ties of repeti t ion—repeatabili ty—with singula r intensity . 

Ever sinc e it s origins i n th e dialogue s o f Plato , Western philoso -
phy ha s construe d itsel f a s respondin g t o suc h possibilities . Bu t i t 
is onl y wit h Kierkegaar d tha t thi s respons e take s o n a  distinc -
tively moder n tone : 

As I  ha d lon g bee n concerned , periodicall y a t least , wit h th e followin g 
problem: "I s a repetition possible ? What i s its significance? Doe s a thin g 
gain or lose by being repeated?" what suddenl y occurre d t o me was this : 
"You ough t t o g o to Berlin , wher e yo u alread y wer e once ; you ca n the n 
verify whethe r o r no t a  repetitio n i s possibl e an d wha t i t ca n signify. " 
Back home , I  had bee n virtuall y stoppe d i n m y track s b y thi s problem . 
One ma y sa y wha t on e likes , thi s proble m wil l en d u p playin g a  ver y 
important rol e i n moder n philosophy , fo r repetition  i s th e decisiv e ter m 
for expressin g wha t th e Greek s use d t o mea n b y "reminiscence"  (o r re -
membrance). They taught tha t al l knowledge i s remembrance. Similarly , 
the ne w philosoph y wil l teac h tha t lif e i n it s entiret y i s a  repetitio n .  . . 
Repetition an d remembranc e ar e on e an d th e sam e movement , bu t i n 
opposed directions ; fo r tha t whic h i s remembered ha s been : i t i s repeti -
tion i n reverse ; wherea s repetitio n i n th e prope r sens e i s rememberin g 
ahead.2 

If repetition an d memor y impl y eac h other , an d i f each return s t o 
the othe r it s mirror-image , thei r differenc e remain s appreciable . 
For wha t i s remembered i s though t a s somethin g tha t ha s already 
taken place,  whic h i s to say , as a  past whic h ca n b e rendered  present 
in its  pastness,  whic h ca n b e represente d b y an d a s remembrance . 
Repetition—which i n tur n implie s a  certain memor y jus t a s mem -
ory fo r it s par t entail s a  movemen t o f repetition—i s stil l no t 
simply th e mor e o r les s symmetrica l inversio n o f memory . Fo r 
"remembering ahead, " a s Kierkegaar d writes , involve s somethin g 
far mor e paradoxica l tha n merel y recallin g th e past . A s potential -
ity an d possibilit y o f th e future , rememberin g "ahead " open s th e 
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way t o th e retur n o f wha t ha s neve r bee n presen t a s suc h an d 
which therefore , i n a  certai n sense , remain s eve r ye t t o come . I t 
should b e note d tha t th e Frenc h word , repetition, 3 maintain s thi s 
simultaneous referenc e t o th e pas t an d t o th e future—a s doe s th e 
English word , rehearsal.  T o rehearse  a  play , fo r instance , entail s 
more tha n th e mer e reproductio n i n th e presen t o f something tha t 
is past , onc e an d fo r all . I t i s als o i n th e directio n o f theatrica l 
representation tha t th e Gjentagelsen  o f Kierkegaar d shoul d b e 
read. 

In " a shor t annex " t o Repetition,  th e signator y o f th e text , on e 
Constantin Constantius , comment s o n th e passag e jus t cited : 

The young man' s proble m is : is  repetition possible? Well, I parodied i t i n 
advance b y takin g a  tri p t o Berli n t o see  i f i t i s possible . The confusio n 
resides i n th e fac t tha t th e profound proble m o f the possibilit y o f repeti -
tion i s expresse d i n a n externa l manner , a s thoug h repetition , wer e i t 
possible, would b e situated outsid e o f the individual , whereas i n truth i t 
must be found i n the individual, (p. 304) 

Constantin Constantiu s confesse s tha t h e ha s confuse d th e issue , 
by treating th e "possibilit y o f repetition" a s though i t were a  bana l 
empirical fact , "situate d outsid e o f th e individual " instea d o f 
within it . Bu t h e doe s no t tel l us , hi s readers , jus t why  h e di d 
this. Instead , Constanti n Constantiu s merel y describe s himsel f a s 
having "parodie d i t i n advance " by himsel f "takin g a  tri p t o Berli n 
to se e i f i t [tha t is , repetition] i s possible." One suc h nam e fo r thi s 
mistreatment o f th e intrinsic , then , appear s her e t o be , parody. 
What doe s parod y mistreat ? I t mistreat s problems  b y externalizing 
them. Th e youn g ma n ha s a  problem . Parod y seem s t o offe r hi m 
the possibilit y o f a  solution . Bu t i t i s a  confusin g solutio n a t best , 
and moreove r no t on e tha t h e devise s o f hi s ow n fre e will , a s i t 
were. Rather , th e though t o f returnin g t o Berlin—th e though t 
that Constanti n Constantiu s call s a  parody —comes t o th e youn g 
man fro m outside , a s i t were , suddenly , abruptly , a s a  comman d 
that h e canno t resist : "Yo u ough t t o go to Berlin," i t tell s him. An d 
so h e goes . But , i t shoul d b e remembered , suc h a  tri p i s anythin g 
but self-evident . Fo r th e youn g man' s concer n wit h repetitio n ha d 
left hi m dea d "i n hi s tracks. " Th e proble m ha d thu s paralyze d 
him: h e coul d mov e neithe r forwar d no r back . I n thi s situatio n o f 
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total blockage , h e describe s ho w th e ide a t o g o bac k t o Berli n 
"came t o m y min d suddenly. " 

In short , onl y b y virtu e o f thi s sudden , unexpecte d an d abrup t 
intrusion o f a  voic e tellin g th e youn g ma n tha t h e shoul d g o 
somewhere else , even an d especiall y i f he ha d bee n ther e before — 
only the n doe s h e respond  an d begi n t o move . Howeve r confusin g 
and misleadin g i t ma y be , playin g game s wit h wha t i s essentia l 
and internal , parod y provide s th e poin t o f departure ; bu t i t mus t 
also itsel f b e lef t behind , i f repetition eve r hope s t o deploy itsel f i n 
its essence . 

Is th e situatio n an y differen t whe n w e conside r th e relatio n o f 
parody t o iterabilit y an d t o deconstruction ? T o b e sure , parod y 
and th e parodic—suspending fo r th e momen t th e question o f thei r 
possible differences—entai l a n elemen t o f memor y repeate d "i n 
advance," a  repetitio n tha t live s throug h it s differenc e t o tha t 
which i t reinscribes . Bu t alread y thi s descriptio n i s couche d i n 
terms tha t sugges t wh y th e questio n o f parod y i s s o littl e i n evi -
dence, explicitl y a t least , i n th e writing s o f Derrida . On e o f th e 
relatively rare—an d therefor e precious—occasion s wher e parod y 
is discusse d i s i n anothe r decad e a t Cerisy, 4 som e twent y year s 
ago. I am referrin g t o th e Colloquiu m devote d t o Nietzsche . In th e 
discussion tha t followe d th e lectur e o f Pierr e Klossowski , Derrid a 
asked th e followin g question , whic h als o begin s t o soun d lik e 
a warning : 

You have suggeste d tha t parod y coul d becom e political , tha t i t was ulti -
mately disconcerting . .  . . But doe s i t mak e no difference ho w one parod -
ies? Must no t a  distinction b e drawn betwee n tw o parodies, of which th e 
one, under the pretext o f disconcerting, plays the game of the establishe d 
political orde r (whic h love s a  certai n typ e o f parod y an d find s itsel f 
confirmed throug h it ) and , o n th e othe r hand , a  parado x tha t ca n effec -
tively deconstruc t th e establishe d politica l order ? I s ther e on e sor t o f 
parody tha t effectivel y mark s th e bod y politic , i n contras t t o a  parod y 
that woul d b e a  parod y o f parody , whic h woul d pla y a t th e surfac e o f 
the politica l orde r an d whic h woul d consis t i n railin g a t i t instea d o f 
destroying it? 5 

Despite hi s reserv e wit h regar d t o a  certai n readin g o f 
Nietzsche, whic h tende d t o se e i n parod y as  such  a  necessaril y 
subversive force , Derrid a her e doe s no t den y tha t parod y can 
"effectively deconstruct. " Bu t h e insist s tha t thi s notio n presup -
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poses tha t suc h parod y "effectivel y mar k th e bod y politic " an d 
that i t successfull y avoi d becomin g a  "parod y o f a  parody. " Th e 
latter phras e i s curious , fo r i t seem s t o sugges t tha t i f parody , 
which i n an d o f itsel f alread y entail s a  movemen t o f repetition , 
seeks t o trul y disconcer t o r deconstruct , i t mus t no t ced e to o 
readily o r to o muc h t o thi s self-sam e repetition , whic h otherwis e 
will rende r i t th e "parod y o f a  parody. " Woul d suc h a  parody — 
parody of  a  parody —itself b e mor e o r les s parodi c tha n parod y 
itself? Th e latter , i t seems , ca n hop e "t o effectivel y mar k th e bod y 
politic" while th e former , o n th e othe r hand , woul d onl y reinforc e 
that body , repeatin g i t i n a n identica l manner . I n an y case , th e 
question o f parody i n relatio n t o repetition ha s bee n raised . 

Twelve year s afte r th e Nietzsch e Decad e a t Cerisy , this questio n 
returns. Thi s time , however , th e contex t i s quit e different : th e 
point o f departure , an d perhap s als o o f arrival , i s the repetitio n o f 
the "yes " in Joyce' s Ulysses.  Joyce , Derrid a emphasizes , i s a  write r 
who ha s haunte d hi s ow n writin g eve r sinc e it s inception : "Yes , 
each tim e tha t I  writ e .  . . and eve n withi n th e academi c domain , 
a ghos t o f Joyce i s always o n board." 6 I t i s not entirel y fortuitou s i f 
one o f the initia l instance s o f thi s "boarding " concerns th e relatio n 
between histor y an d language. 7 But le t us now tur n t o the "return " 
of parod y i n thi s tex t o n Joyce . Onc e again , parod y seem s t o 
impose itsel f inexorabl y b y virtu e o f it s ti e t o a  certai n essentia l 
repetition o f language : 

The repetition o f th e yes  can assum e mechanical , servil e forms , bendin g 
the woma n t o he r master . Bu t thi s i s no t b y accident , eve n i f ever y 
response to another a s to a singular other should , i t seems, escape such a 
fate. Th e yes  o f affirmation , o f assen t o r o f consent , o f alliance , engage -
ment, signatur e o r o f th e gif t shoul d bea r repetitio n i n itsel f i n orde r t o 
merit it s meanin g (pour  valoir  ce quil vaut).  I t shoul d immediatel y con -
firm it s promis e an d promis e it s confirmation . Thi s essentia l repetitio n 
allows itsel f t o be haunted b y th e intrinsi c threat , th e interio r telephon e 
of the parasite, as its mimetic-mechanical double , as its incessant parody , 
(p. 89) 

Here, i n commentin g o n Joyce' s text , th e genera l problemati c o f 
the iterabilit y o f ever y mar k singularize s itsel f i n a n ambivalen t 
manner: i f al l affirmation , ever y affirmativ e respons e shoul d re -
peat itself , o r a t leas t b e capabl e o f repetition , thi s iterability , 
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which i s indispensable t o the valorization o f every element—here , 
the affirmatio n o f th e yes —bears i n itsel f a t th e sam e tim e th e 
irreducible possibilit y o f bein g denatured , o f becomin g mechani -
cal, eve n o f becomin g subordinated , lik e th e woma n who , i n 
Joyce's text , make s wa y fo r he r master . Thi s possibilit y o f bein g 
parasited i n a  "mimeto-mechanical " manne r b y a  yes  tha t canno t 
constitute o r valoriz e itsel f except  throug h it s repetition—suc h a 
possibility, whic h a t th e sam e i s bot h essentia l an d deformative , 
is designated her e "a s it s incessan t parody. " 

Parody—or rather , a  certai n parody—show s itsel f her e t o b e 
tied i n a  mos t intimate , eve n intrinsi c manne r t o repetitio n an d 
to language , t o affirmatio n an d even—paradoxicall y enough—t o 
singularity. Wha t curiousl y seem s unheard-o f i n thi s singularit y i s 
that i t remain s originall y an d intrinsicall y ope n t o th e possibilit y 
of incessant  parody.  Bu t woul d no t a  parod y tha t i s incessan t ru n 
the ris k o f becomin g the  parody  of  a  parody? Ho w ca n th e relatio n 
of parody t o th e genera l tendenc y o f reduplication b e understood ? 
Let u s fo r a  momen t follo w th e movemen t o f th e tex t tha t w e ar e 
in th e proces s o f rereading : 

We shall return t o this fatality. Bu t already we hear thi s grammaphonic s 
recording th e subtex t unde r th e mos t livin g voice . I t reproduce s i t a 
priori, in th e absenc e o f every intentiona l presenc e o f the affirmin g ma n 
or woman . Suc h grammaphonic s respond , t o be sure , t o th e drea m o f a 
reproduction tha t keeps,  as it s truth , th e livin g yes,  archive d i n it s mos t 
vivacious voice . Bu t precisel y i n s o doing , i t open s th e possibilit y o f a 
parody, o f a  techniqu e o f th e yes  tha t persecute s th e mos t spontaneou s 
desire and the most generous yes. 

"The possibilit y o f a  parody, " a s "techniqu e o f th e yes,"  reveal s 
itself her e a s th e ineluctabl e consequenc e o f th e iterabilit y o f thi s 
yes, eve n whe n i t i s emitte d b y "th e mos t livin g voice. " Onc e th e 
voice i s constitute d throug h th e emissio n o f marks —which i s t o 
say, of sounds tha t ar e both accentuate d an d articulate , and whic h 
must b e heard—it i s inhabited, bu t als o haunted, b y th e necessar y 
and essentia l possibilit y o f bein g recorded,  inscribed , gramma -
phonically. Lik e writin g i n general , thi s possibilit y i s duplicitous . 
On th e on e hand , i t seek s t o preserv e th e fleetin g vitalit y o f th e 
voice b y inscribin g i t i n th e archive . O n th e othe r hand , thi s ver y 
same movemen t o f recordin g confirms , qu a repetition , an d henc e 
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separation, th e "fatality " tha t i t seek s t o war d off . A s i s wel l 
known, th e moti f o f writing draw s it s forc e i n th e text s o f Derrid a 
from th e distinctivel y singula r demonstratio n tha t thes e tw o 
"hands" o r side s o f repetitio n ar e neithe r entirel y separabl e no r 
simply opposable , but rathe r ambivalentl y intertwined , eac h han d 
caressing an d contaminatin g th e othe r i n a  parasiti c embrace . 

What no w emerge s i s tha t thi s embrace i s not just parasitic , bu t 
also—parodic. Th e possibilit y o f parod y become s inescapabl e 
once th e yes,  whic h mark s th e involvemen t o f th e othe r i n th e 
same, i s seize d b y repetitio n an d recording . Whic h i s t o say , fro m 
the ver y beginning . In lendin g itsel f necessaril y an d a  priori t o th e 
possibility o f repetition , th e yes  open s it s "mos t spontaneou s de -
sire an d greates t generosity " no t jus t t o parod y bu t t o it s persecu-
tion, whic h follows  inexorably , lik e a  fatality . I n pretendin g an d 
promising t o answe r th e appea l o f th e other , th e yes  affirm s itself , 
but parodically . Bu t a s a  parod y o f what?  First , o f a  certai n desire, 
which present s itsel f a s "spontaneous " an d "generous. " Second , o f 
an affirmation  tha t present s itsel f a s se/f-affirmation . An d third , a s 
a techniqu e tie d t o repetition , parod y als o aim s a t memory,  whic h 
can n o longe r b e considere d a s th e simpl e othe r o f forgetfulness . 
Memory become s parodic , perhaps , fro m th e momen t o n wher e i t 
can n o longe r demarcat e itsel f clearl y fro m forgetting . Fro m thi s 
"moment" on , o r rathe r fro m thi s confusio n on , th e machin e i s of f 
and running : 

The desir e o f memor y an d th e mournin g o f m e get s th e anamnesiaca l 
machine going . No t t o mentio n it s hyperamnesia c going-wil d (emballe-
ment). The machine reproduces the quick, doubling it with its automaton , 
(p. 90) 

Thus se t int o motion , th e "machine " pursue s it s trajector y 
throughout th e pages o f Ulysses  gramophone  an d curiously , parod y 
seems onc e agai n t o b e forgotten . It s name , a t least , return s onl y 
once throughou t thi s text . But if , her e a s elsewher e i n th e writing s 
of Derrida , th e word  i s rare , tha t doe s no t necessaril y prov e tha t 
something lik e a  parodic  practice  i s entirel y foreig n t o them . Lik e 
the yes  t o whic h i t seem s inextricabl y bound , th e parodi c ca n 
mark a  tex t al l th e mor e effectivel y fo r no t bein g name d i n i t o r 



Upping the Ante: Deconstruction a s Parodic Practice 6 9 

mentioned explicitly . Like the yes: "I say the yes and no t the wor d 
yes? for there can be yes without a  word" (p. 122). 

But befor e arrivin g a t thi s thir d an d las t fleetin g apparitio n o f 
the wor d "parody, " w e mus t first  dwel l a  bi t o n th e differenc e 
between "parody " and wha t I  have just calle d "parodi c practice. " 
Why parodic an d no t parody'? Here , as elsewhere, what i s at stak e 
are tw o distinc t manner s o f thinkin g "borde r crossings. " Suc h a 
"crossing" is not necessarily a  traversing,  in the sense of going over 
and beyond.  In thi s passage , fo r instance , i t i s possibl e tha t i t i s 
the border s themselve s tha t pass:  th e on e passin g ove r into , o r 
beyond, th e other—an d vice-versa . Thus , th e borde r tha t sepa -
rates th e repetition fro m th e original , or tha t whic h distinguishe s 
parody fro m it s object—thes e border s becom e permeabl e an d 
unstable. From the moment when parody is construed as the effec t 
of a n irreducibl e iterability , eac h "original, " eac h "work, " eac h 
subject an d eac h objec t become s alread y i n an d o f itsel f a  poten -
tial self-parody.  That amounts t o saying tha t parody can no longe r 
be though t a s a  repetition tha t i s essentially exterio r an d ulterio r 
with respect t o its model. The iterability o f every original opens i t 
to the possibility of self-parody . 

But ho w i s suc h self-parod y t o b e understood ? Shoul d i t b e 
construed a s a  form—perhaps th e last—o f tha t reflexivit y whic h 
characterizes modern thought since Descartes? Ever since Roman-
ticism, and despit e a  certain ambivalenc e toward s th e exteriorit y 
and empiricit y o f parody, parod y ha s bee n almos t alway s under -
stood within a  horizon of reflexivity, self-consciousnes s an d inten -
tionality. Parod y i s thu s conceive d o f a s a  repetition , t o b e sure , 
but on e tha t i s mimetically oriente d towar d a  model . Thought i n 
this fashion , parod y ha s tende d t o elici t a  certai n reserve , a s ex -
pressed b y Kierkegaard , bu t als o alread y b y Friedric h Schlegel , 
who considere d i t mor e "empirical " an d les s "transcendental " 
than irony. 8 

From an esthetical perspective , parody has always been consid -
ered t o be a  marginal , secondary , subordinat e genre , and thi s fo r 
two sets of reasons. Too dependent upo n it s model, it was also fel t 
to be too subservient t o the effect  that i t was expected t o produce: 
which i s t o say , laughter.  In repeatin g th e wor k tha t serve d a s it s 
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object, parod y remove d i t no t onl y fro m it s origin , bu t fro m it s 
finality qu a work . Parodied , th e wor k foun d itsel f abandoned , o r 
sacrificed, t o laughter . Becaus e o f thi s subordinatio n t o it s result , 
parody ha s ofte n bee n considere d mor e a s a  rhetorica l techniqu e 
than a  majo r genre. 9 

But i t i s precisely it s lac k o f substance , it s deficienc y qu a work , 
its dynamic , ope n an d other-directe d characte r tha t allows , an d 
indeed compels , on e t o distinguis h betwee n parody  o n th e on e 
hand, a s a  mino r genre , an d the  parodic  o n th e other , a s a  repeti -
tive practic e tha t elicit s laughter . Th e disappearanc e o f th e wor d 
parody migh t therefor e mak e wa y fo r a  parodic  practice  (practic e 
of th e parodi c an d parod y o f practice ) tha t woul d abando n th e 
work—and itself—t o laughter . Woul d thi s the n sugges t tha t 
laughter remain s a s th e horizo n o f parody—and perhap s o f itera -
bility "itself" ? 

Something lik e thi s questio n seem s t o mar k th e final  retur n o f 
the wor d parody  i n Ulysses  gramophone: 

Why laugh ? Surel y everythin g ha s alread y bee n sai d abou t laughte r i n 
Joyce, about parody, satire, mockery, humor, irony, joking. And about hi s 
Homeric o r Rabelaisia n laughter . Al l tha t remains , perhaps , i s t o thin k 
laughter a s remaining , precisely . Wha t woul d i t mean , laughter ? Wha t 
would it mean to laugh?10 (pp. 115-116 ) 

For th e wor d parody,  a t least , th e sho w i s no w over , an d thi s tim e 
for good . Fo r everythin g ha s alread y bee n said , withou t a  doubt , 
concerning th e lis t tha t begin s wit h "parody, " whos e positio n a t 
the hea d o f th e processio n i s probabl y no t entirel y insignificant . 
Above all , i f w e tak e seriousl y th e reminder , a  fe w line s earlier , 
that "w e ar e going , fo r essentia l reasons , t o trea t thing s her e i n 
terms o f contiguity " (p . 115) , parody thu s lead s th e processio n o f 
forms an d mode s o f the laughable , which mus t b e worked throug h 
in order t o ge t a t wha t i s left : a t laughte r i n and o f itself. Except — 
except tha t laughte r i n an d o f itsel f is  nothin g bu t wha t i s left -
over. Concerning thi s left-over , diveste d o f al l it s codified manifes -
tations an d it s regulate d epiphenomena , an d fa r fro m al l parody , 
the questio n remains : jus t wha t doe s thi s left-ove r mean?  Wh y 
does thi s meanin g wan t t o laugh ? Quest-ce  que  qa  veut  dire? 
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Quest-ce que  ga  veut  rire?  Ca —what i s lef t whe n everythin g ha s 
been said—i s precisely , th e oui-rire,  th e yes-laughing, 

which over-mark s no t onl y th e totalit y o f writin g bu t al l th e qualities , 
modalities, genre s o f laughter , whos e difference s coul d b e classified  i n 
some sort of typology, (p. 116) 

That over-mark s everything,  then , includin g all  th e "modalities, " 
the "genres " o f laughte r which—lik e parody , fo r instance , an d 
perhaps a s th e primar y instance —can "b e classifie d i n som e sor t 
of typology. " Parod y i s thu s pu t bac k i n it s plac e i n thi s ever -
possible taxonomy , bu t whic h i s over - an d outclasse d b y th e oui-
rire, tha t yes-laughing  whos e "consonanta l difference " i n Frenc h 
hides "th e sol e consonant s o f my name. " Oui-rire:  a  sor t o f parodi c 
signature, perhaps ? 

In an y case , however , th e introductio n o f thi s strang e mark — 
oui-rire—ups th e ante . No t onl y becaus e i t oversee s "th e totalit y 
of writing" a s well a s "all " the taxonomi c form s o f laughter . Some -
thing els e i s involve d here , somethin g on e woul d b e tempte d t o 
designate a s "temporal, " wer e i t not , i n essence , anachronistic.  I n 
deploying a  yes  tha t woul d b e th e "conditio n o f ever y signatur e 
and ever y performative, " Ulysses  gramophone  up s th e ante : first  o f 
all, b y foregroundin g th e anteriority  o f th e yes  wit h respec t t o 
every determinat e act . Second , b y showin g tha t thi s anteriorit y 
reaches beyon d th e yes  itsel f sinc e i n a  certai n manne r i t consti -
tutes i t a s a  respons e an d a  demand : 

Yes, condition o f every signatur e an d ever y performative, i s addressed t o 
the othe r tha t i t doe s no t constitut e an d o f whic h i t ca n onl y begi n b y 
asking (par  demander),  i n respons e t o a n ever-prio r demand— by asking 
that other  to say yes. Time only appear s afte r thi s singula r anachronism , 
(p. 127) 

The yes  respond s t o th e "ever-prio r demand " o f anothe r "tha t i t 
does no t constitute " an d tha t therefor e shoul d b e situate d before 
it, i f thi s othe r coul d b e sai d t o hav e a  sit e o r a  situation . Bu t thi s 
other doe s no t exis t a s suc h an d abov e al l no t i n a  tempora l 
dimension, i n a n anteriority , sinc e "tim e onl y appear s after  thi s 
singular anachronism. " Thi s anachronis m i s singula r becaus e i t i s 
an even t tha t mus t b e though t a s a n even t ou t o f which tim e itsel f 
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ensues, an d thus , paradoxicall y enough , a s happenin g prio r t o 
anteriority a s such . Th e othe r gives  t im e a s th e "minima l an d 
primary" yes  (p . 127 ) whic h respond s b y askin g th e othe r t o re -
spond. Bu t thi s respons e aske d o f th e othe r canno t manifes t itsel f 
other tha n a s a  certai n repetition:  "I t begin s wit h th e yes,  wit h th e 
second yes,  wit h th e othe r yes  .  .  ."(p. 128). 

Here—but wher e exactly?—th e uppin g o f th e ant e reache s a 
high-point. I f everythin g mus t begi n "wit h th e other  yes,"  the n 
anteriority itself  becomes  rigorously  other:  everythin g begin s wit h 
an afterwards,  a  repetition  tha t woul d be , s o t o speak , th e othe r i n 
action, the  other  at  work.  Wit h thi s repetitio n o f a  respons e tha t 
affirms itsel f b y demandin g anothe r response , the  before  return s t o 
itself a s an aftershock , un  replique.  Lik e the rumble o f "the oui-rire, 
saying-yes before  and  after  everything"  (p . 116) . Upping th e ante , th e 
yes respond s wit h th e replique —aftershock—of laughter . 

Seized b y repetition , th e yes  thu s replie s t o an d wit h laughter . 
Or rather , wit h laughters.  Fo r laughter , lik e parody , i s neve r sim -
ple no r solitary . "On e neve r laugh s alone " (p . 142 ) jus t a s on e 
never parodie s i n isolation . An d i f i n a  certai n sens e laughte r 
constitutes th e en d o f parody , i t wil l no t b e entirel y surprisin g t o 
find a  parodi c binarit y breakin g u p th e descriptio n o f laughter . 
This binaris m suddenl y recalls , an d echoes , th e Ceris y decad e o n 
Nietzsche. O n th e on e side , " a oui-rire,  a  yes-laughing " tha t i s 
"reactive, even negative " which "delight s (  jouit) i n hyperamnesia c 
mastery." Thi s i s the laughte r tha t knows —"triumphant an d jubi -
lant, t o b e sure " bu t whos e jubilatio n "alway s betray s a  trac e 
of mourning " (p . 117) . Th e "eschatologica l tonalit y o f thi s yes -
laughing" i s thu s 

haunted, joyously ventriloquized b y a very different music , by the vowels 
of another song. I hear it, too, very close to the other, like the yes-laughing 
of a gift withou t debt , the light-hearted, almost amnesiac affirmation o f a 
gift o r of an event that has been abandoned, (p. 120) 

This othe r yes-laughing , th e laughte r o f a  ye s tha t i s other , whic h 
is less t o be take n tha n t o be left—thi s other  song  strangel y recall s 
what parody—th e word,  "parody, " parodia,  alway s mean t t o say : 
a son g beside  itself,  slightl y off,  pealin g awa y an d turnin g int o 
laughter. Int o tha t othe r yes-laughing , whic h 



Upping th e Ante: Deconstruction a s Parodic Practic e 7 3 

only display s o r name s th e cycl e o f reappropriatio n an d domesticatio n 
. . . i n order to delimit th e fantasy; an d i n so doing, manages th e break-i n 
(menage Veffraction) required fo r th e arriva l o f th e othe r .  . . that unpre -
dictable other for whom a place should always be kept . . . (p . 120) 

To b e sure , suc h a  parod y ha s neve r existe d i n thi s "purity, " n o 
more tha n suc h a  yes-laughing,  an d thi s fo r essentia l reasons . Fo r 
how ca n a n "effraction" —a break-in,  or  break-out —be managed: 
which i s to say , both spared  (menagee)  an d ye t domesticated , mad e 
safe fo r th e menage,  th e household ? Ho w ca n roo m b e lef t fo r "tha t 
unpredictable other " withou t it s otherness  bein g mad e predictabl e 
and thu s bein g take n care  of —i.e. don e awa y with ? 

In a  word , i t i s th e proble m o f managed  care.  I t i s a  proble m 
without a  solutio n i f solution i s meant a s resolution . Which i s wh y 
even the second yes-laughin g doe s not laug h simpl y last , or rather : 
its laug h doe s no t last . Fo r i t to o i s haunted b y th e t r iumphant , i f 
melancholic, firs t laughter : 

The two laughing-yes's, although differen t i n quality, call for one anothe r 
and impl y each other irresistibl y .  . . the one doubling th e other : no t a s a 
countable presence but as a specter. The yes of memory, with its recapitu -
lative mastery , it s reactiv e repetition , immediatel y double s th e dancing 
and lightfooted yes of affirmation. Reciprocally , two replies or two respon-
sibilities relat e t o eac h othe r withou t havin g an y relationshi p amon g 
them. (p. 141) 

We bega n wit h a  Conferenc e o n Nietzsch e an d w e no w se e ho w 
little w e hav e move d awa y fro m tha t beginning . O r rather , i t ha s 
moved wit h us , following , o r anticipating , ou r ever y step . Where , 
then, hav e thos e step s le d us ? 

In th e scenari o o f Ulysses  gramophone,  th e scen e i s on e o f a n 
invitation. A  celebrate d an d controversia l thinke r i s invite d t o 
hold th e keynot e speec h a t a  conference , thi s tim e o f Joyc e schol -
ars. Havin g entere d th e aula  i n whic h thi s "family " i s gathered , 
the invite d gues t assume s a n atti tud e tha t i s a t onc e bot h humbl e 
and provocative . Declarin g himsel f a t th e outse t t o b e entirel y 
incompetent—"incompetence . . . i s th e deepes t t rut h o f m y rela -
tion t o thi s work " (p . 95)—th e invite d gues t declare s tha t "i t i s 
high tim e fo r th e swindl e t o end. " An d then , t o th e astonishmen t 
of hi s hosts , th e invite d gues t declare s tha t h e i s b y n o mean s th e 
sole incompeten t i n th e room . Everyon e els e i s equally involve d i n 
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the "swindle"—an d abov e all , thos e wh o conside r themselve s t o 
be specialist s i n Joyce . I n vie w o f th e machin e se t int o motio n b y 
the writing s o f Joyce , th e invite d gues t announce s t o th e illustri -
ous gatherin g o f scholar s tha t "fundamentally , ther e ca n b e n o 
competence" wher e Joyc e i s concerned (p . 98). And he concludes : 

At bottom , yo u d o no t exist , an d you r existenc e a s foundatio n i s un -
founded—this i s wha t Joyce' s signatur e make s legibl e t o you . An d yo u 
appeal to strangers to come and tel l you [that ] you exist .  . . (p. 104) 

This scene , perhaps , tell s u s ho w fa r w e hav e come ! Yo u exten d a 
courteous invitatio n t o someon e t o com e spen d a  quie t evenin g i n 
your company , i n you r house , an d a s thank s wha t d o yo u get ? 
Bottoms up ! Wha t yo u "get " i s nothin g othe r tha n th e assuranc e 
that yo u d o no t exist , an d tha t i f yo u did , yo u woul d b e incompe -
tent t o say muc h abou t it . 

And why , afte r all , shoul d suc h a  "foundation " o f academi c 
scholars b e "unfounded" ? Because , a t leas t a s fa r a s Joyc e i s con -
cerned, "th e machin e o f productio n an d o f reproduction " o f aca -
demic scholarshi p i s alread y inscribed , programmed , anticipate d 
and recounte d i n th e text s i t seek s t o interpret , t o canonize , t o 
control. 

The scholarl y foundation , then , ha s nothin g furthe r t o d o o r t o 
add i f i t i s no t o f th e orde r o f a  repetitio n i n which , th e invite d 
guest remind s hi s hosts , "w e ar e caught " (p . 97) . Who, we ? Host s 
as wel l a s guests , initiate s n o les s tha n strangers , specialist s n o 
less tha n incompetents . Al l tha t allow s u s t o tel l th e tw o group s 
apart , perhaps , i s how wel l eac h manage s t o keep ope n a  spac e fo r 
the parodi c an d th e unpredictable . 

Notes 

1. Jacque s Derrida , Du droit  a la philosophie, Paris : Flammarion, 1990 , 
p. 107 . (My translation —  S.W. ) 

2. S . Kierkegaard , Repetition,  trans . Howar d V . Hon g an d Edn a H . 
Hong. Princeton, N.J. : Princeton Universit y Press, 1983 , p. 131 (trans-
lation modified) . Futur e pag e referenc e wil l b e give n i n bracket s i n 
the text . 

3. I t should simultaneousl y b e noted tha t thi s tex t was initially writte n 
in French; hence, the reflection o n repetition. 
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4. Thi s paper was originally writte n fo r an d presente d a t a  Colloquiu m 
on the work of Derrida held i n July of 1993 , under th e title : "Passage 
des frontieres, " roughly : "Borde r crossings. " The act s o f thi s 10-da y 
meeting have been published i n France in a copious volume edited by 
Marie-Louis Mallet: Passage des frontieres, editions galilee, Paris 1994 . 

5. Nietzsche  aujourd'hui,  1:  Intensites, Paris , Christia n Bourgeoi s (coll . 
10/18), pp. 111-112. 

6. Jacque s Derrida , Ulysse  gramophone. Deux mots pour Joyce, p. 27. 
7. "Twent y year s ago , the Introduction  t o The  Origin  of Geometry  com-

pared, a t th e ver y cente r o f th e book , th e strategie s o f Husser l an d 
Joyce: two great models , two paradigms wit h regard t o thought, bu t 
also with regard to a certain 'operation' : the putting-to-work (mise  en 
oeuvre) o f th e relationshi p betwee n languag e an d history " {Ulysse 
gramophone, p. 27). 

8. Thus , for Friedric h Schlege l parodi c poetr y i s "negative i n both ten -
dency an d form " (p . 151) , or eve n "absolutel y antinomical " (p . 131) . 
Parody lack s th e "transcendental" : "Parod y i s empirical poetica l ne -
gation; th e transcendenta l i s n o longe r parodic , bu t rathe r polemi -
cal." (p . 145) . E. Behler , J.-J . Anstett , H . Eicher , Friedrich  Schlegel: 
Kritische Ausgabe  seiner  Werke,  vol . 16 , Paderborn/Munich/Vienna , 
1981. 

9. I n thi s respec t see  the extremely instructiv e discussio n o f parody b y 
Genette i n hi s Palimpsestes,  la  litterature  au  second  degre,  Paris, L e 
Seuile, 1982 , p. 23 ff. In the course of this work, Genette finds himself 
constrained t o abando n th e notio n o f parody , whic h h e finds  to o 
confused t o be able to contribute effectively t o the study of texts. 

10. Derrida' s Frenc h her e i s difficult , i f no t impossible , t o render i n En -
glish: u Quest-ce que  ga veut dire, le rire? Quest-ce que  ga veut rire?" 
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The Disputed Ground : Deconstructio n 
and Literary Studie s 

J. Hillis Mille r 

An ideologica l stor y i s makin g th e rounds . O f cours e i t doe s no t 
have currenc y wit h yo u an d me . We know better . Bu t th e trace s o f 
this story' s forc e ar e widel y visible . A  recen t boo k b y Jonatha n 
Loesberg, Aestheticism  and  Deconstruction:  Pater,  Derrida,  de  Man 
(1991) l defend s Derrid a an d d e Ma n fro m th e clai m tha t the y ar e 
ahistorical b y arguin g tha t neithe r o f the m i s reall y intereste d i n 
reading work s o f literature . O f Derrid a h e says : "Becaus e Derrid a 
embeds hi s analysi s o f literar y languag e withi n hi s analysi s o f 
foundational philosophy , i t ha s a s littl e relevanc e t o th e interpre -
tation o f actua l literar y work s a s hi s philosophica l discussio n ha s 
to th e statu s o f part icula r propositions " (106) . Late r h e assert s 
categorically tha t "d e Man' s theor y o f literar y languag e wil l n o 
more produce practica l criticis m tha n doe s Derrida V (116) . Pater , 
Derrida, an d d e Ma n ar e fo r Loesber g essentiall y philosopher s 
investigating i n thei r ow n way s contradiction s i n th e foundationa l 
moment i n philosophy . Ar t o r literatur e sometime s help s the m 
in thi s philosophica l enterprise , bu t i s o f littl e furthe r interes t 
to them . 

This i s sai d i n orde r t o b e abl e t o clai m tha t Derrid a an d d e 
Man hav e nothin g muc h t o teac h anyon e wh o i s intereste d i n 
literary studies . Thi s poin t i s asserte d repeatedl y i n th e invidiou s 
form o f claimin g tha t Derrid a an d d e Ma n d o no t provid e a 
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"method" fo r readin g work s o f literature . "Method " i s no t a t al l 
the sam e thin g a s "exemplar y act s o f reading, " whic h i s wha t I 
would clai m the y do  provide . You can lear n quit e a  bit , t o spea k 
in litotes , abou t ho w t o read b y readin g Derrid a an d d e Man . Of 
course no one, certainly no t I , could claim t o match the m i n rigo r 
and insight . But tha t doe s not relieve me (or anyone else) from th e 
responsibility t o try. I am obliged to try to read as well as they do. 
This does not mean readin g as they do, for I  must read fo r myself , 
as the y do . No example o r presuppose d theor y ca n hel p m e wit h 
that. 

Where i n th e worl d di d th e strang e an d quit e fals e ide a tha t 
these writer s ar e no t intereste d i n readin g literatur e o r interpre -
ting works of art com e from? Wha t i s the point o f asserting this? I 
say "strange and quit e false" because i t i s evident tha t al l three of 
Loesberg's authors have written man y essays and books of literary 
or ar t criticism . These writings o n literatur e an d ar t ar e essentia l 
to their work, not peripheral t o it, though of course all three wrote 
or ar e writin g o n othe r topic s an d author s too—o n philosophers , 
theologians, literar y critics , politica l topics , literar y theory , an d 
so on. As everyone knows, these days it is impossible, and undesir -
able i n an y case , to erect uncrossabl e borde r wall s between thes e 
disciplines eve n thoug h eac h on e i s elaboratel y institutionalize d 
with it s ow n separat e procedures , protocols , an d traditions . Bu t 
Pater wrot e essay s on Wordsworth , Coleridge , Lamb, Si r Thoma s 
Browne, Shakespeare , D . G. Rossetti, and D u Bellay, not t o spea k 
of Botticelli , D a Vinci , an d Raphael . D e ma n wrot e essay s o n 
Rilke, Proust, Wordsworth, Holderlin , Kleist , Yeats , Hugo, Keats , 
Mallarme, an d o f cours e o n Roussea u a s a  novelist . Derrid a ha s 
written books or essays on Mallarme, Artaud, Ponge, Shakespeare, 
Joyce, Celan, Baudelaire, Blanchot (a s a writer o f fiction),  Adami , 
Van Gogh , an d others . Derrida' s seminar s a t th e Universit y o f 
California a t Irvin e i n th e spring o f 199 3 included extende d read -
ings of the Narcissus episode i n Ovid' s Metamorphoses  an d o f tw o 
poems b y Celan . Nor wil l i t d o t o sa y thes e ar e no t reall y "read -
ings," bu t somethin g else , fo r example , philosoph y o r aestheti c 
theory i n disguise , o r a n investigatio n o f th e ideolog y o f literar y 
criticism. The essays and books in question, at leas t in the cases of 
Derrrida and de Man, are detailed accounts of passages from thes e 
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writers o r o f artworks b y th e artists . And Pater' s essays , though i n 
a differen t mode , clearl y inten d t o b e interpretation s o f th e poet s 
and artist s i n question . I t woul d no t b e to o muc h t o sa y tha t th e 
readings b y Derrid a an d d e Ma n ar e "explications, " thoug h n o 
doubt o f a  specia l kin d tha t woul d nee d t o b e carefull y identified . 
They are explication s i n th e sens e tha t the y carefull y unfol d mean -
ings i n th e text s i n question . On e o f Derrida' s mos t recen t books , 
Donner le  temps: 1.  La fausse  monnaie  (1992) , i s a n extende d read -
ing o f a  pros e poe m b y Baudelaire , "La  fausse monnaie."  I n "Punc -
tuations: Th e Tim e o f th e Thesis " (1980) , Derrid a recall s tha t 
around 195 7 h e ha d "  'deposited, ' a s the y say, " a  thesi s subjec t 
entitled L'idealite  de  Vobjet  litteraire  (The  Ideality  of  the  Literary 
Object). A  littl e late r h e indicate s somethin g o f wha t tha t thesi s 
might hav e contained . Th e title , he says , is to be understood i n th e 
context o f Husserl' s thought , muc h i n th e ai r i n th e fifties: 

It wa s a  question , then , fo r me , t o deploy , mor e o r les s violently , th e 
techniques of transcendental phenomenolog y i n the elaboration o f a new 
theory of literature, of this very particular typ e of ideal objec t tha t i s the 
literary object , a n idealit y "concatenate d (enchainee) " Husser l woul d 
have said , concatenate d wit h so-calle d natura l language , a  non-m a the-
matic or non-mathematizable object , but nevertheless differen t fro m mu -
sic or works of plastic art, tha t i s to say, from al l the examples privilege d 
by Husser l i n hi s analyse s o f idea l objectivity . Fo r I  mus t recal l a  littl e 
massively and simply, my most constant interest , I would say even befor e 
the philosophica l interest , i f tha t i s possible , wen t towar d literature , 
toward the writing called literary . 

What i s literature? And first  of all, what i s writing? How does writin g 
come t o upse t eve n th e questio n "wha t is ? (quest-ce  que?)"  an d eve n 
"what does that mean ? (queest-ce  que  ga veut dire?)" Pu t otherwise—an d 
this i s th e puttin g otherwis e tha t i s importan t fo r me—whe n an d ho w 
does inscription becom e literature an d wha t happen s then ? To what an d 
to whom doe s that return ? (A  quoi et  a qui cela  revient-il?) What happen s 
between (Quest-ce  qui  se  passe entre)  philosophy an d literature , scienc e 
and literature , politic s an d literature , theolog y an d literature , psycho -
analysis an d literature , ther e i n th e abstractio n o f it s labe l i s th e mos t 
insistant question. 2 

So wha t i s th e motivatio n fo r sayin g tha t Derrid a an d th e oth -
ers ar e no t reall y intereste d i n literatur e o r ar t whe n ther e i s suc h 
massive evidenc e t o th e contrary ? A  superficial answe r woul d b e 
to sa y tha t Loesber g i s deepl y influenced , a s h e acknowledges , b y 
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Rodolphe Gasche' s distinguishe d an d importan t The  Tain  of  the 
Mirror (1986 ) an d b y othe r well-know n essay s o n Derrid a b y 
Gasche. Gasch e wa s th e first  t o argu e i n detai l tha t Derrid a i s 
really a  technica l philosophe r i n th e wak e o f Husserlian phenome -
nology an d tha t d e Man , myself , an d othe r America n "deconstruc -
tionists" hav e falsifie d hi s wor k b y usin g i t i n literar y criticism . 
We hav e mad e it , s o th e stor y goes , into nothin g mor e tha n a  ne w 
New Criticism . Bu t tha t woul d stil l leav e ope n th e questio n o f 
why Gasche' s argumen t s o muc h appeal s thes e day s t o Loesber g 
and others , fo r exampl e t o Jeffrey T . Nealon an d t o Mas'ud Zavar -
zadeh.3 Th e mor e seriou s answe r i s tha t a  crud e for m o f Gasche' s 
expert identificatio n o f an importan t stran d i n Derrida' s wor k an d 
intellectual heritag e i s par t o f a n ideologica l narrativ e tha t play s 
an essentia l rol e thes e day s i n th e reinstatemen t o f themati c an d 
mimetic reading s o f literature , i n th e retur n t o "history, " an d i n 
the reinstatemen t o f traditiona l idea s abou t persona l identity , 
agency, an d responsibility . A s Thoma s Cohe n ha s recognize d i n 
incisive diagnoses, 4 wha t ha s happene d i s th e following : I n orde r 
to justif y certai n way s o f turnin g o r returnin g t o history , t o the -
matic an d mimeti c interpretation s o f literature , t o th e social , t o 
multiculturalism, t o th e widenin g o f th e canon , t o cultura l stud -
ies, and t o "identity politics/ ' deconstruction o r poststructuralism , 
some scholar s have mistakenl y thought , had t o be denigrated ("ab -
jected" i s Cohen' s word) . Thi s ha s b y n o mean s happene d univer -
sally. Man y scholar s i n cultura l o r gende r studies , Judit h Butle r 
for example , have acknowledge d thei r deb t t o deconstruction . Bu t 
for som e others , deconstructio n ha d t o b e falsel y identifie d a s 
nihilistic, a s concerne d onl y wit h a n enclose d real m o f languag e 
cut of f fro m th e rea l world , a s destroyin g ethica l responsibilit y 
by undoin g fait h i n persona l identit y an d agency , a s ahistorical , 
quietistic, as fundamentally elitis t an d conservative . The Yale "de-
constructors" coul d the n b e dismisse d a s mad e ove r Ne w Critic s 
(and w e kno w wha t th e politic s o f th e Souther n agrarian s were!) , 
while th e discover y o f d e Man' s wart im e writing s doubl y justifie d 
writing hi m off . H e cam e t o be see n a s bot h a  ne w Ne w Criti c and 
someone with a  tainted past , however th e early writings wer e rea d 
in relatio n t o the later . 

That lef t Derrida . T o argue , a s Loesber g does , tha t Derrid a i s 
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really a  philosopher, with littl e or no relevance to literary studies , 
is to recuperate him from th e "abjection" of American deconstruc -
tion. I t i s har d t o mak e Derrid a eithe r a  fascis t o r a  Ne w Critic , 
though his abiding interest in Heidegger puts him under suspicio n 
of the former, whil e his evident interes t i n reading works of litera-
ture put s hi m i n dange r o f bein g see n a s a  strang e continenta l 
crypto-New Critic . Callin g hi m a  phenomenologica l philosophe r 
in th e traditio n o f Husser l avoid s bot h ba d names . But thi s recu -
peration i s performed a t th e cos t o f neutralizin g Derrida . I t put s 
him ou t o f literatur e department s an d bac k i n th e philosoph y 
department. S o everyon e i n literature , everyon e doin g cultura l 
studies, feminist studies , studies o f popular culture , "new histori -
cism," o r multicultura l studie s ca n breath e a  sig h o f relief , an d 
say, "Thank God . I don't hav e to take Derrida seriousl y an y more . 
He i s jus t a  philosophe r afte r all. " Give n wha t interest s mos t 
members of American philosophy departments these days, the las t 
thing the y woul d b e likel y t o tak e seriousl y i s Derrida' s theorie s 
about the contradictory founding moment s of philosophical think -
ing, which i s what Loesberg says is his chief focus . 

This narrative , lik e al l suc h ideologemes , lik e ideolog y i n gen -
eral, i s extremely resistan t t o being pu t i n questio n o r refuted . I t 
takes many forms an d i s used i n aid of many differen t arguments , 
including thos e b y peopl e wh o conside r themselve s friendl y t o 
Derrida, such as Loesberg or Nealon. However cogently thi s stor y 
is show n t o b e a  linguisti c construc t base d o n a  whol e se t o f 
radical misreadings , i t i s still likely to be unconsciously assumed , 
taken as a natural truth . It fits Althusser's definition o f ideology as 
a se t o f unconscious assumption s tha t obscur e one' s rea l materia l 
conditions o f existenc e o r d e Man' s definitio n o f ideolog y a s "th e 
confusion o f linguistic with natura l reality , of reference wit h phe -
nomenalism."5 

The resul t o f thi s hand y bi t o f ideologica l storytellin g i s t o 
underwrite tha t retur n t o mimetic , thematic , an d biographica l 
readings of literature so widespread today . One unfortunate resul t 
of thi s retur n i s tha t whereve r i t i s acccepted i t disable s th e cru -
cially necessar y politica l an d intellectua l wor k bein g attempte d 
today i n th e nam e o f a  bette r democrac y b y cultura l studies , 
women's studies , ethni c studies , studie s i n "minorit y discourse, " 
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and s o on . Th e disablin g migh t b e define d b y sayin g tha t th e left , 
whenever i t (perhap s unconsciously ) reassume s th e ol d tradition -
alist ideologica l presupposition s o f the righ t abou t mimesis , abou t 
the actin g an d responsibl e self , about themati c way s t o rea d liter -
ature an d othe r cultura l forms , i s cooperatin g i n tha t retur n t o a 
neo-conservative an d nationalis t atmospher e tha t i s widely visibl e 
now an d tha t th e lef t mean s t o b e tryin g t o forestal l an d contest . 
Another wa y t o pu t thi s i s t o sa y tha t th e reaffirmatio n o f thes e 
assumptions i s unabl e t o contes t th e powe r o f wha t Mar x calle d 
"bourgeois ideology " an d wha t i s toda y calle d "th e hegemon y o f 
the dominan t discourse " becaus e i t is , i n it s essence , bourgeoi s 
ideology al l ove r again . I t leave s th e dominan t discours e a s domi -
nant a s eve r becaus e i t i s another for m o f it . It i s vulnerable t o th e 
same critiqu e Mar x mad e o f Feuerbac h o r o f "Germa n Ideology " 
generally, tha t i t i s n o mor e tha n a  theoretica l o r menta l re -
arrangement o f th e sam e term s i t challenge s an d ha s therefor e n o 
means o f touching th e materia l world . I t i s incapable o f producin g 
historical events . Only a  materialis t inscriptio n ca n d o that . 

Why thi s i s s o an d wha t i s a t stak e wil l b e indicate d i n a 
brief concludin g discussio n o f wha t Loesber g leave s ou t o f hi s 
treatment o f Derrid a an d d e Man . H e ha s practicall y nothin g 
to sa y abou t thei r concept s o f th e performativ e dimension s o f 
literature, philosophy, an d criticism . This too is a complex matter , 
calling fo r length y developmen t an d carefu l discriminations . Onl y 
an all-too-rapi d indicatio n o f essential s ca n b e give n here . I n on e 
way o r anothe r bot h Derrid a an d d e Ma n hol d tha t th e performa -
tive aspec t o f literature , philosophy , an d criticism , o f languag e 
and othe r sign s generally , make s history . Wha t doe s tha t mean ? 
The distinctio n betwee n cognitiv e statement s an d performativ e 
speech act s i s well known , a s i s the recognitio n tha t th e separatio n 
can neve r b e mad e absolute . Ther e i s alway s a  cognitiv e sid e t o 
performatives, an d vic e versa . Nevertheles s th e performativ e sid e 
of languag e i s no t somethin g tha t ca n b e known . Tha t i s wha t 
Derrida mean s i n recen t seminar s whe n h e say s "th e gift , i f ther e 
is suc h a  thing, " "th e secret , i f ther e i s suc h a  thing, " "witnessing , 
if ther e i s suc h a  thing. " Sinc e th e gift , th e secret , an d witnessin g 
are kind s o f performatives , the y ar e no t th e object s o f a  possibl e 
certain cognition . The y mus t remai n a  matte r o f "if. " 
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De Man's wa y o f putting thi s wa s t o say tha t th e performativ e 
force o f language, its power t o make something happe n i n histor y 
and society , is linked to its materiality, tha t is , to a nonreferentia l 
noncognitive sid e o f language . In th e lectur e o n "Kan t an d Schil -
ler," speaking o f the passage i n Kant' s Third  Critique  from a  "cog-
nitive discourse as trope" to "the materiality of the inscribed signi-
fier," d e Ma n argue s tha t i t i s onl y th e latte r tha t i s historical , 
that ca n b e a  historica l event . The regressive misreadin g o f Kan t 
initiated b y Schille r i s no t historical , no t a  serie s o f historica l 
events. There i s i n Kant , sai d d e Man , " a movemen t fro m cogni -
tion, fro m act s o f knowledge , fro m state s o f cognition , t o some -
thing whic h i s no longe r a  cognitio n bu t whic h i s to some exten t 
an occurrence , which ha s th e materialit y o f something tha t actu -
ally happens , tha t actuall y occur s .  . . that doe s somethin g t o th e 
world a s such . .  . . There i s history fro m th e momen t tha t word s 
such as 'power' and 'battle ' and so on emerge on the scene; at tha t 
moment things happen, there is occurrence, there is event. History 
[has t o d o with ] th e emergenc e o f a  languag e o f powe r ou t o f 
the languag e o f cognition. " Thi s conceptio n o f th e materialit y o f 
inscription i s worke d ou t i n "Shelle y Disfigured, " i n "Aestheti c 
Formalization: Kleist' s Uber  das Marionettentheater,"  an d i n "Hy -
pogram an d Inscription, " a s wel l a s i n th e essay s o n Kan t an d 
Hegel. 

The stakes are high in recognizing or not recognizing the funda -
mental rol e i n Derrida' s an d d e Man' s thinkin g o f th e relatio n 
between a  performativ e o r materialis t mod e o f language , o n th e 
one hand, and history , on the other. A major contributio n tha t so-
called "deconstruction, " fo r exampl e Derrida' s curren t writin g 
and seminars , ha s t o mak e t o today' s frontie r wor k i n cultura l 
studies, women' s studies , historicism , an d minorit y discours e i s 
just i n thi s area . What i s needed i s as clea r a s possible a  recogni -
tion o f a  potentia l performative , history-makin g powe r i n lan -
guage, including th e languag e o f literature , philosophy , and , yes , 
even "practica l criticism. " Thi s potentia l powe r ma y o r ma y no t 
be actualized o r effective i n a  given case . It woul d b e a  foolhard y 
person who would claim tha t wha t h e or she writes i s a historica l 
event. It i s in any case not o f the order of cognition. Nevertheless , 
a purel y mimetic , cognitive , referentia l vie w o f cultura l artifact s 
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will reaffirm precisel y tha t sam e conservative ideolog y which cul -
tural studies , women' s studies , an d th e res t wan t t o contest . T o 
put thi s i n d e Mania n terms , th e "linguistic s o f literariness " in -
cludes th e performativ e dimensio n o f literar y language . Under -
standing i t wil l hel p accoun t fo r th e occurrenc e o f ideologica l 
aberrations, but knowing those aberrations wil l not change them . 
Only th e performative , material , "word-thing " sid e o f languag e 
will do that . 

Appropriating, transforming , and , mos t o f all , using performa -
tively thi s insigh t o f deconstruction i s a chief tas k of the humani -
ties today . Tha t woul d b e anothe r exampl e o f th e wa y th e ac t o f 
reading, registere d i n th e mos t responsibl e critica l terms , ca n 
actively reappropriat e o r performativel y liberat e a  pas t tex t fo r 
present uses . Walte r Benjami n describe s i n consonan t term s i n 
the seventeent h o f th e "These s o n th e Philosoph y o f History " th e 
way a  "historica l materialist " see s "a revolutionary chanc e i n th e 
fight for the oppressed past" when he finds a  way to "blast (heraus-
zusprengen) a  specifi c er a ou t o f th e homogeneou s cours e o f his -
tory—blasting a  specifi c lif e ou t o f the er a o r a  specifi c wor k ou t 
of the lifework." 6 
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Une drole de classe d e phil o 

Michel Beaujou r 

The educatio n o f Frenc h literar y scholar s ha s traditionall y been , 
and remains , quit e differen t fro m tha t o f thei r America n counter -
parts. Tw o difference s strik e m e a s especiall y significant . First , 
young Frenc h student s wh o ar e committe d t o th e stud y o f litera -
ture are won t t o do a grea t dea l o f extracurricular an d anticurricu -
lar reading . Second , philosoph y play s a n importan t par t i n thei r 
undergraduate curriculum . Thus , the y ar e likel y t o kee p o n read -
ing a  goo d dea l o f philosophy i n thei r fre e time . Conversely, Amer -
ican student s o f literature , wh o mostl y rea d book s tha t ar e as -
signed o r recommende d b y thei r teachers , ar e neithe r require d 
nor expecte d t o receiv e an y philosophica l training . I t follow s tha t 
any encounte r wit h "philosophica l ideas " wil l tak e plac e fo r the m 
on a n ad  hoc  an d "need-to-know " basis . When th e nee d doe s arise , 
the graduate s o f our bette r college s ma y dra w o n vagu e memorie s 
of havin g been—a s w e say— exposed t o som e philosophica l idea s 
in th e rus h o f a  freshma n surve y o f Wester n thought . I t is , I 
believe, suc h a  conditio n o f philosophica l innocenc e and , i n th e 
case o f a  fe w curiou s an d exigen t minds , o f philosophica l depriva -
tion, tha t prove d t o be—a t leas t initially— a fertil e soi l fo r th e 
growth o f so-calle d "deconstruction " i n a  fe w department s o f 
French an d comparativ e literature . I n thes e privilege d places — 
privileged wit h respec t t o th e qualit y o f thei r students , a t an y 
rate—there occurre d encounter s o f th e thir d kin d betwee n a  cou -
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pie o f extraordinaril y persuasiv e teacher s steepe d i n Continenta l 
philosophy an d a  fe w philosophy-starve d student s o f literature . 
The meeting s mainl y too k plac e i n th e sixties , a  ver y auspiciou s 
time for intellectual innovation . At least in the field of the humani-
ties, everythin g wa s seemingl y throw n int o question , an d espe -
cially th e disciplinar y boundarie s upo n whic h muc h o f the estab -
lished intellectua l orde r had rested . Moreover, i n the course of it s 
precipitate expansion , th e American academ y a s a  whole came t o 
obliterate th e stil l mor e fundamenta l boundar y tha t ha d sepa -
rated an academic inside , peopled with teachers and scholars wh o 
made n o grea t claim s t o bein g intellectual s o r writers , fro m th e 
outside worl d wher e (mor e o r less ) independen t intellectual s an d 
writers fough t ideologica l battles , wrot e literatur e an d assesse d 
cultural production s i n independen t review s an d i n book s pub -
lished b y non-academi c presses . During th e sixtie s an d seventies , 
the America n universitie s an d thei r affluen t presses , i n coopera -
tion wit h th e foundation s an d th e ar t museums , cam e t o absor b 
most o f th e cultura l activitie s tha t ha d no t bee n pre-empte d b y 
the profit-makin g media , th e ar t marke t an d th e capitalis t trad e 
publishers. Whe n th e sor t o f critica l an d oppositiona l thinkin g 
that ha d previousl y bee n undertaken a t th e writer's own risk, an d 
mostly in precarious circumstances , was annexed by the Universi -
ties and supporte d b y Foundation grants , i t als o started countin g 
for academi c tenur e an d preferment . I n short , i t becam e aca -
demic. These , I  believe , ar e th e genera l condition s unde r whic h 
American deconstructio n cam e into being and thrive d fo r a  while, 
along wit h othe r critica l discourse s tha t woul d eventuall y shov e 
deconstructionism aside , largel y becaus e thes e militan t critica l 
theories coul d rid e o n th e aspirations , an d fit  th e abilities , o f 
expanded studen t bodies . Besides , the y wer e bette r attune d t o 
American tradition s o f pragmatism an d mora l righteousness tha n 
was deconstruction . 

In retrospect, one wonders whether the historical and sociologi -
cal situation tha t allowe d fo r th e academic institutionalizatio n o f 
dissident Europea n theorie s had eve r been genuinel y favorabl e t o 
philosophical deconstruction , t o Abbau i n the Heideggerian mode , 
as such . Rather , on e migh t hav e anticipate d tha t thi s contex t 
would entail for deconstruction a  risk of rapid and massive trivial -
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ization. Suc h a  paradoxical , suc h a  counterintuitiv e approac h t o 
philosophical an d poeti c issue s a s i s deconstructio n coul d no t 
help bu t b e undermine d b y th e nee d t o mak e i t accessibl e t o 
philosophically untraine d students , t o student s wh o neve r ha d a n 
overwhelming commitmen t t o literature . Th e democrati c tenet s 
of America n education—whic h rul e eve n i n th e mos t selectiv e 
and transcenden t reache s o f th e humanit ies—ar e inimica l t o a 
deconstruction whic h is , nonetheless , trappe d withi n th e aca -
demic Leviatha n tha t ha s n o outside . 

Given thei r previou s education , I  doub t tha t mos t America n 
graduate student s o f literatur e eve r ha d a  ver y spontaneou s urg e 
to protes t th e philosophica l aridit y o f thei r training . I n th e ol d 
days, fe w indee d wer e incline d t o rejec t th e mixtur e o f philology , 
unsystematic formalis m an d Christia n ethic s tha t dominate d aca -
demic criticis m befor e th e tur n t o theory . Ho w man y curren t 
students d o we find  challengin g th e mi x o f political hig h dudgeon , 
moral inquisitio n an d gendere d self-indulgenc e tha t ha s take n it s 
place? Howeve r tha t ma y be , w e d o kno w that , befor e theory , 
literary studie s wer e generall y acknowledge d t o b e conceptuall y 
soft an d comfy , whic h mad e u p fo r th e lon g readin g lists , an d 
fairly demandin g criteri a o f scholarly precision . 

Yet, paradoxicall y enough , th e initia l appea l o f th e philosophi -
cal criticis m tha t turne d int o "deconstruction " reside d precisel y 
in it s difficulty,  it s specifi c philosophical  difficulty . A  fe w brigh t 
and increasingl y disaffecte d student s hope d tha t thi s kin d o f diffi -
culty woul d redee m th e mediocrit y the y ha d bee n expecte d t o 
emulate. However , thes e students—whos e interes t i n literatur e 
was presumabl y mor e intellectua l tha n aesthetic—als o wer e 
American enoug h t o expect satisfactio n fro m th e academic institu -
tion itself , rathe r tha n fro m th e outsid e world , whic h wa s the n 
receding quickl y i n th e directio n o f Europe . Th e fait h o f som e o f 
those student s wa s rewarde d whe n the y eventuall y encountere d a 
providential instructo r bearin g th e gif t o f Continenta l philosoph y 
to the literatur e seminar . 

Allow m e no w t o dra w o n th e persona l memorie s o f som e col -
leagues, Pete r Brook s fo r instanc e who , a s a  Harvar d undergradu -
ate i n th e lat e fifties,  wa s abou t t o giv e u p th e stud y o f literatur e 
for tha t o f histor y whe n h e walke d b y chanc e int o som e compara -
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tive literature class . Once there, he was soon "given to understan d 
that wha t wa s a t stak e i n th e stud y o f literatur e wa s a s difficul t 
and demandin g a s philosoph y o r an y othe r kin d o f discourse " 
(YFS 69 , 5) . The beare r o f thes e tiding s was , o f course , Pau l d e 
Man. Elle n Burt , a  mor e recen t disciple , recall s tha t i f d e Ma n 
"said i n an aside one day tha t w e ought t o read Hegel' s Aesthetics, 
we rea d them , i n orde r t o understan d wh y w e mus t rea d them " 
(YFS 69 , 11) . I  trus t tha t thes e tw o examples , thoug h the y refe r 
only to de Man's classroom teaching , are adequate illustration s of 
the initia l respons e t o thi s sor t o f philosophica l criticism , a  reac -
tion which , I  mus t emphasize , wa s induce d b y th e immediac y o f 
speech, b y th e ethos  o f suc h extraordinar y teacher s a s d e Ma n 
and Derrida . 

"As difficult an d demandin g a s philosophy " say s Pete r Brooks . 
Paul de Man himself wa s often sai d to be demanding, genially an d 
legitimately so , since he pressed hi s demands onl y i n the nam e of 
literature an d o f philosophy , o f which h e wa s th e livin g prosopo-
poeia for his disciples. I guess that muc h the same could be said of 
Derrida an d o f hi s teaching : bot h d e Man an d Derrid a played , i n 
favor o f thei r olde r bu t philosophicall y deprive d students , muc h 
the same role as does a good prof de philo i n a French lycee . He or 
she i s th e demandin g magicia n wh o reveal s t o adolescent s th e 
difficult pleasure s o f thinkin g abou t th e philosophica l issue s en -
capsulated i n such (deconstructible ) binomial s as : reality an d ap -
pearance, the rational an d the sensible, theory and practice , being 
and time , etc . This teache r als o i s th e on e wh o explain s difficul t 
texts where th e philosopher s hav e formulated philosophica l solu -
tions—rather tha n empirical , poeti c o r sophisti c ones—t o thes e 
perennial dilemmas . And , o f course , thos e Frenc h student s wh o 
will eventually becom e seriou s literar y critic s pursue thes e philo -
sophical studie s fo r severa l years , closely readin g th e mai n text s 
of Western philosoph y an d writin g abou t them . It follow s that , i n 
this respect , d e Man' s an d Derrida' s mor e matur e America n stu -
dents ha d a  lo t o f catchin g u p t o do . They inevitabl y di d s o i n a 
hasty, haphazard an d ad  hoc  fashion , give n man y othe r demand s 
on thei r time , and a n absenc e o f follow-through whic h i s charac -
teristic o f America n humanisti c studies . Th e philosophica l text s 
they read , a s wel l a s th e literar y text s abou t whic h philosophica l 
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issues wer e raised , ha d t o b e mainl y th e one s whic h d e Ma n o r 
Derrida discussed i n their courses , notwithstanding th e serendipi -
tous suggestion s thes e teacher s migh t als o make, perhaps onl y i n 
an imperativ e aside : "W e read the m i n orde r t o understan d wh y 
we must read them/ ' write s Ellen Burt very revealingly: we really 
didn't hav e a  clu e beforehand , becaus e w e had n o background i n 
philosophy. Paul de Man's discourse was in effect, fo r his students , 
the sol e locu s o f philosophy, an d o f it s demands . No t t o mentio n 
the difficulty o f reading on one's own Hegel's Aesthetics philosoph -
ically, unde r thos e circumstances . Wherea s Derrid a an d d e Ma n 
were steepe d i n th e text s an d topic s o f continenta l philosophy , 
their America n disciple s onl y go t fragmentar y an d decontextua -
lized insights . In orde r t o obtai n a  soli d philosophica l educatio n 
they woul d hav e ha d t o embar k o n a  cours e o f studie s tha t wa s 
unfortunately unavailabl e fro m mos t America n universities . S o 
that America n deconstructionis t criticis m sometime s jolt s th e 
reader wit h th e philosophica l counterpart s o f Jean-Pau l Sartre' s 
disarming query: "Ne doit-on pas, Monsieur, eviter soigneusemen t 
les alexandrin s dan s l a prose? " O r somethin g lik e it s opposite : 
"Are we not expected t o mix the genres?" 

This autodidactic quandar y goe s a long way toward explainin g 
a rapi d declin e i n th e philosophica l sophisticatio n o f America n 
deconstructionism a s i t turne d t o quasi-rhetorica l issue s an d be -
came a  sui  generis  critical theor y tha t substitute d discontinuitie s 
and aporia s fo r th e ironie s o f a n olde r schoo l o f Anglo-Saxo n 
criticism. Th e initia l desir e fo r th e difficult y o f philosophy— a 
hardness tha t raise d th e self-estee m o f youn g critic s trappe d i n 
unprestigious literar y studies—wa s reoriente d b y younge r schol -
ars towar d othe r self-valorizin g gambits . Instea d o f risin g abov e 
literature an d philosoph y b y din t o f reading literatur e a s an alle -
gory o f philosophy , an d philosoph y a s pron e t o th e weaknesse s 
of literature , th e ne w theorist s looke d upo n bot h literatur e an d 
philosophy a s transparen t conceit s fo r power politic s and oppres -
sion. The tens e elitism o f deconstruction wa s forced t o pull dow n 
its vanity an d t o refi t itsel f i n th e democrati c shirtsleeve s o f text -
books an d eas y undergraduat e courses , a s i t attempte d t o hol d 
on t o a n audienc e i n th e academi c marketplac e o f diversit y an d 



92 Miche l Beaujou r 

multiculturalism. An d since ther e wasn' t an y extra-academi c au -
dience lef t fo r eithe r philosophica l Abbau  o r for rhetorica l decon -
structionism, thei r practitioner s ende d up squabbling i n the bac k 
pages o f PMLA  and th e like , while th e wor d deconstructio n itsel f 
along wit h a  fe w shred s o f th e vulgate , afte r takin g a  quic k spi n 
through th e art-critica l babble , eventuall y turne d int o nonsens e 
as it trickled down to the daily press. 

Nevertheless, thank s t o th e hegemoni c growt h o f th e universi -
ties, som e earl y America n deconstructionist s hav e enjoye d aca -
demic careers and audiences that contras t stupendously with Der -
rida's own , bac k i n France . There , sinc e a  clea r divisio n stil l 
subsists between a n intellectua l milie u tha t make s public reputa -
tions and the institutional academi c world, the university can an d 
still doe s enforc e it s rejectio n o f Derrida—wh o insist s o n mixin g 
the genres—b y deprivin g hi m o f a n appointmen t commensurat e 
with hi s meri t an d internationa l fame . I n France—althoug h h e 
has been one of those profs de  philo wh o transmute generation s of 
students—Derrida i s seen , lik e Mauric e Blancho t an d a  fe w o f 
France's mos t interestin g thinkers , a s a  writer,  a n independen t 
essayist wh o publishe s wit h smal l presses , a  write r wh o mainl y 
writes self-reflexive literature . 

This brings u s bac k t o th e relationshi p betwee n literatur e an d 
philosophy whic h w e envisage d i n it s America n context—fro m 
the vantage poin t o f the peculia r philosoph y classe s taugh t b y d e 
Man an d Derrid a t o a  fe w student s o f literature . M y approac h 
manifestly lef t asid e the specific relationship tha t obtains betwee n 
literature an d philosophy i n thei r respective works , although i n a 
sense, i t i s al l tha t matter s t o me ; bu t other s ar e bette r qualifie d 
than I am to deal with it . 

To conclude, then , I  should lik e to circle around th e issu e onc e 
more by way of a reference t o Derrida's Passions, a  recent reply t o 
an American edito r wh o had aske d him t o comment o n essays b y 
various American deconstructionis t hands , and also to disclose, in 
a concluding piece , if only obliquely,  his own position . Derrida (of 
course) decline d t o d o so , an d gav e hi s reason s a t som e length . 
But, near th e end o f his demurral , Derrid a goe s on record with a t 
least the following : 
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And finally, a  disclosure . Perhaps I  did simpl y inten d t o disclose o r con -
firm m y likin g (probabl y a n unconditiona l one ) fo r literature , more pre -
cisely fo r literar y writing . No t tha t I  car e fo r literatur e i n general , no r 
that I  prefer i t t o anything else , say , fo r instance—a s ar e won t t o thin k 
those wh o ar e incapabl e o f discernin g eithe r on e o r th e other—philoso -
phy. Not that I  want t o reduce everything to it, especially not philosophy . 
I ca n d o ver y easil y withou t literature . Bu t withou t lovin g literatur e i n 
general an d fo r itself , I love something i n i t tha t i s not reducibl e t o some 
aesthetic quality , t o some source of formal enjoyment , somethin g indee d 
that migh t tak e th e plac e o f secrecy . In th e stea d o f a n absolut e secret . 
There would the passion reside, (my translation) 1 

Evidently, I  cannot sa y whethe r Pau l d e Man woul d hav e counter -
signed eithe r thes e line s o r th e distinctio n Derrid a draw s thereaf -
ter between , o n th e on e hand , poetr y an d belles-lettre s and , o n th e 
other, literature . Derrid a claim s literature , a s h e understand s it , 
to b e inseparabl e fro m democrati c freedom : th e freedo m t o sa y 
all, bu t als o th e freedo m no t t o answe r questions , th e freedo m t o 
preserve th e secrec y inheren t i n literatur e a s such , eve n thoug h 
there ma y no t b e an y secre t hidin g behin d th e surfac e o f th e text , 
for th e presumptio n o f a  secre t t o b e sough t i s wha t make s th e 
reader passionate— a passionat e reader . Thi s presumption , I  be -
lieve, raises th e issue s o f critica l deconstructio n t o a  highe r plane , 
a hierati c plan e wher e a  degre e o f tac t i s mor e advisabl e tha n ar e 
those intrusiv e operation s tha t ar e merel y inten t o n uncovering — 
no matte r ho w cleverl y an d gracefully—discontinuities , contra -
dictions, play s o f th e signifie r an d wha t not . Fo r th e lesso n taugh t 
by d e Ma n an d Derrid a i n thei r peculia r philosoph y classes—an d 
in thei r idiosyncrati c writings—i s als o on e o f discretion , an d o f 
passion, th e on e preservin g an d sustainin g th e other . Howeve r 
strong th e temptatio n t o reduc e literatur e t o philosophy—espe -
cially i n th e hop e o f raisin g literatur e abov e th e trivialit y whic h 
those wh o d o no t lik e i t fea r t o fin d i n it ; howeve r insidiou s th e 
desire t o reduce whateve r philosoph y on e ma y kno w t o a  bunc h o f 
unwitting tropes , thes e indee d ar e no t th e passion s tha t ca n ignit e 
and nurtur e ou r love—ou r ofte n ironi c an d suspiciou s love—fo r 
either o f them . Tha t i s wh y w e mus t preserv e th e freedo m t o b e 
tactful an d silen t abou t ou r passions . A  democratic an d totalitar -
ian universit y ma y no t b e th e bes t plac e t o do so . 
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Going Public : The Universit y 
in Deconstructio n 

Peggy Kamu f 

As Jacque s Derrid a illustrated , th e titl e "Deconstructio n is/i n 
America" ma y se t on e t o dreamin g abou t som e rathe r nonaca -
demic use s fo r tha t phrase . H e indulge d thi s fanc y fo r a  momen t 
by describin g wha t migh t hav e bee n a  newspape r headlin e o r a 
brief stor y o n loca l television : " I rea d i t al l o f a  sudde n a s i f i n a 
newspaper, a  trave l diary , o r a  pres s release : Hey , deconstruction , 
on thi s date , finds  itsel f her e thes e days , i t i s i n America , i t lande d 
yesterday a t JF K an d i s jus t passin g through , mor e o r les s incog -
nito an d fo r a  littl e while. " One effec t o f thi s littl e "reverie, " whic h 
was als o jus t passin g through , wa s t o superimpos e tw o scene s o f 
address: th e addres s Derrid a wa s the n deliverin g t o a  larg e audi -
ence a t Ne w Yor k Universit y an d anothe r kin d o f publi c address , 
that o f th e newspape r headline , th e pres s release , th e T V story . 
There ma y hav e been other s the n presen t who , like me, felt invite d 
to conside r thi s kin d o f doubl e addres s a s a  conditio n o f decon -
struction: i n America , i n it s universities , bu t a t th e sam e tim e 
not i n bu t passin g through , alway s crossin g th e borders , withou t 
permanent address . 

Responding t o tha t invitation , I  wan t t o propos e som e ques -
tions abou t th e universit y an d it s borders , th e universit y an d 
publicity. I n wha t sens e i s the university an d th e intellectua l wor k 
that i s suppose d t o g o o n ther e public ? Wh o o r wha t i s th e publi c 
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addressed by the work of the university? Is there or can there be a 
sense i n whic h tha t wor k i s not addresse d t o any publi c tha t ca n 
be identified? O n a first  level , one could say tha t th e research an d 
teaching activity of the university is public because it is evidenced 
by publication . Thi s apparen t tautolog y merel y point s t o the fac t 
that th e work o f the university , unlike tha t o f some other institu -
tions one might thin k of , includes the generation, support , gather -
ing, storage, evaluation, study , preservation, an d publishing o f all 
sorts o f publications . I n thi s sense , th e universit y i s perhap s th e 
most publi c o f al l publi c institutions . Bu t o f course , i n anothe r 
sense, very little o f this activity can be expected t o find its way t o 
a mass public, the undifferentiated audienc e sought by a commer -
cial mas s mediu m lik e televisio n o r eve n dail y newspapers . B y 
comparison wit h th e publicity o f these institutions, the universit y 
might a s well be a secret society shrouded i n obscurity. One thin g 
the Grea t P C Debate wil l hav e mad e clear , however , i s tha t thi s 
appearance o f obscurit y i s itsel f t o a  considerabl e exten t main -
tained an d promulgate d b y th e institution s o f th e mas s medi a 
themselves. The media , i n othe r words , have mad e i t thei r job t o 
inform thei r publi c tha t i t i s no t addresse d b y th e wor k o f th e 
university, tha t tha t wor k i s to o obscure , to o technical , o r to o 
specialized fo r it . (When i t i s a matter o f scientific research , thes e 
are term s o f respect , bu t i n th e cas e o f th e humanities , the y ar e 
marks of disdain.) This kind of reporting, with which we have now 
become so familiar, determine s public interest in the limited sense 
of common sense , immediate self-evidence , an d s o forth—the in -
terest, i n othe r words , o f th e largel y ignoran t an d intellectuall y 
unadventurous. Imaginin g tha t the y addres s themselve s t o thi s 
public, while i n fac t fashionin g i t b y mean s o f thei r address , th e 
mass media see k in effect t o avoid the question: What other kind s 
of address might ther e be? 

But le t u s bring ou t anothe r sens e of publicity a s i t pertains t o 
the wor k o f the university . I n his "Answer t o the Question : 'Wha t 
is Enlightenment?' " Kan t distinguishe s betwee n th e publi c an d 
the private use of reason. "By the public use of one's own reason I 
mean tha t us e which anyon e ma y mak e o f i t as  a man of  learning 
addressing th e entir e reading  public. Wha t I  term th e privat e us e 
of reaso n i s tha t whic h a  perso n ma y mak e o f i t i n a  particula r 
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civil post o r office wit h which he is entrusted."1 Th e public use of 
reason mus t neve r be restricted, whereas the private use of reason 
can "quit e ofte n b e ver y narrowl y restricte d withou t undu e hin -
drance t o th e progres s o f enlightenment." 2 Kan t give s severa l 
examples: a  military office r mus t no t argue with a n order even if , 
privately, h e believe s i t t o b e ill-advised . Bu t th e sam e officer , 
speaking as a man of learning, may quite justifiably criticiz e mili -
tary polic y publicly . Likewise , a  clergyma n ma y disagre e pri -
vately wit h point s o f doctrin e tha t h e nevertheles s mus t teac h t o 
his congregation a s prescribed b y the Church . "Conversely," Kan t 
adds, "a s a  schola r addressin g th e rea l publi c (i.e. , the worl d a t 
large) throug h hi s writings , th e clergyma n makin g public  use  of 
his reason enjoys unlimite d freedo m t o use his own reason an d t o 
speak i n hi s ow n person " (57) . It shoul d b e note d tha t Kan t doe s 
not speak here either o f that othe r civi l servant who is the univer -
sity professo r o r o f th e civi l institutio n tha t i s th e university . 
Instead, al l hi s example s assum e tha t th e "ma n o f learning " o r 
the "scholar " i s simply th e nam e give n an y educate d citize n wh o 
exercises his public reason. The "man of learning," the "scholar" is 
the publi c man , wh o reason s wit h n o limitin g obligatio n t o an y 
particular institution . Now , perhap s Kan t doe s no t mentio n th e 
university becaus e tha t civi l institutio n woul d impos e n o suc h 
obligation. In other words, unlike the military officer o r the cleric, 
professional me n or (pace Kant ) women of learning, that is , mem-
bers o f a university faculty , woul d b e under n o constraint t o sup-
press even in a limited manner the exercise of their private reaso n 
in orde r t o carr y ou t conscientiousl y th e dutie s o f thei r office . 
Indeed, the professional schola r a s scholar would , in theory , hav e 
no suc h thin g a s privat e reason , o r perhap s on e shoul d sa y tha t 
his or he r privat e reaso n i s indistinguishable fro m publi c reason , 
from reaso n i n th e servic e o f th e "rea l publi c (i.e. , th e worl d a t 
large)." Thus, whereas ever y othe r civi l institution install s a  divi -
sion withi n th e facult y o f reason o f thos e appointe d t o uphold it , 
in th e institutio n o f th e university ; reaso n i n principl e woul d b e 
upheld only to the exten t tha t n o gap between publi c and privat e 
reason is allowed to occur. 

If tha t i s th e case , then th e institutio n o f th e universit y woul d 
be the institution o f publicness itself , which mean s a n institutio n 



98 Pegg y Kamu f 

in which interna l (privat e o r intra-institutional ) interes t canno t o r 
should no t b e disjoine d fro m externa l (publi c o r extra-institu -
tional) interest . Rather , th e tw o ar e o r shoul d b e th e same , whic h 
is to say tha t ther e shoul d b e no difference betwee n th e institutio n 
of th e universit y an d al l tha t i s no t tha t institution : th e public . 
The universit y woul d thu s b e a n institutio n withou t divisio n be -
tween it s insid e an d it s outsid e eve n a s i t divide s itsel f of f fro m 
or withi n th e society . Th e institute d divisio n ough t no t t o exist , 
although i t does ; an d i t certainl y ough t no t t o enclose o r defin e a n 
interest tha t i s separat e fro m an y large r publi c interest . Rather , 
the mar k o f institute d differenc e shoul d b e a  kih d o f empt y o r 
effaced mark , a  redundan t trai t o f public reaso n withou t reason . 

The shor t essay , "Wha t i s Enlightenment? " wa s publishe d i n 
1784. When, mor e tha n te n year s late r i n The  Conflict  of  the  Facul-
ties, Kan t returne d t o th e subjec t o f public-nes s an d publicit y a s 
regards th e activit y o f the scholar , circumstance s ha d change d fo r 
the philosophe r o f publi c reason . First , i n th e interva l Kan t ha d 
experienced th e stricture s o f a  stat e censorshi p pu t i n plac e i n 
Prussia i n 1788 , whic h ha d refuse d t o gran t permissio n fo r th e 
publication o f Religion  Within  the  Limits  of  Reason  Alone.  Fo r thi s 
reason, perhaps , h e ha d becom e considerabl y mor e war y i n hi s 
formulations concernin g th e possibilit y o f an entirel y fre e exercis e 
of reason . I n addition , th e "publi c reason " tha t Kan t ha d figured 
in th e earlie r essa y a s tha t o f the "ma n o f learning, " th e "scholar, " 
is presented i n th e late r tex t a s tha t o f the professor , appointe d b y 
the Stat e t o th e facultie s o f it s university . Wha t ha s thu s inter -
vened fro m on e tex t t o th e othe r i s th e institutio n o f censorshi p 
and th e institutio n o f th e university . Thes e ar e mad e t o coincid e 
when Kan t hold s u p th e imag e o f th e Stat e "whos e onl y wis h i s t o 
rule."3 Thi s wish , however , encounter s a  "stumbling-block " i n th e 
freedom o f th e "freie  Rechtslehrer"  "th e fre e professor s o f right, " 
that is , adds Kant , th e philosophers ; th e latte r ar e not , h e insists , 
"officials appointe d b y th e state. " Now , i t ma y a t first  appea r 
unclear ho w on e i s suppose d t o rea d thi s latte r distinction . B y 
"freie Rechtslehrer " wh o ar e no t officiall y appointe d b y th e State , 
one ma y understan d independen t me n o f learnin g "unaffiliated, " 
as w e sa y today , wit h th e university , o n th e mode l o f th e Frenc h 
philosophes. Th e fac t tha t Kan t remark s tha t thes e fre e professor s 

,
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are "give n th e appellatio n o f 'enlighteners ' [Aufkldrer],  an d de -
cried as a menace to the state" would tend to support thi s reading . 
But tha t readin g woul d overloo k th e mor e interestin g an d im -
portant poin t bein g underscore d here . Th e distinctio n Kan t i s 
making i s no t on e betwee n appointe d professor s an d unaffiliate d 
enlighteners, bu t a  distinctio n within  thos e wh o ar e officiall y ap -
pointed t o th e university' s facult y o f philosophy . Officiall y ap -
pointed, the latter are nevertheless free professors o f right. Notice, 
however, tha t i f Kant mus t insis t o n this distinction , i t i s because 
one risks neglectin g t o gran t th e freedo m fro m institutional , offi -
cial constrain t tha t appointmen t t o an institutio n abrogates , as i t 
does, for example , i n th e cas e o f th e institutio n o f th e Churc h o r 
the army, t o recal l th e earlie r examples , or i n thi s text , as i t doe s 
in th e cas e o f appointmen t t o th e "higher " facultie s o f bot h la w 
and theolog y withi n th e university . I n othe r words , on e risk s in -
stating fo r th e professo r o f philosoph y th e ver y divisio n betwee n 
private reason and public reason that should not exist in that case . 
And yet , Kan t mus t acknowledg e tha t divisio n eve n a s h e insist s 
that i t doe s not affec t th e fre e professor' s freedo m t o profess pub -
licly the rights of the public. Once again, we come across the figure 
of th e universit y (a t leas t a s concern s th e facult y o f philosophy ) 
instituted b y a  divisio n tha t doe s rio t divide , a  divisio n tha t i s o r 
is suppose d t o b e a  purel y forma l mar k whic h doe s no t se t any -
thing apart from th e space of public reason . 

That the institution formally demarcate d o r divided in this way 
is not restricted by the very division instituting i t is made clear by 
Kant a t anothe r poin t i n th e sam e passag e we'v e bee n reading . 
This passage occurs in the second par t o f The Conflict of the Facul-
ties (1992), in a  sectio n title d "Th e Difficult y o f Maxim s Directe d 
Towards th e World' s Progressiv e Improvemen t a s Regard s thei r 
Publicity."4 Th e section concerns "popular enlightenment" [Volks-
aufkldrung], th e public instructio n o f the people. Now, Kant give s 
a mos t interestin g analysi s o f th e philosopher' s popula r instruc -
tion which turns on a differentiation i n the address of that instruc -
tion. The philosopher doe s not , Kan t insists , address hi s teachin g 
to the people directly , but rathe r t o the State . He writes: "And yet 
they do not address themselves in familiar tone s to the people (who 
themselves take little or no notice of them and thei r writings), but 
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in respectful  tones t o th e state , which i s thereby implore d t o tak e 
the rightfu l need s o f th e peopl e t o heart. " Tha t is , th e publi c 
discourse o f th e philosopher s i s no t addresse d t o th e publi c a s 
such, but ove r the heads of the people, so to speak, to their rulers . 
At this point , someon e migh t wan t t o say tha t Kant' s fre e profes -
sor of right i s elitist, or more precisely paternalistic . That is , he i s 
an Aufkldrer  i n th e quit e specifi c sens e tha t Kan t understand s 
enlightenment: a  passag e fro m childhoo d t o adulthood . Bu t th e 
paternalism her e define s a  conflict wit h th e wishes of the Stat e t o 
rule absolutely ove r a population tha t ca n easily be kept ignoran t 
of its rights. If one restores the context of this passage, it become s 
clear that Kan t i s in fact placin g a severe limit on the expectatio n 
that State-appointe d professor s wil l instruc t th e peopl e i n famil -
iar term s abou t thei r dutie s an d obligation s t o th e patriarcha l 
State. But the matter o f Kant's paternalism i s of less interest her e 
than th e effect o f an address tha t i s directed elsewher e tha n t o it s 
apparent addressee , that i s addressed t o the State , which for Kan t 
meant t o a King who was able to order, but als o to suspend, stat e 
censorship. Censorship divides public reason from privat e reason ; 
it activates , i n othe r words , th e ver y divisio n that , i n th e cas e of 
the institutio n o f publi c reaso n tha t i s th e university , shoul d re -
main withou t effect , withou t divisiv e or censoring effect . Bu t ho w 
is tha t possibl e fro m th e ver y momen t reaso n institute s itsel f a s 
reason, tha t is , by a  mar k o f difference ? Wha t i s th e difference , 
finally, betwee n reaso n an d censorship ? O r betwee n censorshi p 
and publi c instruction ? An d where i s this publi c instructio n sup -
posed to occur if not within the walls constructed b y reason? 

There ar e severa l reason s t o brin g Kan t int o th e discussio n o f 
the university' s publicness . First, because enlightenmen t remain s 
the legacy of the modern , scientific university , and thi s i s perhaps 
most eviden t i n the heightened concer n with diversifie d represen -
tation i n al l aspect s o f university activity . That thi s legac y i s also 
a certain suspicio n o f legacy, of the sor t tha t has thrived i n Nort h 
American soi l fo r a t leas t tw o centuries , indicate s th e historica l 
and not only demographic sense in which nothing perhaps is more 
American tha n th e multicultura l challeng e t o the notion o f a uni -
fied, determinan t past . Bu t tha t i s onl y a  first  an d mor e o r les s 
superficial reaso n to recall Kant' s analysis of public instruction i n 
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an ag e of enlightenment (whic h he distinguishes fro m a n enlight -
ened age ; "w e hav e a  lon g wa y t o go, " predicted Kan t i n 1784 , 
"before mankin d wil l have entere d a n enlightene d age") . The sec-
ond, mor e importan t reaso n i s tha t i t seem s w e ar e askin g wit h 
ever mor e urgenc y th e questio n Kan t addresse d i n th e passag e 
above: What o r who i s the publi c o f the university? Th e questio n 
recurs, i t insists , because i t i s ever mor e th e case tha t th e peopl e 
in genera l "tak e littl e o r n o notice " o f professor s an d thei r writ -
ings, and because it is still the case that, practically or empirically 
speaking, "publi c instruction " designate s a  syste m o f selection o r 
election tha t effectivel y close s th e classroo m doo r o n th e vas t 
majority o f a  population . Th e enlightene d ag e i s stil l postponed . 
And in that postponement, the modern, scientific university come s 
to share a responsibility for having delayed its promise for so long. 
Yet, eve n a s w e indic t th e universit y fo r it s failure , w e reiterat e 
the deman d tha t th e promis e b e renewed , tha t th e long-overdu e 
letter of public instruction b e finally delivered. Perhaps that lette r 
has bee n misaddressed , o r perhap s i t ha s simpl y bee n kep t cir -
culating withi n a  narro w compass ? I n askin g abou t th e publi c 
to who m th e universit y addresse s itself , w e as k th e questio n 
of th e destinatio n t o b e reache d an d t o wha t end . Th e concep t 
of the university i n th e ag e of enlightenment, th e moder n univer -
sity, i s inseparabl e fro m th e concep t o f a n end , a  destination , 
a finality. 

Let us assume, then, that i n recent debates , it i s the ends of the 
university tha t ar e a t issue , explicitly o r more often implicitly . As 
a minima l indicatio n o f this , we can selec t statement s fro m eac h 
of the declared adversaries in one of the first battles of the PC wars 
to b e projecte d o n th e larg e scree n o f th e nationa l media : th e 
university of Texas freshman compositio n initiativ e and the edito-
rial respons e i t prompted i n Newsweek,  signe d b y Georg e Will . In 
their "Statemen t o f th e Blac k Facult y Caucus, " th e author s Te d 
Gordon an d Wahneem a Lubian o conclud e thei r argumen t fo r a 
multicultural curriculu m i n thes e terms : "Wha t w e ar e talkin g 
about here is no less than transforming th e university into a center 
of multicultura l learning : anythin g les s continue s a  syste m o f 
education tha t ultimatel y reproduce s racis m an d racists." 5 Her e 
destination is very broadly figured in general terms: the university 
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transformed "int o a  cente r o f multicultural learning. " Whethe r o r 
not Georg e Wil l rea d thi s "Statement " an d it s conclusion , hi s 
own editoria l nevertheles s conclude s b y warning explicitl y o f the 
destination towar d whic h Gordon , Lubiano , an d thei r allie s ar e 
leading th e university : "S o i t goe s o n man y campuses . Th e trou -
bles a t Texa s are , as yet, mild. Bu t the trajectory i s visible: down . 
So i s the destination : politica l indoctrinatio n supplantin g educa -
tion."6 I f Will and the authors o f the "Statement" ca n appear t o be 
so firmly locke d in mirrored dissen t fro m eac h other' s understand -
ing (fo r bot h sides , i t i s a  mat te r o f "politica l indoctrination " 
versus "education"), 7 i t i s becaus e eac h argue s fro m a  notio n o f 
destination, a n endpoin t tha t ca n eithe r b e attaine d o r missed . 
This i s no t t o equat e th e ver y differen t set s o f reference s tha t 
distinguish thes e tw o position s an d tha t mak e thi s polemi c a 
struggle fo r legitimac y (retainin g i t o r gainin g it) . It i s merel y t o 
observe that , fo r bot h sides , legitimatio n o f the reference s passe s 
by wa y of the prior figuration  o f thei r legitimat e destination , on e 
towards whic h thes e reference s ar e sai d t o addres s o r destin e 
themselves. Thi s sound s circular , an d s o i t is ; nonetheless , thi s 
circle o f destine d referenc e i s wha t w e generall y understan d b y 
legitimacy: i t is , i n othe r words , th e legitimate d mod e o f legit -
imacy. 

Without puttin g i n questio n th e necessit y o r th e legitimac y o f 
this struggle , on e may also remar k somethin g els e a t wor k withi n 
the scen e briefl y evoked . The circle o f destined reference , th e for m 
of legitimat e meanin g o r value , describe s a  figure  o f auto- o r self -
legitimation. Th e legitimated figure  o f legitimacy, i n other words , 
is a  circl e o f auto-destination , a  kin d o f self-addresse d envelope . 
What i s missin g fro m thi s circl e o f self-addres s i s a n addresse e 
who i s not already a  figure  o f the addressor , a n addressee , tha t is , 
who i s othe r tha n th e addressor . So , it i s here , withi n thi s circle , 
that th e questio n o f a  destinatio n not  already  comprised  b y th e 
space o f legitimated knowledg e arises . But how can that questio n 
arise within  th e circle ? Unles s a n openin g ha s bee n left , a  spac e 
wherein th e auto - o r th e self - o f destinatio n dis-closes  itself ? Un -
less th e dis-closur e o f th e circl e open s u p a  spac e tha t i s neithe r 
within th e legitimate d domai n no r simpl y outsid e it , bu t alon g 
the edg e wher e th e two divide? T o call i t a  space , o f course , i s to 
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have recours e t o a  figure  an d t o th e ver y figure  o f a  bordere d 
extension tha t i s bein g dis-closed . Thi s i s no t jus t a  proble m o f 
nomination o r figuration,  bu t als o o f legitimatio n becaus e t o th e 
extent tha t thi s dis-closur e o f the circle alon g it s unfigurable edg e 
lets on e challeng e th e legitimac y tha t i s conferre d b y circula r 
destination, i t ca n b e see n t o aris e a s a n illegitimat e question , a s 
falling outsid e th e realm o f legitimate reason . And this despit e th e 
fact that , a s alread y suggested , th e questio n ca n onl y b e pose d 
because tha t real m itsel f i n effec t produce s th e questio n o f it s 
limit a t it s limit . If the circle had effectively realize d o r complete d 
its closure, there woul d b e nothing t o dis-close, nothing t o discuss , 
nothing t o say—nothing . An d manifestly tha t i s not th e case . The 
legitimacy tha t concern s u s most—th e legitimac y o f the very fig-
ure o f legitimacy—i s ope n t o questio n an d t o challeng e onl y i n a 
space opene d within  th e circle , bu t whic h i s therefor e no t par t o f 
that figure.  I t i s withi n withou t bein g a  par t o f th e circl e an d a s 
such i t i s the very possibilit y o f the figure's  reconfiguration . 

Now, I  hav e bee n usin g th e ter m dis-closure , space d wit h a 
hyphen, i n orde r t o brin g ou t th e pairin g o f tw o effect s a t wor k 
here: on the one hand, th e effect o f a certain repetitio n o r retracin g 
that discloses , i.e. , bring s int o view , th e circula r outline ; o n th e 
other, th e effec t o f thi s dis-close d o r un-close d figure,  tha t is , of a 
figure tha t doe s no t complet e itself , tha t doe s no t completel y re -
turn t o itself . The term dis-closure , however , ha s been standin g i n 
for another , apparentl y mor e familia r term : deconstruction . Be -
fore introducin g th e latter word , I  wanted t o survey somewha t th e 
ground o n whic h th e curren t debat e ove r legitimac y ha s bee n 
waged. Thi s deferra l wa s a  strategi c at temp t t o kee p a  critica l 
space ope n that , i n th e contex t w e ar e discussing , risk s bein g 
closed dow n a s soon a s one invokes deconstructio n b y name . Thi s 
risk o f closure i s an institutiona l effect , th e effec t o f an institute d 
name tha t work s t o dispe l a  referentia l uncertainty . Concernin g 
the institutio n tha t i s th e universit y pu t i n questio n b y th e P C 
debate, th e term "deconstruction " i s most ofte n presume d t o refe r 
to a  theory , a  method , a  school , perhap s eve n a  doctrine , i n an y 
case, som e identifiabl e o r localizabl e thin g tha t ca n b e posi -
tioned—posed an d opposed—withi n tha t institution , bu t als o 
that ca n be excluded fro m thi s define d enclosure . What i s interest -
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ing, however , i s les s th e imaginabl e reason s fo r thi s kin d o f posi -
tioning an d opposin g o f names , tha n th e disclose d movemen t i n 
an unfigurabl e spac e betwee n name s an d betwee n positions , th e 
space fo r differen t kind s o f effects . 

We ma y tak e a  brie f exampl e here . I n th e summe r o f 1991 , th e 
well-known America n historia n C . Van n Woodwar d wrot e a  re -
view for th e New York  Review  of  Books o f Dinesh D'Souza' s Illiberal 
Education (1991) , the boo k that , alon g wit h Roge r Kimball ' s Ten-
ured Radicals  (1990) , calle d neoconservative s t o arm s against , i n 
D'Souza's phrase , "th e politic s o f sex an d rac e o n campus. " Wood -
ward's revie w wa s i n th e mai n sympatheti c t o D'Souza' s argu -
ment whil e makin g numerou s assertion s tha t othe r universit y his -
torians an d scholar s foun d inaccurat e o r objectionable . Tw o 
months later , th e NYR B published som e o f these objections , alon g 
with a  lon g respons e t o the m b y Woodward . On e o f th e letters-to -
the-editor wa s signe d b y Clyd e d e L . Ryals, who identifie d himsel f 
as a  Professo r o f Englis h a t Duk e university . A s the lette r i s short , 
I wil l quot e i t in  extenso: 

In hi s revie w o f Dines h D'Souza' s Illiberal  Education,  Professo r Van n 
Woodward refer s t o Duke university's recruitmen t o f "superstars leadin g 
the then fashionabl e schoo l o f critics of the humanities wh o were know n 
as deconstructionists. " Sinc e a  numbe r o f observer s o f th e curren t aca -
demic scene seem to share Professor Woodward' s belie f tha t th e humani -
ties department s her e ar e filled  wit h deconstructionists , I  hope tha t yo u 
will allow me to correct thi s misapprehension . 

So far as I know, there is not one deconstructionist i n the Duke English 
Department or in the Program in Literature. There are persons intereste d 
in gender, sexuality , Marxism, reader-reception , new-historicism , canon -
icity, popular culture , and man y othe r type s of criticism an d theory , bu t 
to m y knowledg e ther e i s n o on e her e wh o identifie s him/hersel f a s a 
practitioner o f th e kin d o f deconstructionis t criticis m associate d wit h 
Jacques Derrida. 8 

This objectio n wil l b e answere d b y Professo r Woodward , bu t be -
fore quotin g tha t reply , le t m e mak e jus t a  fe w remark s abou t 
Professor Ryals ' letter . It s poin t i s to underscore Woodward' s con -
fusion o r conflatio n o f th e man y sort s o f critical activitie s actuall y 
espoused an d represente d b y nam e withi n Duke' s Englis h depart -
ment o r it s Progra m i n Literatur e wit h th e singl e name , decon -
structionism, whic h Professo r Ryal s reports , perhap s no t withou t 
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some pride , i s totall y absen t fro m thei r ranks . Bu t fo r whateve r 
reason Ryal s ma y b e rile d u p ove r tha t confusion , hi s rhetorica l 
demeanor remain s quit e careful , althoug h insistent : "S o fa r a s I 
know," h e writes , "ther e i s no t on e deconstructionis t . . . t o m y 
knowledge, ther e i s no one here wh o identifie s him/hersel f . . . " B y 
means o f thi s repetitio n o f a  simila r limitin g constructio n withi n 
one two-sentenc e paragraph , Ryal s seem s t o imply tha t ther e ma y 
be som e authenti c deconstructionist s amon g hi s colleagues , bu t 
their associatio n ha s no t bee n reveale d t o him , a s if , a t Duk e 
at least , th e "deconstructionis t criticis m associate d wit h Jacque s 
Derrida" ha d becom e a  kin d o f secre t societ y i n whic h onl y initi -
ated member s ca n b e sur e t o recogniz e on e another . Thi s implica -
tion, whic h ma y remin d on e o f other , mor e siniste r contexts , 
doubtless doe s no t correspon d t o Professo r Ryals ' ow n notio n o f 
his ow n intention . I t nevertheles s appear s a s soo n a s tha t inten -
tion i s published, a  fac t tha t Professo r Woodwar d i n hi s repl y doe s 
not fai l t o remark. H e writes : 

Professor Ryal s assures u s tha t "ther e i s not on e deconstructionis t i n th e 
Duke Englis h Departmen t o r i n th e Progra m i n Literature. " Thi s come s 
as n o surprise . I n fac t th e ter m deconstructio n has , fo r variou s reasons , 
become t o som e a t leas t somethin g o f a n embarrassment . Tha t i s not , 
however, t o retrac t m y suggestio n tha t it s one-tim e rhetori c helpe d 
smooth th e pat h fo r multicultura l innovations , som e o f whic h ar e o f 
doubtful value. 9 

Woodward easil y flushe s ou t th e proble m wit h Ryals ' assertion , 
although a s a n historian , an d a  professe d liberal , he ough t t o hav e 
been mor e o n guar d agains t echoin g a  certai n questio n tha t onc e 
upon a  tim e bega n "Ar e yo u no w o r hav e yo u eve r bee n .  . .?" But 
it i s no t thi s ech o tha t shoul d interes t u s a s muc h a s th e fac t tha t 
these tw o academics , eac h fo r apparentl y quit e differen t reasons , 
question th e legitimac y o f understandin g th e wor k o f th e univer -
sity (o r a t leas t tha t par t o f th e universit y tha t i s investe d wit h 
so muc h cultura l capital : th e Englis h Department ) i n term s o f 
deconstruction. Fo r Woodward , a s wel l a s fo r th e neoconserva -
tives whos e assessment s h e relie s on , deconstructio n i s simpl y 
an umbrell a nam e fo r "multicultura l innovation s . . . o f doubtfu l 
value," when the y ar e no t downrigh t harmful . Thi s denominatio n 
is justified i n Woodward' s vie w becaus e deconstruction' s rhetori c 
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"helped smoot h th e path " fo r thes e innovation s (which , le t i t b e 
said i n passing , i s hardl y a  discriminatin g criterio n sinc e on e 
could say the same thin g fo r many , vastly heterogeneous factors) . 
For Ryals , o n th e othe r hand , wh o speak s fo r colleague s "inter -
ested in gender, sexuality , Marxism, reader-reception, new-histor -
icism, canonicity , popula r culture , and man y othe r type s o f criti -
cism and theory," it is important t o discriminate and to call a new 
historicist a  new historicist an d so forth, t o use, that is , a plurality 
of names . Fo r i t i s les s th e name s a s suc h tha n thei r virtuall y 
endless plurality—th e lis t conclude s wit h "man y othe r type s o f 
criticism an d theory"—tha t provide s th e legitimatin g functio n 
here. Ryals ' unintentiona l parod y offer s itsel f a s proo f tha t th e 
historian i s incorrect sinc e i t just so  happens tha t thi s lis t does not 
include the designation "deconstructionist. " Beneat h thi s dispute , 
however, i s a  profound agreement : deconstructio n i s the name of 
something tha t has  no  place  i n th e university , eithe r i n Wood -
ward's prescriptive sens e that i t should have no place or in Ryals ' 
empirical sense that i n fact i t does not . 

In orde r t o reac h tha t agreement , th e partie s t o th e disput e 
(whom I  a m treatin g here , n o doub t unfairly , a s typica l o f th e 
sides oppose d i n a  large r debate ) mus t b e abl e t o invok e wit h 
some assurance , explicitl y o r implicitly , a n ide a o f wha t th e uni -
versity is or should be, in other words, its destination. Even Ryals ' 
brief mise  au  point mus t intimat e suc h an idea : i t i s a plurality of 
co-existing "interests " tha t complemen t on e anothe r withi n th e 
larger, overridin g interes t o f universitas.  Th e proble m wit h thi s 
harmonious pictur e o f pluralis m i s tha t i t i s invoke d i n orde r t o 
establish, somewha t triumphantly , th e absenc e o f on e o f "man y 
other type s o f criticis m an d theory. " Pluralism , a t Duk e a t least , 
has a  limit , an d tha t limi t ha s a  name : "deconstructionism. " Th e 
marked absenc e o f th e latte r function s t o brin g th e pluralize d 
elements together within a  kind of unity, because a limited plural -
ity is always, finally, a  unity . 

For Woodward , a  versio n o f thi s sam e ide a i s made explici t i n 
the concluding paragraph o f his reply, which I  quote for its appeal 
to the "mission " and "purpose " of the university a s wel l a s for it s 
exceptional incoherence : 
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We desperately nee d t o go beyond th e defensiv e t o the positive , t o wha t 
we hav e i n common . W e mus t see k agreemen t o n th e ideals , mission , 
purpose, and character o f the academy—what th e university means . One 
way to say what we are i s to agree on what we are not. I do not think th e 
university i s o r shoul d attemp t t o b e a  politica l o r a  philanthropi c o r a 
paternalistic o r a  therapeuti c institution . I t i s not a  club o r a  fellowshi p 
to promot e harmon y an d civility , importan t a s thos e value s are . I t i s a 
place wher e th e unthinkabl e ca n b e thought , th e unmentionabl e ca n b e 
discussed, and the unchallengeable can be challenged . 

Notice th e abrup t shif t fro m a  definitio n b y mean s o f exclusio n 
("One wa y t o say wha t w e ar e i s to agree o n wha t w e ar e not" ) t o a 
definition tha t woul d hav e t o includ e wha t ha s jus t bee n exclude d 
("It i s a  plac e wher e th e unthinkabl e ca n b e thought , th e unmen -
tionable ca n b e discussed , an d th e unchallengeabl e ca n b e chal -
lenged"). Thi s las t rhetorica l flourish  sound s admirabl e unti l on e 
realizes tha t Professo r Woodwar d ha s i n min d a n alread y limite d 
definition o f th e unthinkable , unmentionable , an d unchallenge -
able, whic h definitio n "we " woul d agre e no t t o thin k about , men -
tion, o r challenge . O r on e coul d als o wonde r ho w th e appea l t o 
"what w e hav e i n common " an d th e imperativ e t o "see k 
agreement" coul d b e followe d b y th e assertio n tha t th e universit y 
"is not a  clu b o r fellowshi p t o promote harmony. " Wha t thi s serie s 
of disjunctiv e sentence s discloses , beside s th e historian' s eviden t 
disregard fo r hi s ow n language , i s th e difficult y tha t get s i n th e 
way o f th e projec t t o pos e "wha t th e universit y means, " o r "t o sa y 
what w e are, " a  difficult y tha t arise s becaus e prescriptiv e defini -
tion slip s fro m unde r it s ontologica l mas k i n th e ver y proces s o f 
its articulation . T o sa y wha t w e ar e a s institution , tha t is , a s a 
nonnatural, cultura l inventio n o r artifact , i s t o sa y wha t w e 
should be , what w e ar e meant  t o be , or wha t w e will  have  been  i n a 
future pas t fro m whic h th e deferre d momen t o f arriva l a t destina -
tion i s see n a s alread y include d i n th e presen t o f th e definition . I t 
is t o at temp t t o circl e bac k fro m thi s alread y comprise d destina -
tion i n orde r t o pos e a  presence-to-itsel f tha t include s a n alway s 
deferred meaning  ("wha t th e universit y means" ) i n being  ("wha t 
we are") . Woodward' s incoherenc e i s bu t th e marke r lef t b y thi s 
circle's failur e t o clos e completel y o n itself , or , i n thi s case , eve n 
to come close . 
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I have attempte d t o make severa l point s wit h thi s example . In 
conclusion, I will reiterate what the y are and then try to take each 
one a little further . 

1) When Van n Woodwar d take s "deconstructionism " t o b e th e 
generic nam e o f th e bran d o f thinkin g tha t has , a s h e pu t it , 
smoothed th e pat h fo r multicultura l innovation s o f doubtfu l 
value, he is merely repeating the gesture of so many other journal-
ists who have, deliberately or not, made themselves the spokesper -
sons of an old politica l refle x t o seek a  clearly identifiable enemy . 
What i s rathe r remarkabl e i n thi s identification , however , an d 
what can be gauged in Ryals symptomatic response, is that almos t 
none o f thos e single d ou t a s suspec t o f "politica l correctness " 
would accep t bein g called a  "deconstructionist" ; the y can even b e 
rather hostile to those of us for whom this label is not problematic , 
at leas t no t fo r th e reason s allege d here . Althoug h th e press , o f 
course, cannot be concerned with this kind of distinction, which i s 
deemed by them to be too subtle, its identification o f "deconstruc-
tion" a s th e enem y nevertheles s allow s a  crac k t o appea r tha t 
traverses th e whol e field  o f politica l discourse , fro m lef t t o righ t 
and fro m th e interio r t o the exterio r o f the universit y institution . 
Between th e tw o side s o f th e presen t confrontatio n i s thi s thin g 
called "deconstraction, " whic h on e sid e want s t o ge t ri d o f a s 
much a s th e other . Thi s rejection thu s form s a  kind o f secre t an d 
unavowable liaiso n betwee n th e tw o sides , even a s i t destabilize s 
the term s o f thei r opposition . I t is , in othe r words , a  deconstruc -
tive effec t tha t wil l hav e occurre d an d tha t wil l hav e indicate d 
the limit , b y exceedin g it , o f th e mos t recognizabl e politica l an d 
analytical discourses . 

2) By deconstructive effec t i s meant a  shifting o f apparent divi -
sions, i n thi s case , th e dividin g line s tha t ar e suppose d t o se t of f 
an institution lik e the university an d it s defining discourse s from , 
to use Woodward' s phrase , "wha t w e ar e not. " Th e fac t tha t thi s 
effect show s u p aroun d th e us e o f th e ter m "deconstruction " t o 
name a  referentiall y stabl e uni t tha t ca n b e eithe r insid e o r out -
side that institutio n i s not incidental , although i t perhaps compli -
cates th e analysis . Th e exchang e betwee n Woodwar d an d Ryal s 
(but here we could have taken other examples as well) can be read 
on one level as a dispute about referentia l value , which i s possible 
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only becaus e eac h assume s th e indisputabl y referentia l valu e o f 
his ow n us e o f a  term . Beyon d thi s leve l o f initia l paradox , how -
ever, whic h coul d b e illustrate d jus t a s wel l wit h an y othe r term , 
"deconstruction" her e i s bot h th e nam e i n disput e an d a  name — 
more o r less conventional , mor e o r less instituted—fo r wha t hap -
pens whe n instituted , referentia l boundarie s shift . Whic h mean s 
that wha t I  earlie r calle d th e profoun d agreemen t betwee n th e 
parties t o thi s dispute—deconstructio n i s th e nam e o f somethin g 
that has  no  place  i n th e university—i s reache d b y reinscribin g a 
deconstructive shif t i n th e ver y spac e o f a  proscriptio n o f tha t 
name. 

3) That this shift ca n occur without regar d to what we ar e bein g 
told t o thin k abou t th e plac e o f deconstructio n in  th e universit y 
should lea d u s t o revers e th e term s an d spea k o f th e universit y i n 
deconstruction. "Th e universit y i s i n deconstruction" : Suc h a n 
affirmation i s no t a n announcemen t o f somethin g tha t ha s over -
taken thi s institutio n recentl y an d fro m without , a s variou s ac -
counts woul d hav e it , somethin g tha t woul d hav e com e eithe r 
from th e radical s whos e '60 s ideolog y ha s take n refug e i n tenur e 
or fro m th e importe d writin g o f a  fe w Europea n thinkers , mostl y 
French.10 Suc h pseudo-historica l fable s canno t dis-clos e ho w i t i s 
that, alread y i n it s Kantia n form , th e universit y divide s itself , no t 
only int o interna l divisions , departments , o r faculties , no r withi n 
these int o warrin g school s o f thought , bu t divide s th e ver y divi -
sion b y whic h i t i s se t apar t an d institute d ove r agains t al l tha t 
"we are not." The earlier brief reading of the tw o text s of Kant, le d 
us t o pose a n apparentl y paradoxica l figure,  tha t o f a n institutio n 
without institute d difference , withou t divisio n betwee n it s insid e 
and it s outsid e bu t whic h nevertheles s divide s itsel f of f fro m o r 
within th e society . Thi s mean s i t i s possible tha t a  division b e no t 
a division , o r th e othe r wa y around , tha t th e non-divisio n b e 
nevertheless a  division . I t i s possible , i n othe r words , fo r divisio n 
to divid e itsel f i n it s ver y mark . Thi s possibility , indeed , i s th e 
general possibilit y o f th e mar k a s institution , a s institute d sign , 
for example . An d b y th e sam e token , th e institute d mark , institu -
tion in general cannot exclude the essential demark-in g or divisio n 
that structure s it . An instituted differenc e cannot , i n other words , 
exclude wha t i t i s meant t o exclude . 
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4) If , lik e an y institution , th e universit y i s i n deconstruction , i t 
has als o bee n a  place , particularl y i n th e Unite d States , i n whic h 
that deconstructio n come s t o b e a t leas t partiall y formalize d an d 
theorized. Onl y "partially " becaus e thi s wor k o f formalizatio n o r 
theorization, fo r th e sam e reason s jus t mentioned , canno t for -
mally exclud e nonformalizable , nontheorizable—i.e. , practica l o r 
pragmatic—elements. Wha t thi s mean s i n practic e i s that , a s 
theory, deconstructio n wil l hav e ha d effect s tha t d o no t i n an y 
simple sens e belon g t o o r retur n t o it s forma l structure . Van n 
Woodward an d othe r journalist s implicitl y recogniz e thi s whe n 
they se e deconstructio n a s responsibl e fo r a  vas t arra y o f institu -
tional realignments , mos t o f which , o f course , the y deplore . De -
spite thi s tendentiou s an d hopelessl y misinforme d account , on e 
may b e tempte d t o find  i t close r t o som e trut h tha n a n opposin g 
account o f deconstruc t ion's effec t i n o r o n th e institution , o r 
rather it s lac k o f effec t becaus e i t is , I  quot e n o on e i n particular , 
"too theoretical, " "no t political. " Th e fac t tha t deconstructio n ca n 
be positione d a s a t onc e to o politica l an d no t politica l a t all , a s 
both P C an d no t PC , signal s tha t th e term s i n whic h th e politica l 
is posed i n thi s debat e ar e inadequat e t o account fo r al l th e effect s 
being produced . 

To nam e thes e othe r effect s deconstructiv e doe s no t impl y tha t 
they retur n i n an y simpl e sens e t o the theoretica l formatio n calle d 
deconstruction a s t o thei r cause . Rather , the y ar e s o name d be -
cause the y mobiliz e th e divisio n withi n th e institutionalize d trait . 
Whatever return s doe s no t retur n t o an y one , t o an y on e thing . 
Which lead s t o a  final  point : i t concern s a  publi c addres s tha t i s 
always necesssaril y divided , no t i n th e sens e tha t Kan t se t ou t 
when h e evoke d th e "fre e professo r o f right " wh o speak s t o th e 
King eve n a s he appear s t o address th e people . No, i t i s an addres s 
divided precisel y b y th e absenc e o f an y King , rea l o r symbolic , 
which i s t o sa y b y th e absenc e o f an y figure  wh o ca n stan d i n fo r 
the final  destinatio n o f public discourse . 
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Possibilizations, i n the Singula r 

Rodolphe Gasch e 

Undoubtedly, deconstruction has invited us to reconceive the rela-
tion between philosophy an d literatur e a s i t had bee n understoo d 
througout th e tradition , b y philosopher s and , i n thei r wake , b y 
literary critics . Bu t ar e w e trul y prepare d t o accep t tha t invita -
tion? The dominant tren d amon g literar y critic s who have looke d 
favorably o n deconstructio n seem s t o prov e tha t w e ar e not . B y 
claiming that philosophy is literature, or that literature i s philoso-
phy, w e alread y hav e misse d th e challeng e tha t deconstructio n 
represents. Thi s i s als o th e cas e wher e literatur e become s con -
strued a s th e mor e primordia l genre , an d philosoph y see s itsel f 
restricted t o a  mer e provinc e withi n th e wide r domai n o f th e 
literary. No r i s th e challeng e me t wher e literatur e i s simpl y de -
clared to be the "Other" of philosophy. Indeed, when we neutralize 
the differenc e betwee n philosoph y an d literature , th e proble m o f 
their relatio n doe s no t pos e itsel f anymore ; b y makin g literatur e 
into th e dominan t genre , w e d o no t rethin k th e traditiona l vie w 
on ho w philosoph y an d literatur e relate . W e onl y inver t it ; and , 
when literatur e i s turne d int o th e Othe r o f philosophy , eithe r a 
highly conventional, and unquestioned conception of literature, or 
an obscurantis t mystificatio n o f it , usuall y serve s t o fill  i n th e 
blank space of the Other. The thought of the relation of philosophy 
to an Othe r such a s literature doe s not even ge t a  chance t o begin 
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to address that relation according to the terms that come with th e 
notion of Otherness. 

For a number o f reasons, Derrida has not made i t easy for us t o 
address th e questio n concernin g th e relatio n betwee n literatur e 
and philosoph y withou t ambiguit y an d withou t immediatel y fall -
ing pre y t o understandin g tha t relatio n fro m th e alread y consti -
tuted pole s o f tha t difference . I f one believes tha t philosoph y an d 
literature ar e positiv e givens , an d tha t on e know s alread y wha t 
they are , then on e can thin k o f the relation betwee n bot h onl y i n 
terms o f the different s themselves ; i n other words , either philoso -
phy or literature dominates , embraces th e Other , or subservientl y 
yields to its Other . Or, one thinks of the relation a s a more o r les s 
harmonious an d reciproca l exchange , a s havin g th e for m o f a n 
unrelenting struggle , and, finally,  as a dialectical interplay o f sub-
lation. I f deconstructio n represent s a n invitatio n t o rethin k th e 
relation betwee n philosoph y an d literature , i t doe s s o b y callin g 
our attention t o the relation itself as a relation of constitution. The 
question wit h deconstructio n i s n o longe r whethe r literatur e o r 
philosophy i s primordial, more essential , or broader, whether on e 
side i s mad e t o trembl e b y it s it s richer , mor e plentifu l o r mor e 
abyssal Other , an d th e like , but o f how philosophy an d literatur e 
become—more precisely , begi n t o become—wha t the y ar e i n 
their respectiv e difference . A  deconstructive focu s o n th e relatio n 
between philosoph y an d literatur e no t onl y requires tha t bot h b e 
taken seriousl y i n thei r irreducibl e difference , bu t als o tha t tha t 
difference i s seen a s restin g o n a n infinit e bringin g fort h o f itsel f 
and it s differents . Fo r deconstruction, th e difference betwee n phi -
losophy an d literatur e i s no t a n established , positiv e given . O n 
the contrary , wha t make s philosoph y philosophy , an d literatur e 
literature, takes place in a constituting "process, " in which philos-
ophy calls upon literatur e a s an (rather tha n its)  Other so as to be 
able t o demarcat e itself , an d b e wha t i t i s i n differenc e fro m 
something lik e literature. Literature, for it s part, i s also not with -
out such an address to an Other upon whose response depends th e 
possibility for literature t o be what i t is. An Other must always be 
invented fo r something to be, but by the same token, such inevita -
ble inventio n als o mean s tha t n o bein g ca n eve r b e take n fo r 
granted, for being what i t is. 
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There ar e stil l othe r reason s t o b e evoke d her e tha t explai n 
the difficultie s o f a  deconstructiv e assessmen t o f th e relationshi p 
between philosoph y an d literature . Th e first  i s tha t t o date , Der -
rida ha s no t give n one , bu t severa l answer s t o th e questio n o f 
how philosoph y an d literatur e relate . Sinc e wha t migh t b e calle d 
Derrida's "performativ e turn / ' suc h pluralit y appear s t o b e inevi -
table. Th e answer s provide d t o tha t questio n ar e no t onl y contex t 
bound, bu t ar e also , an d especiall y i n s o fa r a s the y hav e th e 
structure o f answers , alway s singular . Intimatel y combinin g ca -
tegorial statemen t an d idiomati c singularity , Derrida' s elabora -
tions allo w fo r n o eas y generalization , an d hence , n o application . 
Indeed, wha t follow s fro m deconstruction' s concer n wit h account -
ing i n a  radicall y "genetic " mod e fo r th e surg e o f philosoph y i n 
difference fro m literature , an d vice-versa , i s tha t a  respons e t o 
that deman d mus t eac h tim e b e invente d anew . 

From wha t I  hav e sai d s o far , i t shoul d b e clea r tha t a  decon -
structive treatmen t o f th e relatio n betwee n philosoph y an d litera -
ture is , o f necessity , a n investigatio n o f wha t i n philosoph y ar e 
called "condition s o f possibility. " Indeed , I  wis h t o clai m tha t 
what i s s o provocative , an d i f yo u will , philosophicall y decisive , 
about Derrida' s elaboration s o n th e commerc e betwee n philoso -
phy an d literature , i s tha t the y pu t t o work th e traditiona l concep t 
of a  "conditio n o f possibility " i n a n entirel y differen t way . T o 
understand deconstructio n a s suggestin g a  priorit y o f th e literar y 
over th e philosophical , o r o f philosophy bein g literature , and liter -
ature philosophy , i s irremediabl y t o mis s th e chanc e o f encoun -
tering thi s philosophica l debat e wit h th e notio n o f th e conditio n 
of possibility . 

Hereafter I  wis h t o discus s Derrida' s t reatmen t o f th e relatio n 
between literatur e an d philosoph y fro m suc h a n angle , an d wil l 
do s o o n th e basi s o f a n analysi s o f a  tex t b y Derrid a entitle d 
"Before th e Law." 1 Withi n th e constraint s o f thi s essay , thi s analy -
sis ha s t o b e quit e brief , an d ver y schematic , an d canno t hop e t o 
take u p an y o f th e man y hint s tha t thi s tex t contains , fo r instance , 
Derrida's repeate d referenc e t o Kant ' s Secon d Critique . "Befor e 
the Law" , is , a s yo u know , a  tex t o n Kafka' s parabl e o f th e sam e 
name. One o f the severa l issue s discusse d b y Derrid a i n thi s tex t i s 
whether Kafka' s stor y belong s t o literature , an d wha t suc h be -
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longing implie s an d means . After havin g evoke d i n hi s concludin g 
remarks, th e peculia r relatio n betwee n Kafka' s insula r parabl e 
and The  Trial,  o f which i t i s also a  part , Derrid a raise s th e possibil -
ity tha t everythin g h e ha s develope d abou t th e parabl e migh t wel l 
be include d en  abyme  b y th e novel , an d henc e hav e t o b e relativ -
ized. I shall, however, i n the following , leav e tha t possibilit y aside . 
If I  do s o i t i s not onl y becaus e Derrid a ha s suggeste d ,i n addition , 
that "Befor e th e Law " migh t d o "th e sam e thin g throug h a  mor e 
powerful ellipsi s whic h itsel f woul d engul f The  Trial,  an d u s alon g 
with it"(217 ) bu t als o because wha t Derrid a say s i n thi s readin g o f 
the parabl e abou t th e relatio n betwee n literatur e an d th e law , 
literature an d philosophy , an d s o forth , contain s alread y in  nuce, 
structurally a s i t were , th e possibilit y o f such a  mise  en  abyme. 

Derrida's essa y i s a n inquir y int o "wha t an d wh o .  . .  decide s 
that Before  the  Law  belong s t o what w e think we understand unde r 
the nam e o f literature"(187) . Eve n thoug h thi s inquir y i s frame d 
by th e repeate d allusion s t o a  semina r o n th e mora l la w an d th e 
notion o f respec t i n Kant , Heidegger , an d Freud , i n whic h th e 
Kafka stor y wa s firs t discussed , th e thrus t o f th e inquir y i n ques -
tion i s no t philosophica l i n a  genera l sense , for tw o reasons . First , 
and thi s is , of course , no t unimportant , becaus e th e philosophica l 
is onl y invoke d unde r th e titl e o f th e philosoph y o f th e (moral ) 
law, th e philosoph y o f law , a s wel l a s th e histor y o f law . Second , 
even i f "i t woul d b e tempting , beyon d th e limit s o f thi s reading , t o 
reconstitute thi s stor y withou t stor y withi n th e ellipti c envelop e 
of Kant ' s Critique  of  Practical  Reason  o r Freud' s Totem  and  Taboo, 
. .  . we coul d neve r explai n th e parabl e o f a  relatio n calle d "liter -
ary" wit h th e hel p o f semanti c content s originatin g i n philosoph y 
or psychoanalyis , o r drawin g o n som e othe r sourc e o f knowl -
edge "(209). Th e questio n o f wha t an d wh o decide s whethe r Kaf -
ka's stor y belong s t o literatur e i s no t t o b e answere d i n a  philo -
sophically an d epistemologica l fashion , fo r essentia l reason s w e 
shall se e i n jus t a  moment . T o become awar e o f thes e reasons , le t 
me circl e bac k t o the previously mentione d semina r o n th e Secon d 
Critique, i n whic h Derrid a report s t o hav e bee n intereste d i n th e 
status o f the example , th e symbol , an d wha t Kan t calls , in distinc -
tion fro m schematism , th e typi c o f pur e practica l reason , a s wel l 
as th e rol e o f the "a s if " i n th e second formulatio n o f the categoria l 
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imperative. Derrid a evoke s th e semina r i n th e followin g passage : 
"I trie d t o sho w ho w i t [th e "a s if" ] almos t [virtuellement]  intro -
duces narrativity an d fiction int o the very core of legal thought, a t 
the momen t whe n th e latte r begin s t o spea k an d t o questio n th e 
moral subject . Thoug h th e authorit y o f th e la w seem s t o exclud e 
all historicit y an d empirica l narrativity , an d thi s a t th e momen t 
when it s rationalit y seem s alie n t o al l fiction  an d imagination — 
even transcendental imagination—i t stil l seems a priori to shelte r 
these parasites"(190) . Wha t i s a t stak e her e i s certainl y no t tha t 
the philosoph y o f la w woul d b e literature , an d eve n les s tha t 
such a  philosophy' s clai m t o authorit y an d autonom y woul d b e 
undermined, or canceled out, by the presence in its core of narrati-
vity and fiction.  Firs t of all, with the "as if," narrativit y an d fiction 
are only sai d t o be almost,  mor e precisely , virtually  present i n th e 
pure and , i n principle , irrepresentabl e law . I n othe r words , the y 
are presen t a s possibilities , bu t no t a s actualities . I n addition , i f 
Derrida ca n say tha t th e thought o f the pure law seems a priori t o 
shelter narrativit y an d fiction,  i t i s because h e understands thes e 
possibilities t o b e conditions , rules , law s withou t whic h th e 
thought o f pur e la w become s impossible . I n shor t then , th e pur e 
moral law , o r lega l though t i n general , require s wit h a  priori 
structural necessit y tha t i t be inhabited no t by narrativity, fiction, 
or literature, but by their virtual possibility . The philosophical, in 
the shape o f the though t o f the moral , must combine , i f it i s to be 
possible at all , with the possibility in its core of an Other—that is , 
here, with the literary. Apart from th e fact tha t we encounter her e 
a nove l conceptio n o f a n a  priori conditio n o f possibility , a  nove l 
concept a s wel l a s t o ho w philosoph y an d literatur e relate , th e 
dependence o f th e la w o n th e possibilit y o f fiction  an d narratio n 
also points t o a  recas t conceptio n o f th e universa l an d th e singu -
lar. Tha t thi s i s th e cas e shoul d becom e clea r a s I  now tur n t o a 
highly concise discussion o f Derrida's elaboration s o n the literar y 
status of "Before th e Law." 

To th e questio n o f wh o an d wha t decide s i f Kafka' s parabl e 
belongs t o literature , Derrid a shal l giv e n o direc t answer , not , 
however because of some incompetence o r because he would sim -
ply hol d "tha t whe n i t come s t o literatur e w e canno t spea k o f a 
work belonging t o a field or class , that ther e i s no such thin g a s a 
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literary essence"(187) . Essential reason s prohibi t tha t th e questio n 
be answere d i n general , universa l terms , by establishin g o r invok -
ing a  universa l law . H e admit s tha t i n th e positio n o f being befor e 
"Before th e Law " (a s a  tex t first  o f all) , he i s "les s intereste d i n th e 
generality o f thes e law s o r thes e problematica l conclusion s tha n 
in th e singularit y o f a  proceedin g which , i n th e cours e o f a  uniqu e 
drama, summon s thes e law s befor e a n irreplacabl e corpus , befor e 
this ver y text , befor e Before  the  Law"(l&7).  Th e essay , then , i s 
concerned wit h th e wa y suc h genera l law s far e befor e th e tr ibuna l 
of a  singula r text , and , i n particular , befor e on e abou t th e law ; 
and bein g befor e th e law , mor e precisely , th e essa y i s concerne d 
with ho w genera l law s abou t th e essence of l i terature—that litera -
ture ha s n o essence , tha t i t i s no t rigorousl y identifiable , tha t n o 
criterion exist s fo r i t t o be demarcate d absolutely , tha t ther e i s n o 
proper nam e fo r it , etc.—ar e i n thei r ver y generalit y tie d u p wit h 
a certai n singularity . Th e law s i n question , whic h ar e t o establis h 
the t rut h abou t literature , an d b e i t tha t ther e i s no t rut h to , of, o r 
about literature , ar e thu s summone d befor e a  unique , irreplacabl e 
singular (text) , in a  proceeding (proces)  tha t itsel f i s singular, sinc e 
the mod e o f th e relatin g o f universalit y t o th e singular , is , eac h 
time, marke d b y singularit y a s well . Derrid a writes : "Ther e i s a 
singularity abou t relationshi p t o th e law , a  la w o f singularit y 
which mus t com e int o contac t wit h th e genera l o r universa l es -
sence o f th e la w withou t eve r bein g abl e t o d o so"(187) . As shoul d 
thus b e obvious , th e emphasi s o n th e inevitabl y singula r relatio n 
to the la w doe s no t mea n tha t ther e woul d b e no universa l essenc e 
of the law , bu t tha t singularit y i s th e conditio n unde r whic h ther e 
can b e somethin g lik e a  la w a t all , a  la w tha t i s pure , nonrepre -
sentable, an d inaccessible . I n "Befor e th e Law, " w e thu s se e Der -
rida inquirin g int o " a la w o f singularity " tha t a t onc e make s th e 
encounter betwee n th e orde r o f th e universa l an d th e singula r 
possible an d impossible , whereb y th e impossibl e i s no t t o b e un -
derstood a s th e simpl e negativ e modalit y o f th e possible . I t i s a 
law fo r th e "conflic t withou t encounte r betwee n la w an d singular -
ity, [for ] thi s paradox  o r enigma  o f being-before-the-law " (187) . I t 
is a  la w fo r th e la w t o b e pure , nonrepresentable , untouchable , 
inaccessible, an d fo r onesel f t o be abl e t o be before it s universalit y 
in suc h a  mod e tha t i t i s a  singula r law , a  la w tha t i s singular,th e 
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law fo r a  singularit y a s well . As Derrida' s invocatio n o f th e Gree k 
term ainigma  reveals , th e conflic t betwee n universa l la w an d sin -
gularity, rathe r tha n offerin g itsel f t o a  purel y conceptua l treat -
ment and , hence , t o a  universall y articulatabl e truth , ha s instea d 
a narrative , storylike quality . There is , then, something irremedia -
bly singula r abou t th e conflictua l natur e o f thi s relatio n i n 
general. 

Derrida deal t wit h Kafka' s stor y "Befor e th e Law " i n hi s semi -
nar o n morality , no t becaus e i t woul d b e a  philosophica l text , bu t 
because it s narrativ e "propose s a  powerful , philosophi c ellipsis, " 
of pur e practica l reason , i n othe r words , becaus e i t contain s th e 
virtual possibilit y o f th e philosophica l though t o f th e mora l law . 
Whereas th e philosophica l tex t o f th e Secon d Critiqu e wa s show n 
to "contai n a n elemen t o f th e fantasti c o r o f narrative fiction,"  th e 
literary tex t o f "Befor e th e Law " contain s somethin g o n th e orde r 
of lega l thought . Th e distinctio n betwee n th e literar y an d th e 
philosophical remain s intact , bu t wha t transpire s i s tha t th e so -
called literar y tex t o f Kafk a contain s encrypte d withi n i t th e pos -
sibility o f a n Othe r (o f it) , th e possibility , bu t no t actuality , o f 
the philosophica l lega l discourse . Thi s encrypte d possibilit y o f 
philosophical lega l though t i s wha t make s i t a  "literary " tex t i n 
distinction fro m philosophy . I t i s from  tha t encrypte d possibilit y 
of th e philosophica l tha t th e literarit y o f "Befor e th e Law " i s 
engendered. Kafka' s tex t i s thu s a  literar y tex t o n conditio n tha t 
it doe s no t entirel y belon g t o literature , bu t tha t i t als o refers , b y 
means o f th e virtua l "presence " withi n i t o f th e possibilit y o f a 
philosophy o f th e mora l law , t o an Othe r (o f it) . 

There i s no wa y tha t I  could eve n com e clos e t o doing justice t o 
Derrida's readin g o f Kafka' s parable , an d hi s multilayere d analy -
sis o f th e mode s i n whic h th e stor y i n questio n narrate s a  stor y 
whose conten t ha s al l th e allure s o f a  philosophica l topos . I n 
order t o conclude , I  must nonetheles s briefl y spea k o f it . Firs t this , 
however. A t th e beginnin g o f th e essay , Derrid a raise d a  questio n 
which, no w tha t w e hav e see n hi m t o hav e bee n concerne d wit h 
understanding th e specificit y o f th e philosophica l an d th e literar y 
from th e possibilit y o f th e Othe r encrypte d i n eac h o f them , ca n 
be rendere d i n a  cleare r fashion . H e writes : "Wha t i f th e law , 
without bein g itsel f transfixe d b y literature , share d th e condition s 
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of it s possibilit y wit h th e literar y object"(191) . I n makin g th e 
specificity o f th e literar y dependen t o n th e inscriptio n withi n it s 
core, no t o f a n Othe r o f it , an d certainl y no t o f its  Other , bu t o f 
the possibilit y o f a n Other , Derrid a continue s an d displace s b y 
deepening Heidegger' s though t o f th e relationshi p betwee n Dich-
ten an d Denken.  Thi s happen s i n a  disjoinin g o f Dichten  an d Den-
ken a s a  relatio n t o a  privelege d Other , an d i n part icula r b y refin -
ing th e wa y i n whic h th e encrypte d relatio n t o a n Othe r ca n 
be thought . Wit h th e questio n regardin g th e share d conditio n o f 
possibility o f bot h literatur e an d th e law , Derrid a invoke s th e 
question o f wha t Heidegge r ha d calle d th e neighborhoo d (o f po -
etry an d thinking ) inten t o n recastin g th e though t o f a  commo n 
ground fo r bot h them . Nee d I  recal l tha t thi s recastin g wil l no t 
take plac e i n genera l term s bu t vi a a  singula r nonliterar y tex t an d 
a literar y text , i n a  intimat e conjunctio n o f th e categoria l an d 
the idiomatic . 

As Derrid a recalls , fo r th e la w t o b e th e law , fo r i t t o hav e 
categorial authority , i t "mus t b e withou t history , genesis , o r an y 
possible derivation"(191) . T o interven e a s a n absolutel y emergen t 
order, th e la w "canno t b e constitute d b y som e histor y tha t migh t 
give ris e t o an y story"(194) . An d yet , a s Freud' s Totem  and  Taboo 
demonstrates, "th e inacessibl e incite s from it s place of hiding. On e 
cannot b e concerne d wit h th e law , o r wit h th e la w o f laws , eithe r 
at clos e rang e o r a t a  distance , withou t askin g wher e i t ha s it s 
place an d whenc e i t comes"(191) . Incited b y th e purel y categoria l 
thought o f a  la w withou t origin , Freu d invent s th e even t o f th e 
murder o f th e fathe r t o explai n th e origi n o f th e mora l law . A s 
Derrida shows , i t i s the story o f an even t i n which nothin g happen s 
(especially sinc e wha t originate s fro m i t alread y presuppose s th e 
moral law) ; i t i s a  pur e story , on e tha t i s onl y narration , becaus e 
it narrate s nothing . "I f ther e wer e an y histor y [o f th e mora l law] , 
it woul d b e neithe r presentabl e no r relatable : th e histor y o f tha t 
which neve r too k place,"(194 ) Derrid a claims . Freud's idiomatiza -
tion o f th e mora l la w throug h th e fiction  o f th e murde r o f th e 
father i s precisel y this , a  fiction  calle d upon , incite d b y th e mora l 
law, bu t a  fiction  tha t annul s itself , th e pur e fiction  o f a  nonevent . 
This fiction  a t th e cor e o f categoria l thought—min d you , no t a 
narrative o r positiv e fiction,  bu t th e "fictio n o f narrat io n a s wel l 
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as fiction  a s narration : fictive  narratio n a s th e simulacru m o f 
narration an d no t onl y a s th e narratio n o f a n imaginar y history " 
(199)—is no t onl y th e origi n o f law, but a s Derrid a underlines , th e 
origin o f literatur e a s well. " With thi s notio n o f a  pur e fiction  o f a 
quasi-event, o f a  fiction  i n whic h nothin g i s narrated , bu t whic h 
the purel y categoria l call s upon , an d thu s harbor s i n it s core , 
Derrida ha s found—withi n th e singularizin g parameter s o f th e 
texts discussed—th e genera l conditio n o f possibilit y share d b y 
both th e philosophica l though t o f th e la w an d literature . T o shar e 
this conditio n o f possibilit y doe s no t impl y tha t th e la w woul d b e 
"itself transfixe d (transie)  b y literature, " o r th e othe r wa y around . 
This i s so because, o n th e on e hand , thi s conditio n o f possibility i s 
not ye t literature , bu t onl y it s possibility . O n th e othe r hand , a s 
we no w shal l hav e t o see , literature , i n th e prope r sense , ca n onl y 
stage thi s pur e fiction  b y simultaneousl y gesturin g i n it s cor e 
toward th e law . Rather tha n bein g itsel f thi s pure fiction  i n purity , 
literature, whil e enactin g thi s fiction,  mus t negotiat e wit h th e 
possible though t o f something categoriall y withou t origin . 

I retur n t o Kafka' s parable . Accordin g t o Derrida , "Befor e th e 
Law" tell s o f a  la w w e kno w neithe r who  no r what  i t is . Kafka' s 
text i s no t a  tex t o f philosophy, science , o r history . "Her e on e doe s 
not kno w th e law , on e ha s n o cognitiv e rappor t wit h it ; i t i s 
neither a  subjec t no r a n objec t before  whic h on e coul d tak e a 
position." Knowin g neithe r who  no r what  th e la w is , "this , per -
haps, i s wher e literatur e begins, " Derrid a remark s (207) . Bu t th e 
story i n questio n i n whic h nothin g happens , i n whic h th e thresh -
old o f th e la w i s never crossed , an d whic h thu s seem s t o recoun t a 
nonevent, als o relate s th e origi n o f the la w t o the mai n character ' s 
decision t o adjour n hi s entranc e int o th e law . I n forbiddin g him -
self t o pas s throug h th e gate , h e no t onl y make s th e inaccesibl e 
law accessible , bu t als o make s th e la w th e law , an d become s a 
subject o f th e law . A s a  result , thi s seemingl y pur e stor y relatin g 
an even t i n whic h nothin g take s plac e i s pregnan t wit h th e ger m 
of th e philosophica l though t o f th e law . I n literature , then , th e 
pure fiction  tha t i t share s a s a  conditio n o f possibility wit h philos -
ophy canno t no t tur n into , say , a  cal l fo r somethin g lik e th e Sec -
ond Critique . 

A pur e story , o r th e fiction  o f narration , i s th e conditio n o f 
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possiblity tha t literatur e an d philosoph y (philosoph y a s mora l 
philosophy, mor e precisely) , share . T o quot e Derrida : "th e ficti -
tious nature o f this ultimate story which robs us of every event, of 
this pur e stor y o r stor y withou t story , ha s a s muc h t o d o wit h 
philosophy, science , or psychoanalysis a s with literature"(206) . In 
classical terms , on e could , i f thi s wer e indee d possible , cal l thi s 
pure fiction a  transcendental narration . It is pure in that i t relate s 
nothing, but as a narration i t is also the condition for the idiomati -
zation o f what , i n principle , i s cu t of f fro m singularity , namely , 
the categorial . A  note o f caution , however , i s require d here . On e 
cannot simpl y procee d t o generalizing wha t ha s bee n se t forth i n 
"Before th e Law. " Th e pur e stor y w e hav e bee n tol d canno t b e 
simply cut of f from th e texts through which i t became elaborated . 
The question fro m whic h Derrid a started , a  question wit h a  tran -
scendental thrust , namely whether philosophy an d th e thought of 
the law share the same condition of possibility, is itself marked by 
singularity. I n conclusion , on e final  quot e therefore : "I n orde r t o 
formulate thi s questio n [aujourd'hui,  today ] i n th e briefes t man -
ner, I  wil l spea k o f an appearance,  in th e lega l sense , of th e stor y 
and th e law , whic h appea r togethe r an d find  themselve s sum -
moned one before th e other: the story, as a certain type of relation, 
is linked t o th e la w tha t i t relates , appearing , i n s o doing, befor e 
that law, which appears before it."(191 ) 

Notes 
1. Jacque s Derrida , Acts  of  Literature,  ed . D . Attridg e (Ne w York : 

Routledge, 1992) , pp.181-220. All references ar e to this edition . 
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Writing Resistance s 

Elisabeth Weber 

"Tout ecrivain qui , par le fait mem e 
d'ecrire, n'est pas conduit a  penser: je 
suis la revolution, seule la liberte me 
fait ecrire , en realite n'ecri t pas . 

—Maurice Blanchot" 1 

In hi s tex t "Freu d an d th e Scen e o f Writing " Jacque s Derrid a 
states: "Writin g i s unthinkabl e withou t repression' Y L'ecriture  est 
impensable sans  le  refoulement). Analyzin g Freud' s "Not e upo n th e 
'Mystic Writing-Pad ' " , h e comment s upo n th e Freudia n notio n 
of censorship : 

It i s no acciden t tha t th e metapho r o f censorship shoul d com e fro m th e 
area o f politic s concerne d wit h th e deletions , blank s an d disguise s o f 
writing, eve n if , a t th e beginnin g o f th e Traumdeutung,  Freu d seem s t o 
make onl y a  conventional , didacti c referenc e t o it . Th e apparen t exteri -
ority of political censorship refer s t o an essential censorshi p which bind s 
the write r t o hi s ow n writing . (L'apparente  exteriorite de la censure poli-
tique renvoie a une censure essentielle qui lie Vecrivain a sapropre ecriture.) 2 

If writing i s unthinkable withou t repressio n (i n the Freudia n sens e 
of thi s wor d tha t translate s Verdrdngung),  i f consequentl y i t i s 
unthinkable withou t th e resistances "which , earlier , mad e th e ma -
terial concerne d int o somethin g represse d b y rejectin g i t fro m th e 
conscious"3; i f writin g i s unthinkabl e withou t thes e resistance s 
that earlie r produce d an d no w protec t repression , the n a n "essen -

125 
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tial censorshi p .  . .  binds th e write r t o hi s ow n writing " an d im -
poses it s authorit y o n hi m o r her. 4 I n othe r words , writin g woul d 
then emerg e fro m anothe r "navel " o f th e "unknown" 5 , fro m th e 
unknown o f something tha t wil l remain  othe r an d resis t an y analy -
sis. Writin g woul d be , throug h repressio n an d resistances , tha t 
is, throug h th e "essentia l censorship" , necessaril y locate d a t a n 
extreme poin t tha t coul d b e describe d wit h Gille s Deleuze' s word s 
as "th e outermos t edg e o f one's knowledge" : 

One writes only at the outermost edge of one's knowledge, at this extreme 
point tha t separate s our knowledge from ou r ignorance, and that  changes 
the one  into  the  other.  I t i s onl y i n thi s wa y tha t on e i s determine d t o 
write. T o remed y ignoranc e mean s t o postpon e writin g t o tomorrow , 
rather, to make it impossible. Perhaps this is a relation even more threat -
ening tha n th e on e tha t writin g i s said t o maintai n wit h death , wit h si -
lence.6 

Three hypotheses : First , writin g emerge s a t th e extrem e poin t o f 
the absenc e o f knowlegde , th e extrem e unknowable , th e extrem e 
of th e unknow n int o whic h th e know n ma y chang e an d ou t o f 
which i t ma y emerge , becaus e thi s poin t i s th e poin t o f extrem e 
resistance. I f th e tensio n betwee n writin g an d th e extrem e poin t 
of knowledg e an d ignorance , tha t is , of resistance , i s mor e threat -
ening tha n th e relatio n betwee n writin g an d deat h o r silence , i t is , 
second hypothesis , becaus e thi s extrem e poin t i s locate d a t th e 
navel o r th e sca r o f th e origi n o f writing , th e sca r o f thi s origina l 
knot an d plo t calle d repressio n an d resistance . Th e threa t o r dan -
ger o f writin g lie s les s i n it s lin k t o deat h an d silenc e tha n i n it s 
essential lin k t o repressio n an d censorship , because , thir d hypo -
thesis, deat h an d silenc e inhabi t writin g a s resident s o f a  state , 
residents possibl y alien , bu t declare d an d legal , and , abov e all , 
indispensable fo r th e state' s economy , wherea s th e extrem e poin t 
of non-knowledge , b y concentratin g repressio n an d resistanc e no t 
only give s birt h t o th e constitutin g border s o f th e state , bu t threa -
tens the m als o fro m it s extremit y whic h i s neithe r outsid e no r 
inside. I t accumulate s o n it s extremel y condense d spac e th e high -
est concentratio n o f potentia l explosives , threatenin g th e state' s 
(that i s it s own ) econom y an d al l th e economie s relate d t o it : th e 
economies o f silence , of desire , of lack . 

If writin g emerge s fro m th e "navel " o f th e "unknown, " o f wha t 
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resists analysi s (possibl y a t th e sam e tim e mobilizing , tha t is , 
amplifying o r weakenin g resistance) , it s effects , stemmin g fro m 
the Other , ar e consequentl y incalculable : Nothin g wil l absolutel y 
prevent writin g fro m causin g th e repressio n an d th e resistance s o f 
the othe r t o resound , fo r example , th e repressio n an d th e resist -
ances o f thi s othe r tha t i s th e reader . Whic h mean s tha t i t woul d 
mobilize, tha t i s amplif y o r weaken , hi s resistances . I f writin g 
emerges fro m tha t unknow n other , if , t o com e bac k t o Derrida' s 
text, th e "origi n o f th e wor k itself " i s "a t stake " i n th e "wa r an d 
the ruse s perpetrate d b y th e autho r wh o read s an d b y th e first 
reader wh o dictates, " namel y th e wa r tha t constitute s at  the  same 
moment censorshi p an d writing, 7 the n nothin g ca n preven t writ -
ing fro m becomin g a n incalculabl e threat , a n unforesee n aggres -
sion.8 M y purpos e woul d b e t o approac h throug h a  serie s o f 
hypotheses thi s statement : writin g a s a n aggression . 

Let u s begin again . I t is , as Derrid a writes , an "essentia l censor -
ship whic h bind s th e write r t o hi s ow n writing. " Th e write r i s 
bound t o thi s essentia l censorshi p whic h consequentl y i s th e "na -
vel" o f hi s writing : h e i s boun d t o i t becaus e i t make s hi m write . 
He i s boun d t o tha t "scar " tha t make s hi m writ e an d tha t i s a 
"knot tha t n o analysi s ca n resolve, " as Derrid a write s i n hi s recen t 
text "Resistances". 9 Thus , the write r i s absolutely boun d t o a  resis -
tance tha t canno t b e overcome , h e woul d no t writ e outsid e o f it . 
He woul d no t writ e outsid e tha t othe r insid e him : "An y resistanc e 
presupposes a  tension , an d first  o f al l a n interna l tension . Bu t 
since a  purel y interna l tensio n i s impossible , i t i s a n absolut e 
inherence o f th e othe r o r o f th e outsid e i n th e hear t o f th e interna l 
and auto-affectiv e tension." 10 Th e danger , th e threat , th e aggres -
sion o f writin g lie s i n thi s strang e an d constitutiv e infiltratio n o f 
internal resistanc e fro m th e outside , fro m th e extrem e outsid e 
that constitute s th e inside , constitutin g resistanc e b y attackin g 
it. Bu t inspit e o f th e metaphor s o f wa r an d guerill a tactics , th e 
aggression i s a n absolutel y subtle , imperceptibl e one , which how -
ever make s i t al l th e mor e threatening . Mauric e Blancho t ha s 
described i t a s follows : 

Absent sens e (an d no t th e absenc e o f sens e o r a  potentia l o r laten t bu t 
lacking sense) . To write i s perhaps t o bring t o the surface somethin g lik e 
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absent sense , to welcome th e passiv e pressur e whic h i s not ye t wha t w e 
call thought , for it is already the disastrous ruin of thought. 11 

Absent sense , Blancho t write s explicitly , i s no t a  "potentia l o r 
latent bu t lackin g sense. " Absen t sense , brough t t o th e surfac e 
through writing , i s possibly mor e threatenin g tha n writing' s rela -
tion t o deat h an d silence , sinc e i t i s not  yet  though t an d already 
thought 's ruin . I t i s a  thir d ter m blurrin g th e oppositio n betwee n 
presence an d absence , sinc e throug h writin g i t emerge s fro m th e 
scar, th e nave l o f unknowin g withou t bein g transforme d b y writ -
ing int o "present " sense . My hypothesi s woul d b e tha t i t i s absen t 
sense tha t mobilize s b y amplifyin g o r b y weakenin g th e resist -
ances o f th e other , fo r instanc e th e reader . Th e "disastrou s rui n o f 
thought" put s int o questio n th e (illusionary ) unio n o f powe r an d 
desire. Th e scar , th e kno t o f th e unknowabl e navel , th e kno t o f 
resistances causes , throug h writing , absen t sens e tha t ruin s 
thought a s powe r t o emerge . An d thi s i s th e mos t frightenin g 
threat, th e mos t unacceptabl e aggression , becaus e i t ruin s th e 
economy o f desir e insofa r a s th e latte r i s define d b y powe r an d 
lack o f power . I t i s surel y th e mos t gentl e threat , extrem e gentle -
ness, extrem e douceur,  bu t it s extremenes s i s th e aggression . Th e 
"authority o f writing " reside s nowher e els e tha n i n thi s ex -
tremeness tha t i s aggression . Whe n Mauric e Blancho t change s 
Simone Weil' s sentenc e tha t say s "there  is,  in  my  view,  no  grandeur 
except in  gentleness"  t o "nothin g extrem e excep t throug h gentle -
ness (douceur).  Madnes s throug h exces s o f gentleness , gentl e mad -
ness. To think, t o be effaced : th e disaste r o f gentleness,"12 when h e 
changes Weil' s sentenc e i n tha t way , h e obey s a n extrem e tha t 
menaces no t onl y th e sovereignt y o f though t an d reaso n an d al l 
their resistance s ("gentl e madness") , bu t threaten s als o th e socia l 
constructions base d o n tha t sovereignt y an d th e orde r i t impose s 
onto desire . Fo r th e "disastrou s rui n o f thought " tha t Blancho t 
characterizes a s "thought' s patience," 13 ha s a  social , i f no t politi -
cal consequence : "Betwee n th e disaste r an d th e othe r ther e woul d 
be th e contact , th e disjunctio n o f absen t sense—friendship." 14 

And he goe s on: "A n absent sens e would maintai n 'th e affirmation ' 
of a  pus h pushin g beyon d los s [poussee  au-deld  de  la  perte],  th e 
pressure o f dyin g [poussee  de  mourir]  tha t bear s los s of f wit h it . 
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Lost loss. " The affirmatio n o f a n "absent, " bu t no t "lackin g sense " 
which woul d b e brough t t o th e surfac e b y writing , i s th e rui n o f 
thought a s presence , th e rui n o f th e "obstinat e desir e t o sav e 
presence"15 an d o f th e obsessio n t o los e presence , th e rui n o f 
thought define d a s presence an d thu s a s power ; i t i s the disaste r o f 
desire define d a s power , th e rui n o f a n econom y definin g desir e i n 
terms o f powe r o r lac k o f power , i n othe r words , th e rui n o f th e 
oedipal economy . M y hypothesi s woul d b e tha t th e unacceptabl e 
aggression o f writin g i s it s subtle , irresistible , unbearabl e aggres -
sion agains t th e oedipa l econom y tha t fo r instanc e determine s 
sons an d father s a s rivals , tha t is , a s winner s an d loser s i n th e 
struggle fo r possessio n o f mother ' s love , and tha t define s desir e i n 
the categorie s o f capitalis t competition , i n othe r words , i n term s 
of th e family' s economy, 16 or , stil l i n othe r words , i n term s o f los s 
and lack . I t i s undeniabl e tha t ther e i s a  desir e fo r thi s economy , 
there i s a  desir e fo r thi s economy' s desire , i n othe r words , ther e i s 
the desir e fo r oedipa l desire , ther e i s a  desir e fo r th e father , an d 
thus fo r th e mother , fo r thei r omnipresence , authority , punish -
ment an d desire—an d thi s ma y b e eve n toda y o r perhap s espe -
cially toda y on e o f the constituent s o f the nave l o f the unknown , o f 
the unanalyzabl e resistance . That ' s perhap s wh y Blancho t de -
scribes "th e contact , th e disjunctio n o f absen t sense " a s "friend -
ship" an d no t a s "desire. " Perhap s h e doe s no t mentio n "desire " 
here becaus e i t i s poisone d b y al l th e overdetermination s o f oedi -
pal wishe s an d lacks ; an d because , insid e their  economy , ther e is , 
as Freu d pointe d out , roo m exclusivel y fo r on e "libido, " namel y 
the mal e libid o tha t Laca n describe d a s phalli c desire , a  positio n 
towards th e othe r tha t no t onl y men , bu t als o wome n ca n oc -
cupy.17 "Friendship " the n coul d b e here th e wor d no t fo r th e nega -
tion o r sublimatio n o f desire , nor fo r th e absenc e o r lac k o f desire , 
but fo r a  desir e beyon d los s an d lack , a  desir e no t denyin g bu t 
going beyon d it s oedipa l determination s o f never-endin g loss : "A n 
absent sens e woul d maintai n ' th e affirmation ' o f a  pus h pushin g 
beyond loss , th e pressur e o f dyin g tha t bear s los s of f wit h it . 
Lost loss. " 

Absent, no t lackin g sense : th e spac e kep t fre e i n orde r t o allo w 
us t o coun t t o thre e an d beyond , th e spac e kep t ope n tha t allow s 
us t o desir e beyon d th e Oedipus-complex , sinc e "Oedipus " means , 
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in th e end , alway s a  lov e fo r myself , th e fight  fo r mom' s o r dad' s 
exclusive lov e fo r me , m y lov e exclusivel y fo r them , i n short , a n 
endless mirrorin g o f my lov e for mysel f o r for thos e whom I  resem -
ble. Tha t i s wh y th e ope n spac e o f absen t sens e ha s t o b e kep t 
open, withou t occupation , withou t appropriation . 

The oedipa l econom y i s define d b y possessio n an d loss , th e 
threat o f los s alway s bein g a  threa t o f death ; th e hauntin g o f los s 
being exorcize d b y th e possessio n o f thos e wh o ar e sai d t o hav e 
definitively los t (women ) and , sinc e the y nonetheles s survive , ar e 
phantasmatically bestowe d th e powe r t o pu t t o death . Bu t some -
times, writing , throug h bringin g t o th e surfac e "absen t sense " o r 
"lost loss/ ' shatter s desir e a s a  questio n o f possession an d los s an d 
consequently affect s an d shatter s a n econom y o f deat h governe d 
by th e sam e opposition . "Righ t fro m th e pledg e whic h bind s to -
gether tw o desires , write s Derrida , eac h i s alread y i n mournin g 
for th e other , entrust s deat h t o th e othe r a s well : i f you di e befor e 
me, I  wil l kee p you , i f I  di e befor e you , yo u wil l carr y m e i n 
yourself, on e wil l kee p th e other , wil l alread y hav e kep t th e othe r 
from th e first  declaration." 18 Th e "absolut e certainty " o f th e fac t 
"that on e mus t di e befor e th e other . On e o f the m mus t se e th e 
other die" 1 9 rule s ove r "th e contact , th e disjunction " o f absen t 
sense an d thu s o f desire . Th e extreme , unbearabl e vulnerability , 
the extrem e douceur  o f thi s mournin g fo r th e othe r "fro m th e first 
declaration," it s extreme gentlenes s ar e nothin g bu t affirmation . 

"Absent sense " the n ha s t o b e conceive d "withou t nostalgia]  .  . . 
it mus t b e conceive d outsid e th e myt h o f th e purel y materna l o r 
paternal languag e belongin g t o th e los t fatherlan d o f thought . O n 
the contrary , w e mus t affirm  it," 20 a s Derrid a write s alread y i n 
Speech and  Phenomena.  It s absenc e i s perhap s locate d a t th e 
empty spac e o f a  la w tha t announce s a n "ethics , converte d t o 
silence, throug h th e avenu e no t o f terror , bu t o f desire" 21 . Text s 
like Derrida' s Glas,  The  Postcard,  Cinders,  Circumfession,  bu t als o 
others mak e o f writing thi s extremel y gentl e an d thu s unbearabl e 
aggression tha t bear s witnes s t o the "los t loss, " to a n "absent" , no t 
lacking sense , t o th e affirmatio n o f anothe r econom y o f desire . 
They confron t u s wit h resistances , the y literall y writ e o n resist -
ances; an d nothin g ca n guarante e tha t these—our—resistance s 
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wil l no t , s o m e day , exp lod e a n d s u d d e n l y expos e a  " b u r n i n g t o m b 
in t h e m i d d l e o f g r a s s . " 2 2 

Accord ing t o M a l l a r m e , q u o t e d b y Blanchot," [t jhere is  no  explo-

sion except  a  book." 23 T h e r e i s n o exp los io n excep t w r i t i n g . 

N o t e s 

1. "Ever y write r wh o throug h th e mer e fac t o f writin g doe s no t thin k ' I 
am th e revolution , nothin g bu t freedo m make s m e write' , i n fac t doe s 
not write. " Mauric e Blanchot , "L a litteratur e e t l e droi t a  l a mort" , 
in: La part  du  feu,  Paris , Gallimard , 1949 , p. 311. 

2. Writing  and  Difference,  trans , by Ala n Bass , The Universit y o f Chicag o 
Press, 1978 , p. 226. 

3. Sigmun d Freud , "Th e Unconscious" , in : The  Standard  Edition  of  the 
Complete Psychological  Works  of  Sigmund  Freud,  trans , under th e gen -
eral editorshi p o f Jame s Strache y (SE) , vol . XIV , London : Th e Ho -
garth Pres s an d th e Institut e o f Psycho-Analysi s 1957 , p. 166 . Cf. als o 
SE vol . XV I (1916-1917) : Introductory  Lectures  on  Psycho-Analysis 
(part III) , London 1963 , Lecture XIX : "Resistanc e an d Repression" , p . 
293-294. 

4. Thi s juxtapositio n o f "resistance " an d "censorship " require s som e 
explanation. I n hi s Seminar, Book  II  (The  Ego  in  Freud's  Theory  and  in 
the Technique  of  Psychoanalysis  1954-1955 , trans , b y S . Tomaselli , 
New York , London : W . W . Norto n 1988) , Jacques Laca n claim s tha t 
"censorship ha s nothin g t o d o wit h resistance" . Accordin g t o Lacan , 
"the subject' s resistanc e i s linked t o the ego' s register" , censorship , o n 
the othe r hand , i s "alway s relate d t o whatever , i n discourse , i s linke d 
to th e la w i n s o fa r a s i t i s no t understood " (p . 127) . A  littl e late r 
however, Laca n ha s t o modif y suc h a  stric t separatio n o f th e tw o 
concepts: "Th e resistance i s everything whic h i s opposed, i n a  genera l 
sense, t o th e wor k o f analysis . Censorship i s a  specia l qualificatio n o f 
this resistance. " (p . 134 ) Indeed , i n Freud' s writings , th e distinctio n 
between resistanc e an d censorshi p i s no t sharpl y drawn , an d i t i s i n 
fact rathe r blurre d whe n h e speak s fo r exampl e o f th e "resistanc e 
of th e censorship " ("Widerstandszensur")  (SE , vol . V , p . 530 ) o r th e 
"censorship impose d b y resistance " ("Widerstandszensur")  (ibid. , p . 
499, 542 , 563) . In hi s Introductory  Lectures  on  Psycho-Analysis,  Freu d 
describes th e repressio n a s th e wor k o f a  "watchman" , wh o "act s a s a 
censor". "I t i s the sam e watchma n who m w e ge t t o know a s resistanc e 
when w e tr y t o lif t th e repressio n b y mean s o f th e analyti c treat -
ment." (SE , vol . XVI , loc . cit. , p . 295-6) . Man y othe r example s coul d 
be given . A n eve n mor e importan t poin t remain s t o b e made . I n 
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"The Unconscious " (S E XIV , loc . cit.) , Freu d write s (p . 173) : " . . . th e 
rigorous censorshi p exercise s it s offic e a t th e poin t o f transitio n fro m 
the Ucs.  t o th e Pes.  (o r Cs.)."  P . 180 : "W e hav e arrive d a t th e conclu -
sion tha t repressio n i s essentiall y a  proces s affectin g idea s o n th e 
border betwee n th e system s Ucs.  an d Pes.  (Cs.)  ..  .  ." On e see s tha t 
censorship a s wel l a s repressio n i s situate d a t th e sam e frontier . Th e 
difficulty i n distinguishin g the m i s possibl y du e t o th e fac t tha t thi s 
border i s also the borde r o f the "translatio n int o words" of the presen -
tations (Vorstellungen).  Wha t repressio n "denie s t o th e presentatio n i s 
translation int o word s whic h shal l remai n attache d t o th e object . A 
presentation whic h i s no t pu t int o words , o r a  psychica l ac t whic h 
is no t hypercathected , remain s thereafte r i n th e Ucs.  i n a  stat e o f 
repression." (p . 202) . Th e censorshi p coul d the n b e describe d a s th e 
action tha t literall y "black s out " the words (cf . SE , vol. V, p. 529), an d 
the resistanc e a s th e forc e tha t protect s thes e 'blanks ' fro m becomin g 
legible again . Wha t Derrid a call s "essentia l censorship " woul d b e a 
blank tha t canno t b e given back t o meaning becaus e i t has never bee n 
"blacked out, " bu t rathe r belong s t o a n irreducibl e "absen t sense " 
(cf. below) . 

5. Freu d use s thi s famou s expressio n i n orde r t o characteriz e th e limit s 
of th e interpretatio n o f dreams . Cf . SE , vol . IV an d V : The  Interpreta-
tion of  Dreams,  Londo n 1953 , p . I l l , footnote , an d 525 . Se e als o 
Jacques Derrida , "Resistances" , in : La  Notion  d'analyse,  Toulouse : 
Presses Universitaire s d u Mirai l 1992 , p. 45 ff . 

6. "O n n'ecri t qu' a l a point e d e so n savoir , a  cett e point e extrem e qu i 
separe notr e savoi r e t notr e ignorance , et  qui  fait  passer  Vun  dans 
Vautre. C'es t seulemen t d e cett e fa^o n qu'o n es t determin e a  ecrire . 
Combler l 'ignorance , c'es t remettr e l 'ecritur e a  demain , o u pluto t l a 
rendre impossible . Peut-etr e y  a-t-i l l a u n rappor t d e l'ecritur e encor e 
plus menagan t qu e celu i qu'ell e es t dit e entreteni r ave c l a mort , ave c 
le silence. " Gille s Deleuze , Difference  et  repetition,  Paris , P.U.F. , 1968 , 
p . 4 . 

7. Writing  and  Difference,  op . cit., p . 227. Derrida emphasize s tha t thi s i s 
a wa r t o whic h an y "  'sociology o f l i terature ' i s blind" . Consequentl y 
the "origi n o f th e work " i s dissiminated , whic h mean s tha t "th e 'sub -
ject' o f writin g doe s no t exis t i f w e mea n b y tha t som e sovereig n 
solitude o f the author " (ibid. , p. 226). 

8. Se e Gille s Deleuze : "I I appartien t a u simulacre , no n pa s d'etr e un e 
copie, mai s d e renverse r toute s le s copies , e n renversari t aussi  le s 
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9. "Resistances" , op . cit., p . 46. 
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late "sen s absent " wit h "absen t sense " an d no t a s An n Smoc k wit h 
"absent meaning" . Smoc k howeve r choose s t o render on e of the occur -
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13. Ibid. , p . 41. 
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op. cit. , p . 7 . 
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Presentness an d the "Being-Only-Once " 
of Architectur e 

Peter Eisenma n 

In he r book , The  Optical  Unconscious  (1993) , Rosalin d Kraus s 
discusses a Jackson Pollock painting in relationship t o its position 
in space. She contends tha t whe n a  Pollock painting i s placed in a 
horizontal position , tha t is , on th e floo r a s i t wa s painted , i t i s a 
"savage work". But the moment th e canvas is taken off of the floo r 
and move d t o a vertical position o n the wall , Krauss continues , i t 
becomes "naturalized, " reinstitutionalize d an d reinscribe d int o 
the discourse of painting. 

All of thi s i s said wit h a n uncharacteristi c innocenc e abou t th e 
possible effect o f the floor or the wall on this change in perception . 
She assume s tha t on e ca n lif t thing s u p an d down , of f an d on , 
without an y discussio n o f wh y th e relationshi p betwee n floo r o r 
wall, or , fo r tha t matte r betwee n th e floo r o r th e wal l an d th e 
painting, coul d caus e thi s t o happen . Wha t i s clea r i n Krauss' s 
argument i s tha t th e context s provide d b y architecture , i n thi s 
case th e floo r an d th e wall , do effect ho w th e subjec t conceptual -
izes a  painting . Ye t th e issu e o f ho w o r wh y suc h a n effec t i s 
possible is not discussed. Such an omission is by no means uniqu e 
to Krauss' s argument . Mos t o f thos e outsid e o f architectur e as -
sume that architectura l convention s have a thought t o be natural -
ness with respec t t o such thing s a s walls and floors.  Jacques Der -
rida eve n point s ou t tha t w e mus t b e war y o f th e ide a tha t 

134 
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architecture "i s destined fo r habitation," that the concept of archi-
tecture i s "a heritage which comprehends us even before we could 
submit i t t o thought. " Walte r Benjami n als o attempt s t o explai n 
this ide a o f "destine d fo r habitation " i n a  differen t way . H e say s 
in "architecture , habi t determine s t o a  larg e exten t eve n optica l 
reception. Architectur e canno t b e understoo d b y optica l mean s 
alone, tha t i s b y contemplation . I t i s mastere d graduall y b y 
habit." Thu s i n on e sens e th e wal l i s already see n i n an y specifi c 
context by habit. This could be responsible fo r th e naturalizing of 
the Polloc k painting , sinc e i t i s known tha t al l paintings b y forc e 
of habit ar e hung on walls and no t on floors.  Clearly, the questio n 
of habi t an d th e habitua l i s alread y predetermine d whe n dwell -
ings ar e calle d place s o f habitatio n a s oppose d t o sa y place s o f 
occupation. Bu t thi s assumptio n o f habit alone , i t wil l b e argue d 
here, i s no t enoug h t o accoun t fo r th e naturalizin g effec t o f th e 
wall o n th e Polloc k painting . No r ca n th e idea s o f a n a  prior i 
destiny or naturalness, the assumption tha t "thi s is the way things 
are," be th e only caus e o f this effect . Clearl y somethin g els e mus t 
be at work. And it is this something else that make s architecture a 
problematic discourse . 

The ver y condition s tha t brin g abou t thi s ide a o f a n a  prior i 
destiny o r a  though t t o b e naturalnes s o f architecture , an d thu s 
what make s architectur e problematic , li e initially i n the fact tha t 
architecture i s alone o f al l th e discourse s i n it s particular linkin g 
of it s iconicit y wit h it s instrumentality , it s meanin g wit h it s ob -
jecthood. A  wall i n architectur e i s no t merel y holdin g somethin g 
up, it also symbolizes that ac t of holding up. Architecture, Derrid a 
says, "canno t b e withou t meaning. " On e canno t hav e th e wal l 
without th e sig n o f th e wal l an d vic e versa ; architectur e wil l 
always implicate th e wall. When Vitruvius, in his famous dict a on 
architecture, use d th e ter m fmnitas,  h e di d no t mea n tha t build -
ings should stan d up (since , of necessity, al l buildings mus t stan d 
up) but rather tha t they should look like they stand up. It has been 
argued tha t i n al l discipline s instrumentalit y i n some way affect s 
iconicity; fo r example , th e for m o f a  book , it s pagination , type , 
and bindin g al l affec t ou r reading o f the text , but no t al l text s ar e 
necessarily i n book form. Ye t in architecture ther e wil l always b e 
the presence o f walls, walls tha t ar e both ico n and instrument . I t 
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is this unique linkage tha t becomes problematic, because in orde r 
to "deconstruct" the meaning of architecture, one must attempt t o 
separate th e presence o f the wal l from th e meaning o f the wall — 
what i n fac t canno t b e separated . Thus , unlik e an y othe r dis -
course, architectur e bot h resist s an d require s th e deconstructiv e 
impulse. This resistance alone should be of interest t o deconstruc-
tive thought . 

In additio n t o th e stron g connectio n betwee n iconicit y an d in -
strumentality, architecture als o has a  unique relationship to what 
Jacques Derrid a refer s t o i n The  Truth  in  Painting  (1987 ) a s th e 
"once only" of a  wor k o f art . Th e condition o f thi s "onc e only" a t 
work i n architectur e i s no t th e sam e a s i t i s i n paintin g o r i n 
photography. Derrida poses the issue of the "being-only-once" of a 
work of art a s the fault lin e of deconstruction i n its relationship t o 
painting an d photography . H e cite s Walte r Benjamin , an d says , 
"as soo n a s th e techniqu e o f reproductio n reache s th e stag e o f 
photography a  break line and also a new front traverse s the whole 
space o f art . Th e presumed uniquenes s o f production, th e 'being -
only-once' of the exemplar and the value of authenticity, is practi-
cally deconstructed. " Therefor e i t coul d b e argue d tha t th e wor k 
of deconstructio n ha s a s on e o f it s object s th e notio n o f th e dis -
placement o f the original , the prior conditio n o f either a  paintin g 
or a photograph . 

In terms of photography, the being-only-once formerly devolve d 
upon the issue of the original photographic plate in relation to the 
serial print . Th e plate i s manipulated i n developmen t t o produc e 
a seria l wor k whic h bear s th e mar k o f th e han d o f th e autho r a s 
well a s tha t o f th e process . Fo r example , a  photograp h ca n b e 
developed with more or less grain, more or less contrast, and mor e 
or less light and intensity. Under these circumstances, the value of 
the photographi c objec t relie s bot h o n th e qualit y o f the origina l 
plate an d th e qualit y o f th e reproductio n a s wel l a s th e limite d 
seriality o f th e reproduction . Th e numbe r one-of-te n i s o f mor e 
value t o a  collecto r tha n th e numbe r two-of-ten . Ther e i s a  prio r 
value given to the closeness of the copy in time to the plate whic h 
in thi s cas e i s th e being-only-once . Th e us e o f th e plat e an d th e 
collection o f th e plate—whethe r plate s ar e destroye d o r not — 
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defines th e problemati c o f originalit y i n th e er a o f mechanica l 
reproduction. 

When on e move s fro m th e mechanica l paradig m t o th e elec -
tronic paradig m anothe r issu e enter s in . Condition s ar e n o longe r 
the sam e fo r th e photograp h (i t shoul d b e note d tha t fo r th e sak e 
of thi s argumen t onl y th e questio n o f replicatio n i n photograph y 
and no t i n paintin g i s a t issue) . The possibilit y o f an electronicall y 
reproduced photograp h become s interestin g i n thi s contex t a s i t 
represents th e ult imat e deconstructio n o f th e original . Now , in -
stead o f a  plate , a  physica l negative , ther e ar e onl y electroni c 
impulses, one s an d zeros—impulse s o f light . Th e objec t n o longe r 
contains being , bu t onl y exist s a s contiguou s electroni c impulses ; 
there i s n o longe r a  being-only-once . Thi s erasur e o f th e being -
only-once tha t i s proposed b y th e digitize d photograp h ha s severa l 
consequences. A t on e an d th e sam e tim e i t turn s th e mediatio n 
that wa s presen t i n th e photograp h fro m a  conditio n o f self-simi -
larity t o self-sameness . Fo r i t i s possibl e t o digitiz e a  photograp h 
in suc h a  wa y a s t o reproduc e i t s o tha t eve n a n exper t canno t tel l 
if i t wa s th e first  instanc e o r th e second . I n digitize d reproductio n 
the self-sam e characteristi c i s s o stron g tha t i t i s impossibl e t o 
discern th e differenc e eve n wit h a  so-calle d exper t mediatin g eye . 
In othe r words , al l o f th e potentia l subjectiv e characteristic s o f 
the being-only-onc e ar e erased . Bu t equally , th e convers e i s true . 

Formerly, on e wa s abl e t o trus t a  photograp h fo r documentar y 
evidence. Fo r example , i f on e wante d t o bu y a  Rembrandt , veri -
fying tha t th e Rembrand t wa s authenticate d b y a  signatur e coul d 
be don e throug h a  photograph . Therefore , a  self-sam e photograp h 
would becom e th e mos t objectiv e recor d tha t on e coul d have . 
But th e digitize d photograph—th e ne w self-sam e record—i s no w 
most ope n t o mediation , an d thu s t o bein g manipulated . I t i s 
possible t o chang e a  photograp h o f a n origina l painting , a n origi -
nal tha t di d no t hav e a  Rembrand t signature , b y puttin g i n suc h a 
signature withou t anyon e bein g abl e t o detec t tha t th e photograp h 
had bee n doctored . I t woul d thu s appea r tha t th e evidenc e origi -
nally ther e wa s i n fac t not . I n th e digitizin g proces s tw o thing s 
happen. First , ther e i s a  collaps e o f the ide a o f the being-only-onc e 
as th e ide a o f th e origina l o r th e authentic , an d second , th e rol e 
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of th e han d o f th e author , whic h formerl y wa s a  distinguishin g 
characteristic betwee n a n objectifyin g an d a  subjectifying process , 
also become s blurred . Thes e tw o processe s become , a s i t were , 
superposed ove r on e another ; tim e an d spac e a s th e limit s o f 
difference ar e erased . I n fact , i t ca n b e argue d tha t the y decons -
truct on e anothe r becaus e ther e i s n o longe r th e possibilit y tha t 
the photograp h ca n b e relie d o n fo r objectiv e truth . Bu t equall y 
the digitize d photograp h bear s n o trac e o f it s process , an d thu s i t 
is n o longe r possibl e t o tel l i f ther e wa s an y authoria l mediation . 
In fac t th e digitize d photograp h become s simultaneousl y subjec t 
to th e mos t mediatio n an d t o th e leas t mediation . 

This produce s a  conditio n whereb y th e mediatio n o f th e autho r 
is see n withi n a  differen t spectrum . I t eithe r take s place , o n th e 
one end , a s th e traditiona l ar t object , wit h it s valu e i n presence , 
or, a t th e other , a s th e nihilisti c gestur e o f the erasure o f the objec t 
and th e authoria l trace . Thi s spectru m o f discourse , i t ca n b e 
argued, i s onl y possibl e i n prin t media—tha t is , where th e possi -
bility o f repetitio n an d replicatio n i s a t issue . Thi s i s no t th e cas e 
with architecture . 

The discours e o f replication , an d thu s th e questio n o f th e origi -
nal, woul d see m no t t o b e a t issu e i n buil t architecture . Tha t a 
building i s alway s a  uniqu e instanc e woul d b e th e argumen t o f 
conventional wisdom . Bu t befor e thi s ca n b e assumed , on e mus t 
first pu t asid e th e uniqu e relationshi p tha t buil t wor k ha s t o it s 
drawing (whic h i n it s mor e genera l consequence s i s a  broade r 
issue tha t wil l no t b e discusse d here) . Ofte n time s th e drawin g o f 
architecture i s mor e o f a n origina l tha n th e wor k o f architecture : 
as whe n Palladi o redraw s al l o f hi s building s a s the y wer e de -
signed t o be , rathe r tha n a s the y wer e built ; o r whe n Danie l 
Libeskind i n hi s Micromega s Projec t draw s a n architectur e tha t i s 
not intende d t o b e built ; o r whe n Piranes i draws , i n hi s Carcer i 
series, architecture s tha t coul d neve r b e built . I n eac h o f thes e 
examples th e drawin g o f architectur e become s a n origina l in -
stance, an d thu s question s th e simplisti c vie w o f buildin g a s a n 
example o f a  being-only-once . But i t i s not th e instanc e o f buildin g 
that i s intende d her e a s th e referenc e fo r thi s uniqu e being-only -
once o f architecture . Whil e i n on e sens e th e buil t work , i n it s sit e 
and programmati c specificity , i s alway s a  uniqu e instance , thi s i s 
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again a n overl y determine d answer , on e tha t doe s no t spea k t o a 
condition tha t ca n b e considere d uniqu e i n architecture . 

Derrida himsel f come s close r t o definin g thi s uniqu e conditio n 
when h e say s tha t architectur e i s mor e lik e th e ide a o f a n event , 
which "reinvent s architectur e i n a  serie s o f 'onl y onces ' whic h ar e 
always uniqu e i n thei r repetition. " Thi s ide a overlay s replicatio n 
with th e ide a o f th e unique , tha t architectur e ca n b e replicated , 
and tha t thi s replicatio n i s alway s unique . Thi s qualit y o f th e 
unique i s brough t abou t b y th e fac t tha t architectur e alway s de -
mands presence . Whil e i t i s possibl e t o challeng e th e ide a o f th e 
presence o f a n objec t wit h regar d t o work s o f photography , an d 
clearly t o work s o f othe r written , mediate d discourse s o n tap e o r 
on film,  i t i s not a s simpl e t o challenge i n architecture . 

While deconstructio n seem s t o tak e int o consideratio n th e ide a 
that architecture , unlik e paintin g an d photography , i s a  highl y 
conventionalized system ; an d whil e i t ma y b e possibl e t o loose n 
architecture's relationshi p t o it s instrumentality , tha t is , to loose n 
the relationshi p betwee n for m an d function , i t i s impossibl e t o 
deny architecture' s metaphysic s o f presence . Eve n i n a  conditio n 
of virtua l reality , architectur e i s conventionalize d a s th e meta -
physics o f presence ; withi n virtua l reality , architectur e i s stil l 
imagined a s a  physica l body . I t i s thi s metaphysic s o f presenc e 
which dominate s an y discussio n o f architecture . Therefore , i n or -
der t o propos e a  deconstructio n o f architectur e i t i s necessar y t o 
propose somethin g tha t ca n overcom e thi s dominanc e o f presence . 

It wil l b e argue d her e tha t thi s uniqu e conventionalit y o f archi -
tecture, which link s it s iconicit y an d instrumentality , alread y con -
tains th e capacit y t o ope n u p an d separat e it s conditio n o f pres -
ence fro m it s meaning . Thi s openin g u p create s a  possibilit y fo r 
another conditio n o f being-only-once . Tha t is , once th e separatio n 
of th e though t t o be natura l an d normativ e condition s o f architec -
ture i s proposed , ther e i s th e possibilit y o f anothe r being-only -
once, whic h ca n b e see n a s th e opposit e o f th e deconstructio n o f 
the being-only-onc e i n painting . An d i t i s th e deconstructio n o f 
this natura l relationshi p tha t put s int o plac e anothe r being-only -
once tha t i s unique t o architecture . Thi s condition ca n b e properl y 
called presentness. 

Presentness ca n b e define d i n severa l differen t ways . First , th e 
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term shoul d no t b e confuse d wit h Michae l Fried' s us e o f a  ter m 
with th e sam e name . Accordin g t o Rosalin d Krauss , presentnes s 
for Frie d i s a  "reinscribin g o f modernis m withi n a  histori c meta -
physic." Fo r Fried , presentnes s wa s a  momen t whic h collapse d 
time int o th e inexorabl e present , wher e ther e wa s n o differenc e 
between thinkin g an d experience . For Derrida , experience i s some -
thing outsid e of , o r differen t from , thi s tim e frame . Th e even t fo r 
Derrida, i.e. , th e tim e fram e o f th e moment , require s th e "writin g 
of a  space, " a mod e o f spacing whic h distinguishe s th e space o f th e 
event fro m th e tim e o f th e event . M y us e o f th e ter m presentness 
also begins fro m a n ide a o f spacing, a  spacin g whic h i s required i n 
the loosenin g o f th e relationshi p o f th e architectura l objec t fro m 
its thought-to-be natura l conditio n o f instrumentality . Thu s i n on e 
sense, presentness, a s I  conceiv e it , i s precisel y th e opposit e o f th e 
Fried definition . A s Kraus s point s out , th e centra l concep t o f th e 
phenomenology o f self-presenc e require s a n undivide d unit y o f a 
temporal present , tha t is , betwee n th e objec t an d th e sign . Pre -
cisely becaus e thi s relationshi p i s s o predetermine d i n architec -
ture, th e ter m presentness  offer s a  mean s t o loose n th e inexorabl e 
relationship o f th e architectura l objec t fro m it s though t t o b e 
natural conditio n o f instrumentality . 

If presentness  i s suc h a n occupie d term , wh y th e insistenc e o n 
its use ? Mor e tha n an y othe r ter m i t combine s bot h th e ide a o f 
time i n presence , o f th e experienc e o f spac e i n th e present , whil e 
at th e sam e tim e it s suffi x -ness  cause s a  distanc e betwee n th e 
object a s presence , whic h i s a  give n i n architecture , an d th e qual -
ity o f tha t presenc e a s time , whic h ma y b e somethin g othe r tha n 
mere presence . Thi s create s th e ide a o f a  spacin g betwee n pres -
ence an d th e qualit y o f presentness. However , thi s doe s no t i n an y 
way implicat e tw o othe r characteristic s o f presentness : tha t is , it s 
quality o f an alread y give n an d it s capacit y t o render tha t alread y 
given a s necessaril y subversive . Thes e latte r tw o characteristics , 
unique t o architecture , als o distinguis h presentness  fro m Derrida' s 
use o f th e ter m maintenant,  whic h i n man y respect s ma y b e see n 
as similar . Maintenant , whil e implicatin g bot h tim e an d space , i n 
its ide a o f maintainin g doe s no t deman d th e qualit y o f subversio n 
as a  prio r conditio n t o an y transformation , which , i t i s argue d 
here, i s a  necessar y conditio n o f architecture . I t i s precisel y th e 
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subversion o f the type and th e norm, of the though t t o be natura l 
relationship betwee n ico n an d instrumen t tha t create s architec -
ture's being-only-once . As long as the instrumentalit y o f architec -
ture is seen to be its form an d it s function—whether tha t functio n 
is it s site , program , o r structure , an d it s for m i s it s aesthetic , 
style, or iconography—an d a s lon g a s thi s though t t o be natura l 
condition i s seen as a two-term system, it represses the possibilit y 
of presentness. 

The importance of presentness as a term for architecture i s tha t 
it distinguishe s a  writin g fro m a n instrumentalit y o f aesthetic s 
and meaning . Presentness a s a  writing i s the possibilit y o f a  sub -
version o f th e though t t o b e conventio n o f typ e i n architecture ; 
that architectur e ha s within i t an insidednes s which i s an alread y 
existing possibility fo r the subversive. Presentness i s both the pos-
sibility of , i f no t th e nee d for , architectur e t o stabiliz e itsel f 
through th e reabsorptio n o f th e transformatio n o f typ e brough t 
about b y thi s subversion , an d th e simultaneou s resistanc e t o thi s 
reabsorption. Thi s insidednes s a s a  writing i s both a  trac e o f thi s 
already given and th e possibility t o experience thi s trace in space . 
Trace i s th e possibilit y o f th e subversio n o f a  primordia l type , 
which itsel f i s constantly bein g transformed ove r time to become, 
at an y give n tim e i n th e history o f architecture , th e the n existin g 
convention o f type . To achieve thi s subversion , architectur e mus t 
always overcom e th e normativ e typologica l an d socia l gesture s 
that, a t any given time , attempt t o maintain it s status quo . Archi-
tecture onl y continue s an d maintain s itsel f precisel y becaus e o f 
this subversive impuls e t o produce it s being-only-once. For exam-
ple, in Michelangelo's Laurentia n Librar y ther e i s a subversion of 
the type-form o f the then existing library type . Because to this day 
this subversio n ha s no t bee n absorbe d int o th e librar y type , tha t 
is, th e librar y typ e ha s no t transforme d itsel f t o includ e th e sub -
version o f the mor e genera l typ e manifes t i n th e specifi c instanc e 
of presentness i n th e Laurentia n Library , i t stil l retain s th e sam e 
affective charge , the presentness of its being-only-once, that i t ha d 
in th e 16t h century . Thu s whil e par t o f thi s ide a o f presentnes s 
obviously deal s with th e condition o f the new and th e tim e of th e 
new, i t als o deal s wit h th e tim e o f duration , tha t is , wit h th e 
subversion o f presenc e a s trace . Clearl y whe n Michelangel o sub -
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Figure 1 . Le Corbusier, Chapel at Ronchamp, France. 

verted th e type-for m o f th e librar y i n hi s Laurentia n project , i t 
was a  subversio n als o o f th e existin g styl e o f architecture , an d i n 
that sens e i t wa s als o new . Th e fac t tha t toda y on e experience s 
this duratio n o f presentnes s (an d thi s i s a  conditio n o f experienc e 
and no t s o muc h o f drawing ) mean s tha t th e subversio n ha s bee n 
a continuou s on e tha t ha s no t bee n absorbe d int o th e conventiona l 
instrumentality o f architecture . 

This ide a o f presentnes s a s a  being-only-onc e uniqu e t o archi -
tecture, tha t is , a s a  subversio n o f type , ca n als o b e see n i f on e 
takes tw o lat e project s b y L e Corbusier , th e chape l a t Roncham p 
(Fig. 1 ) and th e monaster y a t L a Tourett e (Fig . 2) , bot h o f whic h 
contained a t th e tim e o f thei r buildin g a  presentness . I t coul d b e 
argued tha t Roncham p onl y containe d a  presentnes s o f th e new , 
that is , tha t i t wa s theatrica l an d performative . Whil e i t affecte d 
experience becaus e o f it s newness , i t di d nothin g t o displac e th e 
instrumentality o f typ e i n th e notio n o f th e church . I t i s precisel y 
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Figure 2. Le Corbusier, La Tourette Monastery a t Arbresle, France. 

the theatricalit y o f the gesture s o f Ronchamp tha t hav e bee n reab -
sorbed i n architecture , s o that toda y th e presentnes s o f Roncham p 
is n o longe r wha t i t was . However , a t L a Tourett e presentnes s 
was brough t abou t b y th e subversio n o f bot h type -
form an d icon . Ther e wa s a  ne w ide a o f wha t i t wa s t o b e a 
monastery. A t L a Tourett e thi s conditio n o f presentnes s remain s 
in plac e toda y becaus e th e dislocatio n o f th e typ e ha s no t bee n 
reabsorbed i n th e conventiona l ide a o f th e monaster y type . I t stil l 
remains a  displacement , a  subversio n o f th e conditio n o f th e typ e 
that ha d formerl y existed . Thi s sam e ide a coul d als o b e argue d i n 
my ow n work , fo r exampl e i n th e Wexner Cente r (Fig . 3) in Colum -
bus, Ohio , an d i n th e Conventio n Cente r (Fig . 4) i n th e sam e city . 
The Wexner Cente r i s an exampl e o f presentness precisel y becaus e 
it subvert s th e instrumentalit y an d iconicit y o f th e museum , 
whereas th e Columbu s Conventio n Cente r i s mor e theatrica l an d 
does no t involv e th e subversio n o f typ e (i n fact , i t involve s th e 
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Figure 3 . Peter Eisenman , Wexne r Cente r fo r th e Visual Arts , Columbus, 
Ohio. 

maintenance o f type) , an d therefor e wil l b e les s articulat e i n th e 
future a s a  conditio n o f presentness . 

If architectur e i s a  uniqu e conditio n o f discours e wher e th e 
sign an d th e signifie d ar e mor e closel y linke d tha n i n an y othe r 
discourse, presentness i s a  wa y o f opening u p wha t i s repressed i n 
architecture's assume d t o b e natura l instrumentalit y o f for m an d 
function, o r o f meanin g an d function . Presentnes s require s th e 
constant subversio n o f thi s instrumentalit y i n orde r t o writ e a n 
architecture a s a  trac e o f presenc e withi n presence . Thi s become s 
particularly critica l withi n th e term s o f a n electroni c paradigm , 
where th e forme r boundarie s tha t maintaine d an y discours e ar e 
blurred. A s in contemporar y physic s an d biology , wher e th e hege -
mony o f caus e an d effec t ha s bee n undermined , s o to o th e caus e 
and effec t o f architecture , for m an d function , presenc e an d ab -
sence, could b e opened u p b y a  conditio n o f presentness . 

Architecture ca n neithe r merel y retur n t o a  dialecti c o f th e 
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Figure 4. Peter Eisenman , Greate r Columbu s Conventio n Center , Colum -
bus, Ohio. 

metaphysics o f presenc e no r retur n t o a  nihilis m whic h denie s 
presence. Presentnes s i s a n alternativ e ter m tha t doe s no t forc e a 
choice betwee n thes e two . I t coul d b e argue d that , sinc e present -
ness i s an alread y give n o f architecture , i t ha s alway s bee n poten -
tially activ e i n th e problemati c o f architecture , but , because o f th e 
bond betwee n ico n an d instrument , presentnes s ha s tende d t o b e 
repressed b y these . I t coul d furthe r b e argue d tha t th e resistanc e 
of architectur e to , an d it s simultaneou s nee d for , a  being-only -
once woul d allo w deconstructio n t o thin k it s discours e throug h 
architecture i n a  wa y tha t i t coul d no t i n othe r mode s o f being . 
This woul d allo w on e t o sa y tha t architecture , i n it s resistanc e t o 
deconstruction, als o require s deconstruction , an d tha t architec -
ture provide s a  spac e differen t fro m th e spac e o f language , litera -
ture, o r paintin g tha t coul d b e a n effectiv e mean s fo r deconstruc -
tion t o rethink itsel f today . 
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Burning Acts : Injurious Speech 1 

Judith Butle r 

The titl e o f J . L . Austin' s How  to  Do  Things  With  Words  pose s th e 
question o f performativit y a s wha t i t mean s t o sa y tha t "thing s 
might b e don e wit h words. " The problem o f performativity i s thu s 
immediately boun d u p wit h a  questio n o f transitivity . Wha t doe s 
it mea n fo r a  wor d no t onl y t o name , bu t als o i n som e sens e t o 
perform and , i n particular , t o perfor m wha t i t names ? O n th e on e 
hand, i t ma y see m tha t th e word—fo r th e momen t w e d o no t 
know whic h wor d o r whic h kin d o f word—enact s wha t i t names ; 
where th e "what " o f "wha t i t names " remain s distinc t fro m th e 
name itsel f an d th e performanc e o f tha t "what. " Afte r all , Austin' s 
title questions ho w t o do thing s with  words , suggesting tha t word s 
are instrumentalize d i n gettin g thing s done . Austin , o f course , 
distinguishes betwee n illocutionar y an d perlocutionar y act s o f 
speech, betwee n action s tha t ar e performe d b y virtu e o f words , 
and thos e tha t ar e performe d a s a  consequenc e o f words . Th e 
distinction i s tricky, and no t alway s stable . According t o the perlo -
cutionary view , word s ar e instrumenta l t o th e accomplishmen t o f 
actions, bu t the y ar e no t themselve s th e action s whic h the y hel p 
to accomplish . Thi s for m o f th e performativ e suggest s tha t th e 
words an d th e thing s don e ar e i n no sense th e same . But accordin g 
to hi s vie w o f th e illocutionar y speec h act , th e nam e perform s 
itself, and i n th e cours e o f tha t performin g become s a  thin g done ; 
the pronouncemen t i s th e ac t o f speec h a t th e sam e tim e tha t i t i s 
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the speaking o f an act. Of such an act, one cannot reasonabl y ask 
for a  "referent," sinc e the effect o f the act of speech i s not to refe r 
beyond itself, but to perform itself , producing a strange enactmen t 
of linguistic immanence . 

The titl e o f Austin' s manual , How  to  Do  Things  With  Words, 
suggests tha t ther e i s a perlocutionary kin d o f doing, a domain of 
things done , an d the n a n instrumenta l field  o f "words, " indeed , 
that ther e is also a deliberation tha t precedes tha t doing , and tha t 
the words will be distinct from th e things that they do. 

But what happens i f we read tha t titl e with an emphasis on the 
illocutionary for m o f speech, askin g instea d wha t i t migh t mea n 
for a  wor d "t o do" a thing , wher e th e doing i s less instrumenta l 
than i t is transitive. Indeed, what woul d i t mean fo r a thing to be 
"done by" a word or, for that matter , for a thing to be "done in by" 
a word ? Whe n an d where , i n suc h a  case , woul d suc h a  thin g 
become disentangle d fro m th e word b y which i t i s done o r don e 
in, an d wher e an d whe n woul d tha t conjunctio n betwee n wor d 
and thin g appea r indissoluble ? I f a  wor d i n thi s sens e migh t b e 
said t o "do" a thing , then i t appears tha t th e word not only signi -
fies a thing, but that thi s signification wil l also be an enactment of 
the thing . It seems here tha t th e meaning o f a performative ac t is 
to b e foun d i n thi s apparen t coincidenc e o f signifyin g an d en -
acting. 

And yet, it seems that thi s "act-like" quality of the performativ e 
is itself a n achievement o f a different order , and that d e Man was 
clearly o n t o somethin g whe n h e aske d whethe r a  trop e i s no t 
animated a t th e momen t whe n w e clai m tha t languag e "acts, " 
that languag e posit s itsel f i n a  serie s o f distinc t acts , an d tha t 
its primary functio n migh t be understood a s this kind of periodic 
acting. Significantly , I  think , th e commo n translatio n o f 
Nietzsche's accoun t o f the metalepti c relatio n betwee n doe r an d 
deed rest s o n a certai n confusio n abou t th e status o f the "deed. " 
For even there, Nietzsche will claim that certain forms of morality 
require a subject and institute a subject as the consequence of that 
requirement. This subject wil l be installed a s prior t o the deed in 
order to assign blame and accountability fo r the painful effect s of 
a certain action . A being is hurt, and the vocabulary tha t emerge s 
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to moraliz e tha t pai n i s on e whic h isolate s a  subjec t a s th e inten -
tional originato r o f an injuriou s deed ; Nietzsch e understand s this , 
first, a s th e moralizatio n b y whic h pai n an d injur y ar e rendere d 
equivalent and , second , a s th e productio n o f a  domai n o f painfu l 
effects suffuse d wit h conjecture d intention . A t suc h a  momen t th e 
subject i s no t onl y fabricate d a s th e prio r an d causa l origi n o f a 
painful effec t tha t i s recas t a s a n injury , bu t th e actio n whos e 
effects ar e injuriou s i s no longe r a n action , th e continuou s presen t 
of a  doing , but i s reduced t o a  'singula r act. ' 

The followin g citatio n fro m On  the  Genealogy  of  Morals  i s usu -
ally rea d wit h a n emphasi s o n th e retroactiv e positin g o f th e doe r 
prior t o th e deed ; bu t not e tha t simultaneou s wit h thi s retroactiv e 
positing i s a  mora l resolutio n o f a  continuou s "doing " int o a  peri -
odic "deed": "ther e i s no 'being' behin d doing , effecting, becoming ; 
'the doer ' i s merely a  fiction  adde d t o th e deed—th e dee d i s every -
thing". " . .  . es gib t kei n 'Sein ' hinte r de m Tun , Wirken , Werden ; 
'der Tater ' is t zu m Tu n bio s hinzugedichtet—das Tu n is t alles. " In 
the German , ther e i s n o referenc e t o a n "act"— die Tat —but onl y 
to a  doing, "da s Tun, " an d t o th e wor d fo r a  culpri t o r wrong-doer , 
"der Tater, " whic h translate s merel y a s a  "doer." 2 Her e th e ver y 
terms b y whic h "doing " i s retroactively fictionalized  (hinzugedich-
tet) a s th e intentiona l effec t o f a  "subject, " establishe s th e notio n 
of a  "doer " primaril y a s a  wrong-doer . Furthermore , i n orde r t o 
attribute accountabilit y t o a  subject , a n origi n o f actio n i n tha t 
subject i s Actively secured . I n th e plac e o f a  "doing " ther e appear s 
the grammatica l an d juridica l constrain t o n though t b y whic h a 
subject i s produced first  an d foremos t a s th e accountabl e origina -
tor o f a n injuriou s deed . A  moral causalit y i s thu s se t u p betwee n 
the subjec t an d it s ac t suc h tha t bot h term s ar e separate d of f fro m 
a mor e temporall y expansiv e "doing " tha t appear s t o be prio r an d 
oblivious t o these mora l requirements . 

For Nietzsche , th e subjec t appear s onl y a s a  consequenc e o f a 
demand fo r accountability ; a  se t o f painful effect s i s taken u p b y a 
moral framewor k tha t seek s t o isolat e th e "cause " o f thos e effect s 
in a  singula r an d intentiona l agent , a  mora l framewor k tha t oper -
ates throug h a  certai n econom y o f paranoi d fabricatio n an d effi -
ciency. The  question,  then,  of  who  is  accountable  for  a  given  injury 
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precedes and  initiates  the  subject,  and  the  subject  itself  is  formed 
through being  nominated  to  inhabit  that  grammatical  and  juridical 
site. 

In a  sense , fo r Nietzsche , th e subjec t come s t o b e onl y withi n 
the requirement s o f a  mora l discours e o f accountability . Th e re -
quirements o f blame figure  th e subjec t a s th e "cause " of a n act . I n 
this sense , ther e ca n b e n o subjec t withou t a  blameworth y act , 
and ther e ca n b e n o "act " apar t fro m a  discours e o f accountabilit y 
and, accordin g t o Nietzsche , withou t a n institutio n o f pun -
ishment. 

But her e i t seem s tha t Nietzsche' s accoun t o f subject-formatio n 
in On  the  Genealogy  of  Morals  expose s somethin g o f it s own impos -
sibility. Fo r i f th e "subject " i s first  animate d throug h accusation , 
conjured a s th e origi n o f an injuriou s action , the n i t woul d appea r 
that th e accusatio n ha s t o com e from  a n interpellatin g performa -
tive tha t precede s th e subject , on e tha t presuppose s th e prio r 
operation o f a n efficaciou s speaking . Wh o deliver s tha t formativ e 
judgment? If  ther e i s a n institutio n o f punishmen t withi n whic h 
the subjec t i s formed , i s ther e no t als o a  figure  o f th e la w wh o 
performatively sentence s th e subjec t int o being ? I s thi s not , i n 
some sense , th e conjecturin g b y Nietzsch e o f a  prio r an d mor e 
powerful subject ? Nietzsche' s ow n languag e elide s thi s proble m 
by claiming tha t th e "  'der Tater ' i s zum Tu n bio s hinzugedichtet. " 
This passiv e ver b formation , "hinzugedichtet, " poeticall y o r Ac -
tively adde d o n to , appended , o r applied , leave s unclea r wh o o r 
what execute s thi s fairl y consequentia l formation . 

If, o n th e occasio n o f pain , a  subjec t i s belatedl y at tr ibute d t o 
the ac t a s it s origin , an d th e ac t the n at tr ibute d t o th e subjec t a s 
its effect , thi s doubl e attributio n i s confounded b y a  third , namely , 
the attributio n o f a n injuriou s consequenc e t o th e subjec t an d it s 
act. In orde r t o establish injuriou s consequenc e withi n th e domai n 
of accountability , i s i t necessar y no t onl y t o instal l a  subject , bu t 
also t o establis h th e singularit y an d discretenes s o f th e ac t itsel f 
as wel l a s th e efficac y o f th e ac t t o produc e injury ? If  th e injur y 
can b e trace d t o a  specifiabl e act , i t qualifie s a s a n objec t o f 
prosecution: i t ca n b e brough t t o cour t an d hel d accountable . Bu t 
this tracin g o f th e injur y t o th e ac t o f a  subject , an d thi s privileg -
ing o f th e juridica l domai n a s th e sit e t o negotiat e socia l injury , 
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does thi s no t unwittingl y stal l th e analysi s o f ho w precisel y dis -
course produce s injur y b y takin g th e subjec t an d it s spoken dee d 
as th e prope r plac e o f departure ? An d whe n i t i s word s tha t 
wound, to borrow Richard Delgado' s phrase, how are we to under-
stand th e relation between th e word an d th e wound? I f i t i s not a 
causal relation , an d no t th e materializatio n o f a n intention , i s i t 
perhaps a  kind of discursive transitivit y tha t need s to be specifie d 
in it s historicit y an d it s violence ? Wha t i s th e relatio n betwee n 
this transitivity and the power to injure ? 

In Rober t Cover' s impressiv e essay , "Violenc e an d th e Word, " 
he elaborate s th e violenc e o f lega l interpretatio n a s "th e violenc e 
that judges  deplo y a s instrument s o f a  moder n nation-state." 3 

"Judges," h e contends , "dea l pai n an d death, " "fo r a s th e judg e 
interprets, usin g th e concep t o f punishment , sh e als o acts — 
through others—t o restrain , hurt , rende r helpless , eve n kil l th e 
prisoner" [not e th e unfortunat e implicatio n o f libera l feminis m 
when i t decides to legislate the feminine a s the universal]. Cover's 
analysis i s relevan t t o th e questio n o f prosecutin g hat e speec h 
precisely because it underscores the power of the judiciary t o enact 
violence throug h speech . Defender s o f hat e speec h prosecutio n 
have ha d t o shif t th e analysi s t o acknowledg e tha t agent s othe r 
than government s an d branche s o f governmen t wiel d th e powe r 
to injur e throug h words . Indeed , a n analog y i s se t u p betwee n 
state action an d citize n actio n suc h tha t bot h kind s of actions ar e 
understood t o hav e th e powe r t o den y right s an d libertie s pro -
tected b y th e Equa l Protectio n Claus e o f the Constitution . Conse -
quently, on e obstacl e t o contemporary effort s t o legislat e agains t 
hate speech is that the "state action doctrine" qualifies recours e t o 
the Equa l Protectio n Claus e i n suc h instances , presumin g a s i t 
does tha t onl y government s ca n b e th e agent s o f harmfu l treat -
ment that results in a deprivation of rights and liberties.4 To argue 
that citizen s ca n effectivel y depriv e each  other  of such right s an d 
liberties throug h word s tha t woun d require s overcomin g th e re -
strictions imposed by the state action doctrine. 5 

Whereas Cove r emphasize s th e juridical  powe r t o inflic t pai n 
through language , recen t jurisprudenc e ha s shifte d th e term s 
away fro m th e interpretiv e violenc e enacted b y nation-state s an d 
toward th e violenc e enacte d b y citizen-subject s towar d member s 
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of minority groups . In thi s shift , i t i s not simpl y tha t citizen s ar e 
said t o ac t lik e states , but th e power o f the stat e i s refigured a s a 
power wielde d b y a  citizen-subject . B y "suspending " th e stat e 
action doctrine , proponent s o f hat e speec h prosecutio n ma y als o 
suspend a  critica l understandin g o f stat e power , relocatin g tha t 
power a s th e agenc y an d effec t o f th e citizen-subject . Indeed , i f 
hate speec h prosecutio n wil l b e adjudicate d b y th e state , i n th e 
form o f th e judiciary , th e stat e i s tacitl y figured  a s a  neutra l 
instrument o f lega l enforcement . Hence , th e "suspension " o f th e 
state actio n doctrin e ma y involv e bot h a  suspensio n o f critica l 
insight int o stat e powe r an d stat e violenc e i n Cover' s sense , 
but als o a  displacemen t o f tha t powe r ont o th e citizen , figured 
as a  kin d o f sovereign , an d th e citizenry , figured  a s sovereign s 
whose speec h no w carrie s a  powe r tha t operate s lik e stat e 
power to deprive other "sovereigns" of fundamental right s and lib-
erties.6 

In shifting th e emphasis from th e harm don e by the state to the 
harm don e by citizens an d non-stat e institution s agains t citizens , 
a reassessment o f how power operates in and throug h discourse i s 
also a t work . Whe n th e word s tha t woun d ar e no t th e action s o f 
the nation-state—indeed , whe n th e nation-stat e an d it s judiciar y 
are appeale d t o a s th e arbito r o f suc h claim s mad e b y citizen s 
against on e another—how doe s the analysis o f the violence of the 
word change ? I s th e violenc e perpetrate d b y th e court s unwit -
tingly backgrounde d i n favor o f a politics tha t presume s th e fair -
ness an d efficac y o f th e court s i n adjudicatin g matter s o f hat e 
speech? An d t o wha t exten t doe s th e potentia l fo r stat e violenc e 
become greate r t o the degree tha t th e stat e action doctrin e i s sus-
pended? 

The subjec t a s sovereig n i s presumed i n th e Austinia n accoun t 
of performativity; th e figure for the one who speaks and, in speak-
ing, performs wha t she/he speaks, is the judge or some other repre-
sentative o f the law . A judge pronounce s a  sentenc e an d th e pro -
nouncement i s th e ac t b y whic h th e sentenc e first  become s 
binding, a s long as th e judge i s a  legitimate judge an d th e condi -
tions o f felicit y ar e properl y met . Th e performativ e i n Austi n 
maintains certai n commonalitie s wit h th e Althusseria n notio n o f 
interpellation, althoug h interpellatio n i s neve r quit e a s "happy " 
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or "effective " a s th e performativ e i s sometimes figured  i n Austin . 
In Althusser, i t i s the police who hail th e trespasse r o n the street : 
"Hey yo u there! " brings th e subjec t int o socialit y throug h a  life -
imbueing reprimand . Th e docto r wh o receive s th e chil d an d pro -
nounces—"It's a  girl"—begin s tha t lon g strin g o f interpellation s 
by whic h th e gir l i s transitivel y girled ; gende r i s ritualisticall y 
repeated, whereby th e repetition occasion s both th e risk of failur e 
and the congealed effect o f sedimentation. Kendal l Thomas make s 
a similar argument tha t th e subject i s always "raced," transitivel y 
racialized by regulatory agencies from it s inception. 7 

If performativit y require s a  powe r t o effec t o r enac t wha t on e 
names, the n wh o wil l b e th e "one " with suc h a  power , an d ho w 
will suc h a  powe r b e thought ? Ho w migh t w e accoun t fo r the 
injurious word  withi n suc h a  framework , th e wor d tha t no t onl y 
names a  social subject , bu t construct s tha t subjec t i n the naming , 
and construct s tha t subjec t throug h a  violatin g interpellation ? I s 
it th e powe r o f a  "one " t o effec t suc h a n injur y throug h th e 
wielding of the injurious name , or is that a  power accrued throug h 
time which is concealed at the moment tha t a  single subject utter s 
its injuriou s terms ? Doe s th e "one " who speak s th e ter m cite  th e 
term, thereby establishing his or herself a s the author while at th e 
same time establishing th e derivative status of that authorship? I s 
a communit y an d histor y o f such speaker s no t magicall y invoke d 
at the moment in which that utterance is spoken? And if and whe n 
that utterance bring s injury , i s it the utterance o r the utterer wh o 
is the cause of the injury, o r does that utterance perform it s injur y 
through a  transitivity tha t canno t be reduced t o a causal or inten -
tional process originating i n a singular subject ? 

Indeed, is iterability o r citationality no t precisely this : the oper-
ation of that metalepsis by which the  subject who "cites"  the perform-
ative is  temporarily  produced as  the  belated and fictive origin  of  the 
performative itself?  Th e subjec t wh o utter s th e sociall y injuriou s 
words is mobilized by that long string of injurious interpellations : 
the subject achieve s a  temporary statu s i n the citing of that utter -
ance, i n performin g itsel f a s th e origi n o f tha t utterance . Tha t 
subject-effect, however , is the consequence of that very citation; i t 
is derivative , th e effec t o f a  belate d metalepsi s b y whic h tha t 
invoked legac y of interpellations i s dissimulated a s the subjec t a s 
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"origin" of its utterance. If the utterance i s to be prosecuted, wher e 
and whe n woul d tha t prosecutio n begin , an d wher e an d whe n 
would i t end ? Woul d thi s no t b e somethin g lik e th e effor t t o 
prosecute a  histor y that , b y it s ver y temporality , canno t b e calle d 
to trial ? I f th e functio n o f th e subjec t a s Active origi n i s t o occlud e 
the genealog y b y whic h tha t subjec t i s formed , th e subjec t i s als o 
installed i n orde r t o assum e th e burde n o f responsibilit y fo r th e 
very histor y tha t subjec t dissimulates ; th e juridicalizatio n o f his -
tory, then , i s achieved precisel y throug h th e searc h fo r subject s t o 
prosecute wh o migh t b e held accountabl e and , hence , temporaril y 
resolve th e problem o f a  fundamentally unprosecutabl e history . 

This i s no t t o sa y tha t subject s ough t no t t o b e prosecute d fo r 
their injuriou s speech ; I  thin k tha t ther e ar e probabl y occasion s 
when the y should . Bu t wha t i s precisel y bein g prosecute d whe n 
the injuriou s wor d come s t o tria l an d i s i t finally  o r full y prose -
cutable? 

That word s woun d seem s incontestabl y true , an d tha t hateful , 
racist, misogynist , homophobi c speec h shoul d b e vehementl y 
countered seem s incontrovertibl y right . Bu t doe s understandin g 
from wher e speec h derive s it s powe r t o woun d alte r ou r concep -
tion o f wha t i t migh t mea n t o counte r tha t woundin g power ? D o 
we accep t th e notio n tha t injuriou s speec h i s at tr ibutabl e t o a 
singular subjec t an d act ? I f w e accep t suc h a  juridica l constrain t 
on thought—th e grammatica l requirement s o f accountability — 
as a  poin t o f departure , wha t i s los t fro m th e politica l analysi s o f 
injury whe n th e discours e o f politic s become s full y reduce d t o 
juridical requirements ? Indeed , whe n politica l discours e i s full y 
collapsed int o juridical discourse , th e meanin g o f political opposi -
tion run s th e ris k o f being reduce d t o th e ac t o f prosecution . 

How i s the analysi s o f the discursiv e historicit y o f power unwit -
tingly restricte d whe n th e subjec t i s presume d a s th e poin t o f 
departure fo r suc h a n analysis ? A  clearly theologica l construction , 
the postulatio n o f the subjec t a s th e causa l origi n o f the performa -
tive ac t i s understoo d t o generat e tha t whic h i t names ; indeed , 
this divinel y empowere d subjec t i s on e fo r who m th e nam e itsel f 
is generative . Accordin g t o th e biblica l renditio n o f th e performa -
tive, "Le t ther e b e light!, " i t appear s tha t b y virtu e o f the  power  of 
a subject  or  its  will  a  phenomeno n i s name d int o being . Althoug h 
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the sentenc e i s delivere d i n th e subjunctive , i t qualifie s a s a  'mas -
querading' performativ e i n th e Austinia n sense . I n a  critica l re -
formulation o f th e performative , Derrid a make s clea r i n relatio n 
to Austin tha t thi s powe r i s not th e functio n o f an originatin g will , 
but i s always derivative : 

Could a  performative utteranc e succee d i f it s formulation di d no t repea t 
a "coded " o r iterabl e utterance , o r i n othe r words , i f th e formul a I  pro -
nounce in order t o open a  meeting, launch a  ship or a marriage were no t 
identifiable a s conforming  wit h a n iterabl e model , i f i t wer e no t the n 
identifiable i n som e wa y a s a  "citation" ? . . . [i] n suc h a  typology , th e 
category o f intention wil l no t disappear ; i t wil l hav e it s place , but fro m 
that place i t wil l no longer be able to govern th e entire scene and syste m 
of utterance [I'enonciation]. 8 

To what exten t doe s discours e gai n th e authorit y t o bring abou t 
what i t name s throug h citin g th e linguisti c convention s o f author -
ity, convention s tha t ar e themselve s legacie s o f citation ? Doe s a 
subject appea r a s th e autho r o f it s discursiv e effect s t o th e exten t 
that th e citationa l practic e b y whic h he/sh e i s conditione d an d 
mobilized remain s unmarked ? Indeed , could i t be tha t th e produc -
tion o f th e subjec t a s originato r o f his/he r effect s i s precisel y a 
consequence o f this dissimulate d citationality ? 

If a  performative provisionall y succeed s (an d I  will sugges t tha t 
"success" is always an d onl y provisional) , the n i t i s not becaus e a n 
intention successfull y govern s th e actio n o f speech , bu t onl y be -
cause tha t actio n echoe s prio r actions , an d accumulates  the  force 
of authority  through  the  repetition  or  citation of  a  prior and  authori-
tative set  of  practices.  I t i s no t simpl y tha t th e speec h ac t take s 
place within  a  practice , bu t tha t th e ac t i s itsel f a  ritualize d prac -
tice. What thi s means , then , i s tha t a  performativ e "works " t o th e 
extent tha t it  draws on  and  covers  over  th e constitutive convention s 
by whic h i t i s mobilized . I n thi s sense , n o ter m o r statemen t ca n 
function performativel y withou t th e accumulatin g an d dissimu -
lating historicit y o f force . 

When th e injuriou s ter m injure s (an d le t m e mak e clea r tha t I 
think i t does) , i t work s it s injur y precisel y throug h th e accumula -
tion an d dissimulatio n o f it s force . Th e speake r wh o utter s th e 
racial slu r i s thu s citin g tha t slur , makin g linguisti c communit y 
with a  histor y o f speakers . Wha t thi s migh t mean , then , i s tha t 
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precisely th e iterabilit y b y whic h a  performativ e enact s it s injur y 
establishes a  permanen t difficult y i n locatin g accountabilit y fo r 
that injur y i n a  singula r subjec t an d it s act . 

In tw o recen t cases , th e Suprem e Cour t ha s reconsidere d th e dis -
tinction betwee n protecte d an d unprotecte d speec h i n relatio n t o 
the phenomeno n o f "hat e speech. " Ar e certai n form s o f invidiou s 
speech t o b e construe d a s "fightin g words, " an d i f so , ar e the y 
appropriately considere d t o b e a  kin d o f speec h unprotecte d b y 
the Firs t Amendment ? I n th e first  case , R.A.V.  v . St.  Paul,  11 2 S . 
Ct. 2538 , 12 0 L . Ed . 2 d 30 5 (1992) , th e ordinanc e i n questio n wa s 
one passe d b y th e St . Pau l Cit y Counci l i n 1990 , an d rea d i n par t 
as follows : 

Whoever place s o n public o r private propert y a  symbol , object , appella -
tion, characterization o r graffiti , including , but no t limite d to , a burnin g 
cross o r Naz i swastika , whic h on e know s o r ha s reasonabl e ground s t o 
know arouses anger , alarm, o r resentment i n others on th e basi s of race, 
color, creed, religion o r gender commit s disorderl y conduc t an d shal l b e 
guilty of a misdemeanor. 9 

A white teenage r wa s charge d unde r thi s ordinanc e afte r burnin g 
a cros s i n fron t o f a  blac k family' s house . Th e charg e wa s dis -
missed b y th e tria l cour t bu t reinstate d b y th e Minnesot a Stat e 
Supreme Court ; a t stak e wa s th e questio n whethe r th e ordinanc e 
itself wa s "substantiall y overbroa d an d impermissabl y content -
based." Th e defens e contende d tha t th e burnin g o f th e cros s i n 
front o f th e blac k family' s hous e wa s t o b e construe d a s a n exam -
ple o f protecte d speech . Th e Stat e Suprem e Cour t overturne d th e 
decision o f th e tria l court , arguin g first  tha t th e burnin g o f th e 
cross could no t b e construed a s protected speec h becaus e i t consti -
tuted "fightin g words " a s define d i n Chaplinsky  v . New Hampshire, 
315 U.S . 568 , 57 2 (1942) , an d second , tha t th e reac h o f th e ordi -
nance wa s permissabl e considerin g th e "compellin g governmen t 
interest i n protectin g th e communit y agains t bias-motivate d 
threats t o publi c safet y an d order. " In  Re  Welfare  of  R.A.V.,  46 4 
N.W.2d 507 , 510 (Minn. 1991) . 

The Unite d State s Suprem e Cour t reverse d th e Stat e Suprem e 
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Court decision , reasonin g firs t tha t th e burnin g cros s wa s no t a n 
instance o f "fightin g words/ ' bu t a n instanc e o f a  "viewpoint " 
within th e "fre e marketplac e o f ideas " an d tha t suc h "viewpoints " 
are categoricall y protecte d b y th e Firs t Amendment. 10 Th e major -
ity o n th e Hig h Cour t (Scalia , Rehnquist , Kennedy , Souter , 
Thomas) the n offere d a  second  reaso n fo r declarin g th e ordinanc e 
unconstitutional, a  judiciall y activis t contributio n whic h too k 
many jurist s b y surprise : th e justice s severel y restricte d th e doc -
trinal scop e o f "fightin g words " b y claimin g i t unconstitutiona l t o 
impose prohibition s o n speec h solel y o n th e basi s o f th e "content " 
or "subject s addressed " i n tha t speech . I n orde r t o determin e 
whether word s ar e fighting  words , ther e ca n b e n o decisiv e re -
course t o th e conten t an d th e subjec t mat te r o f what i s said . 

One conclusio n o n whic h th e justice s appea r t o concu r i s tha t 
the ordinanc e impose d overbroa d restriction s o n speech , give n 
that form s o f speec h not  considere d t o fal l withi n th e parameter s 
of fighting  word s woul d nonetheles s b e banne d b y th e ordinance . 
But whil e th e Minnesot a ordinanc e prove d to o broa d fo r al l th e 
justices, Scalia , Thomas , Rehnquist , Kenned y an d Soute r too k th e 
opportunity o f thi s revie w t o severel y restric t an y futur e applica -
tion o f th e fighting  word s doctrine . A t stak e i n th e majorit y opin -
ion i s no t onl y whe n an d wher e "speech " constitute s som e compo -
nent o f a n injuriou s ac t suc h tha t i t lose s it s protecte d statu s 
under th e Firs t Amendment , bu t wha t constitute s th e domai n o f 
"speech" itself . 

According t o a  rhetorica l readin g o f thi s decision—distin -
guished fro m a  readin g tha t follow s establishe d convention s o f 
legal interpretation—th e cour t migh t b e understoo d a s assertin g 
its state-sanctione d linguisti c powe r t o determin e wha t wil l an d 
will no t coun t a s "speech " and , i n th e process , enactin g a  poten -
tially injuriou s for m o f juridica l speech . Wha t follows , then , i s a 
reading whic h consider s no t onl y th e accoun t tha t th e cour t give s 
of how an d whe n speec h become s injurious , bu t consider s a s wel l 
the injuriou s potentia l o f th e accoun t itsel f a s "speech " considere d 
in a  broa d sense . Recallin g Cover' s clai m tha t lega l decision s 
can engag e th e nexu s o f languag e an d violence , conside r tha t th e 
adjudication o f wha t wil l an d wil l no t coun t a s protecte d speec h 
will itsel f b e a  kin d o f speech , on e whic h implicate s th e stat e i n 
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the ver y proble m o f discursiv e powe r tha t i t i s veste d withi n th e 
authority t o regulate, sanction , an d restric t suc h speech . 

In th e following , then , I  wil l rea d th e "speech " i n whic h th e 
decision i s articulate d agains t th e versio n o f "speech " officiall y 
circumscribed a s protecte d conten t i n th e decision . Th e poin t o f 
this kin d o f readin g i s no t onl y t o expos e a  contradictor y se t o f 
rhetorical strategie s a t wor k i n th e decision , bu t t o conside r th e 
power o f tha t discursiv e domai n whic h no t onl y produce s wha t 
will an d wil l no t coun t a s "speech, " but whic h regulate s th e politi -
cal field  o f contestatio n throug h th e tactica l manipulatio n o f tha t 
very distinction . Furthermore , I  wan t t o argu e tha t th e ver y rea -
sons tha t accoun t fo r th e injuriousnes s o f suc h acts , construe d a s 
speech i n a  broa d sense , ar e precisel y wha t rende r difficul t th e 
prosecution o f suc h acts . Lastly , I  want t o sugges t tha t th e court ' s 
speech carrie s wit h i t it s own  violence , an d tha t th e ver y institu -
tion tha t i s investe d wit h th e authorit y t o adjudicat e th e proble m 
of hat e speec h recirculate s an d redirect s tha t hatre d i n an d a s 
its ow n highl y consequentia l speech , ofte n b y coo p ting th e ver y 
language tha t i t seek s t o adjudicate . 

The majorit y opinion , writte n b y Scalia , begin s wit h th e con -
struction o f th e act , th e burnin g o f th e cross ; an d on e questio n a t 
issue i s whethe r o r no t thi s ac t constitute s a n injury , whethe r i t 
can b e construe d a s "fightin g words " o r whethe r i t communicate s 
a conten t whic h is , fo r bette r o r worse , protecte d b y first  amend -
ment precedents . Th e figure  o f burnin g wil l b e repeate d through -
out th e opinion , first  i n th e contex t i n whic h th e burnin g cros s 
in construe d a s th e fre e expressio n o f a  viewpoin t withi n th e 
marketplace o f ideas , and second , i n th e exampl e o f the burnin g o f 
the flag,  whic h coul d b e held illega l wer e i t t o violate a n ordinanc e 
prohibiting outsid e fires,  bu t whic h coul d no t b e hel d t o b e illega l 
if i t wer e th e expressio n o f a n idea . Late r Scali a wil l clos e th e 
argument throug h recours e t o ye t anothe r fire:  "Le t ther e b e n o 
mistake abou t ou r belie f tha t burnin g a  cros s i n someone' s fron t 
yard i s reprehensible. " "But, " Scali a continues , "St . Pau l ha s suf -
ficient mean s a t it s disposa l t o preven t suc h behavio r withou t 
adding th e Firs t Amendmen t t o th e fire."  R.A.V.  v  St.  Paul,  11 2 S . 
Ct. at 2550 , 12 0 L. Ed. 2 d a t 326 . 

Significantly, Scali a her e align s th e ac t o f cross-burnin g wit h 
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those wh o defen d th e ordinance , sinc e bot h ar e producin g fires, 
but wherea s th e cross-burner' s fire  i s constitutionall y protecte d 
speech, the ordinance maker' s languag e i s figured  as the incinera -
tion of free speech . The analogy suggest s tha t th e ordinance itsel f 
is a  kin d o f cross-burning , an d Scali a the n draw s o n th e ver y 
destructive implication s o f cross-burning t o underscore hi s poin t 
that th e ordinanc e itsel f i s destructive . Th e figure  thu s affirm s 
the destructivenes s o f th e cross-burnin g tha t th e decisio n itsel f 
effectively denies , th e destructivenes s o f th e ac t tha t i t ha s jus t 
elevated t o th e statu s o f protecte d verba l currenc y withi n th e 
marketplace of ideas. 

The Cour t thu s transpose s th e plac e o f th e ordinanc e an d th e 
place o f th e cross-burning , bu t als o figures  th e Firs t Amendmen t 
in a n analogou s relatio n t o th e blac k famil y an d it s hom e whic h 
in th e cours e o f th e writin g ha s becom e reduce d t o "someone' s 
front yard. " The stripping o f blackness an d famil y fro m th e figure 
of th e complainan t i s significant , fo r i t refuse s th e dimensio n o f 
social powe r tha t construct s th e so-calle d speake r an d th e ad -
dressee o f th e speec h ac t i n question , th e burnin g cross . An d i t 
refuses a s wel l th e racis t histor y o f th e conventio n o f cross-burn -
ing b y th e K u Klu x Kla n whic h marked , targeted , and , hence , 
portended a  furthe r violenc e agains t a  give n addressee . Scali a 
thus figures himself a s quenching the fire which the ordinance ha s 
lit, an d whic h i s being stoke d wit h th e Firs t Amendment , appar -
ently in its totality. Indeed, compared wit h the admittedly "repre -
hensible" ac t o f burnin g a  cros s i n "someone's " fron t yard , th e 
ordinance itsel f appear s t o conflagrat e i n muc h greate r dimen -
sions, threatenin g t o bur n th e boo k whic h i t i s Scalia' s dut y t o 
uphold; Scali a thu s champion s himsel f a s a n opponen t o f thos e 
who woul d se t th e constitutio n o n fire,  cross-burner s o f a  mor e 
dangerous order. 11 

The lawyer s arguin g fo r th e legalit y o f th e ordinanc e base d 
their appea l o n the fighting  word s doctrine . This doctrine, formu -
lated i n Chaplinsky  v . New Hampshire,  31 5 U.S . 568 , 57 2 (1942) , 
argued tha t speec h act s unprotected b y the constitution ar e thos e 
which ar e no t essentia l t o th e communicatio n o f ideas : "suc h 
utterances are no essential par t of any exposition of ideas, and ar e 
of such sligh t socia l valu e a s a  ste p t o trut h tha t an y benefi t tha t 
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may b e derive d fro m the m i s clearl y outweighe d b y th e socia l 
interest i n order and morality. " Scalia takes this phrasing to legit-
imate th e following claim : "the unprotected feature s o f the word s 
are, despit e thei r verba l character , essentiall y a  'nonspeech ' ele -
ment of communication." RA.V. v.  St. Paul,  112 S. Ct. at 2545, 120 
L. Ed. 2d at 319 . In his effort t o protect al l contents of communica-
tion fro m proscription , Scali a establishe s a  distinctio n betwee n 
the conten t an d th e vehicl e o f tha t expression ; i t i s th e latte r 
which i s proscribable, an d th e former whic h i s not: he continues , 
"Fighting word s ar e thu s analogou s t o a  nois y soun d truck. " Id. 
What i s injurious, then , is the sound, but no t the message; indeed , 
"the governmen t ma y no t regulat e us e base d o n hostility—o r fa -
voritism—towards th e underlying message expressed." Id. 

The connectio n betwee n th e signifyin g powe r o f th e burnin g 
cross an d Scalia' s regressiv e ne w critica l distinctio n betwee n 
what i s and i s not a  speech element i n communication i s nowhere 
marked i n th e text. 12 Scali a assume s tha t th e burnin g cros s i s a 
message, an expression o f a viewpoint , a  discussion o f a "subject " 
or "content" ; i n short , tha t th e ac t o f burnin g th e cros s i s full y 
and exhaustivel y translatabl e int o a  constative  ac t o f speech ; th e 
burning of the cross which is , after all , on the black family's lawn , 
is thu s mad e strictl y analogous—an d morall y equivalent—t o a n 
individual speakin g in public on whether or not there ought t o be 
a 5 0 cen t ta x o n gasoline . Significantly , Scali a doe s no t tel l u s 
what th e cros s woul d sa y i f th e cros s coul d speak , bu t h e doe s 
insist tha t wha t th e burnin g cros s i s doin g i s expressin g a  view -
point, discoursin g o n a  conten t whic h is , admittedly , controver -
sial, but fo r tha t very reason, ought no t t o be proscribed. Thus th e 
defense o f cross-burnin g a s fre e speec h rest s o n a n unarticulate d 
analogy betwee n tha t ac t an d a  publi c constation . Thi s speech i s 
not a  doing, an action or an injury , even as it is the enunciation of 
a se t o f "contents " tha t migh t offend. 13 Th e injur y i s thu s con -
strued a s one that i s registered a t th e leve l of sensibility, which i s 
to say that i t is an offense tha t i s one of the risks of free speech . 

That th e cros s burn s an d thu s constitute s a n incendiar y de -
struction i s not considered a s a sign of the intention t o reproduc e 
that incendiar y destructio n a t th e sit e o f the house o r th e family ; 
the historica l correlatio n betwee n cross-burnin g an d markin g a 



Burning Acts : Injurious Speec h 16 3 

community, a  family , o r a n individua l fo r furthe r violenc e i s als o 
ignored. Ho w muc h o f tha t burnin g i s translatabl e int o a  declara -
tive o r constativ e proposition ? An d ho w woul d on e kno w exactl y 
what constativ e clai m i s bein g mad e b y th e burnin g cross ? I f th e 
cross i s th e expressio n o f a  viewpoint , i s i t a  declaratio n a s in , " I 
am o f th e opinio n tha t blac k peopl e ough t no t t o liv e i n thi s 
neighborhood" o r eve n " I am o f th e opinio n tha t violenc e ough t t o 
be perpetrate d agains t blac k people, " o r i s i t a  perlocutionar y 
performative a s i n imperative s an d command s whic h tak e th e 
form o f "Burn! " o r "Die!" ? I s i t a n injunctio n tha t work s it s powe r 
metonymically no t onl y i n th e sens e tha t th e fir e recall s prio r 
burnings whic h hav e serve d t o mar k blac k peopl e a s target s fo r 
violence, bu t als o i n th e sens e tha t th e fire  i s understoo d t o b e 
transferable fro m th e cros s t o th e targe t tha t i s marke d b y th e 
cross? Th e relatio n betwee n cross-burnin g an d torching s o f bot h 
persons an d propertie s i s historicall y established . Hence , fro m 
this perspective , th e burnin g cros s assume s th e statu s o f a  direc t 
address an d a  threat  and , a s such , i s construed eithe r a s th e incipi -
ent momen t o f injurious actio n or  as th e statemen t o f an intentio n 
to injure. 14 

Although Justic e Steven s agree d wit h th e decisio n t o strik e 
down th e Minnesot a ordinance , h e take s th e occasio n t o rebuk e 
Scalia fo r restrictin g th e fighting  word s doctrine . Steven s review s 
special case s i n which conduc t ma y b e prohibited b y specia l rules . 
Note i n th e followin g quotatio n ho w th e cros s burnin g i s nowher e 
mentioned, bu t th e displacement s o f th e figure  o f fire  appea r i n a 
series o f example s whic h effectivel y transfe r th e nee d fo r protec -
tion from  racist  speech,  t o th e nee d fo r protectio n from  public 
protest against  racism.  Eve n withi n Steven' s defens e o f proscribin g 
conduct, a  phantasmati c figure  o f a  menacin g rio t emerges : 

Lighting a  fir e nea r a n ammunitio n dum p o r a  gasolin e storag e tan k i s 
especially dangerous; such behavior may be punished more severely tha n 
burning tras h i n a  vacan t lot . Threatening someon e becaus e o f he r rac e 
or religiou s belief s ma y caus e particularl y sever e traum a o r touc h of f a 
riot, an d threatenin g a  hig h publi c officia l ma y caus e substantia l socia l 
disruption; suc h threat s ma y b e punishe d mor e severel y tha n threat s 
against someon e based on , say, his support o f a particular athleti c team . 
R.A.V. v. St. Paul, 112 S. Ct. at 2561, 120 L. Ed. 2d at 340. 
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Absent fro m th e lis t o f fires  abov e i s th e burnin g o f th e cros s i n 
question. I n th e plac e o f tha t prio r scene , w e ar e aske d firs t t o 
imagine someon e wh o woul d ligh t a  fire  nea r a  ga s tank , an d the n 
to imagin e a  mor e innocuou s fire  i n a  vacan t lot . Bu t wit h th e 
vacant lot , w e ente r th e metapho r o f poverty an d property , whic h 
appears t o effec t th e unstate d transitio n t o th e mat te r o f black -
ness1 5 introduce d b y th e nex t line , "threatenin g someon e becaus e 
of he r rac e o r religiou s belief s .  . .": because  o f he r rac e i s no t th e 
same a s "o n th e basi s of " he r rac e an d leave s ope n th e possibilit y 
that th e rac e causall y induce s th e threat . Th e threa t appear s t o 
shift mid-sentenc e a s Steven s continue s t o elaborat e a  secon d 
causality: thi s threa t "ma y caus e particularl y sever e t raum a o r 
touch of f a  riot " a t whic h poin t i t i s n o longe r clea r whethe r th e 
threat whic h warrant s th e prohibitio n o n conduc t refer s t o th e 
"threatening someon e becaus e o f her rac e o r religiou s belief " or t o 
the rio t tha t migh t resul t therefrom . Wha t immediatel y follow s 
suggests tha t th e limitation s o n rioter s ha s suddenl y becom e mor e 
urgent t o authoriz e tha n th e limitatio n o n thos e wh o woul d 
threaten thi s "her " "becaus e o f he r race . .  . ." After "o r touc h of f a 
riot," th e sentenc e continues , "an d threatenin g a  hig h officia l ma y 
cause substantia l socia l disruptio n .  . .  ," as i f th e raciall y marke d 
t rauma ha d alread y le d t o a  rio t an d a n attac k o n hig h officials . 

This sudde n implicatio n o f th e justice s themselve s migh t b e 
construed a s a  paranoi d inversio n o f th e origina l cross-burnin g 
narrative. Tha t origina l narrativ e i s nowher e mentioned , bu t it s 
elements hav e bee n redistribute d throughou t th e examples ; th e 
fire whic h wa s th e origina l "threat " agains t th e blac k famil y i s 
relocated first  a s a  incendiar y mov e agains t industry , the n a s a 
location i n a  vacan t lot , an d the n reappear s tacitl y i n th e rio t 
which no w appear s t o follow fro m th e t raum a an d threate n publi c 
officials. Th e fire  whic h initiall y constitute d th e threa t agains t th e 
black famil y become s metaphoricall y transfigure d a s th e threa t 
that black s i n t rauma no w wield agains t hig h officials . And thoug h 
Stevens i s o n recor d a s endorsin g a  constructio n o f "fightin g 
words" tha t woul d includ e cross-burnin g a s unprotecte d speech , 
the languag e i n whic h h e articulate s thi s vie w deflect s th e ques -
tion t o tha t o f th e state' s righ t t o circumscrib e conduc t t o protec t 
itself agains t a  raciall y motivate d riot. 16 
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The circumscription o f content explicitl y discusse d i n the deci-
sion appear s t o emerge throug h a  productio n o f semantic exces s 
in an d throug h th e metonymi c chai n o f anxiou s figuration.  Th e 
separability o f conten t fro m sound , fo r instance , o r o f conten t 
from context , is exemplified an d illustrated throug h figures  whic h 
signify i n exces s o f th e thesi s whic h the y ar e mean t t o support . 
Indeed, t o th e exten t that , i n th e Scali a analysis , "content " i s 
circumscribed an d purified t o establish it s protected status , tha t 
content i s secure d throug h th e productio n an d proliferatio n o f 
"dangers" from whic h i t calls to be protected. Hence, the question 
of whethe r o r no t th e blac k famil y i n Minnesot a i s entitle d t o 
protection fro m publi c display s suc h a s cross-burning s i s dis -
placed ont o th e questio n o f whethe r o r no t th e "content " o f fre e 
speech is to be protected from thos e who would burn it . The fire is 
thus displace d fro m th e cross t o the legal instrumen t wielde d by 
those who would protec t th e family fro m th e fire, but then t o the 
black family itself , to blackness, to the vacant lot , to rioters in Los 
Angeles wh o explicitl y oppos e th e decisio n o f a  cour t an d wh o 
now represen t th e incendiar y powe r o f th e traumatize d rag e o f 
black peopl e wh o would bur n th e judiciary itself . Bu t of course , 
that construa l i s alread y a  reversa l o f th e narrativ e i n whic h a 
court deliver s a  decisio n o f acquitta l fo r th e fou r policeme n in -
dicted fo r th e bruta l beatin g o f Rodne y King , a  decisio n tha t 
might b e said t o "spark" a  riot whic h call s into question whethe r 
the claim o f having bee n injure d ca n be heard an d countenance d 
by a jury and a judge who are extremely susceptible to the sugges-
tion that a black person is always and only endangering, but never 
endangered. An d so th e Hig h Cour t migh t b e understoo d i n it s 
decision of June 22, 1992, to be taking its revenge on Rodney King, 
protecting itsel f agains t th e riot s i n Lo s Angeles an d elsewher e 
which appeared t o be attacking the system of justice itself. Hence, 
the justice s identif y wit h th e blac k famil y wh o see s th e cros s 
burning an d take s i t a s a  threat , bu t the y substitut e themselve s 
for tha t family , and reposition blacknes s as the agency behind the 
threat itself. 17 

The decisio n enact s a  se t o f metonymi c displacement s whic h 
might wel l b e rea d a s anxiou s deflection s an d reversal s o f th e 
injurious actio n a t hand; indeed , the original scene is successively 
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reversed i n th e metonymi c relatio n betwee n figures  suc h tha t th e 
fire i s li t b y th e ordinance , carrie d ou t b y traumatize d rioter s o n 
the street s o f Lo s Angele s an d threaten s t o engul f th e justice s 
themselves. 

Mari Matsud a an d Charle s Lawrenc e als o writ e o f thi s tex t a s 
enacting a  rhetorica l reversa l o f crim e an d punishment : "Th e 
cross burner s ar e portraye d a s a n unpopula r minorit y tha t th e 
Supreme Cour t mus t defen d agains t th e powe r o f th e state . Th e 
injury t o the Jones family i s appropriated an d th e cross burner i s 
cast a s th e injure d victim . Th e realit y o f ongoin g racis m an d 
exclusion i s erase d an d bigotr y i s redefine d a s majoritaria n con -
demnation o f racist views." 18 

Significantly, th e Justices revisited R.A.V.  v. St. Paul,  in a  mor e 
recent decision, Wisconsin v.  Mitchell, 11 3 S. Ct. 2194, 14 L. Ed. 2d 
436 (1993) , i n whic h th e cour t unanimousl y decide d tha t racis t 
speech could be included a s evidence tha t a  victim of a crime wa s 
intentionally selecte d because of his/her race and could constitut e 
one of the factor s tha t com e int o play i n determinin g whethe r a n 
enhanced penalt y fo r th e crim e i s i n order . Wisconsin  v . Mitchell 
did no t addres s whethe r racis t speec h i s injurious , bu t onl y 
whether speec h tha t indicate s tha t th e victim was selected on th e 
basis o f rac e coul d b e brough t t o bea r i n determinin g penalt y 
enhancement fo r a  crime which i s itsel f no t a  crime o f speech, a s 
it were . Oddly, th e cas e a t han d involve d a  group o f young blac k 
men, including Tod d Mitchell , who had jus t lef t th e film,  "Missis-
sippi Burning. " The y decide d t o "mov e on " som e whit e people , 
and proceede d t o bea t a  youn g whit e ma n wh o ha d approache d 
them o n th e street . Rehnquis t i s quic k t o not e tha t thes e youn g 
men were discussing a  scene from th e film, one in which " a whit e 
man bea t a  youn g blac k bo y wh o wa s praying. " Rehnquis t the n 
goes on to quote Mitchell whose speech will become consequentia l 
in the decision : "D o you al l fee l hype d u p t o move on some whit e 
people?" an d later , "Yo u al l wan t t o fuc k somebod y up ? Ther e 
goes a white boy : go get him." Wisconsin  v . Mitchell, 11 3 S. Ct. a t 
2196-7, 12 0 L. Ed. 2d at 442 (citing Brief for Petitioner) . Now, the 
irony o f thi s event , i t seems , is tha t th e film  narrate s th e stor y of 
three civi l right s worker s (tw o whit e an d on e black ) wh o ar e 
murdered b y Klansme n wh o regularl y threate n wit h burnin g 
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crosses an d firebomb s an y townspeopl e wh o appea r t o hel p th e 
Justice Departmen t i n thei r searc h fo r th e bodie s o f th e slai n civi l 
rights activist s an d the n thei r murderers . Th e cour t syste m i s 
first figure d withi n th e fil m a s sympatheti c t o th e Klan , refus -
ing t o impriso n th e murderin g Klansmen , an d the n a s settin g 
improper restraint s o n th e interrogation . Indeed , th e Justic e De -
partment officia l i s abl e t o entra p th e Klansma n onl y b y actin g 
against th e law , freel y brutalizin g thos e h e interrogates . Thi s offi -
cial i s largel y regarde d a s rehabilitatin g masculinit y o n th e sid e 
of wha t i s righ t ove r an d agains t a  libera l "effeminization " repre -
sented b y judicial du e process . But perhap s mos t important , whil e 
the effectiv e officia l act s i n th e nam e o f th e law , h e als o act s 
against th e law , and purport s t o sho w tha t hi s unlawfulnes s i s th e 
only efficaciou s wa y t o figh t racism . Th e fil m thu s appeal s t o a 
widespread lac k o f fait h i n th e la w an d it s proceduralism , recon -
structing a  lawles s whit e masculinit y eve n a s i t purport s t o cur b 
its excesses . 

In som e ways , th e fil m show s tha t violenc e i s th e consequenc e 
of th e law' s failur e t o protec t it s citizens , an d i n thi s wa y allego -
rizes th e receptio n o f th e judicia l decisions . Fo r i f th e fil m show s 
that th e cour t wil l fai l t o guarante e th e right s an d libertie s o f it s 
citizens, an d onl y violenc e ca n counte r racism , the n th e stree t 
violence tha t literall y follow s th e fil m reverse s th e orde r o f tha t 
allegory. Th e blac k me n wh o leav e th e fil m an d embar k upo n 
violence i n th e stree t fin d themselve s i n a  cour t tha t no t onl y goe s 
out o f it s way t o indic t th e film—whic h is , after all , an indictmen t 
of th e courts—bu t implicitl y goe s o n t o lin k th e stree t violenc e t o 
the offendin g representation , an d effectivel y t o lin k th e on e 
through th e other . 

The cour t seek s t o decid e whethe r o r no t th e selectio n o f th e 
target o f violenc e i s a  raciall y motivate d on e b y quotin g Tod d 
Mitchell's speech . Thi s speec h i s the n take n t o b e th e effec t o f 
having watche d th e film , indeed , t o b e th e ver y extensio n o f th e 
speech tha t constitute s th e tex t o f th e film . Bu t th e cour t itsel f i s 
implicated i n th e extende d tex t o f th e film , "indicted " b y th e 
film a s complici t wit h racia l violence . Hence , th e punishmen t o f 
Mitchell an d hi s friends—an d th e attributio n o f raciall y selectiv e 
motives t o them—reverse s th e "charges " tha t th e fil m make s 
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against th e court . I n R.A.V.  v. St.  Paul,  th e cour t make s a  came o 
appearance i n th e decisio n a s well , reversin g th e agenc y o f th e 
action, substitutin g th e injure d fo r th e injurer , an d figuring  itsel f 
as a site of vulnerability . 

In each of these cases, the court's speech exercises the power t o 
injure precisel y b y virtu e o f bein g investe d wit h th e authorit y 
to adjudicat e th e injuriou s powe r o f speech . Th e reversa l an d 
displacement o f injury i n the name o f "adjudication" underscore s 
the particular violenc e of the "decision," one which become s bot h 
dissimulated an d enshrine d onc e i t become s wor d o f law . I t ma y 
be sai d tha t al l lega l languag e engage s thi s potentia l powe r t o 
injure, bu t tha t insigh t support s only the argument tha t i t wil l b e 
all th e mor e importan t t o gai n a  reflectiv e understandin g o f th e 
specificities o f tha t violence . I t wil l b e necessar y t o distinguis h 
between thos e kinds of violence tha t ar e th e necessar y condition s 
of the binding characte r o f legal language , and thos e kinds whic h 
exploit tha t ver y necessit y i n orde r t o redouble tha t injur y i n th e 
service of injustice . 

The arbitrary us e of this power i s evidenced i n the contrary us e 
of precedent s o n hat e speec h t o promot e conservativ e politica l 
goals an d thwar t progressiv e efforts . Her e i t i s clear tha t wha t i s 
needed i s not a  bette r understandin g o f speech act s o r th e injuri -
ous powe r o f speech , bu t th e strategi c an d contradictor y use s t o 
which th e cour t put s thes e variou s formulations . Fo r instance , 
this same cour t ha s bee n willin g t o countenance th e expansion o f 
definitions o f obscenity, and t o use the very rationale proposed b y 
some argument s i n favor o f hate crim e legislatio n t o augmen t it s 
case to exclude obscenity from protecte d speech. 19 Scalia refers t o 
Miller v.  California  (1973 ) a s th e cas e whic h install s obscenit y 
as a n exceptio n t o th e categorica l protectio n o f conten t throug h 
recourse t o what i s "patently offensive, " an d the n remark s tha t i n 
a late r case , New York  v. Ferber, 458 U.S. 747 (1982), in exemptin g 
child pornography from protection , there was no "question here of 
censoring a particular literar y theme." R.A.V. v. St. Paul,  112 S. Ct. 
at 2543 , 12 0 L . Ed . 2 d a t 318 . What constitute s th e "literary " i s 
thus circumscribe d i n suc h a  wa y tha t chil d pornograph y i s ex -
cluded from bot h the literary and th e thematic. Although i t seem s 
that one must be able to recognize the genre of child pornography , 
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to identify an d delimit i t in order to exempt it from th e categorica l 
protection o f content, the identifying mark s of such a  product ca n 
be neithe r literar y no r thematic . Indeed , th e cour t appear s i n 
one par t o f it s discussio n t o accep t th e controversia l positio n o f 
Catharine MacKinnon , whic h claim s tha t certai n verba l expres -
sions constitute sex discrimination, when i t says "sexually deroga -
tory 'fightin g words ' .  . . ma y produc e a  violatio n o f Titl e VII' s 
general prohibitio n agains t sexua l discriminatio n i n employmen t 
practices" Id.  a t 2546 , 12 0 L. Ed. 2d a t 321 . But her e th e cour t i s 
clear tha t i t doe s no t prohibi t suc h expression s o n th e basi s o f 
their content, but only on the basis of the effects tha t such expres-
sions entail . Indeed , I  would sugges t tha t th e contemporar y con -
servative sensibilit y exemplifie d b y th e cour t an d right-win g 
members o f Congres s i s als o exemplifie d i n th e willingnes s t o 
expand th e domai n o f obscenit y and , t o tha t end , t o enlarg e th e 
category o f the pornographic an d t o claim th e unprotected statu s 
of both, and so to position obscenit y t o become a species of "fight -
ing words," that is , to accept tha t graphic sexual representation i s 
injurious. Thi s i s underscore d b y th e rational e use d i n Miller  v. 
California in which th e notion of "appealing t o prurience" is coun-
terposed t o th e notio n o f "literary , artistic , political , o r scientifi c 
value." Here th e representatio n tha t i s deeme d immediatel y an d 
unobjectionably injuriou s i s excluded fro m th e themati c an d th e 
valuable and , hence , fro m protecte d status . Thi s sam e rational e 
has bee n take n u p b y Jess e Helm s an d other s t o argu e tha t th e 
National Endowmen t fo r th e Art s i s under n o obligatio n t o fun d 
obscene materials, and then to argue that various lesbian perform -
ers and gay male photographers produce work that i s obscene and 
lacking in literary value. Significantly, i t seems, the willingness t o 
accept th e nonthemati c an d unobjectionabl y injuriou s qualit y o f 
graphic sexua l representations , whe n thes e representation s can -
not b e sai d t o leav e th e pag e o r t o "act " i n som e obviou s way , 
must be read agains t th e unwillingness t o countenance th e injuri -
ousness o f th e burnin g cros s i n fron t o f th e blac k family' s house . 
That th e graphi c depictio n o f homosexuality , say , ca n b e con -
strued a s nonthemati c o r simpl y prurient , figured  a s a  sensu -
ousness void o f meaning, whereas th e burnin g o f the cross , to th e 
extent tha t i t communicate s a  message o f racial hatred , migh t b e 
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construed a s a  sanctione d poin t i n a  publi c debat e ove r admit -
tedly controversia l issue s suggest s tha t th e rational e fo r ex -
panding th e fighting  word s doctrin e t o includ e unconventiona l 
depictions o f sexuality withi n it s purview ha s been strengthened , 
but tha t th e rationale for invoking fighting  word s to outlaw racis t 
threats i s accordingly weakened . This is perhaps a  way in which a 
heightened sexua l conservatism work s in tandem with an increas -
ing governmenta l sanctio n fo r racis t violence , bu t i n suc h a  wa y 
that wherea s th e "injury" claime d by the viewer of graphic sexua l 
representation i s honored a s fighting  words , th e injur y sustaine d 
by th e blac k famil y wit h th e burnin g cros s ou t front , no t unlik e 
the injur y o f Rodne y King , proves to o ambiguous , to o hypotheti -
cal t o abrogat e th e ostensibl e sanctit y o f the Firs t Amendment. 20 

And i t i s not simpl y tha t prohibition s agains t graphi c sexua l rep -
resentation wil l b e supporte d b y thi s kin d o f lega l reasoning , 
whereas racis t injur y wil l b e dignifie d a s protecte d speech , bu t 
that racially marke d depictions of sexuality wil l be most suscepti -
ble t o prosecution , an d thos e representation s tha t threate n th e 
pieties an d puritie s o f rac e an d sexualit y wil l becom e mos t vul -
nerable. 

Two remarks o f qualification: first,  som e critica l rac e theorist s 
such as Charles Lawrence wil l argue tha t cros s burning i s speech, 
but tha t no t al l speech i s to be protected, indeed , not al l speech i s 
protected, an d tha t racis t speec h conflict s wit h th e Equa l Protec -
tion Clause because i t hinders th e addressed subjec t fro m exercis -
ing his/her rights and liberties . Other legal scholars in critical rac e 
studies, suc h a s Richar d Delgado , wil l argu e fo r expandin g th e 
domain o f th e "fightin g words " restrictio n o n Firs t Amendmen t 
rights. Matsud a an d MacKinnon , followin g th e exampl e o f sex 
discrimination jurisprudence , wil l argu e tha t i t i s impossibl e t o 
distinguish betwee n conduc t an d speech , that hatefu l remark s are 
injurious actions . Oddl y enough , thi s las t kin d o f reasonin g ha s 
reappeared i n th e recen t polic y issue d o n gay s i n th e military , 
where th e statement , " I a m a  homosexual " i s considere d t o b e a 
"homosexual act. " The word an d th e dee d ar e one , and th e clai m 
"I a m a  homosexual " i s considere d t o b e no t onl y a  homosexua l 
act, bu t a  homosexua l offense. 21 Accordin g t o thi s policy , th e ac t 
of comin g ou t i s effectivel y construe d a s fighting  words . Her e i t 
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seems tha t on e mus t b e reminde d tha t th e prosecutio n o f hat e 
speech i n a  cour t run s th e ris k o f giving tha t cour t th e opportunit y 
to impos e a  furthe r violenc e o f it s own . An d i f th e cour t begin s t o 
decide wha t i s an d i s no t violatin g speech , tha t decisio n run s th e 
risk o f constituting th e mos t bindin g o f violations . 

For, a s i n th e cas e wit h th e burnin g cross , i t wa s no t merel y a 
question o f whethe r th e cour t know s ho w t o rea d th e threa t con -
tained i n th e burnin g cross , bu t whethe r th e cour t itsel f signifie s 
along a  paralle l logic . Fo r thi s ha s bee n a  cour t tha t ca n onl y 
imagine th e fire  engulfin g th e Firs t Amendment , sparkin g th e rio t 
which wil l fra y it s ow n authority . An d s o i t protect s itsel f agains t 
the imagine d threa t o f tha t fire  b y protectin g th e burnin g cross , 
allying itsel f wit h thos e wh o woul d see k lega l protectio n fro m a 
spectre wrough t fro m thei r ow n fantasy . Thu s th e cour t protect s 
the burnin g cros s a s fre e speech , figuring  thos e i t injure s a s th e 
site o f th e tru e threat , elevatin g th e burnin g cros s a s a  deput y fo r 
the court , th e loca l protecto r an d toke n o f fre e speech : wit h s o 
much protection , wha t d o we hav e t o fear ? 

Postscript 

MacKinnon hersel f understand s thi s ris k o f invokin g stat e power , 
but i n he r recen t book , Only  Words  (1993) , sh e argue s tha t stat e 
power i s o n th e sid e o f th e pornographi c industry , an d tha t th e 
construction o f wome n withi n pornograph y i n subordinat e posi -
tions is , effectively, a  state-sanctione d construction . 

MacKinnon ha s argue d tha t pornograph y i s a  kin d o f hat e 
speech, an d tha t th e argumen t i n favo r o f restrictin g hat e speec h 
ought t o b e base d o n th e argumen t i n favo r o f restrictin g pornog -
raphy. Thi s analog y rest s upo n th e assumptio n tha t th e visua l 
image i n pornograph y operate s a s a n imperative , an d tha t thi s 
imperative ha s th e powe r t o realiz e tha t whic h i t dictates . Th e 
problem, fo r MacKinnon , i s not  tha t pornograph y reflect s o r ex -
presses a  socia l structur e o f misogyny , bu t tha t i t i s a n institutio n 
with th e performativ e powe r t o bring abou t tha t whic h i t depicts . 
She writes tha t pornograph y no t only substitutes fo r socia l reality , 
but tha t tha t substitutio n i s on e whic h create s a  socia l realit y o f 
its own , th e socia l realit y o f pornography . Thi s self-fulfillin g ca -
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pacity o f pornograph y is , fo r her , wha t give s sens e t o th e clai m 
that pornograph y is  it s own socia l context . Sh e writes , 

Pornography doe s no t simpl y expres s o r interpre t experience ; i t substi -
tutes fo r it . Beyon d bringin g a  messag e fro m reality , i t stand s i n fo r 
reality. . . . T o make visual pornography, and to live up to its imperatives , 
the world, namely women, must do what the pornographers want to 'say. ' 
Pornography bring s it s condition s o f productio n t o th e consumer . .  . . 
Pornography make s th e worl d a  pornographi c plac e throug h it s makin g 
and use , establishing wha t wome n ar e sai d t o exis t as , ar e see n as , ar e 
treated as , constructing th e socia l reality o f what a  woman i s and can b e 
in term s o f wha t ca n b e don e t o her , an d wha t a  ma n i s i n term s o f 
doing it . 

In th e firs t instance , pornograph y substitute s fo r experience , im -
plying tha t ther e i s a n experienc e whic h i s supplanted , an d sup -
planted thoroughly , throug h pornography . Hence , pornograph y 
takes th e plac e o f a n experienc e an d thoroughl y constitute s a 
new experience , understoo d a s a  totality ; b y th e secon d line , thi s 
second-order experienc e i s rendere d synonomou s wit h a  second -
order "reality, " whic h suggest s tha t i n thi s univers e o f pornogra -
phy ther e i s n o distinctio n betwee n a n experienc e o f realit y an d 
reality, althoug h MacKinno n hersel f make s clea r tha t thi s sys -
temic conflatio n o f th e tw o take s plac e withi n a  realit y whic h i s 
itself a  mer e substitutio n fo r anothe r reality , on e whic h i s figured 
as mor e original , perhap s on e whic h furnishe s th e normativ e o r 
Utopian measur e b y whic h sh e judge s th e pornographi c realit y 
that ha s take n it s place . Thi s visua l field  i s the n figured  a s speak -
ing, indeed , a s deliverin g imperatives , a t whic h poin t th e visua l 
field operate s a s subjec t wit h th e powe r t o brin g int o bein g wha t 
it names , t o wiel d a n efficaciou s powe r analogou s t o th e divin e 
performative. Th e reductio n o f tha t visua l field  t o a  speakin g fig-
ure, a n authoritaria n speaker , rhetoricall y effect s a  differen t sub -
stitution tha n th e on e tha t MacKinno n describes . Sh e substitute s 
a se t o f linguisti c imperative s fo r th e visua l field,  implyin g no t 
only a  ful l transpositio n o f th e visua l int o th e linguistic , bu t a  ful l 
transposition o f visual depictio n int o a n efficaciou s performative . 

When pornograph y i s then describe d a s "constructin g th e socia l 
reality o f wha t a  woma n is, " th e sens e o f "construction " need s t o 
be rea d i n ligh t o f the abov e tw o transpositions : fo r tha t construe -
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tion ca n b e said t o work, tha t is , "to produce th e socia l realit y o f 
what a  woma n is, " only i f th e visua l ca n b e transpose d int o th e 
linguistically efficaciou s i n th e wa y tha t sh e suggests . Similarly , 
the analog y betwee n pornograph y an d hat e speec h work s t o th e 
extent tha t the pornographic image can be transposed int o a set of 
efficacious spoke n imperatives . I n MacKinnon' s paraphras e o f 
how th e pornographi c imag e speaks , sh e insist s tha t tha t imag e 
says, "d o this, " wher e th e commande d ac t i s a n ac t o f sexua l 
subordination, an d where , i n th e doin g o f tha t act , th e socia l 
reality o f woma n i s constructe d precisel y a s th e positio n o f th e 
sexually subordinate . Here "construction" i s not simply th e doin g 
of the act—whic h remains , o f course , highly ambiguou s i n orde r 
perhaps t o ward of f the question of an equivocal se t of readings— 
but the  depiction o f tha t doing , where th e depictio n i s understoo d 
as the dissimulatio n an d fulfillmen t o f the verbal imperative , "d o 
this." For MacKinnon, n o one needs t o speak suc h word s becaus e 
the speaking of such words already functions a s the frame an d th e 
compulsory scriptin g o f the act ; i n a  sense , to the exten t tha t th e 
frame orchestrate s th e act , i t wield s a  performativ e power ; i t i s 
conceived b y MacKinno n a s encodin g th e wil l o f a  masculin e 
authority, and compelling a  compliance with its command . 

But doe s th e fram e impar t th e wil l o f a  preexisting subject , o r 
is the fram e somethin g lik e th e derealizatio n o f will , th e produc -
tion an d orchestratio n o f a phantasmatic scen e of willfulness an d 
submission? I  don' t mea n t o sugges t a  stric t distinctio n betwee n 
the phantasmatic an d the domain of reality, but I  do mean to ask, 
to what exten t doe s the operation o f the phantasmatic withi n th e 
construction o f socia l realit y rende r tha t constructio n mor e frai l 
and les s determinativ e tha n MacKinno n woul d suggest ? I n fact , 
although on e might wel l agree tha t a  good deal of pornography i s 
offensive, i t doe s no t follo w tha t it s offensivenes s consist s i n it s 
putative power t o construct (unilaterally , exhaustively ) th e socia l 
reality o f wha t a  woma n is . To return fo r a  momen t t o MacKin -
non's ow n language , conside r th e wa y i n whic h th e hypothetica l 
insists itsel f int o the formulation o f the imperative , as i f the forc e 
of her own assertions abou t th e force o f pornographic representa -
tion tends toward it s own undoing: "pornography establishes] .  . . 
what wome n ar e sai d t o exis t as,  ar e see n as,  ar e treate d as  .  . ." 
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Then, th e sentenc e continues : "constructin g th e socia l realit y o f 
what a  woman is" ; here to be treated a s a sexual subordinate i s to 
be constructe d a s one , and t o have a  socia l realit y constitute d i n 
which tha t i s precisely and only what one is. But if the "as" is read 
as the assertion o f a likeness, it is not for tha t reason th e assertio n 
of a  metaphorica l collaps e int o identity . Throug h wha t mean s 
does th e "as " turn int o a n "is, " and i s this th e doin g o f pornogra -
phy, o r i s i t th e doin g o f th e ver y depiction  o f pornograph y tha t 
MacKinnon provides ? Fo r th e "as " could als o b e rea d a s "a s if, " 
"as i f one were, " which suggest s tha t pornograph y neithe r repre -
sents no r constitute s wha t wome n are , bu t offer s a n allegor y o f 
masculine willfulnes s an d feminin e submissio n (althoug h thes e 
are clearl y no t it s onl y themes) , on e whic h repeatedl y an d anx -
iously rehearse s it s own tmrealizability . Indeed , on e migh t argu e 
that pornography depict s impossible and uninhabitable positions , 
compensatory fantasie s tha t continuall y reproduc e a  rif t betwee n 
those position s an d th e one s tha t belon g t o th e domai n o f socia l 
reality. Indeed, one might sugges t tha t pornograph y i s the tex t of 
gender's unreality, the impossible norms by which it is compelled, 
and i n th e fac e o f which i t perpetuall y fails . Th e imperativ e "d o 
this" is less delivered tha t "depicted, " and i f what i s depicted i s a 
set o f compensator y ideals , hyperboli c gende r norms , the n por -
nography chart s a  domai n o f unrealizabl e position s tha t hol d 
sway over the social reality of gender positions, but do not, strictly 
speaking, constitute tha t reality ; indeed , i t i s their failur e t o con-
stitute i t tha t give s th e pornographi c imag e th e phantasmati c 
power that i t has. In this sense, to the extent tha t an imperative i s 
"depicted" an d no t "delivered, " i t fail s t o wield th e power t o con-
struct the social reality of what a  woman is . This failure, however , 
is th e occasio n fo r a n allegor y o f suc h a n imperative , on e tha t 
concedes the unrealizability o f that imperativ e from th e start, an d 
which, finally,  canno t overcom e the unreality tha t i s its conditio n 
and its lure. My call, as it were, is for a feminist readin g of pornog-
raphy tha t resist s th e literalizatio n o f thi s imaginar y scene , on e 
which reads i t instead fo r th e incommensurabilitie s betwee n gen -
der norm s an d practice s tha t i t seem s compelle d t o repea t with -
out resolution . 

In thi s sense , i t make s littl e sens e t o figure  th e visua l field  o f 
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pornography a s a  subjec t wh o speak s and , i n speaking , bring s 
about wha t i t names ; it s authorit y i s decidedl y les s divine ; it s 
power, les s efficacious . I t onl y make s sens e t o figure  th e porno -
graphic tex t a s th e injuriou s ac t o f a  speake r i f w e see k t o locat e 
accountability a t th e prosecutabl e sit e o f th e subject . Otherwise , 
our wor k i s mor e difficult , fo r wha t pornograph y deliver s i s wha t 
it recite s an d exaggerate s fro m th e resource s o f compensator y 
gender norms , a  tex t o f insisten t an d fault y imaginar y relation s 
that wil l no t disappea r wit h th e abolitio n o f th e offendin g text , 
the tex t tha t remain s fo r feminis t criticis m relentlessl y t o read . 

Notes 

1. I  greatl y appreciat e th e thoughtfu l reading s give n t o thi s pape r i n 
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misreadings are , o f course , m y responsibilit y alone . I  than k Jan e 
Malmo for help with preparing the manuscript . 

2. Thi s crimina l sens e o f an acto r i s t o be distinguishe d bot h fro m th e 
commercial an d theatrica l term s (Handlerin  an d Schauspielerin,  re -
spectively). 

3. Rober t M. Cover, "Violence and the Word," 95 Yale Law Journal 1595 , 
1601 n 1  (1986) . 

4. "Th e [stat e action ] doctrin e hold s tha t althoug h someon e ma y hav e 
suffered harmfu l treatmen t o f a  kin d tha t on e migh t ordinaril y de -
scribe a s a  deprivatio n o f libert y o r a  denia l o f equa l protectio n o f 
the laws , that occurrenc e excite s no constitutional concer n unles s th e 
proximate activ e perpetrator s o f the har m includ e person s exercisin g 
the specia l authorit y o r powe r o f th e governmen t o f a  state. " Fran k 
Michelman, "Conception s o f Democrac y i n America n Constitutiona l 
Argument: Th e Cas e o f Pornograph y Regulation, " 5 6 Tennessee  Law 
Review 291, 306 (1989). 

5. Charle s Lawrenc e III , "If He Hollers Le t Hi m Go : Regulating Racis t 
Speech on Campus," Words that Wound: Critical Race Theory, Assaultive 
Speech and  the  First  Amendment,  eds . Mar i J . Matsuda , Charle s R . 
Lawrence III , Richar d Delgado , an d Kimberl e William s Crenshaw , 
Boulder: Westview Press, 1993, p.65. 

6. I  thank Rober t Pos t fo r thi s las t analogy , suggested t o me in conver -
sation. 

7. Kendal l Thomas, University of Virginia La w Review, forthcoming . 
8. Jacque s Derrida , "Signature , Event , Context " i n Limited,  Inc.,  ed . 

Gerald Graff , tr . Samue l Webe r an d Jeffre y Mehlma n (Evanston : 
Northwestern Universit y Press, 1988), p. 18. 
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9. St . Pau l Bia s Motivate d Crim e Ordinance , Sectio n 292.0 2 Minn . Le -
gis. Code (1990) . 

10. Charle s R . Lawrenc e II I argue s tha t "i t i s no t jus t th e prevalenc e an d 
strength o f the ide a o f racism tha t mak e th e unregulated marketplac e 
of idea s a n untenabl e paradig m fo r thos e individual s wh o see k ful l 
and equa l personhoo d fo r all . Th e rea l proble m i s tha t th e ide a o f 
the racia l inferiorit y o f nonwhite s infects , skews , an d disable s th e 
operation o f a  market " i n "I f H e Holler s Le t Hi m Go : Regulatin g 
Racist Speec h o n Campus, " i n Words  that  Wound,  p.ll. 

11. Th e lawyer s defendin g th e applicatio n o f th e ordinanc e t o th e cross -
burning episod e mad e th e followin g argument : 
. . .we as k th e Cour t t o reflec t o n th e 'content ' o f th e 'expressiv e conduct ' 
represented b y a  'burnin g cross. ' I t i s no les s tha n th e firs t ste p i n a n ac t o f 
racial violence. It was and unfortunately stil l is the equivalent of [the] waving 
of a knife before th e thrust, the pointing of a gun before i t is fired, the lighting 
of the match before th e arson, the hanging of the noose before th e lynching. It 
is not a  political statement , o r even a  cowardly statemen t o f hatred. I t i s th e 
first ste p in an ac t o f assault. I t can be no more protected tha n holding a  gun 
to a victim['s] head. It is perhaps the ultimate expression of 'fighting words. ' 

R.A.V. v . St.  Paul,  11 2 S . Ct . a t 2569-70 , fn . 8 , 12 0 L . Ed . 2 d a t 32 0 
(App. to Brie f fo r Petitioner) . 

12. Th e ne w critica l assumptio n t o whic h I  refe r i s tha t o f th e separabl e 
and full y forma l unit y tha t i s said t o characterize a  give n text . 

13. Al l o f th e justice s concu r tha t th e St . Pau l ordinanc e i s overbroa d 
because i t isolate s "subject-matters " a s offensive , an d (a ) potentiall y 
prohibits discussio n o f suc h subject-matter s eve n b y thos e whos e 
political sympathie s ar e wit h th e ordinance , an d (b ) fail s t o distin -
guish betwee n th e subject-matter' s injuriousnes s an d th e contex t i n 
which i t i s enunciated . 

14. Justic e Stevens , i n a  decisio n offere d separatel y fro m th e argumen t 
offered b y th e majority , suggest s tha t th e burnin g cros s i s precisely a 
threat, an d tha t whethe r a  give n "expression " i s a  threa t ca n onl y b e 
determined contextually.  Steven s base s hi s conclusio n o n Chaplinsky, 
which argue d tha t "on e of the characteristics tha t justifies" th e consti -
tutional statu s o f fighting  word s i s tha t suc h word s "b y thei r ver y 
utterance inflic t injur y o r ten d t o incit e a n immediat e breac h o f th e 
peace." Chaplinsky  v . New Hampshire,  31 5 U.S . 568, 572 (1942) . 

Here Steven s argues , first,  tha t certai n kind s o f content s hav e 
always bee n proscribable , and , second , tha t th e fighting  word s doc -
trine ha s depende d fo r it s ver y implementatio n o n th e capacit y t o 
discriminate amon g kind s o f content s (i.e. , politica l speec h i s mor e 
fully protecte d tha n obscen e speech , etc.) , bu t also , third , tha t fight-
ing word s tha t ar e construe d a s a  threa t ar e i n themselve s injurious , 
and tha t i t i s thi s injuriou s characte r o f speech , an d no t a  separabl e 
"content" tha t i s a t issue . As he continues , however , Steven s i s quic k 
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to point ou t tha t whethe r o r no t a n expressio n i s injurious i s a  matte r 
of determining th e forc e o f an expressio n withi n a  give n context . Thi s 
determination wil l neve r b e full y predictable , precisel y because , on e 
assumes, context s ar e als o no t firmly  delimitable . Indeed , i f one con -
siders no t onl y historica l circumstance , bu t th e historicit y o f th e 
utterance itself , i t follow s tha t th e demarcatio n o f relevan t contex t 
will b e a s fraugh t a s th e demarcatio n o f injurious content . 

Stevens link s content , injuriou s performativity , an d contex t to -
gether whe n h e claims , objecting t o both Scali a an d White , tha t ther e 
can b e no categorical approac h t o the questio n o f proscribablity: "fe w 
dividing line s i n Firs t Amendmen t law s ar e straigh t an d unwavering , 
and effort s a t categorizatio n inevitabl y giv e ris e onl y t o fuzz y bound -
aries .  . .  th e ques t fo r doctrina l certaint y throug h th e definitio n o f 
categories an d subcategorie s is , i n m y opinion , destine d t o fail. " 
R.A.V. v . St.  Paul,  11 2 S . Ct . a t 2561 , 12 0 L . Ed . 2d , a t 346 . Further -
more, h e argues , "th e meanin g o f an y expressio n an d th e legitimac y 
of its regulation ca n onl y b e determine d i n context. " Id. 

At this poin t i n his analysis , Stevens cite s a  metaphoric descriptio n 
of "th e word " b y Justic e Holmes , a  ter m whic h stand s synecdochall y 
for "expression " a s i t i s broadl y construe d withi n Firs t Amendmen t 
jurisprudence: th e citatio n fro m Holme s run s a s follows : " a wor d i s 
not a  crystal , t ransparen t an d unchanged , i t i s th e ski n o f a  livin g 
thought an d ma y var y greatl y i n colo r an d conten t accordin g t o th e 
circumstances an d th e tim e i n whic h i t i s used " (11-12) . W e migh t 
consider thi s figure  no t onl y a s a  racia l metapho r whic h describe s th e 
"word" a s a  "skin " tha t varie s i n "color, " bu t als o i n term s o f th e 
theory o f semantic s i t invokes . Althoug h Steven s believe s tha t h e i s 
citing a  figure  whic h wil l affir m th e historicall y changin g natur e o f 
an "expression's " semanti c "content, " denote d b y a  "skin " tha t 
changes i n color an d conten t accordin g t o the historica l circumstanc e 
of it s use , i t i s equall y clea r tha t th e epiderma l metapho r suggest s a 
living an d disembodie d though t whic h remain s dephenomenalized , 
the noumena l qualit y o f life , the livin g spiri t i n it s skinless form. Ski n 
and it s changin g colo r an d conten t thu s denot e wha t i s historicall y 
changing, bu t the y als o are , a s i t were , th e signifier s o f historica l 
change. Th e racia l signifie r come s t o stan d no t onl y fo r changin g 
historical circumstance s i n th e abstract , bu t fo r th e specifi c historica l 
changes marke d b y explosiv e racia l relations . 

15. Ton i Morriso n remark s tha t povert y i s ofte n th e languag e i n whic h 
black peopl e ar e spoke n about . 

16. Th e abov e readin g raise s a  serie s o f question s abou t th e rhetorica l 
status o f th e decisio n itself . Kendal l Thoma s an d other s hav e argue d 
that th e figures  an d example s use d i n judicial decision s ar e a s centra l 
to it s semanti c conten t a s th e explici t propositiona l claim s tha t ar e 
delivered a s th e conclusion s o f th e argumentation . I n a  sense , I  a m 
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raising tw o kind s o f rhetorica l question s here , one ha s t o d o wit h th e 
"content" o f th e decision , an d th e othe r wit h th e wa y i n whic h th e 
majority ruling , writte n b y Scalia , itsel f delimit s wha t wil l an d wil l 
not qualif y a s th e conten t o f a  give n publi c expressio n i n ligh t o f th e 
new restriction s impose d o n fighting  words . In asking , then , afte r th e 
rhetorical statu s o f th e decisio n itself , w e ar e le d t o as k ho w th e 
rhetorical actio n o f th e decisio n presuppose s a  theor y o f semantic s 
that undermine s o r work s agains t th e explici t theor y o f semantic s 
argued fo r an d i n th e decisio n itself . 

Specifically, i t seems , th e decisio n itsel f draw s o n a  distinctio n 
between th e verba l an d non-verba l part s o f speech , thos e whic h 
Scalia appear s t o specify a s "message " and "sound. " R.A.V.  v . St. Paul, 
120 L . Ed . 2 d 305 , 319-21 . Fo r Scalia , onl y th e soun d o f speec h i s 
proscribable or , analogously , tha t sensuou s aspec t o f speec h deeme d 
inessential t o th e allege d idealit y o f semanti c content . Althoug h Jus -
tice Steven s reject s wha t h e call s thi s kin d o f "absolutism, " arguin g 
instead tha t th e proscribabilit y o f conten t ca n onl y b e determine d i n 
context, h e nevertheles s preserve s a  stric t distinctio n betwee n th e 
semantic propertie s o f a n expressio n an d th e context , includin g his -
torical circumstance , bu t als o condition s o f address . Fo r bot h Scali a 
and Stevens , then, th e "content " i s understood i n it s separability fro m 
both th e non-verba l an d th e historical , althoug h i n th e latte r case , 
determined i n relatio n t o it . 

17. Th e decisio n mad e i n th e tria l o f th e policeme n i n Sim i Valle y relie d 
on a  simila r kin d o f reversa l o f position , whereb y th e jur y cam e t o 
believe tha t th e policeman , i n spit e o f thei r graphi c beatin g o f King , 
were themselve s th e endangere d part y i n th e case . 

18. Matsud a an d Lawrence , "Epilogue, " Words  that  Wound,  p . 135. 
19. Chaplinsky  make s roo m fo r thi s ambiguit y b y stipulatin g tha t som e 

speech lose s it s protected statu s whe n i t constitutes "n o essentia l par t 
of an y expositio n o f ideas. " Thi s notio n o f a n inessentia l par t o f suc h 
an expositio n form s th e basi s o f a  197 3 ruling, Miller  v.  California,  41 3 
U.S. 15 , extending th e unprotecte d statu s o f obscenity . I n tha t rulin g 
the pictur e o f a  mode l sportin g a  politica l tattoo , construe d b y th e 
court a s "anti-governmen t speech, " i s take n a s unprotecte d precisel y 
because i t i s said , "take n a s a  whol e t o lac k seriou s literary , artistic , 
political, o r scientifi c value" . Suc h a  representation , then , i s take n t o 
be "n o essentia l par t o f an y expositio n o f ideas. " Bu t here , yo u wil l 
note tha t "n o essentia l part " o f suc h a n expositio n ha s becom e "n o 
valuable part. " Conside r the n Scalia' s earlie r exampl e o f wha t re -
mains unprotecte d i n speech , tha t is , th e nois y soun d truck , th e se -
mantically voi d par t o f speec h which , h e claims , i s th e "nonspeec h 
element o f communication. " Her e h e claim s tha t onl y th e semanti -
cally empt y par t o f speech , it s pur e sound , i s unprotected , bu t tha t 
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the "ideas " whic h ar e sounde d i n speec h mos t definitel y ar e pro -
tected. Thi s lou d stree t noise , then , form s n o essentia l par t o f an y 
exposition but , perhap s mor e poignantly , form s n o valuabl e part . 
Indeed, w e migh t speculat e tha t whateve r for m o f speec h i s unpro -
tected wil l b e reduce d b y th e justice s t o th e semanticall y empt y 
sounding titl e o f "pur e noise. " Hence , th e fil m cli p o f th e ostensibl y 
nude mode l sportin g a n anti-governmen t tatto o would b e nothing bu t 
pure noise , no t a  message , no t a n idea , bu t th e valueles s sounding s o f 
street noise . 

20. Kimberl e Crensha w mark s thi s ambivalenc e i n th e la w i n a  differen t 
way, suggesting tha t th e court s wil l discoun t African-America n form s 
of artisti c expressio n a s artisti c expressio n an d subjec t suc h expres -
sion t o censorshi p precisel y becaus e o f racis t presumption s abou t 
what count s a s artistic . O n th e othe r hand , sh e finds  th e representa -
tion o f women i n thes e expressions t o be repellent , an d s o feels hersel f 
to b e "torn " betwee n th e tw o positions . Se e "Beyon d Racis m an d 
Misogyny: Blac k Feminis m an d 2  Live Crew, " in Words  That  Wound. 

21. Not e th e subsumptio n o f th e declaratio n tha t on e i s a  homosexua l 
under th e rubri c o f offensive conduct : "Sexua l orientatio n wil l no t b e 
a ba r t o servic e unles s manifeste d b y homosexua l conduct . Th e mili -
tary wil l discharg e member s wh o engag e i n homosexua l conduct , 
which i s defined a s a  homosexua l act , a  statemen t tha t th e membe r i s 
homosexual o r bisexual , o r a  marriag e o r at tempte d marriag e t o 
someone o f the sam e gender. " "Th e Pentagon' s Ne w Polic y Guideline s 
on Homosexual s i n th e Military, " The  New  York  Times,  Jul y 20 , 1993 , 
p.A14. 
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Republic, Rhetoric , and Sexual Difference 1 

Barbara Vinke n 

The feminis m o f th e las t fou r decade s span s tw o pole s tha t coul d 
somewhat schematicall y b e labele d identit y versu s difference ; Si -
mone d e Beauvoi r an d Luc e Irigara y ar e thei r mos t obviou s repre -
sentatives. Fo r Beauvoi r th e emancipatio n o f wome n consist s i n 
becoming men , i.e. , self-reliabl e subjects , capabl e o f speakin g no t 
only i n th e nam e o f th e particula r an d therefor e necessaril y mar -
ginal, but i n th e nam e o f the general , th e universal . When Irigara y 
claims tha t sh e i s no t a  feminist , sh e mean s thi s kin d o f feminis m 
that i s concerne d wit h th e Subject . Th e feminis m o f Irigara y i s 
twofold; i n a  firs t step , sh e deconstruct s th e wester n discours e o f 
the subjec t fro m Plat o t o Freud . Thi s discours e constitute s th e 
male subjec t b y functionalizin g th e differenc e o f th e sexe s fo r th e 
identity o f th e mal e subject . Woma n i s turne d int o a  negativ e 
reflection o f the male . In a  second ste p tha t i s often misunderstoo d 
as som e ne w essentialism , sh e set s ou t t o reconfigure th e feminin e 
as a  figure  o f difference . Th e differentialit y o f th e feminin e doe s 
not foun d a  ne w femal e identity , bu t deconstruct s th e reignin g 
scheme o f th e human-mal e identit y b y withdrawin g th e negativ e 
reflections o f th e feminine , indispensabl e fo r tha t human-mal e 
identity's constitution . 

Beauvoir sa w th e feminin e i n bot h it s historical-socia l an d i n 
its biological manifestatio n a s a  state o f self-alienation tha t shoul d 
in principle b e overcome . Women hav e t o be free d s o as t o be abl e 
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to function i n the given society like men. Irigaray o n the contrar y 
has a  stak e i n a n essentia l modificatio n tha t wil l definitivel y 
change th e curren t stat e o f affairs . Sh e see s th e feminin e a s th e 
subversive elemen t pe r se , one that reveal s the self-identica l mal e 
subject a s a  narcissisti c illusion ; th e politica l fantasie s buil t o n 
that illusio n can and should collapse through subversive feminity . 
Her project consist s in a revolution through the feminine . 

I begin wit h a  somewha t abrup t confrontatio n o f the position s 
of Beauvoir an d Irigaray becaus e I  would lik e to propose a  doubt -
lessly hybri d mediation . Fo r th e sak e o f brevit y I  propos e th e 
following denominator : decompositio n o f identity throug h imita -
tion. I  woul d lik e t o plea d fo r Beauvoir' s strateg y i n orde r t o 
support Irigaray' s goal ; wome n shoul d i n fac t becom e huma n 
beings lik e men . Suc h a  mimesi s o f th e human-mal e no t onl y 
reveals tha t th e implici t standar d o f the human i s the male ; mor e 
important: th e imitation o f the male role reveals that me n are no t 
men, bu t tha t the y to o pla y a  rol e an d tha t the y imitat e "men. " 
Through the female impersonatio n o f the male role, the masculin e 
turns ou t t o be a  mimickry . Whether thi s parodisti c effec t i s pro-
duced intentionall y o r comes about unintentionally doe s not mat -
ter in the end. That i t comes about i s important . 

This cunnin g o f reaso n i s th e positiv e formulatio n o f wha t i s 
negatively conceive d o f a s th e dange r o f "woman " an d th e femi -
nine. That danger cannot be quelled for good reason as long as our 
republics stil l fundamentall y rel y o n a  segregatio n o f th e sexes . 
This sexual-politica l configuratio n o f th e moder n stat e ca n b e 
traced bac k t o the 18t h century. The sexual-political implication s 
of th e discourse s o f Enlightenment , althoug h centra l hav e gener -
ally bee n "overlooked, " i.e. , no t thematized . Th e father s o f th e 
Republic, Montesquie u an d Rousseau , no t onl y charte d a  ne w 
social contrac t bu t als o a  ne w relatio n betwee n th e sexe s tha t 
turns ou t t o b e th e ver y conditio n o f th e ne w politica l order : th e 
condition o f th e res  publico, is th e cleansing , th e purgin g o f th e 
feminine fro m th e publi c sphere . Th e res  publica i s presente d i n 
these text s a s a  res  masculina;  thi s pur e masculinit y guarantee s 
the incorrubtibility , th e militar y potentia l an d th e orde r o f th e 
modern state . Th e tru e ennem y i s therefor e no t th e foreig n mili -
tary forces , bu t a n intimat e ennem y tha t reside s within . I t i s 
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femininity, whic h doe s no t destro y wit h arms , bu t which , cor -
rupted b y swee t talk , corrupt s throug h flattery . Thi s collectiv e 
neurosis structure s moder n though t o n th e state . I t i s th e lullab y 
of ou r youn g republics . Th e conceptio n o f th e res  publica  a s a 
space tha t i s cleanse d o f th e feminin e becam e successfu l wit h th e 
French Revolutio n an d ha s dominate d th e Europea n ide a o f th e 
state fa r int o ou r century—i f no t unti l now . 

The specte r tha t haunt s Europ e sinc e th e Enlightenmen t i s les s 
the specte r o f communism, tha n th e specte r o f the confusion o f th e 
sexes, an d i t i s informe d b y gende r anxiety . Me n threate n t o b e 
not rea l men , wome n no t rea l women . Th e wardin g of f o f a n 
"unnatural" confusio n o f th e sexe s i s motivate d b y th e fea r o f a 
loss o f masculinity , th e anxiet y o f a n emasculatio n b y mean s o f a 
perverted femininity , o r throug h femininit y a s perversion . Fo r i f 
women ar e n o longe r women , me n canno t b e men . "Unabl e t o 
make themselve s int o me n th e wome n mak e u s int o women, " 
writes Rousseau , wh o wil l b e m y mai n witnes s i n th e analysi s o f 
the relatio n amon g sexua l difference , rhetoric , an d republic. 2 

The politica l discours e o f th e 18t h centur y i s a t botto m a  dis -
course o n th e relatio n o f th e sexes . Th e politica l form s ar e firmly 
tied t o th e orde r o f th e sexes . Th e constitutio n o f th e stat e de -
pends—that i s ver y eviden t fro m Montesquie u t o Kant—o n th e 
relation o f th e sexes . The antimonarchica l discours e oppose s aris -
tocracy an d femininit y t o th e masculinit y o f th e uprigh t republic , 
inhabited b y fre e citizens . Monarchy , lik e feminity , spoil s moral s 
by refinin g taste , i t render s manlines s effeminat e an d make s vir -
tue a s masculinity , virtus,  impossible . Th e antimonarchica l dis -
course i s therefore a n implicitl y misogynisti c discourse . Followin g 
Rousseau, wh o echoe s Montesquieu' s De  Vesprit  des  his,  a  kin g 
needs subject s whos e se x matter s littl e wherea s a  republi c need s 
free men . 

In a  ne w renaissanc e o f th e Roma n republic , a  pure , immacu -
late, virtuous , mart ia l mal e societ y i s oppose d t o a  highl y culti -
vated, overcivilized , courteous , effeminate , scheming , vain monar -
chy. Th e republic , on e migh t argu e i s les s a  revolutionar y tha n a 
restorative enterprise : i t restore s patriarcha l societ y an d threat -
ened masculinit y alon g wit h th e Roma n republic . 

The highes t republica n virtu e i s a  clea n separatio n o f the sexes ; 
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women, "restraine d b y manners, " a s Montesquie u says , ar e 
banned fro m th e political , public spher e an d ar e confine d t o repro -
duction withi n th e hous e s o tha t me n ca n consecrat e themselve s 
solely t o the "commo n interest " an d th e "commo n good." 3 Passion , 
gallantry an d courtes y ar e natura l enemie s o f thi s new state . Mon -
tesquieu propose s th e Englis h mode l a s an alternativ e t o the virtu -
ous Roma n republic ; a s fa r a s heroi c mal e martia l purit y i s con -
cerned thi s mode l evidentl y canno t compar e wit h it s illustruou s 
predecessor, bu t i t i s a  thousan d time s mor e preferabl e t o th e 
French mode l o f courteou s gallantry . I n England , accordin g t o 
Montesquieu, th e wome n produc e children , chastel y withdraw n 
to th e confine s o f th e home . Th e men , whe n overcom e b y natura l 
urges, visi t th e brothel s s o tha t thei r mind s uninhibite d b y pas -
sions ar e fre e fo r th e relentles s turnin g o f ciphers . 

First o f al l wha t monarch y ha s corrupte d i s masculinity ; i t i s t o 
be restore d i n a  republi c throug h equalit y o f al l me n an d fortifie d 
by a  renewa l o f patriarcha l relations . O f wha t precisel y di d th e 
corruption o f monarch y consist ? Her e i s Montesquie u o n th e re -
versal o f al l value s throug h courteou s gallantry , whic h mus t b e 
abolished i n th e spiri t o f good laws : 

They [sag e legislators ] have banished eve n al l commerce o f gallantry— a 
commerce tha t produce s idleness , tha t render s th e wome n corrupters , 
even before the y ar e corrupted , tha t give s a  valu e t o trifles , an d debase s 
things of importance: a  commerce, in fine, that make s people act entirel y 
by the maxims of ridicule, in which the women are so perfectly skilled. 4 

The reversa l o f al l value s i s a  reversa l o f th e ver y differenc e tha t 
could establis h them , i.e. , a  reversa l o f bein g an d appearing . Thi s 
difference i s abolishe d i n monarchy . I n th e discours e o f gallantr y 
everything become s nothing , and nothin g everything . Appearance , 
vain appearance , reign s an d shee r nothingnes s i s i n command . 
Empty appearanc e i s th e ver y essenc e o f wome n an d whe n i t 
reigns wit h an d throug h them , th e essence o f men—their virtue — 
is corrupted . Th e dange r o f femininity , a s i t surface s i n Montes -
quieu's an d late r i n Rousseau' s texts , doe s no t s o muc h consis t i n 
women manipulatin g me n throug h th e shee r powe r o f th e beguil -
ing word ; th e femal e dange r lie s i n th e fac t tha t wit h wome n 
rhetoric reign s s o absolutely tha t th e ver y distinctio n betwee n th e 
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improper an d th e proper , betwee n bein g an d appearanc e col -
lapses. Masculinity , virtus,  depend s o n th e possibilit y o f a  public , 
clear distinctio n betwee n bein g an d appearance . S o tha t me n ca n 
remain me n withou t bein g staine d b y femininity , wome n shoul d 
not appea r i n public . 

The eighteent h centur y conceive d o f the passag e fro m natur e t o 
civilization a s a  radica l brea k i n structura l correspondenc e t o th e 
paradise myth . Thi s brea k i s provoke d b y a  rhetorica l ac t o f 
woman. Sh e say s "no " and refuse s hersel f t o men . Th e femal e "no " 
is a n undecidabl e "no. " Th e treshol d t o civilization , crosse d b y 
female Triebverzicht,  mark s a  change i n th e natura l powe r relatio n 
of th e sexes . Kan t agree s wit h Diderot , Montesquie u wit h Rous -
seau, tha t i n th e stat e o f civilizatio n woma n manage s b y he r 
natural a r t—a n art , tha t thoug h natural , doe s no t manifes t itsel f 
in th e stat e o f na ture—to "maste r man' s desir e fo r her. " By strate -
gically deployin g he r weakness , sh e manage s t o becom e a s stron g 
as he : 

Therefore i n anthropolog y th e natur e o f feminin e characteristics , mor e 
than thos e o f th e masculin e sex , i s a  subjec t fo r stud y b y philosophers . 
Under adverse natura l condition s on e can n o more recognize thos e char -
acteristics tha n th e characteristic s o f cra b apple s o r wil d pears , whic h 
disclose their potential only through grafting o r innoculation. Civilization 
does no t establis h thes e feminin e characteristics , i t onl y cause s the m t o 
develop and become recognizable under favorable circumstances. 5 

This balanc e o f power , wher e woma n transform s he r weaknes s 
into strengt h b y appearin g col d i n lov e an d makin g th e ma n pas -
sionate throug h he r ver y virtue , i s quit e precarious . I f civilizatio n 
becomes to o refined—an d thi s stat e o f affair s ha s bee n reache d 
according t o genera l agreemen t amon g th e philosopher s i n th e 
eighteenth century—i t bring s abou t a  confusio n o f th e sexes . Ei -
ther wome n d o no t sa y "no " anymor e o r me n kno w tha t wome n 
mean "yes " whe n the y sa y "no. " Th e "no " ha s los t it s ambiguity . 
This lackin g Triebverzicht  show s tha t th e woma n want s t o b e a 
man: "Wheneve r th e refinemen t o f luxur y ha s reache d a  hig h 
point, th e woman show s hersel f well-behave d onl y by compulsion , 
and make s n o secre t i n wishing tha t sh e migh t rathe r b e a  man , s o 
that sh e coul d giv e large r an d free r latitud e t o her inclinations ; n o 
man, however , woul d wan t t o b e a  woman " (221). 6 An d sinc e sh e 



186 Barbar a Vinke n 

does no t manag e t o becom e a  man , sh e turn s me n int o women . 
Women bring about th e collapse of the order of society when the y 
turn male , that is , libertine. If women tur n libertine , Didero t see s 
that no t onl y a s a  menac e t o th e patriarcha l family , bu t t o an y 
form o f ordere d society. 7 Pater  semper incertus —this incertaint y 
can only be banned i n the bosom of the family . 

The conservatio n o f moral s an d th e existenc e o f th e stat e de -
pend on a rhetorical act . According to Rousseau and Montesquieu , 
even th e surviva l o f me n depend s o n it . Me n woul d otherwis e 
be mercilessl y hunte d t o deat h b y women' s formidabl e sexua l 
insatiability—"especially" add s Rousseau , again echoin g Montes -
quieu "i n th e souther n countries. " Throug h thi s rhetorica l act , 
natural weaknes s i s transforme d b y a  quas i "natural " art , whic h 
only manifest s itsel f i n th e stat e o f civilizatio n int o power . Thi s 
art consist s i n appearin g col d an d i n sayin g "no " eve n i f on e 
eventually mean s "yes." The equivalence of women and rhetoric i s 
perhaps bes t describe d b y Nietzsche . I n contras t t o th e philoso -
phers o f th e 18t h century , wh o kee p u p th e differenc e betwee n 
being and appearance, rhetoric is for Nietzsche the ultimate truth . 
Nothing i s perhaps hidde n behin d th e veil : "Vit a femina . .  . . But 
perhaps thi s i s the mos t powerfu l magi c of life : i t i s covered b y a 
veil interwove n wit h gold , a  vei l o f beautifu l possibilities , spar -
kling wit h promise , resistance , bashfulness , mockery , pit y an d 
seduction. Yes , life i s a  woman." 8 Fo r Nietzsch e woma n remain s 
unreadable eve n i n makin g love . H e canno t decid e betwee n th e 
proper an d th e improper : "Tha t the y 'pu t o n something ' eve n 
when the y tak e of f everything—Da/ 3 sie 'sich geben' , selbs t noch , 
wenn sie—sic h gebe n .  . . Woman i s so artistic."9 Sh e i s "so artis-
tic" because even i n giving herself, she can stil l pu t o n an ac t an d 
not give "herself." No wonder tha t th e fathers o f the republic hav e 
to secure it s foundation—i.e. , th e distinctio n betwee n th e prope r 
and th e improper an d th e merely rhetorical—at an y cost ; mascu -
linity, properly speaking , depends o n it . This i s why the y wante d 
to banish no t onl y th e poets , but als o women fro m thei r pure , al l 
male republic. They almost manage d wit h the French Revolution , 
when, t o quot e fro m Schiller' s Ode  to  Joy,  "al l me n becam e 
brothers." 

In this rhetorical context, Rousseau's strong tendencies toward s 
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regression fantasies , centerin g aroun d a  unise x society , ca n b e 
put int o perspective . Hi s groundbreakin g influenc e i n th e Frenc h 
Revolution i s du e i n larg e par t t o thes e fantasies . Suc h fantasie s 
of a  retrea t int o th e homelan d o f tru e me n appea r whe n th e influ -
ence o f fiction,  o f rhetoric , an d o f feminity become s overpowering . 
In hi s ver y effort s t o conto l thi s influence , Roussea n offer s th e 
most faithfu l testimon y t o it s power . Hi s fantasie s tur n aroun d 
ancient Spart a o r th e Roma n republic—aroun d th e constitutio n 
of a  male , martial , homosocia l bod y politics . Thi s bod y politic s i s 
a bloo d brotherhood , sinc e i t ha s it s basi s i n th e willingnes s o f 
every membe r t o she d hi s bloo d fo r hi s state . Th e onl y passio n 
that inhabit s thi s bod y i s lov e fo r th e fatherland . Th e figure  tha t 
keeps i t togethe r i s the similarit y an d therefor e equalit y o f al l me n 
by virtu e o f thei r mal e sex . Thi s i s th e figure  o f metaphor . Th e 
intervention o f wome n int o thi s mal e cosmo s entail s anothe r 
rhetorical figure:  contagion , o r contamination , an d thu s me -
tonymy. 

The dange r o f femininit y a s differenc e i s highlighte d i n th e 
Letter a  d'Alembert,  les s a  lette r o n th e theate r tha n a  positio n 
paper o n th e relatio n amon g rhetoric , republi c an d sexua l differ -
ence. I t i s als o centra l i n th e Solitaires,  th e supplemen t t o Rous -
seau's nove l o n education , Emile.  Afte r a n almos t paradisia c "mar -
riage d'amour " Emil e leave s hi s fallen wife , who becam e pregnan t 
by anothe r ma n i n th e Babe l tha t i s Paris . H e turn s hi s bac k o n 
women an d th e problem s the y unfailingl y brin g abou t eve n i n th e 
best o f al l worlds . H e goe s of f t o fight  i n th e colonie s agains t 
slavery, fo r th e equalit y o f al l men . 

In Emile,  Roussea u present s hi s idea l o f a  free , autonomou s 
male individua l an d hi s femal e pendant . Th e receptio n o f Rous -
sean's work ha s ofte n curtaile d hi s throrie s considerably , resultin g 
in tw o majo r reducitons . Th e first  reductio n state s tha t Roussea u 
proclaims th e ide a o f natura l man , uncorrupte d b y society , an d 
that hi s pedagog y promote s th e ful l unfoldin g o f thi s natural , an d 
naturally good , huma n being . Humanist s hav e greatl y admire d 
and acclaime d hi m fo r th e putativ e idea l o f a  natural , free , self -
determined, autonomou s man . Accordin g t o th e secon d reductio n 
of hi s theories , Roussea u wa s th e mos t determine d exponen t o f 
the concep t o f th e complementarit y o f th e sexes . An d whil e mos t 
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of hi s mal e interpreter s hav e no t waste d a  wor d o n thi s idea , h e 
has bee n critize d fo r thi s construc t b y feminists. 10 

It i s undeniabl e tha t o n th e on e han d Roussea u proclaim s th e 
free, self-determine d ma n wh o someho w gain s back hi s los t natur e 
as secon d nature , while , o n th e othe r han d h e aim s a t a  segrega -
tion an d complementarit y o f th e sexes . Bu t i t i s als o undeniabl e 
that agains t th e grai n o f hi s intention , hi s tex t show s tha t thing s 
are no t tha t simple . Hi s tex t reveal s tha t th e ver y conditio n o f th e 
self-sufficient ma n i s a  specifi c kin d o f feminity . I t i s throug h 
woman tha t th e figure  "man " i s establishe d an d tha t thi s ver y 
establishment i s a t th e sam e tim e obliterated . I t i s thank s t o her , 
thanks t o he r ar t an d t o he r rhetori c tha t th e figure  "man " doe s 
not see m t o b e a  figure,  bu t "th e proper. " Woma n thu s i s no t a 
complement, bu t a  supplement . 

The idea l o f natura l man , proclaime d b y Rousseau , i s anythin g 
but natural : ma n ha s t o aquir e thi s idea l natur e a s hi s secon d 
nature. I t i s within thi s proces s o f acquisition an d recuperatio n o f 
his first  nature , tha t hi s tru e huma n natur e become s manifest . I n 
order t o pu t natur e i n th e stat e o f th e desire d natural , origina l 
nature ha s t o be replace d b y som e kin d o f secondary "originality. " 
Only thi s reproduce d originalit y carrie s th e hallmar k o f inno -
cence, attache d t o th e natural . Th e tru e origi n i s th e produc t o f 
the substitutio n fo r th e origin . I t i s essentia l tha t th e creatio n o f 
the secon d a s first  natur e leave s n o trace s an d produce s th e illu -
sion o f th e natural , o f nonconstructedness . Natura l ma n i s thu s a 
rhetorical product , whos e rhetoricit y mus t b e completel y oblit -
erated. 

Let u s tur n t o th e first  reductio n o f Rousseau' s theory , t o th e 
ideal o f th e autonomou s man , wh o relie s solel y o n himsel f an d hi s 
own forces . H e turn s ou t t o be , without havin g th e faintes t aware -
ness o f it , absolutel y dependent . Fe w relationship s i n Wester n 
literature ar e a s manipulativ e a s th e relationshi p betwee n Emil e 
and hi s mentor . Thi s mento r doe s no t introduc e hi s pupi l t o th e 
world a s i t is , bu t a s i t shoul d be . H e arrange s th e world , a s i f i t 
were unrhetorical , proper ; h e give s a  rhetorica l mis e e n scen e o f 
the proper . Emile' s unmeditate d relatio n t o th e object s o f thi s 
world, hi s reliance upo n hi s own forces , hi s self-conscious freedo m 
from amour  propre,  hi s independenc e base d o n amour  de  soi —all 
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these ar e effect s o f a  giganti c staging , wher e th e mentor , invisibl e 
like God , pull s th e string s an d manipulate s Emil e a s a  puppet . 
Emile's lov e life , t o tak e onl y on e example , i s no t onl y planne d 
down t o th e smalles t practica l details , i t i s carefull y stage d wit h 
great intertextua l refinement , followin g literar y pretext s t o th e 
letter. Lik e al l grea t art , thi s stagin g appear s t o b e completel y 
spontaneous. Eve n thos e wh o unwittingl y pla y th e leadin g role s 
have n o suspicio n tha t the y ar e merel y recitin g a  prewritte n 
script. Th e text s consulted—Homer' s Odyssey  an d Fenelon' s Tele-
maque—already contai n a n ingeniou s poetic s o f imitatio,  whic h 
uncannily double s th e "real " encounte r betwee n Sophi e an d 
Emile. Emile' s naturalnes s an d hi s freedo m ar e therefor e pur e 
illusion, th e effec t o f a  rhetori c tha t i s effectiv e t o th e exten t tha t 
it neve r reveal s itself . His self-relianc e i s nothing bu t a  narcissisti -
cally fullfillin g fantasy , du e t o th e rhetorica l skill s o f th e mentor . 
This mento r ha s altogethe r unsettlin g similaritie s wit h women ; 
and tha t mayb e i s wh y h e i s th e onl y ma n i n th e whol e boo k wh o 
sees through the m an d thei r artifice . 

Let u s no w tur n t o th e secon d reduction , th e complementarit y 
of women . I n contras t t o men , wome n ar e no t suppose d t o hav e 
any immediac y o r unmediatedness . Properly , on e canno t spea k o f 
woman proper . Th e onl y thin g sh e i s intereste d i n even , a s a 
little girl , i s th e effec t sh e ha s o n others . Sh e receive s th e gif t o f 
manipulat ion—that is , a rhetorica l gif t insofa r a s on e manage s t o 
get somethin g withou t sayin g i t properly—in he r cradle . To judg e 
her utterance s accordin g t o th e criterio n o f truthfulnes s woul d b e 
utterly mistaken . Effec t i s th e onl y thin g tha t counts . Woman ha s 
no etre  en  soi,  bu t onl y a n etre  pour  autrui;  sh e therefor e ha s n o 
amour de  soi, bu t onl y a n amour  propre.  An d i t i s precisely throug h 
that amour  propre  tha t Roussea u trie s t o guide he r t o virtue , whil e 
it i s precisel y amour  propre  tha t preclude s an y virtu e i n a  man . 
Women neve r is,  sh e alway s appears . Sh e i s a  medium , pur e per -
formative. Thi s unsettlin g femal e powe r fo r absolut e performanc e 
is characterize d b y Roussea u b y a  divin e attr ibute : tha t o f th e 
unmoved mover . Lik e God , woman is—almost — motionless . Lik e 
him, sh e move s th e whol e world . Bu t unlik e him , t o mov e th e 
world, sh e mus t us e he r tongue . 

It i s no t withi n femal e natur e t o b e autonomous , immediate , 
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proper an d withou t rhetoric—tha t would , o n th e contrar y pu t 
man's life—due t o her unlimited lustfulness—int o morta l danger . 
From women , Roussea u therefor e expect s a  certain typ e of rheto-
ric what h e calls "pudeur." Clothes are , for goo d reason th e figur e 
for rhetoric ; an d i t i s through femal e fashio n tha t Rousseau , alia s 
St. Preux , explains i n hi s letter s fro m Pari s th e goo d an d th e ba d 
rhetoric o f femininity . "Natural " feminity consist s i n a  process of 
double veiling . A  woma n shoul d hid e he r charm s an d le t th e 
beholder gues s an d allo w hi s fantas y play . What sh e shoul d hid e 
even mor e carefull y i s th e ac t o f producing femininity ; a  woma n 
should b y n o mean s sho w tha t sh e ha s mad e hersel f u p an d sh e 
should neve r loo k as i f she i s looking for a n effect . Th e protestan t 
bourgeois rhetoric of the unobtrusive and unadorned ha s here one 
of it s paradigmati c instances . Emergin g fro m thi s mis e e n scen e 
that claim s t o b e shee r naturalness , i s a  definitio n o f woma n 
whose impac t o n th e idea l o f th e bourgeoi s protestan t woma n 
should no t b e underestimated : value s lik e modest y an d bashful -
ness tur n ou t t o b e cod e name s fo r a  ver y specifi c relatio n o f th e 
female sel f to herself. 

The fat e o f woma n i s seale d i n th e relatio n th e littl e gir l ha s 
to he r doll . Femininit y consist s fro m th e ver y beginnin g i n a n 
identification wit h onesel f a s somebod y else : "Sh e i s entirel y i n 
her doll , and sh e puts al l her coquetry int o it . She will not alway s 
leave i t there . Sh e await s th e momen t whe n sh e wil l b e he r ow n 
doll."11 The very same woman tha t see s herself a s her own doll— 
fully capabl e o f seeing herself wit h othe r eyes—has t o mask care -
fully thi s capacit y t o gai n he r innocence . Thi s secon d nature , b y 
no mean s natural , i s th e heigh t o f acculturation . T o become th e 
object fo r me n i s he r calling . I n th e fullfillmen t o f thi s socia l 
contract sh e gains her innocenc e and thereb y he r tru e femininity . 
Female being s have t o dres s a s women an d mus t the n preten d t o 
be incapabl e o f reflectin g thi s proces s i n orde r t o guarante e it s 
effectiveness. 

Parisian wome n immediatel y com e t o min d a s th e counterex -
ample t o thi s "good " feminity . Roussea u concede s fro m th e star t 
that the y ar e th e bes t dresse d wome n i n th e world . Bu t thei r 
adroitness i s a bitter necessity : the y need thi s skil l to compensat e 
for thei r natura l shortcomings , whic h ar e muc h mor e significan t 
than i n othe r women . U p t o thi s point , everythin g i s fine.  Th e 
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problem wit h th e Parisian s is , however , tha t the y d o no t concea l 
the proces s o f makin g themselve s u p an d tr y no t t o preten d i t i s 
nature; the y openl y expos e thei r ar t a s art . S o tha t the y ceas e t o 
be—a trul y amazin g conclusion—women . Instea d o f lowerin g 
their eye s unde r th e mal e gaze , an d blushin g bashfully , the y loo k 
straight bac k int o mens ' eye s t o contro l an d tes t th e effec t the y 
have a s women . 

The leas t feminin e wome n ar e th e aristocrats . An d thi s no t 
despite, bu t becaus e the y generousl y expos e thei r femal e charms , 
overexposing thei r femininity , s o t o speak . Femininit y her e show s 
its tru e face : fa r fro m bein g natural , i t turn s ou t t o b e a  masquer -
ade. The y wea r to o muc h rouge , pain t thei r breasts , hav e vertigi -
nous plungin g decolletes ; thei r shamelessnes s i s suc h tha t Rous -
seau shrink s fro m describin g the m t o hi s bashfu l Julie . Expose d 
femininity doe s no t signif y "woman, " bu t "aristocrat." : "Thus , 
they ceas e t o be women ou t o f fear o f being confounde d wit h othe r 
women; preferin g thei r ran k t o thei r se x the y imitat e whore s s o 
as no t t o b e imitated." 1 2 Th e Parisia n aristocrat s no t onl y mak e 
themselves u p al l to o evidentl y a s women ; i n additio n the y reflec t 
the proces s b y whic h the y becom e object s o f desire—tw o unveil -
ings to o much , fo r Rousseau' s taste . Sinc e femininit y consist s i n 
this doubl e veiling , there i s little lef t o f i t amon g th e wome n o f th e 
beau monde.  Fo r Rousseau , ar t consist s i n hiding art : Ars  adeo  latet 
arte sua,  a s Ovi d alread y knew . Parisia n wome n hav e unfortu -
nately forgotte n al l abou t it . Art , whic h hide s itsel f an d it s ow n 
doing, i s necessary howeve r t o establish mal e subjectivity . 

Therefore, accordin g t o Rousseau , woma n i s no t th e comple -
ment bu t rathe r th e ver y conditio n o f th e mal e subject . I t i s th e 
condition fo r hi s belie f i n litera l properness , fo r th e establishmen t 
of th e figure  o f "man " an d it s concealment . Th e supplement , t o 
quote Derrida , floods  th e being . Th e artfu l erasur e o f th e femal e 
self—Rousseau doe s no t tir e t o assur e us—i s i n th e ver y bes t 
interest o f women . Th e mor e unmediate d the y appear , th e greate r 
their effect . Thei r rhetorica l skill s shoul d onl y b e use d s o tha t th e 
man learn s t o pla y hi s "role  d'homme."  Woma n shoul d eras e her -
self s o tha t ma n ca n lear n t o kno w an d lov e himsel f i n others — 
"ses semblables"  say s Rousseau—an d thes e other s ar e alway s th e 
same: men . 

The self-erasur e o f feminity , whic h shoul d functio n onl y a s me -
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dium, a s pur e performative , shoul d tur n ma n int o a  goo d citizen . 
As soon a s hi s passio n i s directed towar d woma n an d h e desire s t o 
please, Roussea u fear s fo r th e "role  d'homme."  Becaus e tha t mean s 
entering th e real m o f rhetoric : no t t o be , bu t t o appear—an d 
therefore enterin g int o effeminacy . Thi s i s why ma n shoul d pleas e 
woman onl y a s someon e wh o doe s no t wan t t o please . Woman , 
instead o f usurpin g th e particularit y an d uniquenes s o f man' s 
passion, shoul d brin g hi m t o the lov e of humanity. Woma n i s thu s 
a pur e mediu m fo r th e sak e o f th e homosocialit y tha t i s th e ver y 
cement o f the republic . 

If th e constitutio n o f th e sexe s i s withou t proble m i n th e stat e 
of natur e i t i s because , i n th e absenc e o f society , Roussea u think s 
he ca n examin e ma n a s a n isolate d being , unthreatene d b y sexua l 
difference. Rousseau' s paradis e i s lik e th e angels ' unisex . I n th e 
state o f culture , banishe d fro m paradise , sexua l differenc e prove s 
to b e b y n o mean s natural , bu t a  highl y complicate d construct . 
"Man" i s nothin g tha t i s naturall y given , bu t a  rhetorica l figure. 
To mak e thi s figure  appea r natural—i.e. , no t constructed—i s th e 
ult imate ai m o f Rousseau' s writing s o n societ y an d politics . Th e 
corruption o f societ y therefor e i s no t a  corruptio n o f nature , bu t a 
corruption o f thi s rhetorica l figure—namely  o f th e mal e bod y 
politic. Th e agen t o f thi s corruptio n i s woman : "Neve r ha s a  peo -
ple perishe d fro m a n exces s o f wine ; al l peris h fro m th e disorde r 
of women." 1 3 

The disorde r o f wome n consist s i n revealin g th e rhetoricit y o f 
what shoul d appea r natural . Ma n i s th e figure  o f th e proper , 
women th e figure  o f figuration;  he r lac k o f being , he r shee r rheto -
ricity ca n b e hidden b y he r art , b y her ver y rhetoric . Man become s 
man prope r b y th e mediatio n o f women . Bu t sh e migh t als o ex -
pose th e figure  o f ma n fo r wha t i t is , a figure,  an d thereb y corrup t 
men an d societ y irremediably . Fo r Rousseau , th e mythica l fal l 
from paradis e consist s i n sexua l differenc e tha t ca n onl y b e re -
deemed b y functionalizin g thi s differenc e fo r th e consolidatio n o f 
the on e sex . 

"Do you wan t t o know men ? Stud y women " write s Roussea u i n 
the Lettre  a  d'Alembert  (82) . But th e les s you lear n i n thi s stud y th e 
better i t i s fo r men . Th e les s women ar e talke d about , th e les s yo u 
see o f them , th e bette r i t i s fo r th e people . Wome n remai n fo r 
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the peopl e o f me n a n agen t o f corruption , o f decomposition , o f 
subversion—some kin d o f drug , whos e dange r shoul d no t b e un -
derestimated. Th e bigges t favo r wome n ca n d o men therefor e i s t o 
agree t o a  segregate d societ y tha t banishe s the m fro m th e scen e 
that i s th e world . A s lon g a s the y d o nothin g wit h men , wome n 
can d o what the y want . Contac t betwee n me n an d wome n lead s t o 
man's subjugatio n an d domestication , t o th e destructio n o f th e 
masculine. I f distanc e an d differenc e ar e abolished , th e masculin e 
is extinquished . Th e ico n o f thi s horribl e visio n i s th e perverte d 
harem: "an d ever y woma n a t Pari s gather s i n he r apar tmen t a 
harem o f me n mor e womanis h tha n she " (101) . Rousseau's gende r 
anxiety, whos e classica l formul a i s th e fea r tha t me n b e turne d 
into women, i s linked t o a claustrophobic space , tinged wit h orien -
talism. Thi s foreign , oriental , confine d spac e i s oppose d t o th e 
open ai r an d th e health y exercise s t o strengthe n th e bod y tha t 
are linke d t o Gree k an d Roma n antiquity . Th e hallmar k o f thi s 
orientalism i s a  perverte d relatio n o f th e sexes . Thi s space , domi -
nated b y women , i s a  spac e o f inverte d prostitution , wher e men , 
unable t o move , ar e kep t indolen t prisoners , an d wher e al l the y 
have t o d o i s t o please . Th e onl y servic e no t demande d o f thes e 
"vile slaves " i s t o hav e se x " a l a manier e de s orientaux, " tha t i s t o 
make lov e whe n ordere d t o d o so . T o b e turne d int o a n objec t o f 
pleasure tha t ha s t o perfor m a t comman d provoke s anothe r fear : 
being unabl e t o stan d th e test . Th e spectr e tha t come s t o Rous -
seau's min d i s wha t Stendha l woul d cal l man' s fiasco.  Me n i n 
contact wit h wome n ar e i n dange r o f turnin g oriental , o f becom -
ing impoten t slave s o f femal e lust , o f losin g thei r mastery , o f 
becoming infecte d wit h feminint y an d thu s counterfeite d men : 

On my  las t tri p t o Geneva , I  alread y sa w severa l o f thes e youn g ladie s 
[young men , B.V. ] i n jerkins , wit h whit e teeth , plum p hands , pipin g 
voices, and pretty green parasols in their hands, rather maladroitly coun -
terfeiting men . (112) 

No wonde r tha t Roussea u shudder s whe n thinkin g abou t th e pos -
sible effect s o f thi s all-powerfu l femal e rhetori c tha t transform s 
men int o women wh o i n turn , ape , parody, counterfei t th e origina l 
man. I t is , by th e way , a  parado x a  l a Roussea u tha t me n turne d 
into wome n d o no t counterfei t women , bu t men . Th e mos t devas -
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tating effec t consist s o f the exposur e o f femininity , o f a  reflectio n 
of rhetoric . Thi s happen s i n th e fashio n o f th e Parisians , wh o 
overexpose femininit y an d tes t a s subject s th e effec t the y have a s 
objects i n the male eye. Only the theater i s more devastating . The 
Lettre a d'Alembert  sur  les  spectacles is , no t onl y a s th e titl e indi -
cates, a  lette r t o a  man concernin g th e establishment o f a theate r 
in Geneva, but also a manifesto agains t a  certain form of represen-
tation, whose adressees are men in general . 

Theater alienates the individuelle  Allgemeine, which turns out t o 
be precisely—masculinity . Wha t constitute s man ? I t i s no t th e 
recognition o f oneself a s an incommensurable individual , nor is i t 
the complete identification wit h someone else as other. It is rather 
the recognitio n o f onesel f a s par t o f a  universal , generi c being : 
resemblence a s similarit y tha t i s guarantee d i n th e mal e sex . 
Rousseau therefore oppose s resemblence to identification, becaus e 
one alienate s onsel f i n identificatio n (lik e th e gir l i n he r dol l an d 
later i n herself) , wherea s on e recognizes onesel f throug h similar -
ity with th e other. Paul de Man has spoken of a generalized meta -
phor in his Rousseau interpretations. 14 

I wil l no t g o into th e Lettre  a d'Alembert's  retropin g o f the con -
temporary aestheti c discussion . I t i s nevertheless interestin g tha t 
Rousseau wa s th e first  t o us e sexua l differenc e t o conduc t a  po -
lemic against Aristotelian aesthetics . Rousseau translates the dan-
ger o f th e passion s int o a  threa t o f generalize d effeminization . 
The proble m o f passion , sinc e Augustin e an d a  fortior i i n th e 
interpretation o f Port-Royal , has been a  problem o f figuration.  I n 
Rousseau's text , the protestant obsessio n with the literal , with th e 
proper meanin g an d th e prope r sense , becomes manifes t throug h 
the assertio n o f ma n a s literal , a s properl y man . I n orde r t o re -
formulate tha t obsessio n i n a more "catholic " or a  more medieva l 
perspective, on e coul d sa y tha t ma n become s th e figure  tha t de -
nies figurality,  wherea s woman becomes the figure that incarnate s 
figurality. I n th e ne w binary , non-allegorica l orde r thi s ca n onl y 
mean perversion . 

The Letter shows men how the adressee, "man," is threatened b y 
women an d th e theater . The text tha t illustrate s thi s threa t work s 
against it s ow n semanti c assertion . Whil e i t claim s "man " t o b e 
natural, i t disclose s hi m a s a  rhetorica l figure.  Whil e Roussea u 
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pretends t o protec t "man " agains t th e pervers e decompositio n 
that theate r accomplishes , hi s tex t work s d e facto a s theate r an d 
as th e ba d femal e rhetoric : wha t i t stage s i s "man " a s a  figure 
that appear s disfigure d i n th e aestheti c experienc e o f the theater . 
Contrary t o th e "spectacles" , theate r i s th e plac e wher e th e con -
struct "man " is not onl y exposed a s a figure,  bu t deconstructe d i n 
its metaphorica l figurality.  An d tha t i s precisely wha t Rousseau' s 
text accomplishes . 

The acto r wh o give s up o n th e mos t nobl e o f al l roles , the rol e 
of man, i s no longer a  rea l man . He does not pla y a  generalizabl e 
role a s "man" , hi s "role  d'homme" sinc e h e ha s t o dissolv e i n th e 
representation o f th e particular , th e individual . Th e acto r lose s 
himself s o completely i n th e othe r tha t h e keep s nothin g proper , 
whereas th e othe r remain s s o particula r an d individua l tha t n o 
common "man " unite s them . Thi s kin d o f identificatio n i s a n 
"oublie de  soi"  that , characterize d b y self-forgetting , i s a t th e 
same tim e man-forgetting . Roussea u oppose s a  spectacl e t o thi s 
corrupting theater , i n whic h th e communit y stage s itsel f unde r 
the open sk y i n war an d lov e games, so that everybod y ca n lear n 
to recognize and lov e himself i n the others (260) . The similarity of 
the other s i s guaranteed i n th e mal e se x that , reflecte d i n femal e 
eyes, achieves it s ful l luster . Women hav e t o extinguish thei r sex -
ual differenc e i n orde r t o consolidat e th e on e sex . In th e theater , 
however, one never see s people who resemble oneself , but alway s 
people wh o ar e different : "an d w e alway s se e being s othe r tha n 
our own kind in the theatre" (27). 

The staged representatio n o f the feminine destroy s th e similar -
ity of men tha t guarantee s th e solidarity o f the citizens and there -
fore th e stabilit y o f th e state . The grou p o f citizens i s particular -
ized i n singl e mal e lovers . A  grou p o f lover s i s a  grou p o f 
singularized concurrents . The y ar e identica l an d antagonistic — 
and must , i n thei r rivalry , try t o please. Since the y cour t th e lov e 
of a  woman , sh e has , b y holdin g powe r ove r an y on e o f them , 
power over al l of them. Love, which shoul d onl y be a supplemen t 
to th e othe r passions , engulf s the m all—firs t an d foremos t th e 
most nobl e o f all virtues , patriotism. "Titu s can ver y wel l remai n 
a Roman ; h e i s th e onl y on e o n hi s side ; al l th e spectator s hav e 
married Berenice" (53). 
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Even i f th e individua l fate s ar e a s simila r a s tw o peas , the mal e 
collective i s nevertheless destroyed . Roussea u criticise s i n th e the -
ater a  certai n kin d o f mediality ; b y showin g herself , woma n als o 
shows ho w sh e show s hersel f an d thu s destroy s he r "invisibility, " 
which consist s i n bein g nothin g bu t a  reflectio n o f sameness . Sh e 
stages th e ver y effec t sh e has . S o muc h fo r feminit y an d rhetoric . 
Let u s tur n t o Rousseau' s ow n rhetoric . Roussea u goe s t o grea t 
length t o explai n an d t o excus e hi s fictional  writing s suc h a s th e 
Nouvelle Heloise.  I n hi s non-fictiona l text s h e disclaim s th e us e o f 
rhetoric. H e di d no t tak e th e pen , h e point s out , t o writ e well ; hi s 
poor skill s coul d i n an y cas e no t compet e wit h th e brillian t rheto -
ric o f D'Alembert . H e knows o n th e contrar y tha t h e wil l displeas e 
and ye t h e doe s no t shrin k fro m lendin g hi s voic e t o "trut h an d 
justice"—the first  dutie s o f men , an d t o humanit y an d father -
land—his first  emotions . 

But Roussea u fatall y commit s th e ver y mistak e h e blame s Pari -
sian wome n for ; h e use s no t onl y rhetorica l figures—that  i s inevi -
table—he overexpose s hi s rhetorica l gestures . Th e "Lettre"  coul d 
be rea d a s a  classica l treatis e o n rhetori c pu t int o praxis . Take fo r 
example th e tripl e anaphor a "mais  il  fallait  plaire,"  echoin g th e 
Shakespearean speec h o f Mar c Antony , on e o f th e best-know n 
pieces o f rhetorica l craftmanship . Althoug h vehementl y con -
demming th e desir e t o please , Roussea u i s no t exemp t fro m thi s 
very fault . Nothin g make s th e poin t bette r tha n th e rhetorica l 
form o f th e reproach . Becaus e on e want s t o please , one canno t tel l 
the har d t rut h an d on e mus t betra y th e caus e o f virtuou s mascu -
linity t o rhetori c an d femininity—whic h a t thi s poin t hav e virtu -
ally merged . Rousseau' s tex t canno t hel p bu t commi t thi s sam e 
betrayal. Agains t th e grai n o f th e author ' s intentio n tha t mos t o f 
his reader s hav e rea d wit h satisfaction , th e tex t reveal s tha t ma n 
is no t a  natura l essence , bu t a  figure,  on e tha t ha s t o b e produce d 
by a  rhetoric , whic h i s qualified a s feminine . Th e tex t unveil s thi s 
rhetoric; i t expose s i t and , throug h it s vainl y disclaime d desir e t o 
please, betray s th e caus e o f masculinit y tha t Roussea u hold s u p 
with a  radicalit y happil y uncommon . 

To retur n t o th e beginning , I  mak e a  jum p int o th e present . I 
depart fro m th e thesi s tha t ou r republics—democracie s tha t 
claim thei r republicai n heritag e wit h pr ide—ar e stil l informe d b y 
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the background-metaphor o f a male body politic . This male bon d 
is no longe r grounde d i n th e willingnes s o f al l o f it s member s t o 
spill their blood for thei r country, but i n the shared consciousnes s 
of participatin g i n a  wa r o f econom y an d authority . Withi n thi s 
male body , power, influence , an d mone y ar e traded . Women wh o 
manage t o ge t power , money , o r authorit y confir m a s exception s 
the rule of its male constitution . 

The ver y permanenc e o f thi s structure—despit e th e womens ' 
movement an d it s partia l successes—prove s tha t th e moder n 
state i s a  defense mechanis m agains t mal e gende r anxiety ; on e i s 
tempted t o sa y tha t th e moder n stat e is  thi s generalize d gende r 
anxiety. Th e moder n stat e fend s of f a  genera l fea r o f contamina -
tion, th e fea r o f becomin g contaminate d wit h th e feminine . Th e 
dark an d threatenin g knowledg e tha t i t i s clothe s tha t mak e 
the man, and therefore me n are women, has to be covered up. The 
cover-up of that diml y perceived trut h i s the concept o f the sexes ' 
naturalness. Gender i s seen a s nothing bu t th e natura l expressio n 
of sex. It i s not understood a s the process, or figuring,  tha t create s 
the meanin g o f biologica l sex— a sex , whe n o n it s own , entirel y 
lacking i n meaning . I t i s throug h gende r tha t se x acquire s it s 
proper meaning . I f wome n tak e th e mal e role , th e fiction  tha t 
gender i s nothin g bu t th e expressio n o f se x canno t wor k an y 
longer. Th e "naturalness " o f se x an d it s "prope r meaning " i s ex -
posed as figure, as an effect o f rhetoric. Impersonating ma n shoul d 
stop th e endles s reaffirmatio n tha t a  ma n i s a  ma n i s a  ma n i s 
a man . 

This i s wh y I  wan t t o plea d fo r Beauvoir' s praxi s i n orde r t o 
achieve Irigaray's aim. Women should become like men. But they / 
we shoul d no t d o tha t t o b e i n th e en d self-identica l subjects ; 
that wa s Beauvoir' s ideal . The y shoul d becom e me n s o tha t thi s 
imitation ca n expos e mal e self-identica l subjecthoo d a s a n illu -
sion. B y parodyin g masculinit y intentionall y o r unintentionally , 
women decompos e th e illusio n o f mal e identity . B y mimickin g 
masculinity, the y introduc e ironi c distance . The y disfigur e th e 
figure of referentiality, th e congruence o f biological sex and socia l 
role. It i s in this difference tha t a n ironica l play can be staged, a n 
intentionally theatrica l comed y o f th e sexe s i n whic h bot h part s 
play thei r rol e wit h greate r distance , mor e self-irony , an d i n th e 
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end wit h mor e powe r fo r wome n and , fo r bot h sexes , mor e 
pleasure. 

The emphasi s o n pleasur e an d pla y shoul d no t delud e u s abou t 
the amoun t o f wor k entaile d i n th e undertakin g o f suc h a  doubl e 
strategy. A s Judit h Butle r mos t recentl y ha s mad e clear : "i t i s 
necessary t o lear n a  doubl e movement : t o invok e th e categor y [of , 
say, 'woman' ] and , hence , provisionall y t o institut e a n identit y 
and a t th e sam e tim e t o ope n th e categor y a s a  sit e o f permanen t 
political contest." 15 T o do thi s "a t th e sam e time " i s what th e pla y 
is about . T o pla y i t a s a  "politica l contest " ma y b e congenia l i n 
coping wit h America n styl e "affirmativ e action. " Wha t i s crucia l 
however, i s t o kee p th e gam e ope n an d th e pla y o f differenc e a 
pleasure. I n forcin g th e comed y int o th e patho s o f tragedie s n o 
part icular contes t i s t o be wo n bu t a  politic s o f confrontation tha t 
instead, foreclose s th e field  t o b e opene d i n thi s parodisti c praxis . 
There i s n o fixed  identit y t o b e reache d an d n o exclusion s ar e t o 
be tolerated , bu t th e singularit y o f provisiona l ironie s i s t o b e 
maintained. Tha t i t ma y b e fun t o tak e u p th e self-servin g identit y 
politics of self-declared policeme n o f pleasure enforce s rathe r tha n 
depoliticizes a  politic s o f feminism . 
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The Tes t Driv e 

Avital Ronel l 

Wasted a fair bi t of patriotic young flesh i n 
order to test some new technology . 

(William Gibson, Neuromancer) 

Attunement 
There was once a man: he had learned as a child that beautifu l tal e of 
how God tried Abraham, how he withstood th e test , kept his faith an d 
for the second time received a son against every expectation. .  . . This 
man was no thinker, he felt n o need to go further tha n faith . .  . . This 
man was no learned exegete , he knew no Hebrew; had he known He-
brew then perhaps i t might have been easy for him to understand th e 
story of Abraham. 

(S</>ren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling) 

Testing 1 

A peculiar featur e i n th e legac y o f th e Gay  Science  lie s i n th e fac t 
that th e scientificity  o f Nietzsche's us e of "science" has no t ye t bee n 
examined. Thi s fac t i s no t t o b e ascribe d simpl y t o som e contin -
gent prejudic e i n readin g o r t o another , equall y fugitive , for m o f 
blindness. I f we hav e bee n unabl e t o rea d Nietzsche' s wor d o n th e 
scientificity o f scienc e i n contemporar y terms , thi s ma y b e s o 
because hi s reac h i s s o fa r ahea d o f th e limit s o f understandin g 
that ou r scanner s ar e elude d b y it . In fact , Nietzsche' s scienc e ha s 
eluded commentator s no t onl y becaus e o f the unprecedented leap s 
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and bound s o n whic h hi s writin g pride s itsel f thematically , bu t 
also becaus e o f th e strang e term s o f predictio n tha t i t posits , an d 
which see m linke d t o whateve r i t i s tha t Nietzsch e mean s b y la 
gaya scienza.  I n thi s contex t "gay, " a s Walte r Kaufma n i s carefu l 
to poin t out , doe s no t necessaril y mea n "homosexual, " thoug h 
such right s o f nonreproductiv e associatio n b y pleasur e an d 
thought pattern , ar e certainl y extende d b y th e term s o f th e con -
tract tha t Nietzsch e draw s up . Wha t i s a  scienc e tha t predicate s 
itself o n gaiet y withou t losin g it s qualit y o f bein g a  science ? An d 
how doe s Nietzsch e ope n th e channel s o f a  scientificit y that , with -
out compromisin g th e rigo r o f inquiry , woul d allo w fo r th e inven -
tiveness o f scienc e fiction,  experimenta l ar t and , abov e all , a 
highly stylize d existence ? 

If Nietzsche ha d discovere d somethin g lik e the essenc e o f futur e 
science, i t ma y b e th e cas e tha t i t expose d itsel f t o hi m i n th e wa y 
great discoverie s ar e made , namely , whe n though t "catche s i t i n 
flight withou t reall y knowin g wha t i t has caught. " Th e scientificit y 
which concern s Nietzsche , an d whic h ca n b e see n t o dominat e 
the technologica l field  i n whic h w e modern s exist , embrace s th e 
qualities bot h o f destructiv e an d artisti c mode s o f production , 
involving a n eve r elusiv e an d ye t a t th e sam e tim e tremendousl y 
potent forc e field.  Ou r bein g ha s bee n modalize d b y th e variou s 
technologies i n way s tha t ar e beginnin g t o receiv e seriou s atten -
tion i n th e fields  o f ontology , ethics , politica l theory , cybernetics , 
and artificia l intelligence . Yet , ther e i s somethin g tha t belong s 
neither insid e no r outsid e an y o f thes e fields  bu t ha s nonetheles s 
infiltrated thei r ver y core—something , indeed , tha t Nietzsche' s 
Gay Sc i first  articulated . Nietzsch e variousl y motivate s th e scien -
tific premis e o f hi s wor k b y term s tha t indicat e th e activitie s o f 
testing, whic h includ e experimentation , trial , hypothetica l pos -
iting, retrial , an d mor e testing . I f anything , Ga y Sc i signal s t o u s 
today th e exten t t o whic h ou r rappor t t o th e worl d ha s undergon e 
considerable mutatio n b y mean s o f ou r adherenc e t o th e impera -
tives o f testing . Th e consequence s ar e considerable , involving , t o 
say th e least , ou r relatio n t o explanator y an d descriptiv e lan -
guage, truth , conclusiveness , result , probability , process . Hence -
forth everythin g wil l have t o stand th e tes t o f time, which i s to say , 
it mus t b e trie d an d proven , an d eve r provisional , i t i s structurall y 
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regulated b y th e destructio n o f a  hypothesi s tha t hold s i t together . 
(If i t weren' t to o sudden , on e coul d sa y tha t Nietzsch e lai d th e 
groundwork fo r affirmin g Popper' s theor y o f falsifiability. ) 

Nietzsche marvel s a t a  scienc e that , lik e a  warrior , ca n g o ou t 
and tes t itsel f repeatedly . I f today' s worl d i s ruled conceptuall y b y 
the primac y o f testing , the n thi s i s coextensiv e wit h Nietzsche' s 
recognition o f th e moder n experimenta l disposition . Th e experi -
mental disposition , a s w e no w kno w i t fro m a  histor y o f flukes , 
successes, an d nea r misses , i n it s genesi s an d orientation , travel s 
way beyon d goo d an d evil . Thi s i s perhap s wh y experimentatio n 
is a  locu s o f tremendou s ethica l anxiety . But Nietzsche' s itinerar y 
itself i s inflecte d b y th e test s tha t h e an d hi s wor k ha d t o endur e 
or, t o pu t i t mor e gaily , th e experimen t whic h they , i n ever y 
walk o f lif e an d writing , at tempt . Ther e i s alway s th e questio n o f 
Nietzsche's scandalou s itinerary , no t th e leas t stag e o f whic h wa s 
his predictio n tha t hi s nam e woul d on e da y b e associate d wit h th e 
greatest catastroph e i n history . What doe s scienc e hav e t o do wit h 
this predictiv e utterance ? Nietzsch e woul d sho w predictio n t o b e 
the ver y essenc e o f science , related a s i t i s to the future , whic h i t i s 
always preparing . Prediction , a s a  promis e tha t ca n onl y ironiz e 
itself (onl y tim e wil l tell) , i s th e genealogica l tes t pa r excellence , 
linking futurit y t o language . I n thi s regar d i t i s importan t t o not e 
that Nietzsch e name s i n "Prelude s o f science " th e importanc e o f 
magicians, astrologer s an d witches—figure s wh o create d a  tast e 
and hunge r fo r hidden , forbidde n power s bu t wh o als o mak e u s 
recognize tha t "infinitel y mor e ha d t o be promised tha n coul d eve r 
be fulfilled " (240) . Thu s predictio n an d science , howeve r occul t 
their origin s (an d onl y a  fe w thing s ar e mor e spook y tha n futura l 
ghosts suc h a s prophes y an d invention) , ar e roote d i n th e iron y o f 
promise. Th e noncoincidenc e o f scientifi c promis e an d it s fulfill -
ment i s what w e cal l th e Test . 

Lest w e succum b t o th e temptatio n o f turnin g Nietzsch e int o a 
magician, astrologe r o r witch , w e shoul d remembe r that , whil e h e 
was a  stron g medium , hi s feelin g fo r th e future , " a ver y powerfu l 
feeling" (268) , i s tha t o f "a n hei r wit h a  sens e o f obligation , [of ] 
the mos t aristocrati c o f ol d noble s an d a t th e sam e tim e th e first 
of a  ne w nobility—th e lik e o f whic h n o ag e ha s ye t see n o r 
dreamed o f .  . .  th e oldest , th e newest , losses , hopes , conquests , 
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and th e victorie s o f humanit y .  . ."—a paradoxica l feelin g tha t 
includes bot h aristocrati c obligatio n towar d th e futur e an d th e 
more America n live-for-toda y spiri t o f experimentation . Bot h mo -
ments ar e involve d fo r Nietzsch e i n a  necessaril y propheti c sci -
ence. The moo d o f suc h a  scientis t i s tha t o f Dionysia n pessimism , 
what Nietzsch e call s th e "pessimis m o f th e future—fo r i t comes ! I 
see i t coming! " Thi s premonitio n an d visio n "belong s t o m e a s 
inseparable fro m me , a s m y proprium  an d ipsissimum"  (330 ) An d 
so, in Book Five of the Gay  Science  Nietzsch e explicate s "th e mean -
ing o f ou r cheerfulness " b y situatin g "us " at ou r posts ; thi s occur s 
directly afte r th e announcemen t o f th e greates t recen t event — 
that Go d i s dead , tha t th e belie f i n th e Christia n Go d ha s prove n 
unbelievable, Go d indee d ha s faile d th e test , fait h ha s bee n under -
mined: "Thi s lon g plenitud e an d sequenc e o f breakdown , destruc -
tion, ruin , an d cataclys m tha t i s no w impending—wh o coul d 
guess enoug h o f i t toda y t o b e compelle d t o pla y th e teache r an d 
advance proclaime r o f thi s monstrou s logi c o f terror , th e prophe t 
of a  gloom an d a n eclips e o f the su n whos e lik e has probabl y neve r 
yet occurre d o n earth?"(279 ) 

"Even w e bor n guesser s o f riddle s wh o are , a s i t were , waitin g 
on th e mountains , poste d betwee n toda y an d tomorrow , stretche d 
in th e contradictio n betwee n toda y an d tomorrow , w e firstlings 
and prematur e birth s o f th e comin g century , t o who m th e shad -
ows tha t mus t soo n envelo p Europ e reall y should  hav e appeare d 
by now—wh y i s i t tha t eve n w e loo k forwar d t o th e approachin g 
gloom withou t an y rea l sens e o f involvemen t an d abov e al l with -
out an y worr y an d fea r fo r ourselves ? .  . . our hear t overflow s wit h 
with gratitude , amazement , premonitions , expectation . A t lon g 
last th e horizo n appear s fre e t o u s again , eve n i f i t shoul d no t b e 
bright; a t lon g las t ou r ship s ma y ventur e ou t again , ventur e ou t 
to fac e an y danger ; al l th e darin g o f th e love r o f knowledg e i s 
permitted again . . . . " Th e permi t tha t w e hav e receive d i s nothin g 
less tha n a  tes t driver' s licence . I f i t ha d bee n revoked , Nietzsch e 
suggests i n anothe r passage , thi s i s du e t o th e mora l prejudic e 
against science , adventur e an d deregulate d knowledg e impose d 
on u s culturall y b y th e couple , Faus t an d Mephistopheles—tru e 
traitors t o th e caus e o f godles s science . Thi s represent s on e o f th e 
very fe w swipe s tha t Nietzsch e take s a t Goethe . I t i s somewha t o f 

".
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a strang e moment , fo r Nietzsch e attack s th e literar y Goeth e fo r a 
scientific error . A t th e sam e time , i t coul d b e argue d tha t th e 
secret her o o f Nietzsche' s scientifi c investigation s i s th e Goeth e o f 
the Theory  of  Color,  whos e bol d experiment s pu t th e experimente r 
on th e line . Goethe prioneere d th e momen t whe n th e body becam e 
the tes t sit e an d no t a  transcendentalizin g consciousness . Thi s i s 
the Goeth e tha t Nietzsch e represse s whe n h e goe s afte r th e Goeth e 
who produce d Faust ' s gradua l decathexi s o f science . But Goethe' s 
doublings an d repressions , hi s Nietzschea n mirroring s i n ar t an d 
science, are th e subjec t o f another book . 

One coul d argu e that , nowadays , sinc e th e adven t o f th e Ga y 
Sci, bu t perhap s no t solel y becaus e o f it , ther e i s nothin g tha t i s 
not teste d o r subjec t t o testing . W e exis t unde r it s sway , s o muc h 
so tha t on e coul d asser t tha t technolog y ha s no w transforme d 
world int o s o man y tes t sites . Amon g othe r things , thi s mean s 
that everythin g w e d o i s governe d b y a  logi c tha t include s a s 
its necessar y limit , probabilit y calculation , self-destruction , an d 
interminable trial . Le t m e focu s Nietzsche' s unprecedente d em -
phasis o n experimentation , whic h i s wha t I  believ e provide s th e 
crucial acces s cod e t o th e possibilit y o f a  ga y science . 

Testing 1 , 2 

Nietzsche: th e thinke r o f th e tes t sit e (fro m th e selectiv e tes t o f 
the eterna l return , t o Zarathustra ' s trials , an d th e experimenta l 
language shot s o f th e aphoristi c texts) . Nietzsche wa s alway s test -
ing one , two , three . The utterence," Versuchen wir's!"  (let' s pu t i t t o 
the test , let' s tr y i t out) , circumscribe s th e spac e o f a n unceasin g 
series o f audacious experiments : 

I would prais e an y skepsi s t o which I  am permitte d t o reply: "Le t us tr y 
[versuchen] it! " But I  d o no t wan t t o hea r anythin g an y mor e o f al l th e 
things and questions which d o not permit o f the experiment .  . . for ther e 
courage has lost its rights, [in Kaufmann xero x 67] 

One coul d argu e tha t Nietzsche , i n Human,  All-too-Human  (1878) , 
Dawn (1881) , an d The  Gay  Science,  set s u p a  la b i n whic h h e 
performs "th e countles s experiment s o n whic h late r theorie s 
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might b e built" (70) . Each aphoris m i s set up a s an experimen t t o 
be tested , observed and , a t times , rescinded. Rescindability i s the 
true tes t o f courage. This has nothing t o do with wimping ou t bu t 
with takin g th e cut s o f criticis m an d basin g nothin g o n fait h o r 
merely o n durability . I t i s th e mar k o f th e antiparanoia c pa r 
excellence. Sho w m e scholar s toda y wh o have th e courag e t o se e 
their littl e conviction s pu t t o th e test . Bu t scholar s ar e coo l wit h 
Nietzsche, fo r the y deman d tha t prio r trainin g an d disciplin e b e 
proven t o them—h e call s i t thei r unconditiona l probit y (323) . 
Thus, "I bless you, my scholarly friends, " write s Nietzsche (323) . I 
bless you "even for your hunched backs . And for despising, as I do, 
the 'me n o f letters ' an d cultur e parasites . An d fo r no t knowin g 
how to make a business of the spirit . And for having opinions tha t 
cannot b e translate d int o financial  value s .  . . And becaus e you r 
sole ai m i s t o becom e master s o f you r craft , wit h reverenc e fo r 
every kin d o f master y an d competenc e . . . " an d s o forth . Thi s i s 
one of the rare passages where Nietzsche acknowledges, with onl y 
some irony , th e relativ e nobilit y o f th e scholar . Thi s i s becaus e 
scholars ar e on the way t o scientificity, tha t is , they require proo f 
and hav e undergon e th e sever e condition s o f on e boo t cam p o r 
another. Scholars, who, in principal, are not pretenders, are not in 
it for th e money , and the y dea l with th e boss, the university, wit h 
some amount o f defiance despit e themselves . At least they are no t 
writing "for " th e university , thoug h the y ma y b e teachin g fo r th e 
institution. Thi s i s th e mos t positiv e evaluatio n o f scholars , wh o 
are otherwis e see n t o b e ossifie d i n reactivity—the y sa y yes , no , 
yes, no (usually no , moreover) t o everything tha t i s run b y them . 
These lowgrade tester s are often calle d upon to give tests, conduct 
experiments and come up with research results . 

In Will  to Power (1906) testing i s linked t o the becoming-activ e 
of forces . Activ e negatio n o r activ e destructio n i s th e stat e o f 
strong spirit s whic h "destro y th e reactiv e i n themselves , submit -
ting i t t o the tes t o f the eternal retur n an d submittin g themselve s 
to thi s tes t eve n i f i t entail s willin g thei r ow n decline " (Deleuze , 
100). What i s the nature o f the test? Does it have an essence? Is i t 
sheer relationality ? Wh y i s our security—whethe r o r no t yo u ar e 
prepared t o admi t this—base d o n testability ? W e want everyon e 
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and everythin g tested , an d I  a m no t unawar e o f th e siniste r reso -
nance o f thi s observation . Bu t sinc e whe n ha s a  desir e signale d b y 
humanity no t bee n pulle d b y a  siniste r undertow ? 

Testing, whic h ou r Dasein s encounte r ever y da y i n th e for m o f 
SAT, GRE , HIV , MCATS , FDA , cosmetics , engines , stress , an d 
arms testin g 1-2-3 - broadcas t systems , an d testin g you r love , test -
ing your friendship , i n a  word , testin g th e brakes—wa s locate d b y 
Nietzsche mainl y i n th e eterna l jo y o f becoming . Becomin g in -
volves th e affirmatio n o f passin g awa y an d destroying—th e deci -
sive featur e o f a  Dionysia n philosophy . I n th e first  plac e (bu t th e 
place o f testin g stil l need s t o b e secured) , testin g mark s a n eve r 
new relatio n betwee n forces . Ceasin g t o rais e t o infinit y o r fini-
tude, i t impose s th e inevitabilit y o f unlimite d finity.  Thi s i s th e 
temporality w e associat e wit h third-generatio n machines , cyber -
netics, and informatio n technology . I n fact , technolog y ensure s it s 
evolving perpetuatio n b y quietl y positin g a s it s sol e purpos e a n 
infinite serie s o f Testing severe d fro m an y empirica l function . Thi s 
suggests tha t a n elliptica l circui t ha s bee n establishe d betwee n 
Testing an d th e Real : a  circui t s o radicall y installed—i t i s irre -
versible—cancels th e differenc e betwee n th e tes t an d th e rea l 
thing. A s activit y o r object , doe s th e tes t discover , expose , estab -
lish, o r eve n inven t something ? 

Testing, whic h shoul d b e rea d a s th e figure  pa r excellenc e o f 
our modernity , stil l claim s absolutenes s (somethin g ha s bee n 
tested an d proved ; w e hav e tes t results) , bu t i n th e for m o f provi -
sional temporariness . I t open s u p th e sit e tha t occurs , Nietzsch e 
suggests, afte r Christianit y ha s fizzled,  arrivin g wit h th e crisi s i n 
the relationshi p o f interpretatio n t o experience . I t i s n o longe r a 
question o f interpretin g one' s ow n experienc e a s piou s peopl e 
have lon g enoug h interprete d theirs , namely , "a s thoug h i t wer e 
providential, a  hint , designe d an d ordaine d fo r th e sak e o f th e 
salvation o f th e soul—al l tha t i s over  no w (GS:307) . No w w e 
godless one s test , w e rigorousl y experiment . W e ar e th e Christia n 
conscience translate d an d sublimate d int o a  scientifi c conscience . 
Converted t o scientificity , w e stil l carr y a  trac e o f Christianit y 
because wha t t r iumphe d ove r th e Christia n go d wa s Christia n 
morality itself , "th e concep t o f truthfulnes s tha t wa s understoo d 
ever mor e rigorously " (GS:307) . As i t becam e mor e refined , Chris -
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tianity force d intellectua l cleanlines s upo n us ; i t cam e clea n b y 
pushing scienc e a s th e sublimatio n o f it s ow n murkiness . No w 
man's conscience  i s se t agains t it ; i t i s "considere d indecen t an d 
dishonest b y every mor e refined conscience. " Elsewhere: "So [ou r 
dear religiou s people ] experienc e 'miracles ' an d 'rebirths ' an d 
hear th e voices of little angels ! But we , we others who thirs t afte r 
reason, ar e determine d t o scrutiniz e ou r experience s a s severel y 
as a  scientifi c experiment—hou r afte r hour , da y afte r day . W e 
ourselves wis h t o b e ou r experiment s an d guine a pigs. " (253 ) 
Henceforth, reactiv e positing s wil l hav e t o stan d u p t o th e scru -
tiny of recursive testing . 

The experimental disposition , an d th e provisiona l logi c of test -
ing tha t accompanie s it , occurs , i n it s technologica l sense , a s a n 
event, afte r th e deat h o f God . It doe s no t arriv e o n th e scen e a s a 
barbarian conqueror , bu t modestly , fo r i t i s at onc e more modes t 
than anythin g Christianit y ha d proposed—proceeding , namely , 
by the modesty o f hypotheses which ar e always overturnable . Yet 
this modesty i s split b y the spiri t o f audacity, wielding a  strengt h 
capable o f risk-takin g an d tremendou s courage . I t gather s it s 
strength o n mistrust . I n th e Ga y Sc i Nietzsche , posin g a s th e 
Dionysian philosopher , writes , "th e mor e distrust , th e mor e phi -
losophy." Thi s i s perfectl y consisten t wit h th e exigencie s o f test -
ing. Dionysian pessimism ca n be read alon g the lines proposed b y 
Paul d e Ma n i n Allegories  of  Reading  (1979) , wher e w e ar e re -
minded tha t " a statement o f distrust i s neither tru e nor false: i t i s 
rather i n th e natur e o f a  permanen t hypothesis. " Thu s i n th e 
modern sens e testin g doe s no t lea n o n th e ontotheologica l notio n 
of creation fo r it s strength—the tes t creates nothing ex nihilo an d 
yet i t i s th e si n qu a no n o f an y possibl e creation . T o b e sure , 
testing did not emerge as an event one day; i t did not arise cleanly 
from th e ashe s o f Judeo-Christia n traditio n bu t occupie d a  plac e 
prior t o technologica l dominion ; an d so , God wa s alway s testin g 
his neares t an d dearest : Abraham , Job , Christ , an d m y mothe r 
were constantly bein g tested , an d no t al l o f them remaine d mut e 
about havin g thei r patienc e tried . Bu t here' s th e hitc h prio r t o 
technotesting, an d Kierkegaar d provide s th e clue : "And yet Abra -
ham wa s God' s chosen , an d i t wa s th e Lor d wh o pu t hi m t o thi s 
test. All was now surel y lost! " (Fear and Trembling,  53) . Abraham, 
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for hi s part , mus t no t kno w i t i s a  test , fo r thi s woul d eliminat e 
the parado x o f Abraham' s tota l fait h i n relatio n t o God' s promis e 
to hi m o f a  son . I f Abraha m ha d know n i t wa s a  test , th e answe r 
would hav e bee n easy . Go d doe s no t announc e tha t "thi s i s a  test , 
this i s only  a  tes t o f th e emergenc y broadcas t system . I f thi s wer e 
a real . .  ." unti l Abraha m ha s passe d it . Abraha m canno t kno w 
until th e tes t i s over , whic h mean s tha t i t wa s an d wa s no t a  rea l 
test, bu t i n an y cas e become s a  tes t afte r it s questio n ha s bee n 
effectually answered . Thoug h I  a m no t ye t widel y recognize d a s a 
biblical scholar , eve n thoug h I  have prove n definitivel y tha t Mose s 
and Aaro n wer e a  telephone , I  would ventur e t o opine tha t Job , i n 
the serie s o f God' s litmu s tests , i s locatabl e a t th e hear t o f th e 
undecidable limi t betwee n testin g an d infinit e contestation . 

Be tha t a s i t may , wit h th e sprea d o f technology , testin g los t 
some o f it s aurati c an d exceptiona l qualitie s an d starte d hittin g 
everyone wit h it s demands , tha t is , anyon e wh o wante d t o gai n 
admission anywhere , an d al l institution s starte d testin g t o le t yo u 
in—and le t yo u out . I f something weir d happens , yo u ar e take n i n 
for psychiatri c testing . Technologica l warfar e belong s t o th e do -
main o f testin g a s well , and wil l d o muc h t o suppor t th e hypothe -
sis tha t ther e i s little differenc e betwee n testin g an d th e rea l thing . 
For testin g count s a s warfar e toda y an d thu s mark s th e elimina -
tion o f boundarie s betwee n weapon s testin g an d thei r deploy -
ment. Th e tes t i s alread y a  signa l t o th e enem y other . Wha t thi s 
means, amon g othe r things , i s tha t th e Col d Wa r was  a  war . 

One ca n show , an d I  hav e trie d t o d o s o elsewhere , th e exten t 
to which th e Persia n Gul f Wa r wa s conducte d a s a  field  test ; bu t i t 
also, phantasmically , displaye d th e characteristic s o f a  nationa l 
AIDS tes t i n whic h Americ a initiall y score d HIV-negative , owin g 
to th e "bloodless " an d saf e wa r (no w strang e disease s ar e comin g 
out o f their period o f latency). The Gulf War proved th e hypothesi s 
that n o technolog y wil l eve r exis t withou t bein g tested ; bu t onc e 
it i s tested , w e ar e n o longe r simpl y talkin g abou t a  test.  I n th e 
case o f th e Gul f Wa r weapon s wer e deploye d tha t ha d bee n 
amassed agains t th e Sovie t Unio n bu t fel l unde r th e ris k o f neve r 
being trie d out . A s clea r a s th e logi c o f engagemen t ma y hav e 
seemed wit h th e justificator y chatte r o f a  Ne w Worl d Order , th e 
Gulf Wa r was , strictly speakin g (i n term s o f the essenc e o f technol -
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ogy tha t i s pushin g thes e buttons) , littl e mor e tha n a  field  test . 
While th e unstoppabl e relatio n o f technolog y t o testin g ma y stil l 
require considerabl e theoretica l scrutiny , i t come s a s n o surpris e 
to th e so-calle d militar y establishmen t (th e distinctio n betwee n 
military an d civi l technologie s i s blurring b y th e minute) . Nothin g 
will b e invented , n o matte r ho w stealth , nuclea r o r "unthinkable, " 
that wil l no t b e tested , tha t is , realized . Thu s testing , i n additio n 
to raisin g issue s o f deployment , i s alway s writte n int o treaties . 
The necessit y o f treaties , convention s an d regulativ e discourse s i n 
itself proves , i n th e manne r o f Kant , Benjami n an d Derrida , i n 
their critique s o f violence, tha t testing , lik e war , ha s becom e natu -
ralized, an d ca n onl y b e provisionall y suspende d b y treatie s tha t 
try t o ban them . 

In an y case , th e trad e fai r hel d directl y afte r th e Gul f Wa r 
tagged certai n weapon s a s "comba t proven " an d booste d sales . 
Finally, war , a s i t increasingl y become s th e technologica l an d 
teletopical tes t sit e pa r excellence , has los t it s metaphysica l statu s 
as meaningful production . Thi s los s can b e measure d a t leas t sinc e 
Hegel, when wa r wa s stil l conceive d a s a  sor t o f pregnancy tes t fo r 
historical becoming . I f w e n o longe r kno w ho w t o wag e war , i n 
other words , how t o legitimate an d justify it s necessity i n history' s 
unfolding (w e desis t a t time s from callin g our intervention s war — 
they hav e becom e polic e actions , mission s o r humanitar ia n runs) , 
we stil l hop e tha t i t ma y yiel d som e tes t results . 

The relatio n o f testin g t o th e questio n o f plac e i s essential . Th e 
test site , a s protoreal , mark s ou t a  primar y atopos , producin g a 
"place" wher e th e rea l await s confirmation . Th e tes t sit e i s no t a 
home (unles s you'r e a  homunculus) . Linke d t o a  kin d o f ghostles s 
futurity th e sit e offer s n o presen t shelter . Thi s explain s perhap s 
why Nietzsch e name s th e gay a scienz a i n th e sam e breat h tha t 
convokes "w e wh o ar e homeless" : "W e childre n o f th e future , ho w 
could w e b e a t hom e i n thi s today—i n thi s fragile , broke n tim e o f 
transition?" (338) . Bu t Nietzsche , bein g Nietzsche , know s ho w t o 
affirm th e unhingin g o f hom e a s th e preparatio n fo r anothe r fu -
ture, on e no t roote d i n ideologie s o f th e homefront . Th e logi c o f 
the tes t sit e tha t w e hav e no t ye t understoo d concern s precisel y 
the relatio n o f th e sit e t o life;  w e stil l kno w onl y ho w t o leav e 
the tes t sit e uninhabitable , mappin g eve r mor e desert s a s eco -
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wasteland, unexplode d arsenal , littere d terrain , th e "thir d world. " 
The questio n tha t Nietzsch e presse s u s o n i s therefor e neve r 
merely on e o f affirmin g homelessnes s afte r metaphysics , bu t o f 
rendering space s habitable , multiplyin g trajectorie s fo r lif e an d 
the living , refigurin g th e sit e o f experimentatio n i n suc h a  wa y a s 
to ensur e tha t i t i s no t alread y th e ensepulchere d reserv e o f th e 
living dead . I n othe r words : wh y hav e w e no t ye t though t th e tes t 
site o n th e sid e o f life ? I t i s importan t t o not e tha t Nietzsch e i s 
not, i n thi s phas e o f thi s thought , th e exhuberan t adolescen t o f 
old. The Nietzsch e wh o think s th e experimen t ha s com e bac k fro m 
the dea d severa l time s over ; h e i s formulatin g hi s theor y o f th e 
great health ; h e ha s returne d onc e agai n t o healt h and , lik e a 
great convalescent , look s a t lif e wit h a  somewha t ghostl y ai r tha t 
dissolves onl y gradually . Still , he i s on th e mov e again , an d home -
lessness become s a n expressio n o f renewe d vitality,  th e overcom -
ing o f passiv e destitution . Th e homelessnes s tha t Nietzsch e posit s 
is neve r simpl y reactive , therefore , bu t defian t an d future-ori -
ented. Resemblin g a t moment s th e cre w o f Sta r Trek , "w e who ar e 
homeless ar e to o manifol d an d mixe d racially . .  . . W e ar e no t 
tempted t o participat e i n mendaciou s self-admiratio n an d racia l 
indecency" (340) . Racia l indecenc y is , Nietzsch e suggest s every -
where, th e absenc e o f test . I t i s th e unteste d presumptio n an d 
would neve r hol d scientifi c sway . Racia l indecenc y an d self-admi -
ration g o steadil y together , fo r on e no t onl y feed s th e othe r bu t 
refuses th e movemen t o f self-overcoming , whic h i s t o say , cease -
less self-correction . Nietzsche , however , i s by n o mean s settin g u p 
a politica l correctiona l facility , wit h huma n subject s weighte d 
down b y punishin g chains . T o b e capabl e o f a  lon g distanc e wil l 
to knowledg e on e mus t consistentl y lighte n up . Also : "On e ha s t o 
be ver y ligh t t o driv e one' s wil l t o knowledge int o suc h a  distanc e 
and beyon d one' s tim e .  . .  Th e huma n bein g o f suc h a  beyon d 
undergoes a  tes t o f strength" (343) . 

A mark o f the beyond , o r o f sending an d envoi,  th e tes t sit e i s a n 
articulation o f being-not-at-home , whethe r thi s b e figured  a s th e 
desert o f nuclea r testing , a  constellatio n o f th e underground , i n 
the lab or , as Nietzsche ha s it , very happily fa r away—a t a  remov e 
from th e fatherland , i n Italy , wher e experimenta l lif e ca n b e af -
firmed. Wha t doe s Nietzsche sa y abou t th e ag e of the experiment ? 
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The capacity t o experiment , an d it s considerabl e implications , 
is clearly somethin g o f a gif t fo r Nietzsche . This i s why Nietzsch e 
cannot stop expressing his gratitude for the dangerously changin g 
aspect of the great health (there are a number of healths, and the y 
often tak e you under). The possibility of experimentation, the kind 
that urge s th e testin g o f you r strengt h ove r an d ove r again , pre -
supposes a  granting . A  gift ha s bee n give n t o which Nietzsch e i n 
turn give s hi s work , offerin g hi s gratitude , despit e everything , t o 
what ha s bee n granted . Th e gif t o f startin g mor e o r les s fro m 
scratch, bu t wit h a  ne w mistrust , take s a s grante d th e thinker' s 
probity, whic h i s give n a s a  nonressentimenta l rappor t t o one' s 
task, affirming tim e and again tha t on e is free t o let go of the very 
gift tha t grante d th e work— a relatio n t o th e wor k whic h 
Nietzsche i s not loath e t o associate wit h grea t love . In the sectio n 
"Against remorse " Nietzsch e outline s a  high mora l code , withou t 
imperative, observed by a thinker who exists in the noncontradic -
tory spac e wher e action , freedo m an d nobl e sensibilit y inflec t 
thought: "— A thinke r see s hi s ow n action s a s experiment s an d 
questions—as attempt s t o find out something. Success and failur e 
are fo r hi m answers  abov e all . T o b e annoye d o r fee l reirfors e 
because somethin g goe s wrong—tha t h e leave s t o thos e wh o ac t 
because the y have received order s an d wh o have to reckon with a 
beating whe n hi s lordshi p i s no t satisfie d wit h th e result " (108) . 
The experimen t implies , amon g othe r things , tenure , freedom , a 
nobility o f taste—i f I  wer e t o la y anothe r trac k down , i t woul d 
circuit th e relatedness o f experiment t o Nietzschean gratitude , a s 
it i s expressed throughou t th e Ga y Sci , the questio n o f tast e tha t 
he link s consistentl y t o experiment , i n othe r words , testin g an d 
tasting. The relatio n o f th e tes t t o tast e i s crucial , an d her e I  ca n 
only indicate the direction in which i t points us. The freedom wit h 
which Nietzsch e associate s genuin e experimentin g ha s a  doubl e 
legacy. On the one hand, he invokes a freedom b y which an experi-
ment answer s t o no one. Nietzsche's thinkin g ha s passe d throug h 
the crucible of answerability. Yet, accountability wil l also prompt 
the mos t seriou s ethica l question s o f the twentieth century . Ques-
tions o f accountabilit y wil l organiz e th e wa y w e thin k abou t ex -
perimentation an d testin g fro m th e relativ e innocence , i t wa s 
thought, o f th e experiment s i n fre e lov e t o anima l testin g o r th e 
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genome project . I n fac t ever y for m o f testin g i s ope n t o ethica l 
anxiety and , i n man y areas , ha s contribute d significantl y t o the 
resurgence o f ethics . Thi s stil l remains , i n Nietzsche' s sense , a 
question of taste. Because decency and even justice, for Nietzsche, 
are matter s o f taste . (Nietzsche' s exampl e goe s somethin g lik e 
this: I  would rathe r b e robbed tha n se e a homeless perso n suffer . 
This is a matter of taste.) 

Testing an d experimentation , relate d inextricabl y t o act s o f 
negating an d affirmation , ar e conducte d i n th e nam e o f lif e bu t 
also by life itself . Selectiv e testin g come s wit h th e eternal retur n 
and no t i n som e naiv e an d spontaneou s expressio n o f a  zes t fo r 
life. Thus Nietzche's rhetorical embrac e of this double affirmatio n 
comes b y way of the negative: "No , life ha s not disappointed m e 
[after a  long period of illness]. The great liberato r came to me: the 
idea that life could be an experiment of the seeker for knowledge— 
and no t a  duty , a  calamity , no t trickery.—An d knowledg e itself : 
let it be something else for others; for example, a bed to rest on, or 
the way to such a bed, or a diversion or a form o f leisure—for m e 
it is a world of dangers and victories in which heroic feelings, too, 
find place s t o dance an d play.—Life as  a means  for  knowledge— 
with thi s principl e i n one' s hear t on e ca n liv e no t onl y boldl y 
but eve n gaily , an d laug h gaily , too " (255). That lif e coul d b e an 
experiment i s a gift o f great liberation ; tha t i s why it gets name d 
together wit h th e entitlin g instanc e o f th e Ga y Sci—th e doubl e 
affirmation o f "gaily," which nuances livin g boldly, for one can be 
bold and sinister . 

Perhaps somewha t surprisingl y fo r us moderns today , wh o as-
sociate experiment wit h desubjectivation , th e experimental imag -
ination, as Nietzsche calls it at one point, implies a strong person -
ality. The lack o f personality alway s take s it s revenge, Nietzsch e 
writes i n #345, "Morality as a problem": "A weakened, thin , extin -
guished personalit y tha t denie s itsel f i s no longer fit for anythin g 
good—least o f al l fo r philosophy . Al l grea t problem s deman d 
great love , and of that onl y strong, round, secure spirits who have 
a firm  gri p o n themselve s ar e capable . I t make s th e most tellin g 
difference whethe r a  thinke r ha s a  persona l relationshi p t o hi s 
problems and finds in them his destiny, his distress, and his great-
est happiness , or an 'impersonal ' one , meaning tha t h e can do no 
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better tha n t o touc h the m an d gras p the m wit h th e antenna e o f 
cold, curious thought. " Onc e again , th e Nietzschea n moti f o f love 
determines th e strength o f thought. Nietzschean scienc e has noth -
ing t o d o wit h col d objectivis t observatio n bu t demand s some -
thing o n th e orde r o f a  spiritua l self-deposit . Th e encounte r o f 
great problems with great lov e takes place as a result o f the scien-
tific curiosity and experimenta l imaginatio n whic h secure its pos-
sibility. In this regard, love supplants mora l valuations, renderin g 
the scientifi c pursui t irresistable . Wh y i s it , Nietzsch e moreove r 
asks in thi s section , tha t " I see nobody wh o ventured a  critique  of 
moral valuations ; I  mis s eve n th e slightes t attempt s o f scientifi c 
curiosity, o f th e refined , experimenta l imaginatio n o f psycholo -
gists and historians that readily anticipates a problem and catche s 
it i n fligh t withou t quit e knowin g wha t i t ha s caught " (284) . The 
experimental imaginatio n i s exceptiona l i n severa l ways . Takin g 
risks bu t als o exercisin g prudence , practicing , i n Nietzsche' s fa -
mous sense , the ar t o f living dangerously , th e experimenta l spiri t 
is not so much a  technobody (equippe d with th e antannae o f cold, 
curious thought ) but , i n th e first  place , a  vitalit y tha t disrupt s 
sedimented concept s an d socia l values . Society value s unchange -
ability and dependability . It rewards the instrumental natur e (th e 
dependable, computable , i.e. , someon e yo u ca n coun t on ) wit h a 
good reputation . O n th e othe r hand , self-transformatio n an d re -
learning, makin g onesel f somewha t unpredictabl e i n thi s regard , 
are consistentl y devalued . "Howeve r grea t th e advantage s o f thi s 
thinking ma y b e elsewhere , fo r th e searc h afte r knowledg e n o 
general judgmen t coul d b e mor e harmful , fo r precisel y th e goo d 
will o f thos e wh o see k knowledg e t o declar e themselve s a t an y 
time dauntlessl y against  thei r previou s opinion s an d t o mistrus t 
everything tha t wishe s t o becom e firm  i n u s i s thu s condemne d 
and brought int o ill repute. Being at odds with a  'firm reputation, ' 
the attitud e o f those wh o see k knowledge i s considered dishonor-
able while the petrification o f opinions i s accorded a  monopoly on 
honor! Unde r th e spel l o f suc h notion s w e hav e t o liv e t o thi s 
day" (238). Submitting itsel f t o constant critique and revision , th e 
experimental dispositio n i s capabl e o f leavin g an y conclusio n i n 
the dus t whe n i t obsolesce s o r prove s decadent ; whe n a  resul t 
is "arrived " at , th e experimenta l imaginatio n suspend s i t i n it s 
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provisional pos e o f hypothesis . Th e hypothetica l statemen t sub -
mitted t o critique does not belong to a class of positivistic certain -
ties o r objectiv e observations . A  trut h o r probabilit y was , 
Nietzsche stresses , formerl y loved . Th e scientifi c imaginatio n i s 
cathected o n th e hypothesis , an d itsel f become s differen t a s th e 
"object" changes. While it seems as though reason has prompted a 
process o f decathexis , i t i s in fac t lif e an d it s production o f need s 
that i s responsibl e fo r criticis m an d revision . Thu s "I n Favo r o f 
Criticism" states the following: "Now something that you formerl y 
loved a s trut h o r probabilit y strike s yo u a s a n error ; yo u she d i t 
and fanc y tha t thi s represent s a  victory fo r you r reason . But per -
haps thi s error was as necessary fo r you then, when you were stil l 
a differen t person—yo u ar e alway s a  differen t person—a s ar e al l 
your presen t 'truths / bein g a  skin , a s i t were , that conceale d an d 
covered a  great dea l tha t yo u were not yet permitted t o see. What 
killed tha t opinio n fo r you was your new life and no t your reason : 
you no longer need it . .  . . When we criticize something , thi s i s no 
arbitrary an d impersona l event ; i t is , at th e very least , very ofte n 
evidence o f vita l energie s i n u s tha t ar e growin g an d sheddin g 
skin. We negate an d mus t negat e becaus e somethin g i n us want s 
to live and affirm—something i n us that we do not know or see as 
yet.—This i s said in favor o f criticism" (245-6). The experimenta l 
disposition i s somewhat on the run, whether passing through non -
knowledge, an d catchin g th e unknowabl e i n th e outfiel d o f in -
quiry, o r because somethin g withi n u s compels negatio n an d fur -
ther negation as a condition for living and affirming. Unknowable , 
and a s ye t unseen , somethin g withi n u s coul d com e fro m th e 
future becaus e w e ar e moltin g an d th e ga y scienc e ha s pledge d 
itself in so many ways to the future . 

Testing 1 , 2, 3 

To th e exten t tha t th e experimenta l dispositio n emerge s fro m 
constant self-differentiation , whic h i s to say also that i t can simu -
late itself , a s Nietzsch e suggests , an d wear s man y masks , i t als o 
belongs t o a n experimenta l sit e tha t Nietzsch e call s i n a  crucia l 
moment o f developmen t "America. " I f I  sa y "development, " i t i s 
also because Nietzsch e fo r onc e offers thank s t o Hegel fo r havin g 
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introduced th e decisiv e concep t o f development int o science . The 
gratitude i s shortlive d becaus e w e lear n quickl y tha t Hege l "de -
layed atheis m dangerousl y b y persuadin g u s o f th e divinit y o f 
existence wher e Schopenhauer' s unconditiona l an d hones t athe -
ism at leas t made the ungodliness of existence palpable and indis -
putable" (307) . Bu t Americ a become s a n experimenta l sit e be -
cause i t i s th e plac e o f actin g an d rol e playing— a concep t 
developed b y Nietzsch e fo r Americ a o r by America fo r Nietzsche . 
At thi s poin t o r plac e Nietzsch e link s experimentatio n wit h im -
prov techniques—somethin g o f whic h I  hav e availe d mysel f fo r 
this presentation. In any case, the dimension of scientificity under -
scoring th e ga y scienc e i s relate d t o exploratio n an d discovery , 
though discover y i s no t see n simpl y a s "inventing " bu t rathe r 
as discoverin g wha t wa s alread y there , inhabited , whic h i s wh y 
Nietzsche ha s recours e sometime s t o th e discover y o f America — 
an event , a n experimen t tha t di d no t occu r withou t it s risks . The 
experimentor mus t giv e up an y secur e anchorin g i n a  homeland , 
allow herself t o be directed by an accidental curren t rathe r than a 
preestablished goal . This accidenta l curren t nonetheles s become s 
the groov e fo r a  voyag e take n withou t an y helmsman , withou t 
any commander , Nietzsch e insists . An d now , t o th e accidenta l 
discovery of America. 

There have been ages when men believed with rigid confidence , 
even with piety , i n thei r predestinatio n fo r precisel y on e particu -
lar occupation . Bu t ther e ar e opposit e age s t o thos e o f durabilit y 
("and duratio n i s a  first-rate  valu e o n earth") ; the y ar e reall y 
democratic, an d a  certai n cock y fait h advance s mor e an d mor e 
into th e foreground—"th e Athenia n fait h tha t first  become s no -
ticeable i n th e Periclea n age , th e fait h o f th e American s t o da y 
that i s mor e an d mor e becomin g th e Europea n fait h a s well : 
namely, th e individua l become s convince d tha t h e ca n d o jus t 
about everything and can manage any role, and everybody experi -
ments wit h himself , improvises , make s ne w experiments , enjoy s 
his experiments; and all nature ceases and becomes art." The jack-
of-all-trades (a n America n translatio n o f the Renaissanc e man ) i s 
an America n sympto m reboundin g t o Europe , th e brigh t flipsid e 
of which we could count as the art of improv and experimentation , 
including performanc e ar t an d jaz z (musi c wa s alway s wit h sci -
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ence o n thi s point , fro m a t leas t Bach' s Inventions  t o compute r 
synthesizers). Nietzsche' s focu s i s o n th e individual' s incredibl e 
conviction tha t h e ca n manag e an y role . Th e refine d Europea n 
profile fo r rol e management , b y th e way , Nietzsch e locate s i n th e 
Jewish people , wh o hav e ha d t o rigorousl y pla y i t a s i t comes , g o 
with th e flow , adjus t an d associate . Th e experimento r i s a t onc e 
the experimentee : ther e i s little of that suppose d scientifi c o r artis -
tic distance , o r jus t enoug h t o tr y onesel f out . Individual s tur n 
themselves int o a  tes t site , produc e eve r ne w experiment s and , 
significantly, enjoy  thes e experiments . Thi s i s no t th e gri m la b fo r 
which Dr . Frankenstei n becam e th e paradigmati c director , bese t 
as h e wa s wit h Germa n gravit y an d remors e ove r th e meanin g o f 
his relentles s experiments . 

There i s a  pric e t o b e pai d b y th e experimenta l player . On e 
cannot remai n detache d fro m th e activit y bu t finds  onesel f subjec t 
to morphing . On e grows int o one' s experimenta l rol e an d become s 
one's mask . America' s increasin g obsessio n wit h actor s ca n b e 
connected t o Nietzsche' s observation s o n nonsubstantia l rol e play -
ing: "After acceptin g thi s role faith—an artist ' s faith , i f you will — 
the Greeks , a s i s wel l known , wen t ste p fo r ste p throug h a  rathe r 
odd metapmorphosi s tha t doe s no t meri t imitatio n i n al l respects : 
They really  became  actors  .  . . and wheneve r a  huma n bein g begin s 
to discove r ho w h e i s playin g a  rol e an d ho w h e ca n b e a n actor , 
he becomes  an  actor  . . . I t i s thu s tha t th e maddes t an d mos t 
interesting age s o f histor y alway s emerge , whe n th e actors , all 
kinds o f actor s becom e th e rea l masters . As thi s happens , anothe r 
human typ e i s disadvantage d mor e an d mor e an d finally  mad e 
impossible; abov e all , th e grea t 'architects' : Th e strengt h t o buil d 
becomes paralyzed ; th e courage t o make plan s tha t encompas s th e 
distant futur e i s discouraged ; thos e wit h a  geniu s fo r organiztio n 
become scarce : wh o woul d stil l dar e t o undertak e project s tha t 
would requir e thousand s o f year s fo r thei r completion ? Fo r wha t 
is dyin g ou t i s th e fundamenta l fait h tha t woul d enabl e u s t o 
calculate, t o promise , t o anticipat e th e futur e i n plan s o f suc h 
scope, an d t o sacrific e th e futur e t o them—namely , th e fait h tha t 
man ha s valu e an d meanin g onl y insofa r a s he i s a  stone in  a  great 
edifice, an d t o tha t en d h e mus t b e solid  first  o f all , a  ' s tone '—an d 
above al l no t a n actor! " (303) . 
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By thi s passag e o f paradoxica l reversal , experimentin g grad -
ually become s associate d wit h Americ a an d th e rul e o f actors . 
Nietzsche come s t o se e experimentin g i n th e negativ e ligh t o f 
project paralysis , inhibitin g act s o f promising , calculatin g o r an -
ticipation—acts b y whic h th e futur e ca n b e naile d down , a s i t 
were, an d "sacrificed " t o th e performative s tha t bin d it . Th e futu -
ral ston e ag e ha s bee n compromised , however , b y ne w huma n 
flora an d fauna , which , Nietzsch e asserts , coul d neve r hav e grow n 
in mor e soli d an d limite d ages . S o th e experimenta l dispositio n i s 
cast i n sof t metaphors . Watering dow n th e soli d reputation , show -
ing th e experimento r t o b e no t quit e soli d a s a  roc k bu t rathe r 
absorbed int o a  sof t presen t tha t shie s awa y fro m distanc e o f 
future. Nonetheles s Nietzsch e consider s thi s ag e a s on e withou t 
limit—of unlimite d finity;  i t i s th e maddes t an d mos t interestin g 
of ages . I t i s no t clea r ho w th e los s o f thi s har d roc k fait h i s t o b e 
evaluated, becaus e Nietzsch e elsewher e tend s t o emphasiz e th e 
need fo r sheddin g suc h fait h and , takin g o n ne w form s sponta -
neously, become s somewha t o f a n America n himself . H e i s 
attached onl y t o brief habits , t o a  fluidity  tha t allow s hi m t o ge t t o 
know man y thing s an d states : " I lov e brie f habit s an d conside r 
them a n inestimabl e mean s fo r gettin g t o kno w many  thing s an d 
states, down t o th e bottom o f thei r sweetnes s an d bitternesses . M y 
nature i s designed entirel y fo r brie f habit s eve n i n th e need s o f m y 
physical healt h an d altogethe r a s fa r a s I  can se e a t all—fro m th e 
lowest t o th e highest . I  always believ e tha t her e i s something tha t 
will giv e m e lastin g satisfaction—brie f habits , too , have thi s fait h 
of passion , thi s fait h i n eterni ty—an d tha t I  a m t o b e envie d fo r 
having foun d an d recognize d it ; an d no w i t nourishe s m e a t noo n 
and i n th e evenin g an d spread s a  dee p contentmen t al l aroun d 
itself an d dee p int o m e s o tha t I  desir e nothin g else , withou t 
having an y nee d fo r comparisons , contemp t o r hatred . Bu t on e 
day it s tim e i s up; th e goo d thin g part s fro m me , not a s somethin g 
that ha s com e t o nauseate m e bu t peacefull y an d sate d wit h m e a s 
I a m wit h i t—a s i f w e ha d reaso n t o b e gratefu l t o eac h othe r a s 
we shoo k hand s t o sa y farewell . Eve n the n somethin g ne w i s 
waiting a t th e door , alon g wit h m y faith—thi s indestructibl e foo l 
and sage!—tha t thi s ne w discover y wil l be just right , an d tha t thi s 
will b e th e las t t ime . Tha t i s wha t happen s t o m e wit h dishes , 
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ideas, human beings , cities , poems, music , doctrines , ways o f ar -
ranging the day, and life styles"(237). Beyond the motif of farewel l 
and Nietzschea n gratitude , th e passag e format s th e thing s whic h 
offer themselve s t o experimentation , testing , an d rearrangement , 
ranging fro m dishe s an d musi c t o Nietzsche' s California n inven -
tion of life style . If it i s possible however for Nietzsch e t o say tha t 
one da y th e tim e come s fo r goo d thing s t o bi d hi m farewel l i n a 
mood of satience and peacefulness , thi s means tha t th e relation t o 
things is not one of violent and constant improvisation. Rather, he 
admits, "Mos t intolerable , t o b e sure , an d th e terribl e pa r excel -
lence woul d b e fo r m e a  lif e entirel y devoi d o f habits , a  lif e tha t 
would deman d perpetua l improvisation . Tha t woul d b e m y exil e 
and m y Siberia."(237 ) Carrie d t o extremes , however , th e home -
lessness o f experimentatio n turn s int o radica l exil e whe n i t de -
mands non-stop improv . Thus: "Enduring habits I  hate. I feel as if 
a tyran t ha d com e nea r m e an d a s i f th e ai r I  breathe ha d thick -
ened whe n event s tak e suc h a  tur n tha t i t appear s tha t the y wil l 
inevitably giv e ris e t o endurin g habits ; fo r example , owin g t o 
an officia l position , constan t associatio n wit h th e sam e people , a 
permanent domicile , or unique goo d health . Yes , at th e ver y bot -
tom o f m y sou l I  fee l gratefu l t o al l m y miser y an d bout s o f 
sickness an d everythin g abou t m e tha t i s imperfect , becaus e thi s 
sort o f thing leaves me with a  humdred backdoor s through whic h 
I can escape from endurin g habits" (237). 

The experimenta l disposition , then , has t o dismantl e it s inter -
nal an d materia l la b frequentl y t o kee p th e punctua l rhyth m o f 
the brie f habi t going—Nietzsch e neve r place s th e experimen t o n 
the sid e o f monumentalit y o r reliabl e duration ; i t canno t b e 
viewed a s a  project . No r i s he attache d t o any particula r for m o f 
experiment—this i s not th e scientis t obsesse d wit h a n id£e  fixe— 
but on e capabl e o f uprootin g an d going , fo r bette r o r worse , 
with th e diversifyin g flow  o f ever new flora  an d fauna . Thi s open -
ness, thoug h i t doe s hav e it s limit s an d point s o f closure , neces -
sarily invite s ambivalence—thos e moments , fo r instance , whe n 
Nietzsche stalls , dreamin g o f immens e edifice s an d th e perma -
nence promised by contracts written i n stone. 

The normativ e tes t doe s no t originat e knowledg e bu t confirm s 
it. Yet testing, even at i t sets its limits strictly, in accordance wit h 
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specific code s o r conventions , alway s check s fo r th e unknown loo p 
which take s i t beyon d mer e passin g o r failing . Th e tru e ai m o f a 
test i s abysmall y t o fail . Thi s i s whe n i t produce s a n effec t o f 
discovery, whic h i s show n t o b e linke d t o accident , chanc e o r 
luck—what w e coul d cal l off-trac k betting . I t i s t o b e understoo d 
that tru e failur e i s not merel y o f an instrumenta l nature , such a s a 
defect o r mechanica l failure . Thi s concern s a  typ e o f testin g tha t 
probes mor e tha n workabilit y o r conformit y t o a n alread y regu -
lated norm—mor e than , say , smo g test . 

In a  limite d technologica l sense , th e questio n o f passin g o r 
failing ma y b e a  trivia l one , a s th e recursiv e natur e o f th e tes t 
determines it s generatio n regardles s o f discree t results . I t i s i n 
the natur e o f testin g t o b e ongoin g indefinitely , eve n whe n th e 
simulation ma y pas s int o th e referentia l world . A s simulated an d 
operational order s collaps e int o on e zon e (where , fo r instance , th e 
distinction betwee n rea l wa r an d field  tes t ar e blurred) , th e mor e 
interesting question s o f cadence , interruptio n o r reinterpretatio n 
emerge. I s i t possible , i n ou r era , t o sto p o r eve n significantl y t o 
interrupt testing ? W e hav e see n th e difficultie s involve d i n ban -
ning nuclea r tests . Th e successiv e at tempt s a t bannin g test s re -
quire th e interventio n o f signe d treaties . W e kno w fro m Kan t (A 
Sketch for  Perpetual  Peace),  Walte r Benjami n ("Critiqu e o f Vio -
lence") an d Derrid a ("Forc e o f Law") , tha t treatie s suspen d vio -
lence momentarily , artificially . Th e iron y o f Kant ' s unfinishe d 
sketch perform s th e allegor y o f an impossibl e peace . Because test -
ing hencefort h belong s t o th e questio n o f violence—involvin g 
treaties, conventions , regulations , policing , ethica l debate , eco -
ontology, an d s o forth—onl y a  discussio n o f rhetorica l code s 
strong enoug h t o scan th e paradoxica l logi c of testing ca n begi n t o 
analyze th e proble m o f it s unstoppability , i f indee d thi s i s fo r us , 
today, a  problem . Th e tas k o f readin g th e link s betwee n violenc e 
and testin g howeve r require s u s t o pass th e tes t thorug h th e cruci -
ble o f undecidability , t o understan d i t a s goo d an d evil , beyon d 
good an d evil , i f no t th e ver y determinatio n o f goo d an d evil . Ca n 
there b e an y goo d prio r t o th e test ? Ca n ther e b e a  huma n bein g 
without a  test ? (On e think s o f th e endles s batter y o f test s devise d 
for determinin g th e replicant/huma n differenc e i n Blade  Runner.) 
If we wer e abl e t o ge t throug h t o th e othe r sid e o f thes e questions , 
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beyond the ambivalence tha t th e test appears a t every juncture t o 
restore, an d supposin g w e decide d tha t i t woul d b e bes t t o en d 
with al l thi s testing : woul d bannin g o r disruptio n b e a t al l pos -
sible? 

What Nietzsch e means by "personal" has everything t o do with 
the nature of scientificity tha t he expounds. For scientists are at no 
point outsid e th e field  o f experimentation ; the y canno t extricat e 
themselves fro m th e spac e o f inquiry i n th e nam e o f some mysti -
fied o r transcendenta l projec t fro m whic h th e empirica l perso n 
can be dropped out or beamed up at will . The test site can alway s 
blow u p i n thei r face . Thi s i s a n insigh t tha t ha s bee n trie d b y 
Derrida in his analysis, for instance, of Freud's place in the discov-
ery o f fort/da  a s wel l a s i n th e trajectorie s o f Lacan' s retur n t o 
Freud, or Foucault's massive reading of desire and power. Yet it is 
Derrida who is most often cas t in the role of experimentor. Indeed , 
Derrida's relatio n t o improvisatio n an d inventio n i s somethin g 
that stil l need s t o b e understoo d scientifically,  i f one ca n stil l sa y 
so, if only to clear awa y th e blindness tha t ha s addressed som e of 
his boldes t experiments . Fo r thi s i s th e ag e o f experimentation , 
and we have not yet learned to read its protocols. 
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A New Sens e o f the Politica l 
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Ghost Writin g 

Derek Attridg e 

I sa w a  ghos t las t night . Mor e important , I  hear d a  ghost , I  wa s 
addressed b y a  ghost , we wer e addresse d b y a  ghost. l 

Was i t th e ghos t o f Willia m Shakespeare ? Th e ghos t o f Kar l 
Marx? Th e ghos t o f deconstruc t ion (ye t agai n rise n fro m th e 
dead?). Or o f deconstruction i n America ? 

Or eve n th e ghos t o f Jacque s Derrida ? On e o f th e man y ghost s 
of Jacques Derrida? 2 

It sai d man y things , bu t i n sayin g everythin g tha t i t ha d t o sa y 
it als o said : "Remembe r me! " 

During yesterda y afternoon' s session , Phili p Lewi s pose d a 
question t o Hilli s Miller , who ha d bee n discussin g th e responsibil -
ity entaile d i n th e ac t o f reading. 3 Wher e doe s thi s responsibilit y 
come from ? h e wante d t o know . Wh o lay s i t upo n me ? Wh o calls 
me t o b e responsible ? An d to  whom , for  whom , before  who m a m 
I responsible ? 

Called upo n t o identif y th e sourc e o f th e responsibilit y tha t 
calls upo n hi m whe n h e reads , Mille r gav e a  somewha t evasiv e 
answer, talkin g abou t fidelity  t o th e origina l tex t an d hi s Protes -
tant upbringing . Thi s evasivenes s wa s no t surprising ; i t is  a  dis -
comfiting question , withou t a  singl e o r a  simpl e answer . 

Last night , Derrid a gav e on e answe r (o r reminde d u s tha t w e 
already kno w on e answer—i f w e kno w th e best-know n wor k i n 
English literature) . 

223 
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Responsibility come s fro m a  ghost , o r th e ghost ; th e revenan t 
which i s als o a n arrivant. 4 Th e ghos t lay s m e unde r a n obligatio n 
to recogniz e m y responsibility . Th e ghos t say s t o Hamlet , "Re -
member me"—onc e i n so many word s bu t b y implicatio n continu -
ously throughou t th e play . "Remembe r me " i s a n injunction , i n 
this context , t o act,  t o kil l a  man , a  "hig h publi c official," 5 a  king . 
It i s a  cal l t o justice . 

The peculia r institutio n w e kno w a s "literature " i s haunte d 
by man y ghosts , whic h appea r t o th e livin g t o remin d the m o f 
their responsibility , t o tes t them , t o deman d justice . Think onl y o f 
the ghos t i n Beloved,  an d wha t i t call s fo r an d recalls . O r th e 
ghostlike figure  o f Melville' s Bartleby , whic h th e narrato r term s 
an "apparition. " (Bot h o f thes e ar e importan t text s fo r "decon -
struction i n America." ) 

But no t onl y i s i t possibl e t o tal k abou t th e ghos t in  literature ; 
we ca n sa y tha t th e ghos t is  literatur e (a s lon g a s we'r e cautiou s 
about tha t wor d "is") . Literature appear s t o us , calls on us , recall s 
us t o ou r task , lay s u s unde r a n obligation . Th e ghos t i s prosopo-
poeia an d apostrophe  i n thei r mos t violen t form. 6 

This i s no t th e plac e t o elaborat e i n detai l o n th e connectio n 
between literatur e an d ghosts , bu t I  wan t t o mak e fou r point s 
about ghost s whic h ar e als o point s abou t literature . 

1) The ghos t i s a s muc h event  a s object  (th e wor d "apparition " 
holds bot h o f these together) . The ghos t speak s performatively—i t 
is itsel f a  performative—nothin g wil l b e th e sam e agai n afte r i t 
has appeare d an d spoken . 

(It i s also a  citation , o f course, or else i t would no t b e recognize d 
as a  ghost. ) 

And i t i s an even t whic h demand s a  response. 
2) I t i s mor e tha n a n even t demandin g a  response , however : i t 

is a n even t already  constituted  b y tha t resonse . Hamlet ' s respons e 
to th e ghost' s narrativ e i s "O h m y propheti c soul! " (I.v.40) . Wha t 
he has heard i s and i s not new s t o him. Although, a s literary critic s 
often poin t out , Shakespear e exteriorize s th e ghos t i n th e first 
scene (i n which Hamle t play s n o part) , the ghos t wil l speak  onl y t o 
Hamlet. It s injunctio n i s fo r Hamlet ' s ear s alon e (lik e th e doo r 
before whic h th e ma n fro m th e countr y wait s i n Kafka' s "Befor e 
the Law") . 
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The othernes s o f th e ghost , s o powerfull y conveye d i n th e play , 
is no t oppose d t o it s familiarity . Th e ghos t i s borderline creature , 
an inside r a s wel l a s a n outsider . A  certain virtuality,  a  relation  t o 
the other , a s Rodolph e Gasch e migh t pu t it. 7 Th e ghos t i s Hamlet , 
after all , another Hamlet , Hamle t a s th e other . 

So Hamlet ' s responsibilit y i s no t lai d upo n hi m b y mean s o f a 
punctual injunction , no r i s i t jus t a  questio n o f accountabilit y o r 
answerability. A s Derrid a reminde d u s las t night , Hamle t com -
plains tha t h e wa s born  t o se t righ t th e out-of-join t t ime . On e i s 
born, thrown , int o responsibility ; on e inherit s it . I n "Th e Politic s 
of Friendship, " Derrid a observe s tha t th e momen t I  spea k I  a m 
"pris, surpris"  b y responsibilit y (634) . 

The ver y questio n "Wher e doe s responsibilit y com e from? " 
arises ou t o f responsibility ; responsibilit y i s prio r t o subjectivity , 
to questioning . 

3.) Hamlet ' s immediat e respons e i s tha t ther e i s n o wa y o f 
knowing whethe r thi s i s a  goo d spiri t o r a n evi l spiri t ( a reason -
able respons e i n earl y seventeenth-centur y Europe) : 

Angels and minister s of grace defend us ! 
Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damn'd , 
Bring with thee airs from heave n or blasts from hell , 
Be thy intents wicked, or charitable.. . 

(I.iii.39) 

Nothing i s certai n here . Ther e ar e n o rules . Hamle t ha s t o rea d 
the ghos t wit h n o assured code s o f reading . 

Hamlet ha s t o judge,  t o decide;  h e ha s t o tak e a  risk,  indeed , t o 
risk everything . I n respondin g t o th e ghost' s summons , h e asserts : 
"I d o no t se t m y lif e a t a  pin' s fee " (I.iv.65) . H e ha s t o trust, 
and trus t i s onl y possibl e whe n ther e ar e n o ground s fo r it. 8 

Trust i s alway s trus t i n th e future , a n att i tud e whic h Hamle t 
adopts—or rathe r finds  himsel f adopte d by—toward s th e en d o f 
the play : "I f i t b e now , 'ti s no t t o come ; i f i t b e no t t o come , i t 
will b e now ; i f i t b e no t now , ye t i t wil l come—th e readines s i s 
all" (V.ii.220) . 

4.) Th e ghos t come s back . Th e arrivant  i s als o a  revenant.  "Per -
chance 'twil l wal k again, " say s Hamle t t o Horati o afte r hearin g 
about th e ghost' s appearance , bu t Horati o i s i n n o doubt : " I 
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warr 'nt i t will " (I.ii.242) . If w e fai l t o remembe r it , i t wil l remem -
ber us . And a s we canno t no t forge t it , i t canno t no t return . 

We hav e bee n summone d b y man y ghost s a t thi s conference — 
all th e talk s hav e bee n performativ e event s callin g fo r activ e re -
sponses, reminding u s o f our responsibilities . Thei r demand s hav e 
been impossibl e ones , a s al l rea l demand s are , sinc e the y deman d 
that whic h i s impossible , justice. 9 Derrida' s litan y o f reason s fo r 
thinking tha t ou r ow n tim e i s out o f joint i s a reminder o f the scal e 
of th e obligation s w e ar e under , bu t hi s work , an d deconstructio n 
in America , deconstructio n aroun d th e globe , remind s u s to o tha t 
we stil l hav e th e ghos t o f a  chance—th e chanc e o f a  ghost . 

Notes 

1. Thes e comment s wer e mad e o n th e secon d evenin g o f th e conferenc e 
"Deconstruction is/i n America, " th e first  evenin g o f whic h ha d bee n 
taken up by Jacques Derrida' s address, partly reprinted i n this volume 
and partl y i n Spectres  de  Marx. They refe r als o t o severa l othe r talk s 
given at the conference an d reprinted here . 

2. Mau d Ellman n (103 ) recall s tha t i n th e fil m Ghost  Dance  Derrid a i s 
interviewed b y a  woman wh o enquires whethe r h e believes i n ghosts . 
His reply, roughly translated , i s "That's a  hard questio n because , you 
see, I am a ghost. " 

3. Se e Miller, chapter 4. 
4. Se e Derrida, Aporias, 33 and passim. 
5. Se e Butler, chapter 10 . 
6. Se e Chase, chapter 2 . 
7. Se e Gasche, chapter 7 . 
8. Thi s propositio n i s exemplifie d i n J.M . Coetzee' s Age  of Iron;  se e m y 

discussion of this novel in "Trusting the Other. " 
9. Se e Derrida, "Force of Law." 

Bibliography 

Attridge, Derek. "Trusting the Other: Ethics and Politics in J. M. Coetzee's 
Age of Iron." South Atlantic  Quarterly  93 (1994): 59-82. 

Derrida, Jacques. Aporias. Trans. Thomas Dutoit . Stanford: Stanfor d UP , 
1993. 

. "Force o f Law : Th e 'Mystica l Foundatio n o f Authority. ' "  Decon-
struction and  the  Possibility  of  Justice.  Ed . Drucill a Cornell , Miche l 
Rosenfeld, and David Gray Carlson. New York: Routledge, 1992 . 3-67. 



Ghost Writin g 22 7 

. "The Politic s o f Friendship." The Journal of  Philosophy  8 5 (1988): 
632-645. 

. Spectres de Marx: L'Etat de  la dette, le travail du dueil  et la nouvelle 
Internationale. Paris : Galilee, 1993. 

Ellmann, Maud . "Th e Ghost s o f Ulysses. " The  Languages  of  Joyce,  eds . 
R. M . Bollettier i Bosinelli , C . Marengo Vaglio , an d Chr . va n Bohee -
men. Philadelphia/Amsterdam: Joh n Benjamins, 1992 . 



14 

The Form of Politic s 

Perry Meise l 

I 

It is , of course , a  deconstructiv e commonplac e t o observ e tha t th e 
singular o r th e uniqu e i s th e functio n o r th e effec t o f a  relation . 
And ye t a  politica l an d intellectua l climat e lik e our s i n Americ a 
today—a Ne w Sanctimony , i f yo u will , a  recal l o f transcendenta l 
categories b y Lef t an d Righ t alike—to o ofte n propound s th e sin -
gular a s a  valu e i n itself , whether i t i s ethnicity, gender , o r oppres -
sion a s such . Our climat e need s t o be reminded o f this deconstruc -
tive commonplace , no t onl y t o explai n t o Neo-conservative s wh y 
and ho w deconstructiv e relativis m i s actuall y ver y systemati c in -
deed, bu t als o t o distinguis h deconstructio n fro m th e neo-cen -
trisms o f th e Lef t ( a self-contradictor y descriptio n tha t i s itsel f 
an exampl e o f th e problem) . Thes e latte r impulses , astonishingl y 
enough, reconstitut e th e binarism s o f black/white , male/female , 
power/oppression tha t gir d tyranny , an d tha t ar e unde r presum -
able sieg e a s categories . 

What i s perenniall y misconceive d abou t deconstructio n (Har -
old Bloom's ter m "wea k misreading " well account s fo r th e surpris -
ingly litera l respons e t o Derrid a tha t w e al l know ) i s tha t it s 
procedure fo r deracinatin g essences , absolutes , transcendenta l 
categories o f al l kind s i s no t i n th e servic e o f a n anarchi c pla y o f 
signifiers. No r i s i t designe d t o prioritize th e historically represse d 
or marginalize d sid e o f a n opposition . Deconstructio n i s a  highl y 

228 
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exact mod e o f readin g designed , no t t o thro w text s o r th e worl d 
into chaos , bu t t o sho w ho w th e worl d w e thin k w e find  onl y 
gets—and ha s got ten—mad e i n th e shape s an d term s tha t w e 
take fo r grante d a s given , self-evident , natural . 

American criticis m ma y perhap s wak e fro m it s dogmati c slum -
bers b y rememberin g wha t Ansel m Haverkam p state s i n hi s intro -
duction t o th e conference—tha t Americ a is  difference . Thi s i s th e 
crucial ti e betwee n deconstructio n an d Americ a despit e decon -
struction's Frenc h (an d Germanic ) groun d o f philosophica l emer -
gence (here , too , though , w e shoul d recal l tha t bot h Americ a an d 
deconstruction share , afte r all , a  plac e i n th e traditio n o f th e 
Enlightenment despit e a  differenc e i n th e epistemologica l deposi -
tion o f the subjec t tha t Enlightenmen t Romanticis m wa s invente d 
to sustain followin g th e first  deat h o f God) . 

As Jonathan Culle r point s out , th e performativ e o r constitutiv e 
nature o f discourse , togethe r wit h it s chiasti c ground-making , i s 
particularly plai n i n America n life ; indeed , i t i s America n life' s 
singular virtue . I f margina l Americ a construct s itsel f a s a  differ -
ence from dominan t America , we should remembe r tha t dominan t 
America constructe d itsel f a s a n enablin g differenc e fro m Europe , 
thereby preparin g a  commo n an d originar y groun d fo r America n 
life a t large , based , no t o n European—rea d logocentric—notion s 
of identit y o r sameness , but , i n principl e i f no t alway s o r alto -
gether i n practice , o n difference . Thi s commo n epistemolog y o f 
American lif e ironicall y guarantee s freedo m b y requirin g every -
one t o dea l wit h influence . 

Hence th e eas e wit h whic h w e allo w ourselve s t o b e swaye d b y 
the languag e o f th e singular—o f th e essentialit y o f th e ethnic , th e 
gendered, th e this , th e that—i s precisel y wha t a  deconstructiv e 
reassessment o f the political ask s us t o question. Without aestheti c 
theory—I us e thes e term s wit h Kan t i n mind—an d withou t a 
deconstructive reimaginatio n o f the categorie s involved , a  danger -
ous epistemologica l lassitud e wil l continu e despit e th e nee d fo r 
its correction . 

Consider, fo r example , th e categor y o f th e ethnic . Wha t i s it s 
status a s a  notion ? I n 1992 , th e Poetic s Institut e o f Ne w Yor k 
University an d th e Cardoz o Schoo l o f Law sponsore d a  conferenc e 
with Jacque s Derrid a tha t allowe d m e t o addres s th e proble m 
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then. Th e Gree k ethnos,  I  argue d a t tha t time , emerge s i n th e 
Septuagint a s a  mean s o f translatin g th e Hebre w goyim,  whic h 
has th e sens e o f "heathen"—thos e wh o d o no t believ e i n th e Jew -
ish God . Onl y i n th e nineteent h centur y doe s th e wor d gai n th e 
more specifi c sens e o f rac e wit h whic h w e associat e i t stil l i n thi s 
century. Thi s wa y o f readin g ethnos  a s designatin g biosemioti c 
traits, sometime s derive d iconicall y throug h o r fro m th e languag e 
a perso n speaks , wel l suite d nineteenth-centur y ideologica l needs , 
particularly thos e o f nationalism . Th e less-than-variou s arra y o f 
ethnic nationalisms , fro m Mazzin i t o Herzl , sough t a  justifyin g 
physicalism familia r i n nineteenth-centur y reasonin g fro m phre -
nology t o ethnography . Ethnograph y an d ethnolog y alik e emerg e 
as discipline s o f stud y contemporar y wit h th e growt h o f national -
ist feeling , th e first  i n 1834 , the secon d i n 1842 . Lexicons recor d a 
hazy relatio n betwee n ethnos  an d ethos,  too , th e latte r meanin g 
custom, althoug h th e natur e o f the relation i s unclear. This mudd y 
proximity i s the ver y natur e o f the relation , whic h motivate s wha t 
is merel y customar y amon g peopl e b y divinin g a  mysti c bon d 
among the m an d elevatin g it , tha t is , reducing it , t o th e statu s o f 
an innat e rathe r tha n a  derive d characteristic . 

The ethni c a s a  trope , then , rests , or fail s t o d o so , on a  parado x 
whose structur e i s a  familia r deconstructiv e sit e constitute d b y 
the pla y betwee n inclusio n an d exclusion . Tha t whic h i s withou t 
value—those wh o d o no t believe , thos e wh o ar e goyim  o r hea -
then—becomes precisel y tha t whic h i s of , tha t whic h is , value — 
the inherent , ofte n raciall y construe d trai t tha t assign s an d define s 
one a t a  presumabl y fundamenta l level . Th e ethni c o r racial — 
that denigratio n o r impropriet y tha t define s goyim —is als o th e 
trope designe d t o signif y th e pure , th e essential , th e ver y opposit e 
of th e unclea n o r th e imprope r tha t i t originaril y signifie s i n th e 
history o f it s usage . I t shoul d b e noted , too , tha t ethnos  als o ori -
ginarily signifie s th e notio n o f "one' s own"—o f wha t is , properl y 
speaking, prope r t o one— a notio n whos e lik e paradoxica l struc -
ture ha s als o lon g bee n familia r t o us . Curiously enough , then , th e 
otherness tha t structure s th e heathe n o r th e unruly—th e ex -
cluded—is als o the properness , th e inherenc e tha t structure s wha t 
is included . 

If a  narrativ e wer e t o b e constructe d fro m thi s pla y o f th e 
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trope's senses , i t woul d fin d it s telos  in th e scientifi c racis m an d 
eugenics of the Nazi era, even if it might also find an epistemologi -
cal counterpar t i n soil-Zionism , African-America n separatism , o r 
feminism o f the essentialis t variety . Democratic thinking , by con-
trast, describe s th e trut h o f th e universalit y i t declare s b y virtu e 
of its erasure. Freedom of worship, for example, has as its implica-
tion tha t whic h guarantee s th e possibilit y o f it s emergence : a 
constitutional indifferenc e t o the very religions that i t frees . 

Any contemporary articulatio n o f the ethnic rolls and rocks on 
the li p o f thi s paradox . It s negatio n i s th e represse d tha t return s 
late i n the twentiet h centur y wit h th e revalorization o f those eth -
nic categorie s tha t th e century' s civi l an d huma n right s revolu -
tions, especially i n the Unite d States , supposedly pu t i n question . 
The ris e o f multiculturalis m i n th e Unite d State s an d th e en d o f 
the socialist idea l in the Sovie t Union are, from thi s point of view, 
similar reaction s agains t an d repression s o f the non-ethni c ideal s 
of both political constructions . 

II 

Any deconstructiv e reassessmen t o f th e politica l depend s today , 
then, on a  serie s of new assumption s abou t bot h societ y an d sub -
jectivity. Her e deconstructio n maintain s it s historica l relatio n t o 
psychoanalysis an d Marxis m alike , althoug h b y no w thes e rela -
tions ar e s o implici t tha t th e crucia l ter m i n eac h cas e remain s 
largely silent throughout th e conference . 

The unconscious i s the conference's enablin g notional secret , an 
Althusserian notio n o f the unconsciou s tha t understand s subject s 
and ideology , text s an d thei r reception , i n reciproca l rathe r tha n 
exclusive terms . Avita l Ronell' s "testing " i s a  super b psychoana -
lytical representatio n o f th e subject . "Testing " suggest s wha t th e 
ego and any shape at al l have in common—the doin g and undoin g 
of frames, edges , outlines, borders . "We exist i n sway, " says Ron -
nell, linking Kan t with Feud and Lacan , and linkin g epistemolog y 
with psychoanalysis . 
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The conference' s secon d chie f notion , ideology , i s well describe d 
by Barbar a Johnso n withou t bein g named . B y askin g "wha t 
speaks?" rather tha n "wh o speaks?, " Johnson efficientl y point s ou t 
the dynami c an d constitutiv e relatio n betwee n ideolog y an d th e 
unconscious, an d th e wa y i n whic h thi s relatio n fashion s th e 
ground o f self and societ y alike . When Judit h Butle r asks , "Why d o 
words wound?, " th e answe r i s tha t th e unconsciou s i s structure d 
like a  language . 

I l l 

In orde r t o elaborat e a  deconstructiv e reassessmen t o f th e politi -
cal, le t u s rea d a  familia r an d eve n topica l tex t a t som e length . N o 
twentieth-century tex t i s mor e allurin g fo r it s presumabl e gende r 
allegory tha n Virgini a Woolf' s Orlando  (1928) . And ye t n o twenti -
eth-century tex t i s als o mor e strategicall y plai n abou t it s ow n 
deconstructive rathe r tha n irreducibl e notio n o f gende r tha n Or-
lando is . Everyon e know s th e popula r conceptio n o f Orlando — 
even th e movie s attes t t o it : a n allegor y abou t ho w perfec t a 
human bein g woul d b e coul d s/h e combin e th e qualitie s o f bot h 
genders. Th e emble m fo r Orlando's  apparentl y syntheti c projec t 
is th e book' s hommage  t o androgyny , borrowe d fro m Coleridge' s 
picture o f a  harmoniou s imaginatio n i n th e Biographia  Literaria 
(1817). Wool f literalizes , o r s o i t seems , Coleridge' s idealizin g de -
scriptions o f ric h imaginativ e figures  suc h a s Shakespear e b y 
switching Orlando' s gende r abou t halfwa y throug h th e book . 
Woolf thu s simultaneousl y preserve s an d change s Orlando' s char -
acter a s th e riva l demand s o f sou l an d histor y struggl e beneat h 
the full-throate d eas e o f bot h th e plo t an d Woolf' s seamles s us e 
of language . 

Culler's notio n o f performativit y i s dazzlingl y eviden t a s 
Woolf's tex t provide s a  virtua l objec t lesso n i n ho w semiosi s 
makes subject s fro m th e groun d up . Wha t languag e bring s int o 
being i n Orlando  i s gende r a s such . Eve n t o cal l i t "a s such " is , of 
course, problematic , sinc e gender' s suchnes s o r givennes s i s th e 
function o f a  differenc e o r a  relation . Unde r th e pressur e o f 
Woolf's language , Orlando's  presumabl y centra l notio n o f gende r 
splits it s husk . 
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The key t o th e novel , as th e sayin g goes , lies i n th e sometime s 
odd structur e o f Woolf 's prose, which a s a  rule i s so well suture d 
that th e mean s o f it s productio n slip s by . I n th e novel' s thir d 
chapter, th e narrato r announces , wit h a n apparen t straigh t face, 
that "everything , i n fact , wa s somethin g else " (143). l Ho w ca n 
what i s "i n fact " b e "somethin g else" ? B y definition , a  "fact " i s 
what i t is—jus t th e fax , ma'am—bu t here , quit e ironically , th e 
self-evidence ordinaril y associate d wit h "fact " i s also take n awa y 
from i t b y virtu e o f ho w it s self-evidenc e i s represented—a s 
"something else." 

This kin d o f rhetorica l oddnes s occur s agai n an d agai n i n th e 
texture o f th e book' s language , often structurin g sentence s i n un -
cannily similar—and equall y disturbing—ways. "Everything wa s 
different," say s th e narrato r earl y o n (27) , tryin g t o giv e u s a 
picture of the Elizabethan pas t by negation, even in a catalogue of 
vegetables, climates, and poets . How can a  statement o f noniden -
tity be a properly representationa l o r descriptive one? "The arras" 
in "the hall" at Orlando's ancestral "home" "moved always" (45)— 
"moved always" is an oxymoron. Or, says the narrator, meditatin g 
on Orlando' s futur e i n th e book' s first  chapte r an d thinkin g 
vaguely of official role s for him, he "was cut out for precisely som e 
such career " (15) . Ho w ca n wha t i s "precisely " als o b e "som e 
such"? Similarly , i f "openness .  . . was th e soul " of Orlando's "na -
ture" (189) , a s th e narrato r say s i t is , the n th e outside—"open -
ness"—and th e inside—"soul"—ar e perilousl y an d curiousl y 
identified. 

The seeming imprecisio n i n Woolf' s languag e is , in fact , a  rhe-
torical pattern— a principa l on e throughou t th e novel , an d th e 
way the novel itsel f goe s about estimatin g a s well as representin g 
oppositions such as fact and fiction,  tex t and world, and, of course, 
one gender and another . 

The rhetorical patter n ha s a s it s counterpar t th e novel' s large r 
structural pattern , whic h require s a  simila r transgressio n o f th e 
reader's assumption s onc e the y hav e bee n pu t i n place . Much a s 
Woolf's sentence s as k th e reade r t o believe opposin g o r differen t 
kinds of propositions simultaneously , so, too, does the structure of 
the novel' s fundamenta l illusionism . Orland o i s a t on e an d th e 
same tim e th e sam e perso n despit e he r chang e o f se x midwa y 
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through th e book—he r subjectivit y i s essentia l behin d eve n gen -
der. An d ye t Orland o i s also a  functio n o f history , changin g a s sh e 
does i n accor d wit h th e changes throug h whic h sh e lives . To defin e 
and represen t gender , Orlando—an d Orlando —both invok e his -
tory an d den y it . 

Rather tha n a  problem , suc h structura l irreconcilabilit y i s a 
strategy o r device . Time mus t b e invoke d t o describe somethin g a s 
timeless—Orlando's personality , fo r example—sinc e th e timeles s 
can onl y b e conceive d o f in it s relation—its nonrelat ion—t o time . 
And histor y ca n b e though t o f onl y i n relatio n t o a  timelessnes s 
that i s it s foi l o r counterpart . I n Orlando,  everything , then—an d 
remember, everythin g i s something else—i s a s a  rul e pu t i n plac e 
by it s transgression . Thi s strateg y o r device , bot h rhetorica l an d 
structural, I  shal l cal l Wool f 's cross-writing—the transgressio n o r 
crossing ove r o f assumptions eve n a s the y ar e pu t i n place . 

Woolf theorize s cross-writin g i n Orlando  b y tellin g u s tha t Or -
lando's ow n min d work s i n "violen t see-saws " (46) , no t unlik e 
Woolf's ow n clashin g metaphors , "stoppin g a t nothing/ ' sh e says , 
"in between" (46) . Sounding lik e Saussure (an d Keats) , Woolf give s 
cross-writing a  differentia l model : "Nothin g thicke r tha n a  knife' s 
blade separate s happines s fro m melancholy " (45) . O f cours e not : 
to kno w on e mean s t o kno w it s differenc e fro m th e other . T o 
accent thi s relativis t o r relationa l semiotics , Wool f use s th e sam e 
metaphor tha t sh e use s i n Mrs.  Dalloway  (1925 ) t o sho w ho w 
difference work s t o constitut e sameness : th e clock s i n Londo n ar e 
off line , eac h ringin g th e sam e hou r a  bi t differentl y fro m th e 
others (60-61) . Woolf' s descriptio n o f Shakespear e earl y i n th e 
novel als o matche s th e structur e o f he r cross-writing : "hi s min d 
was . . . a  welte r o f opposites" (22) . Queen Elizabeth , too , is draw n 
according t o th e sam e plan : qualitie s suc h a s "innocence " an d 
"simplicity" wer e "al l th e mor e dea r t o he r fo r th e dar k back -
ground sh e se t the m against " (23) . 

Woolf tell s u s i n th e book' s prefac e t o b e prepare d fo r thi s 
double rhyth m o r movement . "Th e book, " sh e says , "wil l inevita -
bly wak e expectation s i n th e reade r whic h th e boo k itsel f ca n onl y 
disappoint" (viii) . Expectatio n an d disappointment , disappoint -
ment an d expectation—thi s i s a  fai r estimat e o f th e semioti c 
rhythm th e nove l employ s t o hav e it s wa y wit h us . Th e pla y o f 
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expectation an d disappointmen t o n th e reader' s par t i s necessar y 
for an y horizo n o r circumference—an y edg e o r margi n o r fram e 
that situate s a n objec t a s such , whethe r animat e o r inanimate — 
to emerge a t all , and a s a  function o f compounding, o f difference . 
Readers know , say s Woolf , how t o "mak e . . . u p fro m bar e hint s 
dropped here and ther e th e whole boundary an d circumferenc e o f 
a livin g person; ca n hea r i n what w e only whispe r a  livin g voice ; 
can see , ofte n whe n w e sa y nothin g abou t it , exactl y wha t h e 
looked like , an d kno w withou t a  wor d t o guid e the m precisel y 
what he thought" (73). 

Woolf remind s u s o f th e kin d o f rhetorica l sleigh t o f han d a t 
work her e b y callin g attentio n t o i t an d it s mechanisms . "Th e 
most poetic " kin d o f "conversation, " sh e says , "i s precisel y tha t 
which canno t b e writte n down " (253) . Thi s create s no t simpl y 
awe a t th e dept h o f th e conversatio n i n questio n ( a conversatio n 
between Orlando and her nineteenth-century lover , Shelmerdine) , 
but also awe at th e fact tha t suc h "repletion" or fullness, a s Woolf 
puts i t (253) , can b e th e effec t o f "a grea t blan k here " (253). Even 
the opposition between lif e and literatur e i s handled—is simulta -
neously established and undone—by crossove r rhetoric. While lif e 
and literatur e ar e o n th e on e han d distinc t ("Gree n i n natur e i s 
one thing , gree n i n literatur e another " [17]) , on th e othe r hand , 
the Queen "read him"—Orlando—"like a  page" (25). 

When Orlando' s chang e o f gende r comes , th e wa y i n whic h 
Woolf represent s it , rhetorically a t least , slide s ove r us withou t a 
hitch. "H e wa s a  woman " (137) . Th e fictional  illusio n succeed s 
despite—perhaps becaus e of—th e rhetorica l impossibility . Thi s 
is, a s i t turn s out , simpl y a  hyperboli c instanc e o f th e mixe d 
metaphors tha t Wool f use s t o describ e practicall y everything . 
Even the novel's plot is made, ironically, out of transformation . 

Far, then , fro m bein g a  self-eviden t singularity , gender—lik e 
ethnicity, o r lik e subjectivit y itself—i s alway s alread y th e func -
tion o f a  relatio n i n Orlando.  A commonplace o f structura l femi -
nism, i t i s interestin g t o se e i t rehearse d a s earl y a s 1928 . Even 
androgyny i s not fusion, bu t a  structure o f difference. On e doesn' t 
fuse th e gender s b y crossin g them—on e put s the m i n plac e tha t 
way, and alway s has . To be fused , th e gender s mus t b e different . 
Gender i s a difference , no t a n essentia l characteristic , a n elemen -
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tary semioti c activit y i n al l culture s that , i n on e way o r another , 
is par t o f th e basi s upo n whic h a  give n culture' s world , an d it s 
subjects, are formed. Gender is a pure difference, a  "pure perform -
ative/' as Barbara Vinken puts it, whose role is merely paradigma -
tic, structuring a  fundamental differenc e ou t of a formal necessit y 
that i s also necessarily political . As Orlando's confirmation o f he r 
new gende r i n th e mirro r suggest s (138) , for m i s itsel f alway s 
already political . Th e equivalenc e o f politic s an d for m i s amon g 
the mos t provocativ e o f th e notion s t o whic h a  deconstructiv e 
reassessment o f the political leads . What i s a politics of form ? 

Notes 

1. Al l references are to Virginia Woolf, Orlando, rpt. (New York: Harcourt 
Brace & Co., 1973). 
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At the Planchette  o f Deconstruction is/i n 
America 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spiva k 

I misse d th e first flush  o f Deconstructio n i n Americ a (1966) . I 
bought De  la  grammatologie  of f a  catalogu e i n th e fastnesse s o f 
Iowa, my first  place of work.1 I t was the mid-sixties . In those day s 
postcoloniality wa s a  dirt y secret . It too k one to know one . All by 
myself i n Iowa, I was resonating wit h someone who, like me, was 
not quit e no t European . He was (un)peeling Western metaphysic s 
as an insider/outsider. Although the theme of the conference whic h 
gave ris e t o thi s antholog y i s specificall y Deconstructio n is/i n 
America, and the talk is of France and the United States , postcolo-
niality, i n th e nam e o f th e Othe r Headin g an d th e Marrano , i s 
surfacing i n deconstructio n mor e an d more. 2 I n thes e brie f com -
ments I  will keep within th e them e of the conference. Th e echo of 
that first  resonance, before the name Jacques Derrida took on flesh 
for me, will no doubt sound as an undertone . 

I cannot ge t a  gri p o n deconstruction . I  cannot gras p i t i n th e 
grip o f th e Begriff. ( I do no t thin k o f conceiving a  concep t whe n I 
think of my grip or grasp slippin g on whatever would b e a  Begriff 
of deconstruction.) I  cannot, then, get a grip on deconstruction . 

This keeps me going farther an d farther awa y from wha t seem s 
to be it s space. I have therefor e no t bee n abl e t o contribute muc h 
to it s in-hous e discussion . I  kee p tryin g tha t too , though . I n th e 
summer of 1993 , travelling far away from th e house of deconstruc-

237 
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tion, I  wrote painstakingl y fo r wha t I  thought migh t b e somethin g 
of a n in-hous e journal. 3 Thi s i s ho w I  describe d wha t I  wa s doin g 
in tha t piece , "Responsibility, " no t knowin g the n tha t tha t wa s 
also th e nam e o f Derrida' s curren t strea m o f teaching . 

What i s i t then , I  wrot e a s I  wa s tryin g t o se t tha t questio n t o 
work movin g throug h Nort h Afric a an d Asi a by wa y o f Strasbour g 
and Ga l way, wha t i s i t t o be responsible t o a  changefu l though t o n 
the questio n o f responsibility ? T o as k suc h a  questio n i s perhap s 
already t o betray , i n al l it s senses , th e ide a o f academi c responsi -
bility i n whic h on e wa s trained—i n a n excellen t Universit y i n a 
former colony— a serious , resistan t colonia l subjec t bein g con -
structed i n th e aftermat h o f th e declaratio n o f a  negotiate d inde -
pendence. Discursive formation s an d presupposition s o f educatio n 
do no t chang e miraculousl y becaus e piece s o f pape r declarin g 
independence hav e bee n signed . I n fact , reasonablenes s seeme d a 
protection agains t th e kind s o f violence unleashe d b y th e seemin g 
and sudde n liftin g o f centuries o f oppression. The ide a o f academi c 
responsibility i n whic h I  wa s traine d wa s therefor e t o giv e a n 
objective accoun t o f a n argumen t wit h textua l demonstrations , 
and subsequentl y t o evaluat e it , o n it s ow n terms , a s wel l a s b y 
the standard s o f an impartia l judgement . B y comparison wit h th e 
imperatives o f tha t auster e responsibility , th e first  year s o f m y 
teaching career , whic h bega n i n th e Unite d State s i n 1965 , see m 
to b e haunte d b y demand s o f a n extrem e irresponsibilit y toward s 
the alterit y o f histor y an d augury : D o w e lik e it ? I s tha t relevan t 
to us? And the n t o me ? 

To pose th e questio n o f responsibilit y t o a  though t precisel y o f 
responsibility fro m whic h a  lesso n o f responsibility i s learned goe s 
against th e grai n o f both thos e imperatives . For i t is , first,  t o sho w 
that on e i s alread y partisan . And , secondly , i t i s t o revea l tha t 
one's anxiet y i s fo r one' s responsibilit y to  th e text , no t th e othe r 
way around . An d yet , i s ther e no t somethin g lik e a  resemblanc e 
between thos e imperatives—requirin g objectivit y towar d o r rele -
vance fro m th e text—an d m y openin g question ? Hav e w e no t 
guessed tha t th e earl y lesso n o f disintereste d objectivit y wa s i n 
fact a n unacknowledge d partisanshi p fo r a  sor t o f universalis t 
humanism whic h dictate d tha t on e show , eve n i f by th e way , tha t 
the literar y o r philosophica l tex t i n genera l i s good? And a s fo r th e 
other, doe s on e not , give n th e curren t deman d fo r thejustificatio n 
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of a n interes t i n "deconstructiv e philosophica l speculation " i n a 
politically incline d femal e immigrant , demonstrat e agai n an d 
again, it s relevance t o such inclination s an d suc h provenance ? 

How, then , t o b e responsibl e t o th e warnin g fo r " a communit y 
of well-meaning deconstructionists , reassure d an d reconcile d wit h 
the worl d i n ethica l certainty , goo d conscience , satisfactio n o f 
services rendered , an d th e consciousnes s o f duty accomplishe d (o r 
more heroicall y still , yet t o be accomplished")? 4 

Not bein g a  philosopher b y talen t an d training , I  cannot philos -
ophize th e delicat e rupture s involve d i n thes e doubl e binds . Tha t 
more profoun d speculatio n woul d loo k upo n th e nigh t o f non -
knowledge i n whic h al l decision s ar e taken , eve n whe n i t i s th e 
most detaile d knowledg e tha t ha s bee n se t mos t responsibl y t o 
work. (Thi s sentenc e alread y beg s th e questio n o f responsibility , 
assumes it s natur e known. ) Durin g tha t summe r a s I  moved abou t 
in th e worl d o f hegemoni c an d counter-hegemoni c decision-mak -
ing, I  wrote tha t th e spac e o f m y essa y ma y b e distinguishe d fro m 
those mor e perilou s watche s a s th e quicke r temp o o f th e ev e an d 
the morning-afte r o f tha t night , th e nigh t o f non-knowledg e whe n 
a decisio n tear s time , the tim e o f effect followin g jus t cause. 5 Wha t 
the tw o space s shar e i s tha t "th e limi t o f .  . . [the ] formalizatio n 
. . . [o f a  problematic is ] a  sor t o f intemediary stage." 6 

I hav e paraphrase d tha t essa y a t suc h lengt h t o sho w how , 
reading an d learnin g fro m th e text s o f deconstruction , I  see m t o 
lose m y gri p mor e an d mor e o n ho w t o d o i t o n pape r o r i n th e 
classroom. I  shif t emphasis , fro m night , t o evening , an d mornin g 
after. I  engag e "th e activ e an d necessar y marginalizatio n o f th e 
strange guardian s i n th e margin " i n orde r t o tak e th e ris k o f 
reading.7 ( I wa s exhilarate d recentl y t o hea r Derrid a himsel f de -
scribe th e matte r o f emphasis thu s i n a n improvise d discussion : 

If yo u pu t th e emphasi s o n th e unicit y o f th e existin g on e rathe r tha n 
Being a s suc h a t som e poin t yo u wil l hav e th e feelin g tha t th e othe r 
[Heideggerian] discours e i s a  momen t o f emptying—i t speak s i n a n 
empty wa y abou t emptiness , no t enoug h t o disqualif y it . Yo u hav e t o 
decide wha t yo u d o with thi s emptiness , how yo u ac t historicall y ou t of 
this moment. It has to be the way you perform i t and it makes a differenc e 
and tha t momen t i s decisive. If the absolutely indeterminat e i s universal, 
then yo u have t o make decisions . Heidegger woul d agre e with this . How 
do you act ? Yo u canno t avoi d performativity . I n orde r fo r thi s decisio n 
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you hav e t o b e free . The n w e hav e t o sa y wha t next ? Whateve r yo u d o 
next you sign with your own idiom.)8 

By th e implacabl e logi c o f performativity , I  see m t o fal l bac k 
these day s o n mimin g a  progressio n o f figures  rathe r tha n follow -
ing a n argument . Thi s is , I  realiz e i n amuse d despair , a  sor t o f 
thematization tha t annul s deconstructio n ye t onc e again . Fo r ex -
ample, havin g rea d Of  Spirit  (1989) , I  coul d d o n o bette r tha n t o 
offer, i n tha t mimi c in-hous e essay , a mere instantiat ion—an d yo u 
may recogniz e thi s a s a  cluste r i n Of  Spirit —of th e anima l ma -
chine o f fully programme d information , an d a  "European " combi -
natory whos e powe r remain s abyssal , s o tha t th e tw o side s see m 
to engag e i n a n interminabl e conversation , whil e a  specte r doe s 
the rest. 9 I  rea d a  meetin g o f th e Europea n Parliamen t i n Stras -
bourg o n th e Worl d Bank' s Floo d Actio n Pla n i n Banglades h b y 
the peculia r logi c of these figures . 

How rigorousl y ca n on e maintai n th e distinctio n betwee n th e 
messianic an d messianism? 1 0 I f w e mus t "know  stil l wha t th e 
messianic want s t o sa y eve n i f commitmen t [t o it ] i s th e destruc -
tion o f th e messiani c b y messianis m .  . .  "  and i f "th e questio n o f 
knowing whic h i s th e leas t grav e o f th[e ] form s o f complicity " 
between th e messiani c an d messianis m "i s alway s there, " ca n w e 
insist o n th e distinctio n excep t a s a  repeate d warning? 1 1 

I recal l a  two-par t answe r t o m y questio n (offere d durin g th e 
conference a t Ne w Yor k Universit y i n th e fall , 1993 ) wher e Der -
rida situate d himsel f a s namin g th e discours e o f a  futur e tha t i s 
not a  futur e presen t a s messiani c becaus e h e wa s himsel f writte n 
in th e interminabl e an d indeterminat e Boo k o f th e People s o f th e 
Book. W e rea d a s w e rea d an d therefor e I  recognize d i n thi s ges -
ture a  vigilance tha t Derrid a ha s eve r practiced: a  "regula r erasur e 
of th e archi-, " remainin g insid e one' s "text , .  . .  no t sufficien t t o 
operate th e necessar y transgression " (o f generalization/universal -
ization?).12 

Since the n I  hav e hear d Derrid a ope n u p th e understandin g o f 
the Messia h no t onl y b y wa y o f th e arrivant,  a s i n Specters  of  Marx 
or Aporias,  bu t a s a n a t temp t t o figure  th e obscure structur e o f th e 
call to responsibility a s tied t o the originary an d irreducibl e "auto -
affectaction" tha t i s th e i s o f th e I. 13 I  believ e furthe r tha t I  hav e 
heard Derrid a expan d th e messianic , b y wa y o f th e Resurrection , 
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into metempsychosis , thu s stepping ou t o f the strictly monotheis -
tic enclosure. I believe he performs thi s by rewriting the teleologi -
cal aspect of the resurrection and the cyclo-teleology of metempsy-
chosis a s a  persisten t differance:  th e conditio n tha t th e othe r no t 
only replace me but star t replacing me now. 14 

I ha d understoo d messiani c an d messianis m a s examples , o f 
the relationship between "the injunction o r the order [ordonnance] 
of the gift ('give' ) .  . . and th e injunction o r the order [ordonnance] 
of meaning/' 15 Indeed , i n th e Derridia n passag e tha t I  use d t o 
state m y question , I  had substitute d "messianic " for "giving, " and 
substituted "destructio n o f the gif t b y the gift," b y "destruction o f 
the messianic by messianism. " 

I hav e sinc e the n rea d th e relevan t page s o f Specters  of  Marx 
more carefully, an d th e sharp contras t between the messianic an d 
messianism tha t I  ha d hear d i n Derrida' s oratorica l ton e durin g 
the conference i n 199 3 seems surprisingly absen t there . This is not 
the momen t t o discus s Derrid' s electio n o f tha t spiri t o f Mar x 
which harken s t o th e messiani c impulse . Ye t a  questio n lingers , 
and i t ma y b e necessar y t o pu t i t mor e crudely . I f I  understan d 
rightly, par t o f th e projec t o f th e boo k i s t o transfor m Mar x b y 
historicizing hi m an d thu s ope n th e spac e o f a  "ne w Interna -
tional." Asian Marxist s hav e bee n attemptin g no t onl y t o histori -
cize Mar x but , an d fo r som e time , t o rea d hi m agains t th e pre -
dictive Eurocentri c scenario . Th e Thir d Worl d initiative , starte d 
in Asia, but reachin g fa r beyon d it , was an attemp t a t suc h a  ne w 
International. I am aware tha t Derrid a always speaks of a Western 
metaphysics becaus e he does not wish t o overstep th e boundarie s 
of what he knows and what writes him. The messianic and metem -
psychosis ar e thu s no t aberrant . But i f one proposes a  "new Inter-
national" shoul d one not perhaps cast a  glance at the fate of these 
other sustaine d efforts ? Spectralizin g th e Internationa l Huma n 
Rights visio n b y askin g i t t o includ e th e economi c spher e seem s 
too European, too general, or to borrow Derrida' s term, too "mac-
rological." Otherwise , i s on e no t perhap s retracin g th e steps , i n 
spite of European applause , of the old Second international , which 
domesticated Socialis m a s Europea n nationa l project s o f elector -
ally dependent welfar e statism , whose ruins Derrid a correctl y de -
plores? Wh o i s th e "we " here? Wh o pray s fo r haunting , b y wha t 
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ghost? Fo r wha t i t i s worth , I  poin t a t "globe-girdlin g move -
ments / ' wher e th e subjec t ha s shifte d t o th e othe r side. 16 

At an y rate , m y questio n a t th e conferenc e migh t hav e bee n n o 
more tha n a n excus e fo r th e kin d o f systemi c interes t wit h whic h 
I see m oblige d repeatedl y t o annu l th e spectralit y o f Derrida' s 
meditation o n responsibility . Durin g th e roundtabl e discussio n 
that close d th e conference , I  offere d a  crypti c quotatio n fro m m y 
essay, mentionin g tha t sixt y page s ha d com e i n between : 

Is i t possibl e t o imagine , sinc e responsibilit y mus t bin d th e cal l o f th e 
ethical t o a response, that on e must ac t here , in the context o f the Worl d 
Bank's Floo d Actio n Plan , a s i f responsibl y t o th e specte r calle d "com -
mune-ism," whos e threa t Developmen t mus t desperatel y hol d a t bay ? 
That set ting-to-work need not call on a European lef t monoculture. 17 Th e 
Bangladeshi space of intimate learning, of human-animal-watery ground , 
is afte r al l a n ongoin g respons e t o th e weav e o f lan d an d rive r by  th e 
landless an d o n common  waters . Nothing bu t a n intermediar y questio n 
can be posed and lef t suspende d i n the space of an essay . 

The ech o o f m y first  resonanc e wit h a n unknow n "postcolonial " 
Derrida woul d remain , I  ha d hoped , a n undertone . I t seem s t o b e 
the main soun d now . Our them e i s "Deconstruction is/i n America. " 
I mus t tun e mysel f bac k t o it . (Jus t a s "grip " call s u p Begriff  fo r 
me, s o doe s tunin g cal l u p Bestimmung.  I  mus t le t mysel f b e 
determined b y ou r commo n concern. ) 

If I  ha d th e time , I  woul d poin t ou t ho w m y ol d frien d J . Hilli s 
Miller's tak e o n "Cultura l Studies " recall s tha t essa y "Destroyin g 
Literary Studies " b y Ren e Wellek , whic h introduce d Derrida' s 
withdrawal o f th e titl e "Deconstructio n i n America " nearl y te n 
years ago. 18 But fo r th e moment , I  wil l conten t mysel f wit h notic -
ing tha t th e translatio n o f "l'Amerique , mai s c'est  l a deconstruc -
tion," use d repeatedl y b y Derrida , a s "deconstructio n is  America " 
loses th e comm a followe d b y th e mais. 

What Derrid a withdraw s o r take s back—thi s gestur e o f with -
drawal wa s par t o f hi s introductor y speec h i n Ne w York—i s th e 
simplified Englis h translation . 

One o f th e mos t strikin g icon s o n th e Unite d State s landscap e 
and it s videographi c simulacru m i s th e nam e Americ a an d th e 
U.S. fla g (th e "American " flag ) attache d t o innumerabl e object s 
and enterprises , wit h th e accompanyin g soni c fallout . Th e Unite d 
States give s itsel f th e righ t t o th e prope r nam e "America,"—tac -
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itly recognize d i n ou r titl e an d ou r traffi c wit h it—b y wa y o f a 
"but o f course/ ' clos e t o th e galli c mais  wit h it s stereotype d ges -
ture, that i s lost in the shuffle o f translation t o the way things are . 
And th e hesitation , space d b y th e comm a i n th e sentence , serve s 
to perform—in a  blinding flash—a  nameles s performativ e wher e 
one make s excuse s fo r breakin g fals e promise s b y implyin g tha t 
promises ca n never , afte r all , b e fals e becaus e the y ca n neve r b e 
true. Th e "bu t o f course " i s los t i n translatin g t o th e wa y thing s 
are, th e hars h everyda y normalit y o f power . Wha t I  hav e de -
scribed here is the way the U.S. treats not only its disenfranchise d 
at hom e bu t als o it s "beneficiaries " abroad . Thi s taci t everyda y 
acceptance of the way things are is not the stuff o f the broadstrok e 
lists tha t Derrid a painte d blac k i n hi s address. 19 The y ar e bu t 
minor ruses : postmodern donor  countrie s borrowin g a  for m fro m 
a pre-capitalist mode l t o give  aid tha t coerces  the daze d recipien t 
into a refined debt-bondage;  just the normal business of giving aid ; 
and a t home , offer s o f free  gifts everywhere—wor k tha t int o th e 
paradox o f th e gift! 20 An d if , i n th e bureaucrati c theate r o f aid , 
one point s thi s ou t wit h som e moralisti c embarrassmen t rathe r 
than i n a  thunderous denunciation , th e varieties of patronizing t o 
exasperated answer s tha t com e down , fro m al l side s o f a  fron -
tierless hybridity , ca n b e generalize d int o version s o f "L'Amer -
ique, mai s c'est  l a deconstruction! " Wha t d o yo u want , dummy ? 
An unorganized Huma n Right s mindse t ever-mindfu l o f th e eco -
nomic canno t catc h thi s micrology , perhaps precisel y because , t o 
use a n archai c vocabulary , exploitatio n nee d not , strictl y speak -
ing, use extra-economic coercion, just mess with "common sense." 

I want now to to speak briefly an d crudely about th e mindset of 
this frontierles s hybrid . Th e mai n poin t o f Professo r Beaujour' s 
essay i s tha t deconstructio n caugh t o n her e becaus e th e studen t 
body wa s untraine d i n philosophy . I  was struc k b y hi s unwittin g 
resemblance t o some of those very Unite d State s student s tha t h e 
so patronized. Here comes th e mindset : sittin g i n Ne w York City , 
longing for a  wilderness , al l th e whil e putting i n a  bi t o f nationa l 
origin validation—i n hi s cas e France . If th e well-place d migran t 
is from a  "developing nation, " s/he wil l often spea k in the name of 
the migran t underclass ; celebratin g Mar x a s a  clandestin e mi -
grant (wh o typically flies  toward  capitalism) ha s somethin g lik e a 
relationship to this habit (Specters,  p. 174). 
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J. Hillis Miller's complaint about Cultural Studies does not take 
into accoun t th e critiqu e o f libera l multiculturalis m withi n Cul -
tural Studies . Amon g othe r things , tha t critiqu e confront s th e 
mindset described above . If I had the time, I would offer a n exam -
ple of how, learning fro m Given  Time  i n my grip-slipping (dis)fig -
uring way, I attempt, with students of that mindset, to confront th e 
necessary impossibilit y o f theorizin g th e nam e o f woman , every -
where: a critique of multiculturalism i n Cultural Studies . But tha t 
must wait. Today I can signal, not only teaching, but also new writ-
ing.21 It will remain a  signal, for, apart from th e two brilliant allo -
cated presentations , th e Conferenc e itsel f seeme d no t t o b e in -
formed by the question of woman. Just as well for me, perhaps. 

For if in the old days I liked best everything tha t le d from thos e 
words i n Of  Grammatology:  "th e arche-writin g i s th e origi n o f 
morality a s o f immorality . Th e non-ethica l openin g o f ethics" ; 
and if , later , passage s lik e th e on e abou t setting-to-wor k i n "Th e 
Principle o f Reason " bega n t o com e aliv e fo r me , now I  like bes t 
that statemen t abou t wha t Jacque s Derrid a like s eve n less. 22 I 
will quot e again : "I  like  even less  the communit y o f well-meanin g 
deconstructionists, reassure d an d reconcile d wit h th e worl d i n 
ethical certainty , goo d conscience , satisfactio n o f service s ren -
dered, and th e consciousness of duty accomplished (o r more hero-
ically still, yet to be accomplished). " 

Cowering from th e repeated exhortations to speak as an anthro-
pological cliche , and a  cliche of reversed gendering, with the post -
colonial underton e loudspeakin g o n al l sides , I take refug e i n th e 
indeterminacy o f a less preferred space , even as I run from th e or -
ders to justify deconstructio n i n the areas that hav e resolutely de -
fined themselves as its outside. At this writing's distance , it is per-
haps not inappropriate t o remind the reader tha t tha t Fal l in New 
York, Derrida was weaving around Bartleby the Scrivener's "I pre-
fer not to" the reverberations of a secret that will not be revealed. 
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dren? I t i s stil l th e childre n o f th e sixties—"th e tenure d radicals " 
(Roger Kimball , The  Tenured  Radicals:  How  Politics  Has  Corrupted 
Our Higher  Education  (Ne w York : Harper 's , 1990) . Fo r thoug h som e 
cultural studie s text s ar e quoted , hi s rea l interlocutor s ar e thos e wh o 
are "Makin g Sens e o f th e Sixties " (p . 26). His critiqu e o f th e ide a tha t 
the universit y ca n b e a n aren a o f "revolutionar y transformation, " 
that teachin g ca n lea d t o "universa l justice, " seem s directe d a t 196 8 
and it s aftermath . (Th e fea r o f 196 8 i s par t o f th e dee p structur e o f 
Columbia University , m y plac e o f employment. ) Alas , pointin g a t 
the implication s o f th e contradiction s (whic h Mille r call s aporias ) i n 
Benjamin's "Th e Wor k o f Art i n th e Age of Mechanical Reproduction " 
{Illuminations, tr . Harr y Zohn , Ne w York : 1969 , pp . 217-251 ) wil l 
lead unerringly t o John Searle' s The  Campus War:  A Sympathetic Look 
At the  University  in  Agony  (Ne w York : Worl d Pub. , 1971) , wher e th e 
Berkeley radical s o f th e sixtie s ar e repeatedl y accuse d o f McCar -
thyism. Her e again , J . Hilli s Miller' s innat e goo d sens e save s th e 
day. Bu t th e uncann y resemblanc e t o th e self-declare d chastiser s o f 
deconstruction trouble s hi s friends . 

It i s clea r tha t Welle k generalize d fro m Yale . Hi s rea l quarre l i s 
with th e Yal e Derrida , d e Man , Miller , Harol d Bloom , Jonatha n 
Culler (formerl y a t Yale) . Miller' s "Wor k o f Cultura l Criticism " i s a 
generalization fro m tw o Californi a campuses , Irvin e an d Berkeley , 
the latte r represente d b y JanMohame d an d Lloyd . Bu t eve n a  sens e 
of hi s ow n adopte d Souther n Californi a woul d hav e tol d Mille r tha t 
the "identity"-controvers y ha s hi t th e U S multicultura l field  lon g 
since (s o muc h s o tha t at temptin g a  bibliograph y i n a n incidenta l 
footnote i s risible); i t surfaces wit h diversifie d poignanc y nearl y ever y 
week i n th e Sunda y magazin e o f The  Los  Angeles  Times.  I n th e event , 
the citatio n o f Blanchot , Lyotard , Nancy , an d Davi d Carrol l (p . 51)— 
exemplary thinkers , o f course—a s a  grou p tha t coul d no w solv e th e 
problem o f identit y fo r cultura l studie s i s embarrassing . 

Of cours e cultura l studie s i s fo r Mille r a  proble m attendan t upo n 
the immigratio n explosio n i n th e US . Yo u canno t argu e globalit y 
from a n "evenin g i n Kathmandu. " I t i s no t surprisin g tha t h e seem s 
not t o have hear d o f "hybridity" ( a them e s o pervasive an d controver -
sial i n cultura l studie s tha t t o give Homi Bhabha' s wor k i n genera l a s 
a referenc e i s a no d towar d academi c convention ) o r o f "postnational -
ity" (jus t a s pervasiv e a  debat e whic h conventio n require s m e t o la y 
at th e doo r o f Arju n Appadurai , "Patriotis m an d It s Future, " Public 
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Culture vol . 5 , no . 3 , Spring 93 , p. 411-429 , an d th e Publi c cultur e 
collective i n general) . As regards th e cano n debate , I  ma y perhaps , 
and equall y conventionally , cit e my own two essays, "Marginality i n 
the Teaching Machine, " and "Scattere d Speculatio n o n th e Questio n 
of Cultur e Studies " (Spivak , Outside  in  the  Teaching  Machine,  Ne w 
York: Routledge, 1993 , pp. 53-76, 255-284; both pieces have been i n 
print since 1990 , Outside, copyright page). Any acquaintance with th e 
complex tex t o f globa l informatic s woul d no t hav e allowe d Mille r 
to exculpat e technolog y fro m ideolog y (Miller , p . 39 ; th e latte r i s 
admittedly confine d b y him t o the precritica l notio n o f motivation) . 
What I  wonde r most , however , i s ho w Mille r come s t o term s wit h 
certain profoun d tendencie s i n deconstruc t ion today . (Tha t h e see s 
"reading .  . . for Deconstructio n .  . . [as] th e centr e o f a  humanistic 
study tha t i s oriente d toward s . . .  understanding" [p . 17 ; emphasi s 
mine] shoul d perhap s ti p u s of f abou t a  seriou s in-coherenc e here. ) 
How, with his view of reason in the university, can he make his peace 
with "Mochlos ; o r th e Conflic t o f the Faculties " (in Logomachia: The 
Conflict of  the  Faculties,  Richar d Rand , ed. , Lincoln : Univ . o f Ne -
braska Press , 1992 , pp. 1-34) o r the earlie r "Principl e o f Reason: Th e 
University i n the Eyes of its Pupils" (Diacritics vol. 13 , no. 3, Fall 83, 
pp. 3-20)? Ho w wil l his neat binary oppositio n betwee n "rhetorical " 
and "thematic " readin g tak e int o accoun t th e interes t i n hi s differ -
entation, ignoring thei r diffirance (Margins  of Philosophy, p . 17) ; how 
come t o term s wit h Derrida' s cautio n tha t al l formalizatio n i s a n 
intermediary stage , judged elsewhere, responsible otherwise (see note 
7). I t i s onl y becaus e J . Hilli s Mille r i s grounde d i n th e bes t o f th e 
"humanist tradition, " whic h wil l kee p publishe d critisis m an d per -
sonal friendshi p apart , tha t I  wil l ventur e th e followin g suggestion : 
In J . Hilli s Miller's admonition t o cultural studie s we see de Mania n 
deconstruction shackle d t o its lowes t denominator : clos e reading. In 
spite o f the dee p sympath y betwee n th e tw o men, the actua l critica l 
practices o f d e Ma n an d Derrid a diffe r greatly . Wha t wa s firs t 
broached i n "Th e Rhetori c o f Blindness : Jacque s Derrida' s Readin g 
of Rousseau" (Pau l d e Man, Blindness and  Insight,  Ne w Haven : Yal e 
Univ. Press , 2 d Edition , 1983 , pp. 102-141 ) neve r disappeared . Th e 
difference show s in Derrida' s emphasi s on a performative tha t i s not 
performed full y i n th e verba l text , o r a  recognitio n o f th e patho s o f 
life an d deat h i n th e tex t o f philosophy . B y contrast , th e answe r 
to Miller' s questio n "Wha t Ar e Cultura l Studies? " (p . 13) is , finally, 
"everything tha t i s no t literar y studies, " destroyin g literar y studies . 
In conclusion, Miller sees "artwork and scholarship as inaugural per -
formatives" (p.55) . To appreciate ho w desperatel y cultura l studies , a 
struggling an d menace d discipline , i s in tha t position , i n term s o f a 
textuality rathe r broade r tha n "artwor k an d scholarship, " he woul d 
have t o enter th e protocol s o f cultural studie s with critica l intimac y 
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that produce s deconstruction , whateve r i t ma y be . We forget a t ou r 
peril tha t i t wa s deconstructiv e thinkin g tha t allowe d u s t o thin k 
"text" in so general a  way (a secret t o which Wellek and his follower s 
remained obstinatel y blind) . Her e to o I  am , wit h al l appropriat e 
apologies, oblige d t o poin t a t m y ow n efforts : "Teachin g fo r th e 
Times," in Jan Nederveen Pieterse , ed. The Decolonization of  Imagina-
tion (London: Zed Books, 1995) and "Narratives of Multiculturalism, " 
in Thomas W. Keenan, ed. Cultural Diversities (forthcoming) . 

19. Specters,  pp. 78-84. 
20. Th e spectacula r doubl e bin d o f th e parado x o f th e gif t i s laid ou t i n 

Given Time, pp. 6-23. 
21. "Diaspora s Old and New: Women in the Transnational World, " forth -

coming in Textual Practices, March 2 , 1994; and "Narratives of Multi-
culturalism" (op. cit.). 

22. Derrida , Of Grammatology, p. 140; "The Principle of Reason," pp. 18 -
19. Fo r th e referenc e t o th e followin g quote d passage , see  not e 5 ; 
emphasis mine . 
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Jaded in Americ a 

David Will s 

The questio n o f deconstructio n i n Americ a devolve s no t upo n th e 
possibility o f an affirmatio n o r constative utterance—"i t i s a  fash -
ion," "it s tim e ha s passed, " "i t i s to o powerful"—bu t rathe r upo n 
the performance o f an enunciativ e dehiscenc e suc h a s tha t enacte d 
by th e titl e "Deconstructio n is/i n America. " I t woul d b e eas y t o 
rehearse a  histor y o f deconstruction , indee d o f deconstructio n i n 
America, tha t describe d th e essentia l incoherenc e o f an y utter -
ance, a  histor y passin g throug h text s lik e "Signatur e Even t Con -
text" (1977 ) an d "Limite d Inc. " (1988), and recountin g particular s 
of th e introductio n t o th e America n academi c scen e o f thos e idea s 
through th e wor k o f Jacque s Derrida . Th e histor y o f deconstruc -
tion i n America i s unavoidably tie d u p wit h Derrida' s debat e wit h 
Searle an d wit h th e ide a o f ever y utterance' s sel f division. On e 
might eve n g o on t o recoun t th e separat e historie s o f philosophy' s 
and literar y studies ' reaction s an d relation s t o deconstructio n i n 
terms o f tha t sam e notio n o f originary sel f division . 

The writin g o f suc h a  histor y o r suc h historie s woul d giv e u s 
more tha n a  quarte r o f a  centur y o f deconstructio n i n relatio n t o 
America. Tha t migh t b e reaso n enoug h t o induc e a  sentimen t o f 
lassitude o n th e par t o f thos e wh o hav e live d o r rea d thos e histor -
ies, a  feelin g tha t w e kno w i t wel l an d ca n find  littl e mor e t o sa y 
about it . Bu t i f attentio n give n t o th e appearanc e o f Spectres  de 
Marx (1993) 1 i n Franc e i s an y indication , an d if , a s I  shal l d o 
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here, we tak e deconstructio n t o be synonymou s wit h th e wor k of 
Jacques Derrida , the n i t i s clea r tha t it s resource s ar e fa r fro m 
being exhausted on either side of the Atlantic. 

We have no need to repeat th e history, a history no t without it s 
tragic an d farcica l side , in orde r t o read th e originary dehiscenc e 
of America' s relatio n t o deconstruction ; w e nee d g o n o furthe r 
than the title that impel s or inspires this discussion, and in partic-
ular th e disarticulatio n o f tha t title , th e diacritica l interventio n 
that disturb s o n the one hand th e arrogance o f the copula "decon -
struction i s America, " an d o n th e othe r han d th e reductiv e an d 
parochial circumscriptio n o f a  "deconstructio n i n America. " W e 
need only do so, but w e must  als o do so, for ther e i s no doubt tha t 
deconstruction's relatio n t o America , perhap s deconstructio n i n 
general, i s being rea d mor e an d mor e i n term s a s reductiv e an d 
simplistic a s thos e o f th e tw o utterance s tha t th e disarticulatio n 
of "Deconstruction is/i n America" is eager to disturb. It i s the very 
necessity o f reading, of reading th e disarticulations , tha t remain s 
as th e imperativ e o f wha t w e migh t no w cal l a  deconstructiv e 
legacy, a s w e rush , wit h i t o r withou t it , headlong , i t sometime s 
seems, int o a  ne w paradig m o f textua l an d informationa l pro -
cessing an d o f the academi c discipline s tha t tak e suc h matter s t o 
be their object, disciplines such as philosophy and literary studies . 

If w e star t wit h 1966 , the dat e o f th e Baltimor e structuralis m 
conference, a s th e poin t o f introductio n o f deconstructio n an d o f 
Jacques Derrid a t o th e American academi c scene , then i t i s clea r 
more tha n a  quarte r o f a  centur y late r tha t w e ar e wel l int o th e 
second generatio n o f tha t presenc e here . Thi s i s a  simpl e fac t o f 
history a s passage of time. It has it s anecdotal sid e in the contex t 
of referenc e t o deconstructio n reachin g suc h instance s a s th e 
"Style" pages o f th e New York  Times  an d th e J-Cre w catalog . Bu t 
within th e academic contex t w e might rea d a  not unrelate d pass -
ing of a generation i n th e shif t o f attention o r interes t o f scholar s 
from deconstructio n to , fo r example , wha t goe s b y th e nam e o f 
cultural studies . Both observation s migh t lea d u s t o thin k o f de -
construction a s a  fashion : on e tha t ha s com e o r gone , i s her e o r 
there, one that i s in or out, that is  or isn't. 

But i f we continue to read, and we must—that i s the pedagogi -
cal imperativ e o f deconstructio n tha t I  seek , i f onl y b y th e dif -
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ferance o f a  repetition , t o reinforc e here—w e cannot , I  repeat , 
allow suc h utterance s t o be installe d wit h th e constativ e forc e o f 
simple statements . Deconstruc t ion, by thi s reading , mus t remai n 
a question . B y th e sam e toke n question s mus t remai n abou t de -
construction an d Americ a som e twenty-seve n year s int o th e his -
tory o f their relation ; question s abou t ho w i t go t here: whether i t 
obtained accreditatio n throug h norma l channels , or jumped ship , 
claimed asylu m becaus e o f persecutio n a t home , o r marrie d th e 
first America n i t wa s abl e t o seduce ? And question s abou t wher e 
it i s now: I s i t just a  familia r se t o f idea s tha t ca n b e brough t t o 
bear on more pressing issues fueling curren t debates or theoretica l 
approaches? I s i t stil l relevan t i n a n academi c landscap e trans -
formed b y cultura l studies , quee r theory , postcolonia l analysis , 
and so on? 

The gambl e i n wha t follow s woul d b e t o preemp t thos e ques -
tions b y returnin g t o th e questio n tha t i s posed b y th e originar y 
self-division tha t deconstractio n means , a s tha t whic h haunt s 
what Derrida , in a recalcitrant syntacti c formulation tha t I  do not 
have th e spac e t o discus s here , has recentl y calle d no t th e "idea " 
but th e moti f o f deconstruction. 2 I  cal l i t a  questio n simpl y be -
cause i t i s tha t whic h prevent s o r unsettle s th e constativ e singu -
larity o f th e statemen t o r answer , bu t als o i n orde r t o refe r t o a 
text w e recognize , Of  Spirit: Heidegger  and the  Question  (1989 ) by 
Jacques Derrida. 3 Tha t tex t wa s produce d i n th e contex t o f a 
colloquium entitle d "Heidegger : Ope n Questions. " Once again w e 
cannot pretend t o effect a  reading of that tex t here, but some of its 
resonances might be heard i n what I  have to say. In the first  place 
there is something of an open question in the title "Deconstructio n 
is/in America," an open question abou t th e relation o f deconstruc-
tion to America: what i t is , what i s "in" with respec t t o it; or wha t 
it i s and, as the syntax says or a certain accen t migh t say , what i t 
isin (deconstructio n is , afte r all , alway s spoke n wit h a  certai n 
accent, being a  state o f exile with respec t t o one's own language) . 
In th e secon d place , hauntin g thi s discussio n i s th e ide a tha t 
deconstruction migh t hav e a  darke r side , that it s questionin g be -
fore th e question(s ) mask s a  for m o f mystagogy , a  will-to-powe r 
that ha s no t bee n sufficientl y avowed , tha t woul d threate n t o 
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appear no w tha t it s suppose d hegemon y i s challenged b y compet -
ing discourses . 

The "wha t isin"  o f deconstructio n an d Americ a i s th e irreduc -
ibility o f thei r relation . Accordin g t o on e readin g o f it s synta x 
deconstruction isn' t America , i t i s no t America ; fo r i f deconstruc -
tion i s in  America , i f i t i s th e subse t "d " o f th e se t "a, " the n i t 
cannot be  America . O n th e othe r hand , th e slas h betwee n "is " an d 
"in" cause s u s t o hea r "deconstructio n i s America" a s th e alterna -
tive readin g t o th e phras e "deconstructio n i n America, " o r indeed , 
"deconstruction i s in America." We cannot therefor e avoi d hearin g 
"deconstruction i s America " i n th e titl e "Deconstructio n is/i n 
America." Bu t b y th e sam e toke n w e canno t hea r jus t that , w e 
cannot hea r i t inseparabl y fro m "deconstructio n i n America " an d 
"deconstruction i s i n America. " Deconstruction , I  woul d suggest , 
thus become s invaginate d withi n Americ a i n th e comple x wa y 
Derrida ha s describe d i n "Th e La w o f Genre, " "Livin g On : Borde r 
Lines,"4 an d othe r texts , whereby th e enclose d subse t ca n becom e 
as larg e a s o r large r tha n th e se t tha t enclose s it . I t i s tha t syntac -
tic difficulty , impossibilit y o r monstrosit y tha t take s on somethin g 
of it s spectral , i f not virtua l form , i n th e syntag m isin. 

To come t o th e point , I  want t o sa y tw o thing s concernin g wha t 
deconstruction i s and isin  wit h respec t t o America; o r perhap s th e 
same thin g fro m tw o angles , i n tw o versions . Th e first  extend s 
what I  hav e alread y calle d th e pedagogica l imperativ e o f readin g 
in term s o f the mat te r o f haunting. To reinforce th e very pedagogi -
cal importanc e o f this , I  migh t refe r t o suc h a  hauntin g a s a  for m 
of "apprehension, " fro m th e ver b "t o apprehend. " A s I  hav e al -
ready suggeste d an d a s Spectres  de  Marx  remind s us , reminding u s 
also tha t i t wa s neve r fa r away , ther e i s mor e an d mor e explici t 
reference t o hauntin g in  Derrida' s wor k thes e days , a  mor e an d 
more constan t evocatio n o f somethin g abou t t o com e upo n u s o r 
apprehend u s fro m th e past , present , o r future . Indee d Derrida' s 
work is  itsel f suc h a  thing . I t catche s us , an d a t th e sam e tim e 
haunts us , lik e a n excitin g anticipatio n tha t i s als o a  terrifyin g 
anachronism. Derrida' s wor k i s s o often characterize d i n term s o f 
a threat , th e threa t o f damage , th e wor k o f a  wreckin g crew ; 
deconstruction i s s o ofte n reduce d t o destruction . Wha t i s over -
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looked i n suc h characterization s i s wha t migh t b e imperfectl y 
described a s th e radicall y conservativ e sid e t o hi s work . I  sa y 
"imperfectly described " becaus e th e ide a o f radica l conservatis m 
has been and wil l be coopted by any number o f reactionaries wh o 
would no t hesitat e t o vilify everythin g i n and aroun d deconstruc -
tion. So I  do not mea n conservativ e i n an y wa y tha t woul d b e of 
comfort t o a  conservative. But i n shaking up ou r way of thinking , 
Derrida is , in a  ver y rea l sens e tryin g t o sav e it ; no t t o sav e i t i n 
any immutabl e form , bu t t o kee p i t going , t o kee p u s thinking . 
The anachronism tha t haunt s u s i n Derrid a i s thus relate d t o th e 
profoundest sens e of what th e so-called humanities are about, an d 
also t o th e poin t a t whic h th e humanities , toda y especially , fac e 
their profoundes t crisi s an d thei r ultimat e challenge . An d eve n 
and especiall y beyon d th e humanities , into areas tha t couldn' t b e 
more relevan t o r imposing , th e law , genetics , computing ; every -
where tha t th e questions o f reading and o f codes are raised. What 
can haun t i n Derrid a i s th e exten t t o whic h hi s volume s an d 
volumes represent somethin g of a last chance or last gasp—indis -
tinguishable perhap s from a  first  chance or first  gasp—the way in 
which, i n a  cultur e that , a t th e sam e tim e a s i t i s bein g over -
whelmed b y wha t i s called th e informatio n revolution , i s rapidl y 
forgetting o r repressin g it s relatio n t o languag e an d t o th e word , 
forgetting ho w to read, no longer taking the time to read, perhap s 
preferring th e passivit y o f lookin g (bu t tha t i s a  whol e compli -
cated questio n o f it s own) . Against thes e trend s Derrid a force s u s 
to stop , look , an d rea d mor e closely . To slow dow n an d reasses s 
what w e mea n b y fas t an d slow . To try somethin g different , tha t 
is, to say no (but neve r a  simplistic "jus t sa y no") , to say a  kind of 
"no" to ou r addictio n t o speed , simplicity , transparency , an d im -
mediacy. 

So I  d o sa y "conservative " b y design , i n orde r t o refe r t o a 
special vigilanc e tha t deconstructio n call s for , a s wel l a s in orde r 
to express somethin g o f the discomfor t o f the second-decade-but -
perhaps-first-generation-deconstructionist tha t I  am , o r hav e be -
come, wit h respec t t o th e curren t reshapin g o f th e theoretica l 
landscape. To hold t o the imperativ e o f the kinds o f reading tha t 
Derrida's wor k ha s rendere d exemplary , modelle d a s the y ar e o n 
texts that a s a general rule conform t o canonical traditions , migh t 
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sound defensive , conservative , even reactionary i n the ligh t o f th e 
critical interes t i n a  wider variety o f cultural form s an d construc -
tions tha t goe s by th e nam e o f cultural studies . But th e matte r i s 
more comple x tha n that . I n th e first  plac e on e coul d argu e tha t 
the shif t fro m th e "purely " literary o r philosophical t o manifesta -
tions of, fo r example , popular culture , would no t have been possi -
ble without, among other things, the conceptions of textuality an d 
re- o r decontextualizatio n tha t hav e bee n develope d b y Derrida . 
Furthermore, question s concernin g th e statu s an d limit s o f th e 
objects o f critical theor y ar e not solved by virtue of a loosening of 
disciplinary boundaries; on the contrary they become more acute . 
So th e conservativ e voic e speak s again , warnin g fo r heightene d 
theoretical attentio n t o the method s o f analysis an d agains t wha t 
sometimes amount s t o uncritica l description , t o wha t Andre w 
Ross ha s called , i n referenc e t o on e particula r instanc e o f it , th e 
"euphoric, addictiv e thril l o f th e technologica l sublime" 5 fo r it s 
own sake . It warns agai n agains t a  slackening o f our critica l vigi -
lance, against th e presumption tha t th e problematics of textualit y 
and reading have disappeared fro m th e critical enterprise once it s 
objects d o not belon g t o philosophy, o r literature , o r t o the prin t 
medium. Fo r thos e wh o hav e rea d Derrida , o f whateve r genera -
tion, i t i s clear tha t wha t h e has to say only just begins where th e 
so-called prin t mediu m leave s off , tha t i t i s no t fo r nothin g tha t 
deconstruction ha s proved so relevant to the visual arts and archi -
tecture, tha t fro m Of  Grammatology  (1974 ) on i t recognize d writ -
ing as an inscription generalizable across any number of disciplin-
ary boundaries, 6 an d finally  tha t wha t I  noted earlie r concernin g 
the specter an d th e virus mount s a  challenge t o reading tha t onl y 
the highest standard s o f competence an d risk-takin g i n respec t o f 
it can rise to. 

There is another form of conservatism tha t associates itself with 
a first-generation  deconstructio n an d tha t explicitl y concern s it s 
relation t o America . I t locate s tha t first  generatio n o r origina l 
deconstruction i n a  specifi c place—Paris , a t a  specifi c time—th e 
late sixties , an d i n a  specifi c intellectua l climate—tha t o f mai 
68. That conservatis m i s surprise d b y th e attentio n still  give n t o 
Derrida's work in the United States , and mor e particularly b y th e 
facility wit h whic h i t seem s t o have move d fro m it s home withi n 
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philosophy t o th e strang e accommodatio n i t ha s mad e wit h de -
partments o f Englis h i n th e America n academy . I t i s a  conserva -
tism tha t ofte n finds  expressio n i n th e position s hel d b y bot h 
would-be supporter s an d detractor s o f deconstructio n amon g 
French expatriate s i n Romanc e Languag e department s withi n 
that academy , but such a suspicion of the packaging or marketin g 
of the exported product can as easily take place in France. 7 

The latter i s not fo r m e the radica l conservatis m tha t i s decon-
struction, althoug h I  think i t need s t o be sai d tha t i t i s neither a 
simple conservatism, nor is it entirely unrelated t o a concern ove r 
the domestication o f deconstruction tha t has been expressed fro m 
a number o f quarters over the last decade and a half of its history . 
For althoug h th e importan t question s ar e no t finally  wh o own s 
deconstruction, whether American students have the same compe-
tence i n philosoph y a s th e French , an d whethe r th e Frenc h lan -
guage (or, for that matter , cinema) should legislate to protect itsel f 
from hegemoni c transatlanti c advances , i t i s worthwhile t o insis t 
that deconstruction i s not nationalizable, and that tha t goes for it s 
Americanism a s muc h a s fo r it s Frenchness . I t i s clea r tha t a 
certain mode l o f capitalism , a  certai n unexamine d an d trium -
phant fait h i n th e natura l goo d of the market , an d a  certain anti -
intellectual mercantilism—som e o r al l o f which migh t b e calle d 
American, althoug h n o doub t a t botto m a s littl e "American " a s 
deconstruction i s "French"—ar e a t presen t coincidin g wit h th e 
fall o f communis m t o presum e a  universalit y an d a  universa l 
conformity tha t threate n t o rende r criteri a o f difference , resis -
tance an d oppositio n highl y problematic . Wit h traditiona l dis -
courses o f bot h liberalis m an d liberatio n i n retrea t befor e th e 
fact o f America n economic , scientific , an d cultura l domination , 
reactions rangin g fro m nationalis t refle x t o intellectua l inerti a 
have sometime s foun d i n deconstruction' s comple x configuratio n 
in thi s country somethin g lik e the twi n specter s o f American self -
assurance an d Europea n decline . A  reductiv e an d uninforme d 
analysis o f th e particular s o f th e America n scen e o n th e par t o f 
intellectuals i n France , or else a refusal t o deal with challenges t o 
an intellectua l traditio n o n the part o f French professor s workin g 
in Americ a whos e academi c legitimac y partl y derive s fro m thei r 
embodiment o f a  nationalit y (an d henc e o f a n intellectua l tradi -
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tion an d s o on) , ca n lea d t o a  vie w o f deconstructio n i n America , 
like politica l correctnes s i n America , academi c feminis m o r ga y 
studies i n America , a s coterminou s wit h th e universa l impositio n 
of th e America n market . I n bot h cases , economic an d intellectual , 
challenges ar e bein g mounte d t o th e statu s qu o supposedl y i n th e 
form o f a  "foreign " intervention . 

I d o no t kno w t o wha t exten t I  hav e accuratel y describe d thi s 
phenomenon whic h is , a s I  said , extremel y complex . I t woul d 
require a  detaile d analysi s o f particula r cases , an d I  suspec t tha t 
there woul d b e som e structura l similaritie s betwee n internationa l 
cases and intranationa l case s of this form o f conservatism vis-a-vi s 
deconstruction. M y point finally  is , however, tha t i n thi s contex t i t 
is importan t t o reinforc e th e revolutionar y potentia l o f decon -
struction a s a  shiftin g se t o f strategie s tha t shoul d b y definitio n 
disturb th e statu s quo—witnes s reactio n t o i t fro m th e righ t i n 
the Unite d States—an d tha t mak e i t particularl y importan t a s a n 
intervention, an d a s a n internationa l intervention , on e tha t re -
tains enormou s potentia l fo r resistin g th e self-assuranc e o f an y 
hegemonic discours e o r practice . 

Let m e no w tur n briefl y t o a  second versio n o f the unpronounce -
ability o f deconstruction' s relatio n t o America . Unpronounceabl e 
of course , becaus e i t isn' t susceptibl e t o pronouncement s i n a 
constative mode , an d als o becaus e wha t isin  th e relatio n canno t 
properly b e pronounced . Thi s secon d versio n concern s tha t rela -
tion a s a n "event " i n Derrida' s wor k whic h i s als o mor e an d mor e 
explicitly discusse d i n th e text s o f recen t years , namel y a  particu -
lar configuratio n o f th e aporia , th e gif t an d th e secret , a  configu -
ration tha t finds  on e expression , an d it s evenement  o r avenement, 
in th e viens  ("come") . W e migh t poin t t o th e "O f a n Apocalypti c 
Tone" tex t o f the 198 0 Cerisy conference , a s centra l i n tha t regard , 
but ther e Derrid a mention s als o Glas  (1986) , The Post  Card  (1987) , 
and "Pas" ; an d fro m ther e w e ca n no w loo k forwar d t o Aporias 
(1993), an d "Donne r l a mort." 8 I n "O f a n Apocalypti c Tone " Der -
rida refer s t o Blanchot , Levinas , an d th e Apocalyps e o f St . John , 
and call s th e invitatio n an d affirmatio n tha t i s "come," that o n th e 
basis o f whic h ther e i s th e event , "neithe r a  desir e no r a n order , 
neither a  praye r no r a  request " (34) . Sayin g tha t " I d o no t kno w 
what it  is,"  (ibid. ) h e develop s th e sens e o f viens  a s a  functio n o f 
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difference o f tone. If then we were to translate th e tone of viens t o 
the accen t producin g th e unpronounceabilit y o r irreducibilit y o f 
isin we might begin to talk about the relation between deconstruc -
tion and America as an event of coming. 

"Coming t o America " i s o f cours e a  well-wor n phras e an d a 
whole histor y an d mythology . Americ a i s tha t whic h on e come s 
to: al l "you r tired , you r poor , you r huddle d masse s yearnin g t o 
breathe free " have for tw o centuries define d Americ a i n tha t way ; 
coming t o i t i s quit e simpl y wha t ha s mad e America . But decon -
struction canno t arriv e i n tha t sense ; i t doesn' t com e t o America . 
It can' t b e th e titl e o f a  film  wit h Eddi e Murphy ; i t can' t b e tha t 
sort o f circu s howeve r muc h some—som e media , som e institu -
tions, some university departments—woul d wan t i t to be or pres-
ent i t t o be. On the othe r hand , we might sa y tha t deconstructio n 
says "come" to America; tha t i t can constitute tha t sor t of affirma-
tive an d apocalypti c invitation . Le t m e develo p a  littl e furthe r 
how that migh t be . 

If, t o the extent tha t i t isin  America, deconstruction comes close 
to coming t o it , i t migh t b e first  o f all because ther e i s somethin g 
analogous between them. If they can both offer some sort of invita-
tion it would be because they represent a  sense of hospitality. This 
is a commonplace I  am recounting here and without being able t o 
determine wha t i t i s tha t make s America n hospitalit y differen t 
from tha t o f othe r countries , o r deconstruction' s differen t fro m 
that o f othe r idea s o r motifs , I  shal l simpl y tak e th e ris k o f re -
peating o r affirmin g it . In Americ a ther e i s a  sens e o f hospitalit y 
that fo r m e renders dismissiv e judgments o f what deconstructio n 
becomes here , suc h a s thos e mentione d i n th e secon d typ e o f 
conservatism above , importunate , eve n impolit e o r badly  brought 
up (here I  hide behin d th e alib i o f translating fro m th e Frenc h a s 
in questions  mal  relevees,  propos  mat  poses).  Similarly , i n decon -
struction ther e i s a generosity of ideas that work s as a recognitio n 
of th e principl e o f parasitage,  tha t th e hos t i s alway s alread y al -
tered b y it s invitees , s o tha t whateve r come s t o i t finds a  plac e 
already prepare d fo r i t bu t a t th e sam e tim e a  readines s t o b e 
transformed b y it . 

But howeve r commonplac e th e affirmation s I  hav e jus t re -
counted, the y shoul d no t amoun t t o platitudes , t o simpl e pro -
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nouncements. Ther e i s als o i n Americ a muc h tha t i s inhospitabl e 
in th e extreme , especiall y t o on e wh o come s t o i t les s tired , poo r 
or huddled , fro m anothe r Wester n industrialize d democracy . 
There i s th e inhospitalit y o f America' s addictio n t o violenc e ( a 
comparative analysi s o f the marketing , consumptio n an d interdic -
tion o f firearms an d drug s migh t finally  explai n th e mechanis m o f 
psychological a s opposed t o physiological addiction) . But I  am no t 
only referrin g t o crimina l violenc e fo r tha t addictio n extend s t o 
state violence—tha t o f unabashe d militarism , tha t o f th e glarin g 
intransigence o f th e deat h penalty . Ther e i s th e inhospitalit y o f 
homelessness, of endemic poverty , o f overwork, an d s o on. Comin g 
to Americ a repeatedl y involve s th e incomprehension , followe d b y 
some strangel y complicitou s acceptance , o f that inhospitality . Bu t 
there i s one particula r for m o f officia l inhospitalit y tha t shoul d b e 
mentioned i n thi s regard , fo r i t deal s wit h th e precis e question s o f 
immigration an d vira l epidemiolog y tha t hav e guide d thi s whol e 
discussion o f ho w deconstructio n isin  America . I  refe r t o th e re -
fusal o f entr y t o HI V positiv e persons . T o th e exten t tha t i t i s a 
virus, to the exten t tha t i t i s HIV positive, deconstruction i s forbid -
den entry , an d ca n com e t o Americ a onl y throug h variou s back -
doors, b y mean s o f specia l exemption s an d accompanie d b y re -
strictions o f movemen t an d associatio n tha t beli e th e whol e 
tradition o f hospitalit y tha t Emm a Lazaru s waxe d s o eloquen t 
about tw o hundre d year s ago . No t tha t suc h restriction s bega n 
with AIDS—on e nee d onl y rea d th e vis a applicatio n for m i n forc e 
until ver y recently , I  believe , regardin g politica l association , sex -
ual preferenc e an d s o on tha t coul d b e invoke d t o preven t entr y t o 
any perceive d threa t t o American integrity . 

Finally, t o complet e th e uneve n symmetr y o f thi s discussio n o f 
what, i n coming , brings deconstructio n int o a n analogou s relatio n 
with America , i t need s t o b e sai d tha t ther e i s muc h tha t i s resis -
tant t o assimilatio n i n deconstructio n (no t t o mentio n th e farce s 
and tragedies , th e "affairs " o f it s ow n histor y tha t I  evoke d a t 
the beginning) . Th e complexitie s o f th e question s i t poses , th e 
challenges t o receive d idea s an d th e stake s o f thinkin g tha t i t 
raises, mea n tha t fo r bein g welcome d b y it , on e ca n neve r b e 
comfortable wit h it . Bu t mor e tha n that , ther e i s th e hauntin g I 
referred t o earlie r o f a  darke r sid e t o deconstruction , th e notio n 
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that i t profit s fro m it s complexities t o obfuscate an d s o exercises a 
mystagogic powe r tha t ca n b e invoke d i n th e fac e o f oppositio n 
from differin g point s o f view , ne w theoretica l approaches , an d s o 
on. Ther e ar e stil l some , afte r all , wh o woul d argu e tha t decon -
struction represent s a  hegemoni c discours e i n th e America n acad -
emy eve n as other s clai m i t i s a  fashio n tha t ha s bee n relegate d t o 
the pages o f a J-Crew catalog . So it i s doubtful tha t on e can resolv e 
the questio n i n thos e terms . The ris k o f mystagog y is , however, a n 
explicit consideratio n o f th e views,  an d th e centra l focu s o f discus -
sion i n "Of a n Apocalypti c Tone" : 

every discor d o r ever y tona l disorder , everythin g tha t detone s an d be -
comes inadmissible [irrecevable] in general collocution, everything tha t i s 
no longer identifiable on the basis of established codes .  . . will necessarily 
pass fo r mystagogic , obscurantist , an d apocalyptic . I t wil l b e mad e t o 
pass for such. (30, translation modified ) 

This i s th e ris k o f deconstruction , th e ris k o f it s inhospitality , th e 
irreceivability o f what , b y mean s o f a  highl y idiosyncrati c for m o f 
questioning, i t set s loos e withi n th e contex t o f intellectua l debat e 
and ha s fo r th e las t twent y five  year s bee n settin g loos e withi n 
America b y sayin g "come " to it . I t offer s littl e succo r t o thos e wh o 
are tire d fro m th e effor t o r tensio n o f a  suspende d question , thos e 
for who m th e gues t wh o i s coming mus t quickl y arriv e i n orde r t o 
just a s quickl y depart , thos e fo r who m th e sens e o f apocalyps e 
resides entirel y i n a  las t judgment . O n th e othe r hand , i f in saying , 
or a t leas t tryin g t o pronounce "come " to America , deconstructio n 
isin it , the n th e ai m o f thi s shor t reflectio n i s to have tha t hear d a s 
something quit e othe r tha n inarticulate , fo r i t seem s t o m e tha t a 
deconstruction tha t isin  Americ a stil l sound s an d resound s withi n 
the spac e an d upo n th e horizo n o f a  certai n eloquence . 

Notes 

1. Jacque s Derrida , Spectres  de  Marx  (Paris : Galilee , 1993) . Translatio n 
forthcoming fro m Routledge . 

2. "A s for the logic of spectrality, inseparable from th e idea of the idea (of 
the idealizatio n o f idealit y a s effec t o f iterability) , inseparabl e fro m 
the very motif , let us not say any more the "idea" of deconstruction, i t 
is a t work , mos t ofte n explicitly , i n al l th e essay s publishe d ove r th e 
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last twent y year s . . . " (Spectres  de  Marx,  p24n , m y translation) . Th e 
recalcitrance reside s i n th e ambiguit y betwee n spectralit y a s a  moti f 
of deconstructio n an d spectralit y a s th e moti f tha t i s deconstruction . 
A corollar y o f spectrality , o r perhap s a  furthe r moti f o f i t an d o f 
deconstruction, tha t i s similarl y explici t i n Derrid a ye t absen t fro m 
most discussio n o f deconstructio n i s th e virus , referre d t o below . Dis -
cussion o f tha t corollary , throug h th e relations amon g spirit , min d an d 
body, throug h th e ontologies , biologie s an d pathologies , th e ontopa -
thogenetic, biotechnologica l an d rhetoricoparasitologica l dehiscence s 
that structur e muc h o f wha t w e cal l life , death , an d language , woul d 
be a  "fashion " o f deconstructio n tha t ha s ye t t o b e expose d a t an y 
length i n eithe r th e academi c o r popula r press . Se e "Rhetoriqu e d e l a 
drogue," i n Points  de  suspension  (Paris : Galilee , 1992) , especiall y p . 
266n (translatio n forthcomin g fro m Stanfor d Universit y Press) . 

3. Jacque s Derrida , Of  Spirit:  Heidegger  and  the  Question.  Trans . Geoffre y 
Bennington an d Rache l Bowlb y (Chicago : Universit y o f Chicago Press , 
1989). 

4. "Th e La w o f Genre. " Glyph  7  (1980) ; "Livin g On : Borde r Lines. " I n 
Deconstruction and  Criticism.  Ed . Harol d Bloo m e t al . (Ne w York : 
Seabury Press , 1979) . 

5. "Hackin g Awa y A t th e Counterculture. " I n Technoculture.  Ed . Con -
stance Penle y an d Andre w Ros s (Minneapolis : Universit y o f Minnesot a 
Press, 1991) , p. 131. 

6. Of  Grammatology.  Trans . Gayatr i Chakravort y Spiva k (Baltimore : 
Johns Hopkin s Universit y Press , 1974) , p.9. 

7. I n term s o f Frenc h academic s i n America , althoug h concernin g mor e 
feminism an d th e rol e o f Englis h department s tha n deconstruction , 
see Naomi Schor ; "Th e Rightin g o f French Studies : Homosocialit y an d 
the Killin g o f 'La  pensee  68',"  Profession  92 . A  recen t exampl e o f th e 
French versio n migh t b e foun d i n allusion s mad e b y Miche l Degu y a t 
the 199 2 Ceris y conferenc e o n Derrida' s wor k ("De  la  contemporaneity. 
Causerie pour  Jacques  Derrida,"  i n ed . Marie-Louise Mallet , Passage des 
frontieres. Paris : Galilee , 1994) . Degu y refer s o n th e on e han d t o th e 
"remarkable penetration " o f Derrida' s wor k i n th e Unite d State s a s a 
sign o f th e America n public' s avidit y "t o tast e (impossibly , b y losin g i t 
in translation ) thi s tone , thi s singularity , thi s wor k o f th e Frenc h lan -
guage" (217 ) an d o n th e othe r hand , recallin g Freud' s words , t o thi s 
"new poiso n tha t th e America n (academic ) bod y seek s . . . t o evacuat e 
by mean s o f violen t expectorations " (220 , m y translations) . Althoug h 
these remark s wer e fa r fro m th e focu s o f Deguy' s paper , discussio n 
following i t centere d o n them , especiall y i n th e contex t o f th e simulta -
neous appearanc e o f Deguy's signature , along with man y others , unde r 
an advertisemen t i n he  Monde  callin g fo r measure s t o protec t th e 
French languag e fro m (mostly ) America n Englis h ("Appel.  L'avenir  de 
la langue frangaise."  Le  Monde, 1 1 July 1992) . 
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8. "O f an Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in Philosophy." Trans. John 
P. Leavey . Oxford  Literary Review  6: 2 (1984 ) (cf . "D'u n to n apocalyp -
tique adopte naguere en philosophic" in ed. Philippe Lacoue-Labarth e 
and Jean-Luc Nancy, Les Fins de Vhomme. A partir du travail  de Jacques 
Derrida. Paris: Galilee, 1981) ; Glas. Trans. John P. Leavey and Richar d 
Rand (Lincoln : Universit y o f Nebrask a Press , 1986) ; The  Post  Card: 
From Socrates to Freud and Beyond. Trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univer-
sity o f Chicag o Press , 1987) ; "Pas, " i n Parages  (Paris: Galilee , 1986) ; 
Aporias. Trans . To m Dutoi t (Stanford : Stanfor d Universit y Press , 
1993); "Donner l a mort, " i n ed. Jean-Michel Rabat e an d Michae l Wet -
zel, L'Ethique du  don. Jacques Derrida et la pens£e du don (Paris: Transi-
tion, 1992) , translation forthcomin g fro m Universit y of Chicago Press. 
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