Poststructuralism 2: Derrida’s Revenge

or, “why don’t I understand deconstruction?”
What deconstruction is not? Everything of course!

What is deconstruction? Nothing of course!

– Jacques Derrida, “Letter to a Japanese Friend”
De(con)structive Critics: Responses to Deconstruction

1. No self, no author, no coherent work, no relation to reality, no correct interpretation, no distinction between art and nonart, fictional and expository writing, no value judgment, and finally no truth, but only nothingness—these are negations that destroy literary studies. (René Wellek, “New Nihilism in Literary Studies” 80).

2. A vertical and lateral reverberation from sign to sign of ghostly nonpresence emanating from no voice, intended by no one, referring to nothing, bombinating in a void (Meyer Abrams, “Deconstructive Angel,” 431).

3. […] a chromatic plenitude, a playing of all possible notes in all possible registers, a saturation of space (Jonathan Culler, “Prolegomena to a Theory of Reading,” in The Reader in the Text, 47)

Some “Truths” about Deconstruction

4. Deconstruction, as it has come to be called, refuses to identity the force of literature with any concept of embodied meaning and shows how deeply such logocentric or incarnationist perspectives have influenced the way we think about art. (Geoffrey Hartman, “Preface” to Deconstruction and Criticism, vi)
5. Deconstruction is neither a theory nor a philosophy. It is neither a school nor a method. It is not even a discourse, nor an act, nor a practice. It is what happens, what is happening today in what they call society, politics, diplomacy, economics, historical reality, and so on and so forth. (Derrida, “Some Statements and Truisms,” 85)

Architecture & Literary Theory

6. Deconstruction is […] understood as an affirmative appropriation of structures that identifies structural flaws, cracks in the construction that have been systematically disguised, not in order to collapse those structures but, on the contrary, to demonstrate the extent to which the structures depend on both these flaws and the way in which they are disguised. (Mark Wigley, “Domestication of the House,” 207)

7. Deconstruction is not a dismantling of the structure of the text, but a demonstration that it has already dismantled itself. Its apparently solid ground is not rock but thin air. (Linda H. Peterson)

“Supplements”

8. The question of deconstruction is also through and through the question of translation. (Derrida, “Letter to a Japanese Friend”)

9. For our purposes, it is enough to say that he argues that meaning and truth are inseparable from signification, that western ideals of identity are founded on a ruse that obscures the way identity is produced by nonidentity and difference, that meaning and truth are effects of the same processes of repetition, substitution, and differentiation that characterize the mode of signification such as writing that are supposedly external to truth, that originality and authenticity, two values supposedly linked to truth, do not precede and produce imitation; rather, they too are derived from a process of repetition/substitution that is the same as the one at work in imitation, that texts that participate in the western tradition’s value system will privilege values such as virtue or truthfulness that are founded on violent act of differentiation, hierarchization, and subordination, that the banished others of truth and meaning, from repetition and difference to substitution and imitation, are banished precisely because they represent a rich multiplicity of semantic possibilities that undermine the paternalist and spiritualist authority of the western ideal of truth, that what counts as good and true is a ruse of domination and an effect of epistemic violence, a violence that can never be taken into account by philosophy if the ruse is to operate successfully. (Michael Ryan, Literary Theory: A Practical Introduction, 73-74 (emphasis added))

10. A “text” is henceforth no longer a finished corpus of writing, some context enclosed in a book or its margins, but a differential network, a fabric of traces referring endlessly to something other than itself, to other differential traces. (Derrida, “Living On,” in Deconstruction and Criticism, 69)

Reading: “I will put Chaos into fourteen lines”

11. Deconstruction cannot limit itself or proceed immediately to a neutralization: it must, by means of a double gesture, a double science, a double writing, practice an overturning of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the system. It is only on this condition that deconstruction will provide itself the means with which to intervene in the field of oppositions that it criticizes, which is also a field of non-discursive forces. (Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, 329)

Deconstructive Conclusions

12. Deconstruction is a mode of reading, not confined to texts in the restricted sense of the term but applied in terms of textuality to almost everything there is. (Wolfgang Iser, How to Do Theory, 120 (emphasis added))

13. This style of criticism questioned the underlying assumptions behind any statement, exposing how what was accepted as absolute truth usually depended on rhetoric rather than fact, exposing indeed how “fact” itself was constructed by intellectual operations. (Norton Anthology of American Literature, ed. Nina Baym, 6th ed., E: 1958 (emphasis added))

14. While teaching, critizing, and presenting the great texts of our culture are essential tasks, to insist on the importance of literature should not entail assigning to literary criticism only a service function. (Hartman, vi (emphasis added))
