Poststructuralism 2: Derrida’s Revenge

A “Supplement” to the Lecture 2005-2006
I was very interested to read through your questions, and they told me precisely what I thought – although none of you may “understand” deconstruction, you can certainly think about its ramifications and look at individual words to ask what they mean. Arguably (as with everything), the point of deconstruction is to get us to question assumptions on what words and texts mean, and you are performing this function very well in these questions. So well done, you lot. Here are the questions, together with my answers (which, if you are being picky, are almost all lies because I keep using “deconstruction is…” and “truth” etc.)
· How can there be no truth? Does this mean that there is no deception in writing/text?

Deconstruction argues that there is no absolute truth and that truth is a function of language. A text proclaims a certain “truth” and all deconstruction does is show that this is not in fact true because of the very way in which the text is written. This means, “in fact,” that all language is deception, because it pretends to be true when it isn’t. Deconstruction merely attempts to get us to accept that language exists in tension between saying something (a truth) and completely failing to accurately and unambiguously convey that (a lie). You might like to think of metaphors here, which on one level are true and on another level are not.
· How can someone invent deconstruction if no-one understands it?
· Did Derrida understand deconstruction!?

He understood his version of deconstruction, but his point was that the play of différance precludes any easy understanding of anything. He makes a pun on the word “partial” quite a lot, which may be of use here – we are partial in the sense that we prefer a certain understanding of a text, and it is only ever a partial (that is, incomplete) understanding of the text.
· If we are not supposed to understand deconstruction, how do we use it in an essay and how can you mark it?

· If it is impossible to define, how can deconstruction be of use in literary criticism/our essays?

· What is the point of deconstruction?

Certainly a poser…As I said in the lecture, deconstruction is “really” just a method of close reading, looking at key points of the text and identifying how these reveal its structural insecurities. As with feminism and l’ecriture feminine, we do not expect you to “write the body” in your essays, and we would tell you that the essay was not well written. What you have exposed in this question is the structural edifice of academic writing in much the same way as Derrida exposed the edifice of philosophy: we claim we are telling the truth and can write it logically and rationally. You can read a text deconstructively but must present it in a clear, lucid, and logical manner – well done, because you have just deconstructed academic writing. If you want a “point” of deconstruction, it is to think very carefully about how you use language in your work, and about how authors use language to try to tell certain “truths.”
· If you ever understood deconstruction, what would happen?

Your head would explode…But seriously, deconstruction argues that you can never fully understand anything (see comment about being “partial,” above). All deconstruction does is point out that all attempts at telling the truth, explaining, making sense, are merely supplements to the original. Numerous critics use this argument to show that this is why deconstruction is complete nonsense (how can Derrida express deconstruction if language doesn’t work?). I prefer to say that deconstruction shows us that we can never do without meaning or truth, it is always just a truth we have made up first: language exists in tension between truth and lie; the purpose of deconstruction is to expose the truth as a lie we are happy with.
· Why can’t we just call deconstruction an idea?

Well, to cheat and use Derrida’s method here, look at the following etymological derivation of “idea” (from the OED online):
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look, semblance, form, configuration, species, kind, class, sort, nature, (in Platonic philosophy) a general or ideal form, type, model, f. root [image: image4.png]
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, to see: the word being thus analogous in derivation and original sense to L. species from spec-[image: image11.png]


re to see, behold. So It., Sp., Pg. idea; F. idée.
The original sense of the term is “to see” or “to behold” – we get an “idea” of something when we can visualise it conceptually. Deconstruction tries to point out that all conceptual understanding – the limiting of ideas within a set framework – cannot function effectively because there is no “embodied meaning” in language. That is, words only mean what they mean through difference, not any inherent truth. Thus, to call deconstruction an idea would suggest two problems: 1) can we see what deconstruction is? We can see what is does (-ish), but not what it is. 2) If we can conceptualise deconstruction enough to call it “an idea,” then we are omitting différance. Nothing is, in itself, purely one thing, but moves through shades of grey and different meanings. Even the word “idea,” as you can see here, has altered meanings as it moves through languages (from “seeing” to “thinking,” for example) – so what does the word “idea” mean? What is its truth?

· Is deconstruction a literary theory?

Yes (-ish), but only by association. Poststructuralism was originally thought of as a method of addressing why philosophers think they can access the truth through philosophy. Derrida argued that as it was written in the same language as everything else, philosophy had no privileged position or access to the “truth.” As a result, the focus on language makes it a useful tool for literary theorists.
· What is the point of deconstruction if you cannot perceive it as anything, it doesn’t mean anything, and we can “understand” it? Is it really essential if it is essentially nothing? What “is” it? If it is nothing why mention it and get confuddled? Is it something we just like to do for fun? (I do find it fascinating, but it’s confusing.)

· Why deconstruction?
Why anything? But to be pretentious again, “why” means “for what reason” and the “reason” for deconstruction’s existence is answered in the previous question; it exists because Derrida thought of it in response to philosophy. Equally, however, the potential for deconstruction has always been within a literary text and it is only with Derrida that people actually started thinking about such logocentric assumptions (Derrida can equally be counted as a feminist if you look at deconstruction in a certain light). And again, isn’t this search for a “reason,” a rationale for deconstruction, merely part of Western society’s continuing insistence upon logic, reason, and rationality (logocentricism).
· Is deconstruction a pretentious idea of nothing? How do you define something without definition?

Read my PhD thesis or my book (it won’t answer the question, but it’s always worth a plug). “Pretentious” in the sense of “pretend” perhaps, and “certainly” in the sense of someone with too much time on their hands. To answer the second question, you can’t define something without definition (arguably, you can’t even think of something without a definition), but the problem is surely with the desire to define in the first place. Again, think of the tension between meaning and nonsense that deconstruction forces us to think about.
· “Anything that interferes with our reading and understanding of a text must equal a way of reading the text.” Do you not think this applies to deconstruction?

Somebody’s been thinking about this…. Hmmm, well, urm, yes, I suppose, but only if you accept the initial premise of the statement. According to deconstruction, all acts of reading are interference with the text. The statement presupposes that something “interferes” with “our” reading of the text (two dodgy words) and then would only suggest a modification of the original reading. As I say elsewhere, deconstruction is in a sense a method of ultra-close reading, but in another, something that is already inside the text that we read. Both sides of the equation in the sentence (balanced by “must equal”) assume an external perspective by the reader, but if, as Derrida says, “we only think in signs” then we are already within the language of the text when we read it and, as such, are both inside and outside. This kind of obfuscates the issue, rather than clarifying it, but the question and answer show that deconstruction works on two levels, as Derrida argues.
· If deconstruction can’t be defined and it doesn’t exist (allegedly) why are we having lectures on it when Neighbours is on?

· Why am I sitting in this lecture when I could be doing something deconstructive instead?

· Question: How can we question questions of deconstruction? We should be opposing logocentricism. Answer: But this questioning is a search for logic or reason – logocentricism.

Because Neighbours is not very good and education is good for you…or is this part of an educational conspiracy in which I am proclaiming a certain truth to be deconstructed. As the second question suggests, you have all already started deconstructing things – even this lecture proclaimed a certain truth, after all.
· If language and literature mean everything / nothing / neither, then my degree doesn’t exist / is everything / neither…oh dear

Absolutely / absolutely not / both… oh dear.
A dialogue:

M:
 What do you understand by the term “understanding”?

T:
To have a clear view of something.

M:
What do you define as a clear view? What is clear as opposed to not clear? Does your view portray clarity in a different light to another view?

T:
Shut up.

 A perfect case in point – M is Derrida and T is somebody sensible. The question is of course “what do we understand by the word sensible?” and the clarity issue is a good point connected to ideas of “Enlightenment” (a period when reason was important) – why is “seeing” more important that anything else and what does it mean “to see clearly”? I will take T’s advice and shut up now (although the image of “shut up” does suggest useful avenues to explore…)
Will
