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Pre/postface

Commonly, the point of a preface is to set forth the purpose and scope of a work, and, as such, its aim is to eclipse itself before the work announced once that task has been accomplished according to its formal exigencies. A preface, therefore, is not the place to propose new developments that might restrict the thrust of the work that it introduces or to extend beyond the results at which the body of the work arrives. Yet, this is what I intend to do in these few prefatory pages by offering in a somewhat programmatic fashion an additional perspective on how deconstruction in Derrida’s thought is to be understood, which suggests that the reflections on deconstruction that follow should be taken a step further. In this sense, this preface is also a postface.

Initially, Derrida did not identify his own way of thinking as deconstruction. On the contrary, the term ‘deconstruction’ was used by others to identify the intention and procedure presumed to be involved in his thought and work. Indeed, as a translation of the Husserlian notion of Abbau and Heidegger’s concept of Destruktion, deconstruction names a gesture of thought that aims to exhibit essential eidetic structures of consciousness covered over by layers of historical sedimentations or the phenomenon par excellence, that is, Being, which withstands self-presentation by withdrawing from its own epochal manifestations. Derrida’s thought is not involved in a similar gesture of reaching back to more originary origins, however abyssal they might turn out to be. Therefore, to apply the notion of deconstruction to Derrida’s thought is to misinterpret it from the start. As a term given by others to his own reflections on what exceeds all grounds and origins, however, in Of Grammatology Derrida embarks on a sort of reappropriation of the term, notwithstanding its improperness, for his own project. Yet, despite this reappropriation, deconstruction is not given a proper meaning in the context, this time, of what his thought is specifically about. Even where Derrida seems to have made the term his own by reformulating it with an eye on the movements involved in his thinking, there always remains a tension in his work between this notion and the style of his thinking. The debate with this notion never comes to a rest in his work. It is taken up critically again and again, because it remains a name given by others to the ‘walk’ followed throughout his thinking, which itself withstood the urge of identifying that walk by naming it.

Therefore, I found it fitting to start the following reflections on the relationship between, on the one hand, deconstruction and, on the other, force, possibility, and violence by focusing on an early text in which Derrida does not yet cast the methodological reflection on the procedure involved in his reading and discussion in terms of deconstruction. This text is the still largely overlooked essay “Force and Signification” (1963), which is the opening of, if not even the programmatic text for, the collection of essays that make up Writing and Difference. Interrupting the flow of his argument concerning Jean Rousset’s Forme et signification: Essais sur les structures littéraires de Corneille à Claudel by turning back on the procedure that informs his analyses so far—an interruption, furthermore, made only for the republication of the essay in 1967, that is, after he had already reappropriated the term deconstruction—Derrida formulates his modus operandi without any recourse to the term deconstruction. Even though this belated, methodological aside anticipates later reflections on deconstruction, the absence of the word deconstruction makes it possible to evaluate Derrida’s way of thinking in a slightly more nuanced way. By not speaking about deconstruction, it is as if Derrida resists naming his way of thinking and thus protects it from the unifying, homogenizing, and essentializing effect of a catchword.

With this, the stakes of rethinking Derrida’s mode of thinking and, in the same breath, of deconstruction come into view. Since the publication of Of Grammatology, the term deconstruction has been construed as inseparable from the critical engagement with the logocentrism of metaphysical thought. Thus, the stakes of a reflection on his own way of thinking without recourse to the term deconstruction consists in nothing less than the attempt to resist the identification of deconstruction with its first reappropriation by Derrida himself. Indeed, in “Force and Signification,” Derrida characterizes the movements of thought that inform his debate with Rousset’s work as strategic moves necessary to break with the conceptual structure of opposition that prevents Rousset from accomplishing in the end what he sets out to do, namely, to reconceive the literary work’s inner genesis and creative life. The methodological digression clearly aims at highlighting a kind of thinking that takes issue with the oppositional structure of metaphysical thought in its entirety. By not referring to it as a deconstruction, Derrida emphasizes the thought-character of this different take on the thought of a literary critic, a kind of thinking that itself is no longer simply critical, and in the same breath presents this thinking as one that takes on metaphysical thought precisely insofar as it is dominated or governed by a system of oppositions. Put differently, the stakes involved in momentarily suspending the notion of deconstruction to account for what takes place in the opening essay of Writing and Difference concern the thought-character of the thinking that governs Derrida’s approach and on whose basis alone the decisive novelty of his intervention in philosophy can be assessed.

Time and again Derrida emphasizes that deconstruction is not One. This warning against mistaking deconstruction for a unified method or taking it to be always in pursuit of the same objective is all the more important in that the first appropriation of the term is linked to the characterization of metaphysics as logocentrism and, in the same breath, to the illusory belief, which, as he confided to me at one point, he himself held at one time, that it would actually be possible to leave metaphysics behind once and for all by way of a rethought concept and practice of writing. The reading of “Force and Signification” that I propose here shows that deconstruction cannot be identified in such a narrow and unifying way. In fact, the early methodological reflection in the essay makes obvious not only that metaphysics cannot be reduced to logocentrism but also that deconstruction is not something that could be opposed to it or brought to it from the outside; deconstruction makes sense only as an ‘operation’ within metaphysics and, its interruptive effects notwithstanding, remains immanent to metaphysical thought itself. Later, Derrida will even insist that deconstruction is always already at work within metaphysical discourse. From the early text, where the methodological procedure of Derrida’s way of thinking consists of a series of steps aimed at loosening from within metaphysics the strands of thought involved in its unification, it is clear that such spatializing and temporalizing loosening of metaphysical thought does not amount to its unraveling.

The genesis of deconstruction is predominantly retraced to Derrida’s debate with Husserl’s phenomenology. Undoubtedly, his reading of Husserl’s Logical Investigations leads to the discovery of the inevitable ‘presence,’ in the form of a trace, of indication (Anzeige) in all expression (Ausdruck) in spite of all efforts by Husserl to keep both indication and expression radically separate. Although this discovery set the stage for the conception of deconstruction as a dismantling of logocentrism, the discovery of the presence of writing in the pure self-present voice was possible only because metaphysics or, more broadly, Western thinking, that is, Platonism, is not of one piece. To evaluate what, specifically, Derrida’s thinking accomplishes and what it contributes to thinking requires the recognition that metaphysical thought itself provides the resources for its ‘deconstruction’ at the hands, as it were, of the other, the different, the non-Western. Or, put differently, metaphysical thought harbors within itself a different kind of thought, the possibility of a thinking that differs from it without therefore being its opposite, its outside; rather, this different kind of thought is interwoven with metaphysics in a community of thought. The recognition of this community is not something specifically Derridean; nor is the coterminous, intra-metaphysical dislocation of metaphysics that it implies of Derrida’s doing. By contrast, Derrida’s thought consists in radically drawing the consequences from this generally overlooked complexity of Western thought.

What, hereafter, I characterize as a loosening, rather than an unraveling, of the web of metaphysical thought is a precondition for bringing to bear on metaphysical thinking a condition that has shaped it from early on, even though a certain Platonic tradition preferred to forget it. For example, as is evident from the Sophist, with which, as Writing and Difference already makes clear, Derrida was deeply familiar, Platonism as the origin in Western thinking of the primacy of the Same inscribes within itself, and from the beginning, the encounter with the other as a stranger and with the other of the self-identical and self-present One. In other words, despite Derrida’s consistent and repeated reminders that being and logos are not without a reference to alterity, this is not his own discovery or his specific contribution to philosophical thinking. This discovery is part and parcel of Platonism. The Stranger from Elea demonstrates as much by arguing that nonbeing—that is, what is different from being—is; he commits the parricide of Parmenides, the Father of Western philosophy. Such an understanding of Western thought as a kind of thinking that, in order to make room for what is other, does not hesitate to put itself into question, a kind of thinking that thus allows for alterity from within itself and from the beginning, underpins Derrida’s strategic readings of literary-critical and philosophical texts. Without the demonstration that alterity is coeval with sameness, Derridean thought would not be possible. Only a non-Platonist understanding of philosophical thought such as that which one finds in the Platonic text of the Sophist, for instance, can provide the context and the ‘horizon’ for an inquiry into the precise nature of, in the words of the Stranger, a community (koinonia) of the Same (tauton) and the Other (heteron), One and difference, being and logos, and of the forces at work in the economy of this community that makes up the household, the oikos, of Western thought. Only thus understood can ‘deconstruction’ become one of the possible names to refer to Derrida’s own, singular way of thinking.

The first gesture of Derrida’s thought consists in reminding us of this other heritage regarding the Other intimately interconnected with the thought of the Same. Derrida’s reservations regarding the term deconstruction derive from the fact that the heritage concerning the Other is inseparable from the metaphysical concern with the Same, even though a certain kind of metaphysics, namely, mainstream metaphysics, prefers to ignore it. In other words, the problematic or heritage in question is not a deeper, more originary stratum of metaphysics but, rather, part and parcel of it, another side that, in spite of the tradition of oblivion with respect to it, is intrinsic to metaphysics. In a way, there is, at first, nothing deconstructive in reminding metaphysics of its own heritage. A reappropriated concept of deconstruction thus must name something that follows from the intertwinement of the Other and the Same in metaphysical thought. I have already suggested that deconstruction begins with the inquiry into the implications for metaphysical thought that arise from the fact that, while it establishes the primacy of the Same, it simultaneously makes room for the Other. But this community in metaphysics of the Same and the Other is not just any community, since the Other, if it is to be Other, cannot let itself be restricted to the Other of the Same. Contrary to what Hegel held, the Other is never merely the Other of my-Self. By inscribing the Other within itself, Western thought opens itself in principle to something that is not its opposite but, rather, fundamentally asymmetric, something that can never be accommodated as that which, in relation to the Same, would serve to balance it. The Other is not of the order of a counterpart to or a complement of the Same. Yet, to conceive of the Other as that which overturns the Same is a way of symmetrically mastering it, as well. If the term deconstruction, then, is to be reappropriated in order to designate that which makes up Derrida’s contribution to Western thought, it is not simply for having recalled us back to this thought’s opening to the Other in all its immeasurable implications but rather, by seeking to do justice to what the Other demands from thought, a demand for which thought is never prepared, for having reinscribed metaphysics into the tradition that continues to challenge it and ceaselessly delimit it from within.


1

The Force of Deconstruction

As will become increasingly clear, the topics of force and violence in Jacques Derrida’s writings are so intimately interconnected with the problematic of deconstruction that neither thematic can be separated from one another. Furthermore, if I emphasize the of in “The Force of Deconstruction,” the title of this first chapter devoted to Derrida’s essay “Force and Signification,” it is in order to highlight by way of the double genitive both that ‘force’ is the object of deconstruction and that deconstruction itself has a force that is particular to it.1 Deconstruction is about a specific concept of force, but it also has a momentum, an élan, a force of its own.2 I refer to deconstruction and force as a double thematics, since force is certainly one of the themes of deconstruction, but the fact that deconstruction has a force of its own in dealing with force should, perhaps, also make us hesitate from the start to speak of it as a theme.

“Force and Signification”—written in 1963, that is, the year after the publication of The Origin of Geometry—is a critical response to Jean Rousset’s work, Forme et signification: Essais sur les structures littéraires de Corneille à Claudel, published the year before. Although this early text does not mention the term deconstruction, it contains a paragraph in which Derrida, reflecting on his approach to Rousset’s work, sketches out a way of proceeding, a “strategic operation” (28), that anticipates what will later be called ‘deconstruction.’ The paragraph is of particular interest for the following reason: if, after the publication of Of Grammatology in 1967, deconstruction has been commonly understood as a critique of logocentrism in the name of a revalorized notion of writing, that is, a critique of Western thought’s intrinsic valorization of living speech and, in the same breath, of the values of full presence, proximity, and so forth, the ‘early’ formulation of deconstruction in “Force and Signification” is perhaps, as I intend to argue, in a way more fundamental, more sweeping, and explains why Derrida could speak of deconstruction in a variety of contexts in his later works.3 Is it just a mere coincidence that this more fundamental formulation of deconstruction is linked to the problematic of force, which, as the title of the essay seems to suggest, Derrida opposes to Rousset’s notion of form? Is it by chance, furthermore, that this valorization of force in the essay is part and parcel of a conception of deconstruction that, because of its peculiar force, is in a way more fundamental than deconstruction understood as the ‘mere’ (if one can say so) dismantling of logocentrism?

Even though “Force and Signification” acknowledges structuralism’s fecundity, Derrida characterizes its methodological efficiency as “the kind of infallibility … ascribed to sleepwalkers” (4). The essay, on the whole, is a critical debate with what Derrida calls structuralism’s “immense region of somnambulism” (4), which results from its irreflection and lack of transparency. In structuralism, Derrida remarks, this somnambulism makes up “the almost-everything,” which is the privileged concern of the social science of the history of ideas, as opposed to “the almost-nothing” of an implicit question that the phenomenon of structuralism and its concern with language raise, and that Derrida associates with “the pure waking state, the sterile and silent acidity of the question itself” (4). Needless to say, it is this “almost-nothing” of the silent question that the emergence of structuralism poses that interests Derrida as a philosopher, above all. But what is this question? In the prelude of the essay,4 Derrida argues that, because structuralism is “an adventure of vision, a conversion of the way of putting questions to any object posed before us” (3), it is not of the order of a merely seasonal fashion that, once it is over, could then become the object for a historian of ideas. The emergence of structuralism, Derrida continues, is linked to an “anxiety about language—which can only be an anxiety of language, within language itself”—that concerns “universal thought,” that is, philosophy, “in all its domains, by all its pathways and despite all differences” (3). This anxiety about, of, and within language, about universal thought’s unquestioned evidence regarding the signifying nature of language, Derrida submits, is indicative of the fact that the phenomenon of structuralism is, rather than one historical phenomenon among others, nothing less than the “symptom” of the experience of an “astonishment [étonnement]” (3–4). He explains:

The structuralist stance [attitude], as well as our own attitudes assumed before or within language […] are an astonishment … by language as the origin of history. By historicity itself. And also, when confronted by the possibility of speech and always already within it, the finally acknowledged repetition of a surprise finally extended to the dimensions of world culture—a surprise incomparable to any other, a surprise responsible for shaking up [s’ébranla] what is called Western thought, the thought whose destiny is to extend its domains while the boundaries of the West are drawn back. (4; trans. mod.)

This astonishment or surprise, along with the question silently raised by it that explains structuralism’s emergence, is one about, of, and within language, by which language awakens to a disquieting awareness of the limits of its signifying nature, which is “uncertain, partial, or inessential” (4). Structuralism as a phenomenon is rooted in language’s astonishment about its own temporality or, as we will see, about the force that “is the other of language without which language would not be what it is” (27). Now, the astonishment or surprise that characterizes structuralism and that makes it “an adventure of vision” unlike any other is an astonishment or surprise comparable to, but also, because it concerns Western philosophical thought itself, a more radical form of, the experience of the thaumazein that according to Plato and Aristotle is the origin of philosophizing. Within structuralism this astonishment is also the “almost-nothing” of a question that arises from this astonishment regarding language, which becomes an issue for the whole of Western thought. But this anxiety about, of, and in language is not, as I already intimated, just another experience inaugurating the philosophical. If the astonishment that constitutes structuralist and linguistic sensibility is unlike any other, it is because, in the face of the possibility of speech “and always already within it,” it is “the finally acknowledged repetition of a surprise […] incomparable to any other” (4; emphasis mine), in other words, of something within Western thought that has always already worried it but now can no longer be ignored. The mode of thought that originates with the astonishment in question is one that shakes every certainty within the whole of Western philosophical thought. Compared with the somnambulism of structuralism, this thought about Western universal thought as a whole raised by structuralism’s emergence as a phenomenon is one of pure wakefulness or radical vigilance. This new mode of thinking that arises with the almost-nothing of the silent question within structuralism is at work in full force in “Force and Signification.” It is not yet called deconstruction, but the wakefulness and vigilance associated with this new mode of thinking, due to the anxiety of language, are certainly a first indication of how to understand what deconstruction is ultimately about.

Derrida’s critique of the somnambulism of structuralism should interest us, because it is in this critique, which takes as its point of departure the almost-nothing that comes to light with structuralism itself, that the lineaments of his own approach are outlined. Before taking on structuralism’s somnambulism, however, Derrida highlights Rousset’s innovative position within structuralist literary criticism. It is important to emphasize the main points of the “deliberate difference” (6) with which Rousset sets himself apart from other structuralist critics, especially because, as Derrida argues, these points are abandoned by not only the other structuralists but also in particular by what, later in the essay, Derrida characterizes as Rousset’s “ultrastructuralism” (15). For reasons of space, I must restrict myself to a highly schematic account of some of the original features of Rousset’s criticism. Unique and original in Rousset’s attempt to do justice to the modern “ ‘literary fact’ ” (7) is, first, his refusal to distinguish between form and content. For Rousset, indeed, modern art is not the expression of a meaning preceding the work but, rather, creation. Second, Rousset’s approach rests on what Derrida terms, undoubtedly with Edmund Husserl in mind, an “experience of conversion,” “a breaking-off with the world” within the world, through which both the writer’s and the critic’s gazes become focused on “the essential nothing” (8), that is, on the invisible site within a work in which the creation of new worlds or universes, which are in excess of all there is, takes place. The third distinctively original feature of Rousset’s structuralist approach to the literary fact would require a much more detailed development than I can afford here. It consists in the attempt to free modern literary writing radically from the theological model of creation and to valorize it as a first sailing toward meaning that, furthermore, has always already been read by an other (by, in the first place, the other within the writer himself). Finally, writing is understood by Rousset as inaugural of a temporality and historicity inherent in works of art that, freed from the slumber of the sign, brings into being a pure language that says the always already-there, in short, Being.5

So far, my account has addressed some of the original features that, according to Rousset, characterize the literary fact and that Derrida associates with the power (pouvoir, puissance) of “true literary language as poetry” (12). Although the term is not used here, this power might also constitute writing’s ‘force.’ Having listed some of Rousset’s innovative contributions to understanding the literary fact, I can now proceed to the second part of “Force and Signification” where Derrida shows that—notwithstanding his novel insights into the literary work in the programmatic introduction to his book, insights made possible by his structuralist approach—Rousset not only ends up Platonizing structuralism in the readings of works from Corneille to Claudel that make up the bulk of his book but even practices an ultrastructuralism that, by objectifying the structures of literary works, blinds itself to the temporality and historicity inherent in literary works, in short, thwarts the “internal geneticism, in which value and meaning are reconstituted and reawakened in their proper historicity and temporality,” promised in the introduction to his study (14).6

In spite of Rousset’s claim that in a literary work form and intention, structure and meaning, are inseparable, the concrete analyses of literary works that he offers in his study focus primarily, if not exclusively, on the formal, or structural, aspects of the works in question. If structure was only a means in previous forms of literary criticism, it now “becomes the object itself, the literary thing itself,” and “the exclusive term,” that is, also the end in itself of literary criticism (15). For this reason already, Derrida characterizes Rousset’s approach as one of “ultrastructuralism.” Furthermore, “structure as the literary thing is this time taken, or at least practiced, literally” (15). Indeed, as Derrida observes, “[s]tructure is first the structure of an organic or artificial work, the internal unity of an assemblage, a construction; a work is governed by a unifying principle, the architecture that is built and made visible in a location” (15). In other words, in Rousset’s ultrastructuralism, structure is taken in its proper sense, that is, as referring “only to space, geometric or morphological space” (15).7 In what follows, Derrida engages in a discussion of the relation of the proper and the figurative meanings of structure that will prove to be crucial for his further criticism of Rousset. He will be interested in the history of metaphorization of the notion of structure. If, sensu stricto, structure refers only to space and spatial constellations, Aristotle was the first to displace the “topographical literality” of structure in the direction of its “topical signification (the theory of commonplaces in language and the manipulation of motifs or arguments)” (16). As a result of this metaphorical displacement of the spatial and architectural meaning of ‘structure’ to linguistic phenomena, including language itself, one already speaks in the seventeenth century, as the examples Derrida provides demonstrate, of the structure and harmony or the bad structure of a literary or discursive composition. By metaphorically displacing the strict sense of structure, however, a transposition of spatial categories to language and all its elements takes place. Hence, Derrida asks: “How is this history of metaphor possible? Does the fact that language can determine things only by spatializing them suffice to explain that, in return, language must spatialize itself as soon as it designates and reflects upon itself? This question can be asked in general about all language and all metaphors. But here it takes on a particular urgency” (16). The urgency in question derives from the fact that in Rousset’s ultrastructuralism, literary structure is taken literally again, and as a result language is understood exclusively in spatial terms. In other words, by transposing a notion of structure understood primarily in a spatial and architectonic sense to literary works, it is the literal sense of structure itself that acquires a metaphorical value. The literal sense thus becomes indistinguishable here from its metaphorical sense.

Derrida writes:

Hence, for as long as the metaphorical sense of the notion of structure is not acknowledged as such, that is to say interrogated and even destroyed as concerns its figurative quality so that the nonspatiality or original spatiality designated by it may be revived, one runs the risk, through a kind of sliding as unnoticed as it is efficacious, of confusing meaning with its geometric, morphological, or, in the best cases, cinematic model. One risks being interested in the figure itself to the detriment of the play going on within it metaphorically. (16)

Let me try to figure out what is at stake in this passage. To acknowledge the metaphorical sense of structure as such is to acknowledge not only that this sense implies a displacement from a primarily spatial literal sense of the term but also that this displacement, or the metaphoricity in general involved in it, is an intrinsic feature of language itself.8 To inquire into the term’s metaphorical sense is to inquire into it as a term of language and to conceptualize it in light of the metaphorical activity constitutive of language itself. Such acknowledgment of the metaphorical sense of structure as such consists in interrogating the spatial and geometric model in the notion of structure and destroying it, thus radicalizing the displacement involved in metaphorization to such a degree that the meaning of the term is entirely freed from its literal sense. In short, to acknowledge the metaphorical sense as such of structure is to bring to light within it, to reawaken (réveillé) in the term structure, another sense, namely, “the nonspatiality or original spatiality” that it designates as a result of “the play going on within it metaphorically,” that is, the play of displacement that characterizes language in depth. In sum, to acknowledge the metaphorical sense of structure as such implies a bracketing not only of its literal spatial and geometric sense but also of its figurative Aristotelian and post-Aristotelian quality, so that a sense of structure can be revived beyond both that designates the movement of spatialization itself that constitutes the movement of structure insofar as it is a metaphor, that is, a displacement of a meaning from one word to another. By acknowledging the metaphorical sense of the notion of structure as such, a “nonspatiality or original spatiality,” along with, as will become increasingly clear, an original or, better yet, originary temporality, within it (en lui) comes into view. Rousset, Derrida remarks, “grants an absolute privilege to spatial models, mathematical functions, lines, and forms … Doubtless, he acknowledges the interdependency of space and time. […] But, in fact, time itself is always reduced. To a dimension in the best of cases” (16). Yet, if the metaphorical sense of structure as such is that of an originary spacing, then the metaphoricity of structure is, at the same time, also an originary temporalization. Understood in its metaphorical sense as such, that is, in advance of its literal and figurative sense, ‘structure’ opens at once both space and time and, hence, does not justify any ultimate privileging of one over the other, unlike the sense of structure in most of structuralism. As we will see, it is in the name of structure thus understood that Derrida hereafter determines his own thought, its ways, and its intervention in the classical system of oppositions, that is, in short, the thought of deconstruction.

However, before I turn to the passage in “Force and Signification” in which Derrida reflects on his approach to an ultrastructuralism such as Rousset’s, we must first speak of ‘force.’ At this juncture, a brief digression might, perhaps, be warranted on “Force of Law,” where Derrida remarks that “in the many texts said to be ‘deconstructive,’ and particularly in some of those that I have published myself, recourse to the word ‘force’ is both very frequent and, in strategic places, I would even say decisive, but at the same time always or almost always accompanied by an explicit reserve, a warning. […] I have often called for vigilance, I have recalled myself to it, to the risks spread by this word, whether it be the risk of an obscure, substantialist, occulto-mystic concept or the risk of giving authorization to violent, unjust, arbitrary force.”9 Yet, as Derrida construes the term in “Force and Signification,” “force is not darkness, and it is not hidden under a form for which it would serve as substance, matter, or crypt. Force cannot be conceived on the basis of an oppositional couple” (28). After noting that a first precaution against these risks is to “recall the differential character of force,” Derrida adds in “Force of Law” that he has “always been uncomfortable with the word force even though [he has] often judged it indispensable.”10 We should not lose sight of these warnings as we now proceed to look more specifically into how, in “Force and Signification,” the word is given critical leverage against Rousset’s emphasis on form and structure.

Derrida writes: “The geometric or morphological elements of Forme et Signification are corrected only by a kind of mechanism, never by energetics. Mutatis mutandis, one might be tempted to make the same reproach to Rousset, and through him to the best literary formalism, as Leibniz made to Descartes: that of having explained everything in nature with figures and movements, and of ignoring force by confusing it with the quantity of movement” (16). By qualifying the gesture that consists in opposing a concept of force to Rousset’s pan-formalism and pan-geometrism as a temptation, it is made clear from the start that such a strategy remains entirely within the constraints of the classical discourse of philosophy. Furthermore, the concept of force required to counter and to correct Rousset’s formalism is one that is picked from the arsenal of classical philosophical oppositions. Obviously, force here does not imply coercion and is thus different from the notion of force that we will encounter in the next chapter devoted to “Force of Law.” Nor is force simply the efficient cause of the changes in nature and of the movement of natural bodies as developed by Aristotle in his theory of dynamis, a concept of force that, all differences considered, prevails until Newton. Because of the negative reference to energetics, one must assume that Derrida is referring to a different concept of force, one that is not identical to a quantity of motion. Indeed, the concept of force with which he contrasts Rousset’s prioritization of form—Leibniz’s concept of force—is an explicitly metaphysical principle.

Derrida contraposes form to force, in particular, through several references to Leibniz’s Discourse on Metaphysics. But at least one other text by Leibniz, The Essays on Theodicy, is also mentioned at crucial argumentative junctures. Therefore, I authorize myself to draw on such texts by Leibniz as “On the Reform of Metaphysics and on the Notion of Substance” and the “New System, and Explanation of the New System,” with which I believe Derrida to have been familiar at the time. In “On the Reform of Metaphysics,” Leibniz gives a first sketch of his metaphysical concept of force, which he develops here in the context of his rehabilitation of the scholastic concept of substance. He writes: “To give a foretaste [of the concept of substance], it is sufficient for me to say that the concept of forces [virium] or of power (virtus, called by the Germans Kraft, and by the French la force), and for the explanation of which I have designed a special science of dynamics, adds much to the understanding of the true notion of substance.” Force in the sense of vis activa is an “active force,” not mere possibility (potentia nuda), which needs a foreign impulse in order to become actual; in other words, it is a force that, as Leibniz explains, “contains within itself a certain entelecheia [actuality], which is midway between the faculty of acting and the action itself. It is thus a force that contains within itself a striving [conatum], and thus of itself passes into operation. As a result, this force is put into activity by itself [in distinction from mere possibility] and it does not need aid other than the removal of impediments.” As Leibniz submits, “the final reason of motion in matter is the force impressed upon each singular body at the creation.” Now, it is important to note that this force, which God as the ultimate substance has imprinted on all “individual substances,” whether bodily things or souls, and continuously recreates by way of the force that ceaselessly emanates from Him, is within substances the power to act and, hence, to generate other actions. Because of the nature of this force, “corporeal substance, no less than spiritual, never ceases to act.”11 As Leibniz points out, this is something that has not been sufficiently acknowledged by all those who, like the Cartesians, define the essence of bodily substance exclusively in terms of extension. Leibniz makes the same point in somewhat greater detail in Discourse on Metaphysics, on which Derrida explicitly draws in “Force and Signification.”

A first reason why Derrida, in his debate with Rousset’s ultrastructuralism, turns precisely to Leibniz’s concept of force—and later, in the concluding pages of the essay, to Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling’s and Friedrich Nietzsche’s understanding of force as Dionysian read, most likely, from a Schellingean perspective—becomes tangible when he writes, while quoting Leibniz, that “in the sphere of language and writing, which, more than the body, ‘corresponds to the soul,’ ‘the ideas of size, figure and motion are not so distinctive as is imagined, and […] stand for something imaginary relative to our perceptions’ ” (16–17). Undoubtedly, in distinction from God as the creator of all things and the human cogito that perceives them, a physical thing itself is a res extensa. It is thus characterized by “ ‘size, figure and motion.’ ” But, as a thing created by the most perfect of all beings that, as a result, can have created only the best of all worlds, corporeal bodies, must, as Leibniz argues, be more than just geometrical entities even though they have no soul. He writes that, “if bodies are substances, it is not possible that their nature should consist solely in size, figure and movement, but that something else is needed.”12 As expressions of a vis activa (energeia) that secures their (relative) completion and individuality, which in a way mirrors their creator, they must have force. They must at least have what Leibniz calls “ordinary forms or brute souls.”13 This must be even more so in the case of the created souls, which, as individual substances, are in their own singular way completed wholes that, thanks to God’s uninterrupted support, continue to benefit from the force that ceaselessly radiates from Him. Now, as Derrida intimates, since language and writing can be said to be related to the order of the soul more than to the body, geometrical form and spatial movement are inappropriate concepts to deal with them; they must be conceived in terms of an energetics. Leibniz also allows Derrida to suggest—within the framework of the still classical argument in which he is involved—that geometrical form and quantifiable motion are of the order of the imaginary in the domain of language and writing (in contrast to what he hails as Rousset’s acknowledgment of the crucial role that imagination plays in the creation of art). But, as I already said, Derrida’s recourse to Leibniz’s notion of force is only a temptation invited by metaphysics’ binary mode of thinking.

This, then, is also the juncture at which Derrida turns back upon the way he has so far been arguing. It is a long passage that I must in a slightly modified translation quote in its entirety:

Our intention here is not, through the simple motions of balancing, equilibration or overturning, to oppose duration to space, quality to quantity, force to form, the depth of meaning or value to the surface of figures. Quite to the contrary. To counter this simple alternative, to counter the simple choice of one of the terms or one of the series against the other, we maintain that it is necessary to seek new concepts and new models, an economy escaping this system of metaphysical oppositions. This economy would not be an energetics of pure, shapeless force. The differences examined at the same time [à la fois] would be differences of site and differences of force. If we appear to oppose one series to the other, it is because from within the classical system we wish to make apparent the noncritical privilege naively granted to the other series by a certain structuralism. Our discourse irreducibly belongs to the system of metaphysical oppositions. The break with this structure of belonging can be announced only through a certain organization, a certain strategic arrangement that, within the field of metaphysical opposition, uses the strengths of the field to turn its own stratagems [italics!] against it, producing a force of dislocation [italics!] that spreads itself throughout the entire system, fissuring it in every direction and thoroughly delimiting it. (19–20; trans. mod.)

Undoubtedly, for any reader of Derrida this paragraph sounds like numerous later statements regarding deconstruction, for example, the section entitled “Questions of Method” in Of Grammatology. The paragraph certainly anticipates later formulations of deconstruction. Similar to his later reflections on his own way of proceeding, the passage just quoted is not a reflection on method in the Cartesian sense, that is, in the sense of an instrument of objectification. Rather, it concerns, in the Greek’s sense of methodos, the whole of the questions and problems raised by Derrida’s discussion of Rousset’s structuralism.14 Now, even though the paragraph in question resembles later, so-called methodological reflections by Derrida, it is also, in my view, somewhat different and, therefore, deserves close scrutiny, not least of all because the notion of deconstruction is not yet mentioned on this occasion. Even though Derrida seems to counter the privilege accorded to structure, space, form, and figure in Rousset’s structuralism with the notion of force and, by extension, the notions of time, quality, meaning, and value, this countering is described as a temptation, if not a trap fostered by the classical system of philosophical thought. For Derrida, it is not simply a question of making a case for what is neglected by Rousset’s ultrastructuralism and arguing against his approach in the name of a more balanced view of what is at stake in a work of art.15 Nor does he wish simply to invert the order of priority in view of another, complementary but equally one-sided determination of the work of art, one that this time would be based on force and everything else that accompanies this concept. Rather than replacing one series of concepts by another, that is, inevitably, the opposite series that the classical system of thought always already holds at the critic’s disposal, Derrida aims at something else. By merely exchanging one series for another, one remains within the system in question, within its oppositions and the hierarchical order that constitutes them. In order to escape the preprogrammed choices that the classical system of thought holds ready for the critic, and which, consequently, keep him solidly within the system’s constraints and, therefore, are not choices at all strictly speaking, it is necessary, Derrida holds, “to seek new concepts and new models.”16 Derrida’s investigation into the “metaphorical sense of the notion of structure […] as such,” in the process of which a “non-spatiality or originary spatiality” that at the same time represented the opening for temporalization emerged from within the concept of structure, was a first attempt of finding a new concept. As I have already pointed out, Derrida does not simply counter Rousset’s ultrastructuralism with the concept of force to be found in the register of traditional conceptual oppositions. But let us ask one more time why, precisely, he calls upon the Leibnizean concept of force when he argues that one could be tempted to counter Rousset’s ultrastructuralism in this way. Indeed, one of the specific distinctions of the Leibnizean concept of force is that, from a spatial point of view, it extends into the region in which it is effective and that, from a temporal point of view, it reaches from the present now into the future of its effects, thus expanding beyond itself to that upon which it has an effect, bringing itself into a unity with the things that it affects. Of course, if Derrida calls for new concepts in his debate with Rousset, the concept of force with which Leibniz counters Descartes’s prioritization of the spatial cannot be the new concept of force for which he is looking. Yet, Leibniz’s concept of force might, perhaps, lend itself better than previous, especially mechanical, conceptions of force to yielding a novel concept.

Since Derrida’s retracement of his steps in the quoted passage touches upon the specific movements that make up his analysis of Rousset’s claims and upon the end in view of which the analysis in question takes place, it is a first formulation of the problematic of deconstruction. The novel concept of force that he seeks to develop, which is no longer to be simply opposed to Rousset’s prioritization of structure and form, is what I call the force of deconstruction, the genitive being understood objectively. Concerning this force, for the moment Derrida only says that it is not “pure, shapeless force [pure et informe]” and, hence, not the binary opposite of pure form. In order to understand how to conceive such a force that would not be formless or shapeless and that, therefore, would no longer stand in a clear-cut distinction opposite to form, we must consider Derrida’s claim that, in order to escape the alternatives and the models at our disposition, “an economy escaping th[e] system of metaphysical oppositions” must be found. “This economy would no longer be an energetics of pure, shapeless form. The differences examined at the same time [à la fois] would be differences of site [lieux] and differences of force.” This economy is the new model sought in the search for new concepts needed to counter the metaphysical conceptual alternatives. Derrida does not elaborate here on how “economy” is to be understood. But an economy is a law, the nomos of the home or household, the oikos. For the time being, let me say only that “economy” seems to refer to the law according to which the new concepts, in advance of or beyond the metaphysical oppositions, relate to one another and are organized into some sort of whole. Indeed, the notion of economy that Derrida employs here is intimately linked to Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of linguistic elements as values, according to which such elements have no identity independently of their relationship within the whole of a language. In other words, the elements of language are differential in nature. But, by claiming that this economy would no longer be an energetics of pure, shapeless force, it is also suggested that it is an ‘economy of forces,’ an expression that in later works Derrida makes his own. By looking more carefully at what is meant by a force that is no longer formless, then, we might also be able to gain a better understanding of the economy in question. Since this economy is no longer an energetics of pure and shapeless force in distinction from, and in a relation of opposition to, structure and spatiality, it is an economy of differences, of differences of force. These differences would be neither differences of sites, that is, of spaces, locations, or figures, of anything spatial, such as structures, nor differences of force as such but, rather, differences that are “at the same time differences of sites and differences of force.” A certain temporality is thus also part and parcel of this new economy in which sites are no longer simply sites but have a force-component, and force is no longer undifferentiated but has a site-component and is, therefore, not only spatialized but also plural.17 Now, let us remind ourselves that Leibniz’s metaphysical concept of force already no longer remains locked in the limits of either a site or a temporal moment but extends into the site or thing in which it is effective. In addition to the fact that Leibniz uses this notion of force to take issue with the Cartesian emphasis on spatial extension and geometry, it is not difficult to see why Derrida resorted to precisely this concept of force in his debate with Rousset or, rather, in an argument that he says one could be tempted to make. However, Leibniz’s metaphysical and theological concept of force is not Derrida’s response to Rousset’s ultrastructuralism, but it is clearly the starting point for the reflection on a new concept of force, a differential concept of force. If the economy that Derrida proposes in order to avoid the classical operation of opposition to, reversal of, or balancing out of one-sided positions is at the same time an economy of differences of sites and differences of force, then the differences are differences of force that are marked by sites and differences of sites that are sites into which forces extend. Such a differential concept of force is a deconstructive transformation of the Leibnizean concept of all-embracing and unifying force in that differentiality as a structural feature of difference presupposes a system of differences. This differential concept of force is the force of deconstruction (genitivus objectivus).

From the long passage quoted a moment ago, it is clear that, while opposing a concept of force to structure in the debate with Rousset would definitely be a temptation that metaphysical thought offers to the critic, the impression of falling prey to the temptation of making a case for force in opposition to form has nonetheless a crucial function to play. More precisely, there is a strategic reason for seeming to fall prey to this temptation, since it serves to highlight the noncritical privilege that structuralism naively grants to the spatial series of concepts. Although opposing force to structure is a gesture that “irreducibly belongs to the system of metaphysical oppositions,” by helping to bring out structuralism’s naiveté, its critical somnolence, it is also a moment within a larger operation that seeks to break with this system. I quote again: “The break with this structure of belonging can be announced only through a certain organization, a certain strategic arrangement [aménagement] which, within the field of metaphysical opposition, uses the strengths [pouvoirs] of the field to turn its own stratagems against it, producing a force of dislocation that spreads itself throughout the entire system, fissuring it in every direction and thoroughly delimiting it.” The belief that one can cut all ties with the system of metaphysics, especially from a position outside the system, is an illusion fostered by metaphysics itself (to reabsorb the critic better, as it were). The intra-metaphysical distinction between an inside and an outside is the conceptual and formal template of such an illusion. A ‘radical’ rupture with it can, therefore, only be announced within it and while (seemingly) playing by the rules of that system. Such a rupture is thus not a clean-cut separation. I recall that this break with the system of metaphysical opposition takes the shape of an economy. What Derrida advances here about the organization and the strategic arrangement (aménagement) that uses the powers of the stratagems of the system to turn them against it, thus preparing it for a new ménage—the term ‘ménage’ referring to that which concerns the house, the mansio according to popular Latin—suggests an additional and perhaps crucial meaning of the term ‘economy’ in this context.18 The system of metaphysical opposition is a system to which we, that is, we Westerners, belong. It is our house, the oikos, in which we are inscribed as far as thinking and speaking are concerned. But the new economy that reorganizes and rearranges the powers or forces within that home produces “a force of dislocation that spreads itself throughout the entire system, fissuring it in every direction and thoroughly delimiting it.” In short, the new economy displaces and dislocates from within the economy of the abode to which we, as Westerners, belong. Rather than merely a mechanical force that pushes it here and there and always only from the outside, the force of dislocation in question is a force that from within the household of Western thought spreads throughout it, fissuring it, and undoes the boundaries of its location, emplacement, and enclosure, thus delimiting it. I am now speaking of the force of deconstruction in a subjective sense. Its force is one that from within metaphysics confronts the law of its household with an economy of dislocation. The force of deconstruction does not consist in overthrowing metaphysics, through which metaphysics would be replaced by something else, its other, for example, non-Western thought. The force of deconstruction delimits the system of metaphysics from within. Therefore, in order to understand what precisely this force achieves, we have to delve a bit further into what comprises this internal dislocation of the system of metaphysics from its proper place, its home, its household (and the family structure that, according to Glas, it implies). We have to try to get a better grasp on what an action of dislocation from within the system can possibly accomplish.

By spreading throughout the system and fissuring it, the rupture from within that the force of deconstruction brings about consists above all in what I would like to call a loosening of the threads of the web, weave, or system of metaphysical opposition. Deconstruction’s force is that it drives spaces and times, as it were, into the arrangements of concepts, making their weave less compact. Teasing the threads apart without destroying their fabric, unfolding it, opening it out, the force of deconstruction spaces out and, at the same time, temporalizes oppositions. In the case of Rousset’s ultrastructuralism, deconstruction as a force of dislocation accomplishes such a loosening of the oppositional concept-web of metaphysics by considering sites as indicative of forces and forces as having a relation to space. Deconstruction’s force consists in showing, on the one hand, that force is differential, that is, unconceivable unless it is demarcated from another force, and that the basis of this differentiation is also inherently spatial, and, on the other hand, that space is unthinkable unless it is distinguished from another space, hence, inhabited by some form of force and some form of temporality. In short, the force of deconstruction is to drive difference, both spatial and temporal, into the system of metaphysical opposition, in other words, to reinscribe opposition into difference.

Let me, then, circle back to my earlier contention that this first sketch of deconstruction in “Force and Signification” is, perhaps, more radical than its prevalent understanding as a dismantling of logocentrism. Before I explain the reason behind this observation, let us also bear in mind that the term ‘deconstruction’ is absent from the ‘methodological’ paragraph just analyzed. This is no accident, of course, because, at first, the term deconstruction emerges in Derrida’s work only as a translation of Husserl’s notion of Abbau and Heidegger’s notion of Destruktion. By contrast, the paragraph on which I have commented in some detail is above all a reflection on Derrida’s own mode of thinking, and it is only reluctantly, at first, that he begins to reappropriate the term deconstruction to characterize his own way of thinking. So, if I speak retrospectively of the approach sketched out in this paragraph as deconstruction and as being, perhaps, in a way more radical than some of the later formulations, it is precisely because of the tenets of his thought that this early text reveals. Deconstruction is not tied here to one predominant opposition, such as that of live speech versus writing in Platonism, in short, in basically the whole of Western thought. On the contrary, as is obvious from the first line of the paragraph, deconstruction concerns the entirety of metaphysical oppositions. Derrida refers, for example, to the oppositions of space and time, quality and quantity, force and form, and the proper and the figural. Furthermore, throughout the essay many more such constitutive oppositions are implied, though not always named, such as physics and metaphysics, the empirical and the transcendental, and so forth. If deconstruction seems to have a broader thrust, it is because in it the totality of all the elementary categories of philosophical thinking, its system, as it were, is at stake. Finally, deconstruction here aims not only at all the fundamental oppositions of metaphysical thought but also, more generally, at opposition as such. It is an attempt to reinscribe opposition as a limited form of difference into what I would then call difference in general, differential force, or an economy of forces.

I return to Derrida’s debate with Rousset’s ultrastructuralism that I left in abeyance. As we have seen, Rousset starts out with the promising claim that form and meaning are one in a work of art. But, as soon as he engages in concrete analyses of literary works, Rousset prioritizes form, structure, and geometrism. Furthermore, in Rousset’s attempt to define, for example, the specificity of the “ ‘Corneillean movement,’ ” “[e]verything that defies a geometrical-mechanical framework—and not only the pieces which cannot be constrained by curves and helices, not only force and quality, which are meaning itself, but also duration, that which is pure qualitative heterogeneity within movement—is reduced to the appearance of the inessential for the sake of this essentialism or teleological structuralism” (20–21). Indeed, in the work of a writer such as Corneille, a certain spatial form is, according to Rousset, the animating telos of his creation in which that creation ultimately comes to a rest. His structuralism is preformationist and teleological, and, to accomplish successfully in one major work of art what is already present in reduced form in earlier works, force, energeia, and duration must be progressively eliminated. Yet, as Derrida remarks, “[t]he force of the work, the force of genius, the force, too, of that which engenders in general is precisely that which resists geometrical metaphorization and is the proper object of literary criticism” (20). To conclude, then, I wish to focus a bit more on this concept of force that Derrida qualifies here as the proper object of literary criticism in order to explore further how it bears on the early reflection on deconstruction that we have encountered in “Force and Signification.”

Speaking of the structuralist reading of literary works, Derrida notes that such a reading “always presupposes and appeals to the theological simultaneity of the book” (24). Simultaneity, which flattens the work into a horizontal surface that can be perceived in its totality and that, as a result, turns the work’s internal duration, according to Henri Bergson cited by Derrida, into a homogeneous milieu, is the “regulatory ideal” of such readings (24). Yet, as Derrida further emphasizes, rather than flat and horizontal, the book has volume, and, following the Latin origin of the term, qua volume it is what it is, a book. As a volume, a book implies, furthermore, depth and richness, which do not let themselves be spread out on a plane surface.19 Now, Derrida wonders whether it is “by chance that the book is, first and foremost, volume” (25). He continues: “what if the meaning of meaning (in the general sense of meaning and not in the sense of signalization) were infinite implication, the indefinite referral of signifier to signifier? And what if its force were a certain pure and infinite equivocality that gives signified meaning no respite, no rest, but engages in its own economy so that it always signifies again and differs?” (25; trans. mod.). The question raised by the book’s voluminous nature concerns the meaning of meaning (le sens du sens) in the general sense of meaning, of Sinn (rather than of signalization or Bedeutung). The answer suggested is that the general sense of sense possessed by the book or the written, inasmuch as it is has volume, is “infinite implication,” the term implication being understood in all the literal meanings that it has in Latin, such as “enfolding,” “involving,” “enwrapping,” “enveloping,” “engaging,” and so forth. In other words, the volumed quality of the written, its being rolled or folded upon itself, is owed to infinite implication, relation, referral in all the possible modes that the literal meaning of the verb implicare suggests. Furthermore, as the adjective infinite holds, the sense of the written never comes to a rest, or stop, in a final signified, referent, or Bedeutung. The sense of sense of the written is one of indefinite referral of signifiers to other signifiers. It is what later, in Of Grammatology, will be called ‘text.’ However, rather than following up on what this concern with the sense of sense of the written in an essay just following the publication of The Origin of Geometry says about Derrida’s conception of text, I only highlight the fact that the infinite and indefinite implications, which constitute the written as a volume, are a force, the force of what he called “pure language” and at which contemporary writing aims. It consists in the indefinite deferral of the sense of sense’s congealing in a definite signified, engaging it in its own economy, and thus ‘forcing’ it to signify again and again without rest. The force of the written is to relaunch infinitely any signified that would seek to arrest the movement of indefinite referral into the signifying process, into the economy of signification.

What, then, does this tell us about deconstruction and its force? With the term deconstruction I referred to the way of thought that shaped Derrida’s approach to Rousset’s ultrastructuralism. Deconstruction showed itself in this context as an undoing of metaphysical opposition, understood as diametrically opposed but hierarchically structured pure values, and a movement engaged in loosening the threads interwoven in the system of these oppositions. Its force, we saw, consisted in driving space and time into its weave, spacing it and temporalizing it into a volume. Deconstruction could, then, also be defined as the operation by which volume (and textuality) is restored to metaphysics or, more precisely, as the attempt to reinscribe metaphysics into the volume (and text) that always already occupied it, but that metaphysics has also sought to flatten. At this point it becomes clear that deconstruction is a mode of thought attentive to what happens in writing. Its force consists in bringing to bear upon thought what inevitably, and always already, happens in writing, namely, the dislocation of any possible ultimate signified in an economy of differential forces. Deconstruction is, I suggest, a translation of writing into thought. On the level of thought, writing’s force of infinite implication translates into the force of thought as one of infinite, if not hyperbolic, vigilance.20


2

The Possibility of Deconstruction

Like the first, this chapter, devoted to the first part of “Force of Law” (“Of the Right to Justice/From Law to Justice” [Du droit à la justice]), which Derrida presented in 1989 at a conference on Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice at Cardozo School of Law, also has a double title. Within the context of the problematic of law and justice, I want to explore what, according to Derrida, makes deconstruction possible or even calls for it. But I wish to clarify, in addition, the way in which deconstruction might concern a concept of possibility that is particular to it alone. No doubt, to speak of the possibility of deconstruction as a demand, an injunction, a call, already suggests a particular concept of possibility. This concept of possibility is, as we will see, a function of its impossibility. The possible as impossible implies that, regarding the aporias to be met, such as, for instance, when a just decision is required, the action in question appears to be thoroughly impossible. Unlike the classical possible, this impossible possible does not lie waiting for actualization. It is a possible, that given its complete unlikelihood or, even better, the impossibility even to envision it, cannot be anticipated and has to be invented as if for the first time in each specific case.

In developing this double problematic of the possible on the basis of a reading of “Force of Law,” we should not lose sight of the fact that the deconstruction of the concept of force inevitably touches on the traditional understanding of the possible. Put differently, if deconstruction has a force that is unmistakably its own, this force implies a deconstructed concept of possibility. Force as dynamis names a power, a capacity, a potentiality, or a possibility that can always (and even must) find its way into an actualization (energeia). Even though Derrida is interested in Leibniz’s metaphysical concept of force as vis activa because it already suggests a more complex concept of possibility (one that is no longer merely a potentia nuda), it is only when force is understood as differential that the thought of an entirely novel concept of the possible can arise. A force that is what it is only negatively, that is, through its differential relation and exposure to other forces, is no longer predetermined beforehand. It can no longer be determined in terms of an already defined possibility; rather, it contains within itself a reference to the imprévisible, the to-come, in short, the other.1 This concept, which is the result of rethinking force as dynamis, is the concept of the possible as im-possible.

As the title of the first part of “Force of Law” already suggests, the inquiry into the right to justice and/or from law to justice is, from the start, also an inquiry into language, more precisely, into various idioms—French, English, German—concerning the law(s), right(s), and justice. The difficulty of translating the French word droit, which is distinct from la loi (in English it names, indeed, both right and law), is a first evocation of the problem of the inevitably idiomatic nature of language, that is, of its always singular nature, in relation to questions regarding both the historical or cultural (i.e., relativist) and the universal appeal of the concepts of right, law, and justice. Indeed, as is obvious from the constant problematization of questions of language in “Force of Law,” no discussion of the law(s), right(s), and justice as such is possible without a constant reflection on language’s idiomaticity. Of course, the idiomatic nature of language also raises the question of language as such, of language in general. The way in which they relate to one another in the context of law and justice will be broached in due time.

At the beginning of his lecture, after having evoked the need to address the theme of the conference in English, Derrida states that he will focus on two idiomatic expressions in English that are untranslatable into French, two expressions that not only are related to the subject of his talk but also, as we will see, frame it. The first is ‘to enforce the law.’ It is an expression that, however idiomatic, allows Derrida to argue (which he could not do in the same way in his own idiom) that “there is no law [droit] that does not imply in itself, a priori, in the analytic structure of its concept, the possibility of being ‘enforced,’ applied by force” (233).2 He writes: “Applicability, ‘enforceability,’ is not an exterior or secondary possibility that may or may not be added as a supplement to law. It is the force essentially implied in the very concept of justice as law, of justice as it becomes law, of the law as law [de la loi en tant que droit]” (233). Whatever the ‘spirit’ of the law and, especially, of justice as law might be, the ‘letter’ of the English idiomatic expression reveals, paradoxically, a universal structure concerning the law, namely, its enforceability, a necessary possibility of being enforced (rather than its actual enforcement). Without this necessary possibility, there would be no such thing as law or justice as law. Let me also emphasize that, by speaking of justice as law and of the law as law (or right), Derrida “reserve[s] the possibility of a justice, indeed of a law [loi] that not only exceeds or contradicts law [droit] but also, perhaps, has no relation to law, or maintains such a strange relation to it that it may just as well demand law as exclude it” (233). The inquiry into the necessary possibility of the enforceability of the law and, particularly, the conception of the possibility of a justice beyond the law and its intrinsic force, that is, a conception of justice that does not essentially or necessarily involve force, is the first indication in “Force of Law” that its inquiry will also concern the question of ‘possibility.’

Now, as a reference to Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals confirms, the force that is said to be implied in a priori fashion by law, and by justice as law, is a force of coercion or constraint. Indeed, Kant speaks of Zwang, that is, in the context of the Metaphysics of Morals, of legal, justified, authorized, or legitimate force. The force in question, therefore, is not violence, which is customarily held as always unjust. Still, the question remains as to the very nature of a force that, because legitimate, is a “just force or a nonviolent force” (234). But the attention that, with Walter Benjamin in mind, Derrida devotes in this context to the word Gewalt, a German idiom that can signify either violence or legitimate force, leads him to raise the question concerning “[h]ow to distinguish between the force of law [loi] of a legitimate power and the allegedly [prétendument] originary violence that must have established this authority and that could not itself have authorized itself by any anterior legitimacy, so that, in this initial moment, it is neither legal nor illegal—as others would quickly say, neither just nor unjust” (234). In other words, not only Benjamin but also the German idiom allows Derrida to introduce another (possibly) necessary condition of possibility regarding the law and justice as law. This other necessary condition of possibility of law and justice as law concerns an “originary,” or initiating, violence that Derrida broaches in a carefully modulated fashion, thus also hinting that his elaboration on this issue might differ significantly from what Benjamin offers in this respect. All the reservations by which this sentence is marked suggest that Derrida conceives of the originary violence at the foundation of the law and justice as law in a different way than Benjamin. He will not conceive of this founding violence, as Benjamin does, as an actual violence that derives from the mythical foundation of the law and that, therefore, only divine violence can dispel. Before engaging in a more detailed discussion of Derrida’s conception of the originary violence in question, however, let me provisionally characterize this violence as a necessary (but not therefore actual) possibility without which there would be no such thing as a law or justice as law.3

As we have seen, ‘force’ in “Force of Law” concerns the legitimate enforceability of the law and is thus distinct from the force discussed in the previous chapter on “Force and Signification.” There, I already referred to the passage from “Force of Law” in which Derrida reflects on his frequent “recourse to the word ‘force’ ” and professes his discomfort with the notion in question. Indeed, however ‘force’ is understood, the risk in referring to it is always that of some “substantialism or irrationalism” (234). ‘Force’ carries with it the double risk “of an obscure, substantialist, occulto-mystic concept” and “of giving authorization to violent, unjust, arbitrary force” (234). To gauge the stakes, just think of Star Wars: “May the force be with you.” Yet, when Derrida remarks that “[a] first precaution against the risk of substantialism or irrationalism is to recall the differential character of force” (234), it is also clear that this reflection on the word force concerns, first and foremost, a linguistic unity and value and, thus, must also be seen in the context of Derrida’s attention to the idiomatic nature of the language about the law and justice as law. Put differently, considering the vigilance for which the word, or thing, force calls, the linguistic notion of differentiality serves as a first precaution (rather than a final answer) to ward off its substantialist and occulto-mystic connotations. In other words, force is not to be understood as a formless, undifferentiated identity. The word force, in the same way as the thing, has a differential character.

At this point, a long detour through Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics and Les sources manuscrites du cours de linguistique générale, edited by Robert Godel, would certainly be warranted.4 However, for present purposes it should suffice to remind ourselves that, in the context of a theory of linguistic units, that is, of the (radically) discrete (or discontinuous) elements of language, particularly, its signs, Saussure establishes these units’ differential nature insofar as they are elements of a system. Differentiality means, first and foremost, that the linguistic units are “defined not by their positive content but negatively by their relations with the other terms of the system. Their most precise characteristic is in being what the others are not.”5 In themselves they are nothing. What they are is a function of their relations and differences with respect to all the other units. Within language as a system, a linguistic unit is such a unit only in opposition to and in distinction from all other units. Accordingly, “the concepts are purely differential”6; the linguistic sign is “purely negative and differential.”7 For this reason, Saussure considers the units of language not as “pre-existing ideas” but as “values emanating from the system.”8 For Saussure, the notion of differentiality is, indeed, indistinguishable from that of the system “based entirely on the opposition of its concrete units.”9

To invoke the differential character of force is thus to rebut any univocal meaning of the word force and to resist any substantialist conception of it. As Derrida’s remarks about German, French, and English idioms have shown, the word is already accentuated differently within each idiom and, by extension, between them. But, as demonstrated by the following quotation in which Derrida alludes to the different texts in which he has brought up the question of force, there is more involved than just the plurality of the meanings of the word within one language or between several of them. He writes:

In the texts I just evoked, it is always a matter of differential force, of difference as difference of force, of force as différance or force of différance (différance is a force différée-différante); it is always a matter of the relation between force and form, between force and signification, of “performative” force, illocutionary or perlocutionary force, of persuasive force and of rhetoric, of affirmation of signature, but also and above all, of all the paradoxical situations in which the greatest force and the greatest weakness strangely exchange places. (234–235)

As the examples that Derrida provides demonstrate, force is named in relation and in difference to its opposites within what Derrida occasionally refers to as the ‘system’ of metaphysics. Force is never conjured up as such or in itself. Furthermore—and this should be of special interest to us—differential force also invokes the differentiating character of force (itself), its deferring and differing character invoked by the term différance. In what I think is a definite departure from Saussure’s conception, differentiality becomes the characteristic of force itself, force thus becoming a force of differentiation, of differing and deferring. Consequently, the differential character of force is that of a force that spatializes and temporalizes all possible self-identity or self-presence, that of, in short, the force of deconstruction.

Derrida’s discomfort regarding the word force, also applies to the word justice, even though, like the word force, he has also judged its use indispensable. If, furthermore, “studies of deconstructive style” are not oblivious to the theme of justice but, in fact, “through and through a questioning of law and justice, a questioning of the foundations of law, morality, and politics,” then ‘justice,’ in the same way as ‘force,’ might be intrinsically at issue in deconstruction as such (235). Before saying more about this, let me first recall the distinction made been justice as law and justice in itself. Undoubtedly, in the same way as the law presupposes a law in general, justice as law, that is, in its specific legal conception, presupposes justice in general for its different conceptions to be intelligible as forms of justice. But is this the only sense in which we must understand justice itself? As we will see, with justice itself, or in itself, something is broached that overflows the classical de facto and de jure distinction.

As Derrida remarks, one cannot speak directly about justice in itself. One cannot “thematize or objectivize justice … without immediately betraying justice, if not law [droit]” (237). Justice in itself might thus be something nonphenomenalizable, a possibility that is only thinkable. Returning to the idiomatic expression “to enforce the law,” which recalls the fact that “justice is not necessarily law or the law [le droit ou la loi] […] except […] by appealing to force from its first moment, from its first word,” Derrida submits that, if “[a]t the beginning of justice there will have been logos, speech or language, … this is not necessarily in contradiction with another incipit, which would say, ‘In the beginning there will have been force’ ” (238).10 From its first word, justice appeals to its enforceability. Without this enforceability of force there would be no justice, and, for the same reason, force is also the beginning of justice. Needless to say, however, the justice that comes into being by force is not justice in itself but only the phenomenal nature of justice as law. The enforceability of the law makes justice a phenomenal, and limited, manifestation of justice in itself. Derrida concludes: “What must be thought, therefore, is this exercise of force in language itself, in the most intimate of its essence, as in the movement by which it would absolutely disarm itself from itself” (238). Paradoxically, the “exercise of force in language itself”—as we shall see later, Derrida also speaks of deconstruction as an exercise—consists in an absolute disarming of language from itself (de lui-même), with the result that the (nonphenomenalizable) justice (justice in itself) that comes into being through language is immediately “disarmed” in that force shapes it into particular, historical, that is, relativist manifestations. However obliquely, at stake here is the relation between logos as such and its idioms.11 The idiomatic expression ‘to enforce the law’ and, hence, justice as law, reveals not only that law and enforceability are intrinsically linked but also that this idiomatic expression is what in the most intimate core of language itself (or as such) disarms it in itself and, perhaps, reduces what speaks in the logos itself to a certain silence that provides its idioms with force.

Let me be brief regarding Derrida’s unconventional interpretation of a Pascalean pensée that, because it intimates that law is always in the service of force, is generally read as a pessimistic observation about the relativism of human affairs but serves here to make the point that “[t]he necessity of force is implied … in the juste of justice” as law (239). Derrida’s interpretation of an expression from Michel de Montaigne that Blaise Pascal appropriates for his own purpose, “the mystical foundation of authority” (239), goes equally against the grain of conventional readings. According to the tradition, Montaigne merely means to say that the sole foundation of the authority of the laws (which is distinct from justice) consists in “the credit that is granted them,” in short, in the “mystical” or nonrational act of faith in their authority, and that all the laws, rather than being grounded in nature, are artificial and, therefore, must call upon “legitimate fiction[s]” (240) in order to secure their authority. Let me also note here that there is nothing ‘mystical’ in the sense of allegorical spirituality about the “mystical authority of the law,” in Pascal, or in Montaigne, or, as we will see, in Derrida. Now, against such an empiricist and relativist interpretation of the laws’ authority, whose correctness Derrida does not contest, Derrida’s active interpretation of Pascal’s and Montaigne’s observations seeks to bring into view what he terms “a more intrinsic structure” (241) of the authority of the law and justice as law. In contrast to the conventional interpretation according to which the authority of the law merely rests on an act of faith, Derrida writes that

[t]he very emergence of justice and law, the instituting, founding, and justifying moment of law implies a performative force, that is to say always an interpretative force and a call to faith […]: not in the sense, this time, that law would be in the service of force, its docile instrument, servile and thus exterior to the dominant power, but rather in the sense of law that would maintain a more internal, more complex relation to what one calls force, power or violence. (241)

So far, we have seen that the law is the law only if it is enforceable, that is, if it contains within itself the possibility of being legitimately enforced. But Derrida is now concerned with the origin of the law, its emergence and institution, and the origin of its authority. Yet, rather than, like Pascal and Montaigne, simply retracing the origin of the law to the factual force, power, or violence of the powerful, the “more intrinsic structure” between law (or justice as law) and force, power, or violence that he wishes to bring into relief concerns an ontological and, perhaps, transcendental interconnectedness between them. In the same breath, such intrinsic entwinement of law and force opens a different understanding of the law’s “mystical authority.”

According to Pascal and Montaigne, the law draws its authority from an act of faith in the law’s authority. But such an act only cements the submission to particular historical and cultural laws. By contrast, the performative force that, according to Derrida, is implied in the instituting, founding, and justifying moment of law concerns law itself, law in general, in advance of all historical or cultural laws and forms of legal justice. As a result, in question is the authority of something like the law itself independently of any of its concrete forms. The performative force involved in bringing about something like law or justice as law is, in distinction from legal and legitimate force, violent and of the order of a decision that rips apart the homogeneous fabric of historical conditions that might have led up to it. I quote:

the operation that amounts to founding, inaugurating, justifying law, to making law … consist[s] of a coup de force, of a performative and therefore interpretative violence that in itself is neither just nor unjust and that no justice and no earlier and previously founding law, no preexisting foundation, could, by definition, guarantee or contradict or invalidate. No justificatory discourse could or should ensure the role of metalanguage in relation to the performativity of institutive language or to its dominant interpretation. (241–242)

Yet, the violence that institutes the law through a coup de force is not just any violence. Since the law comes into being only through this violent performative act, it is a violence that is neither just nor unjust. It is a violence in advance of the distinction between what is just and unjust that springs forth from a violent decision and discrimination by the institutive language. Hence, the performativity of this de-cision escapes the range of justificatory language. Furthermore, if “no justice and no earlier and previously founding law, no preexisting foundation,” can guarantee or call into question the law that has been inaugurated by the decision of the instituting language, then this also means that the emerging law’s sweep is absolute and, at the same time, unique and singular. As a result, no metalinguistic discourse can account for, legitimize, or invalidate the performativity in question. The violent instituting act of the law in language has its own reason exclusively in the act itself.

Now, if no metalanguage can possibly account for the performativity of the institutive language, it follows that language’s own accountability here reaches a limit. One can speak of the violent performative act in language through which the decision is made between what is right and wrong, just and unjust, just as little as one can speak of the act instituting language’s essential differentiality, that is, its violent undercutting of the substantialist nature of its constituting units. One can, at best, gesture toward it in a silent discourse of sorts, as Derrida does in this passage by referring to it repeatedly as “here,” or, rather, “there,” since in the French original he points to it with the adverb là, which designates a space or location, or with the preposition voilà, “there it is.” This, then, is also the context in which Derrida offers his own interpretation of the “mystical foundation of authority.” In what is perhaps the most elliptic passage of “Force of Law,” he writes: “Discourse here meets its limit—in itself, in its very performative power. It is what I propose to call here the mystical. There is here a silence walled up in the violent structure of the founding act; walled up, walled in because this silence is not exterior to language. Here is the sense in which I would be tempted to interpret, beyond simple commentary, what Montaigne and Pascal call the mystical foundation of authority” (242). If discourse encounters a limit regarding “the violent structure of the founding act,” it is because discourse here encounters only silence. But what is important is that this silence is one within language, a silence of language concerning its instituting performative act.12 If Derrida “take[s] the use of the word mystical in a sense that [he] would venture to call rather Wittgensteinian” (242), it is, of course, because one cannot speak of this silence in which the violent founding act of the law is walled up. However, his emphasis on the inherent linguistic nature of this silence might be Heideggerian. Still, in spite of some similarities with Martin Heidegger’s understanding of silence, the silence within language in Derrida is, I submit, linked to the emergence of language itself as differential from the start.13 In any event, if Derrida here, in “Force of Law,” qualifies as mystical the act by which language decides in a violent performative about what is just and unjust, legal and illegal, right and wrong ‘in advance,’ if one still can say so, of all concrete content of the law, the term mystical does not refer, as I have already said, to spiritual or occult powers transcending ordinary cognition and reserved for the initiated. Among the meanings that the Latin etymology of the word mystical suggests, I hold that its figurative use as “a secret thing, secret, mystery,” and especially, in this context, the Ciceronian reference to the “rhetorum mysteria” in the Tusculan Disputations (4, 25, 55) or in De Oratore (1, 47, 206), frames Derrida’s interpretation of the term. The silence, in which the violent performative act of the institution of the law is walled up and walled in, is the secret space (pointed at by the deictic là)—and time—within language in which a certain originary rhetoricity (or metaphoricity) of language occurs. In short, then, a silent violence in language opens up the language of the law. Without the mystical performative act, with which the law is violently instituted, no concrete language of the law and no association of it with force (in a historical and empirical sense) is possible. In passing, let me add that this account of the originary violence, the instituting violence of the law, as a violence inherent in language sets Derrida’s account fundamentally apart from Benjamin’s claim that the violence of law instituting violence (rechtsetzende Gewalt) is mythical in nature, which is also to say, according to Benjamin, an always mute, rather than silent, violence. Furthermore, as Benjamin’s reference to divine violence demonstrates, the mythical violence of the law is all but originary for Benjamin. It is a derivative violence, a fallen violence, as it were.

Now, “[s]ince the origin of authority, the founding or grounding […], the positing of the law [loi] cannot by definition rest on anything in the end but themselves, they are themselves a violence without ground” (242; trans. mod.). They have no ground outside themselves that could justify or invalidate the violence by which they engender themselves. Yet, even if the law “is founded, that is to say constructed, upon interpretable and transformable textual strata,” “the same ‘mystical’ limit will reemerge at the supposed origin of said conditions, rules or conventions, and at the origin of their dominant interpretation” (242). Founded on earlier conditions and conventions or unfounded, in both cases the law and its authority have no other foundation than the violent performative act by which they are instituted in silence without a foundation exterior to them. But this ultimate unfoundedness of the law, whether or not it is constructed by way of an interpretation of earlier conditions that also involves a silent and violent act of decision, makes the law “essentially deconstructible” (242). Rooted in the law’s lack of a founded foundation because of the law’s self-authorization (243) in the violent and silent performative act in question, the law’s deconstructibility ensures possible and necessary transformations of the law. But Derrida goes one step further and submits that “this deconstructible structure of law or, if you prefer, of justice as law … also ensures the possibility of deconstruction. Justice in itself, if such a thing exist[s], outside or beyond law, is not deconstructible. No more than deconstruction itself, if such a thing exists.” And he concludes with the provocative statement that “[d]econstruction is justice” (243).

The passage addresses “the possibility of deconstruction” (in a double sense, no doubt). If the deconstructibility of the law “is not bad news” (242), the deconstruction that such deconstructibility makes possible is not something bad either. This becomes all the more evident when Derrida makes the additional claim that, rather than being about the possibility of justice, deconstruction itself is justice. And since the essential deconstructibility of the law is that of justice as law, that is, of justice appearing as law, as the legal form of justice (as opposed to justice itself, justice “outside and beyond the law,” justice without metaphor), the justice identified with deconstruction or, more precisely, with “the exercise of deconstruction” (243), is, obviously, justice itself. Before attempting to elucidate these conclusions, two remarks are warranted. First, concerning the expression “the exercise of deconstruction”: As is well known, Derrida has repeatedly denied that deconstruction is a method or an operation. However, this is to my knowledge the only time that he calls it an “exercise.” Undoubtedly, the term exercise is not absent from Derrida’s writings. In “Violence and Metaphysics,” for example, particularly when referring to “Parmenides’s exercise, playing with the young Socrates,” exercise names a mode of ‘formal’ argumentation that, rather than “just verbiage, or dialectical virtuosity,” is a form of spiritual gymnastics deeply attentive to difference, that is, to the impossibility of absolving anything from its relationship to its other.14 Yet, the term exercise refers not only to exercitatio animi in Seneca and Marcus Aurelius but also and especially to melete, Greek for “attending to” or “care of the soul.” Is Derrida, then, thinking of philosophy as a spiritual exercise that according to ancient thought concerns not only thinking but also the whole psychic individual, intent on bringing about a transformation of his or her being? Is it just by chance that “attention (prochochè),” which, according to the Stoics, is “the fundamental … spiritual attitude” and amounts to “a continuous vigilance and presence of mind, self-consciousness which never sleeps, and a constant tension of the spirit,” as a consequence of which one is not to let anything slip into one’s thought that is inadmissible, is a powerful demand that pervades all of Derrida’s thought, as well?15 Or, rather, could it be that, in actively reinterpreting the notion of a “mystical foundation of authority,” Derrida also wants to demystify and despiritualize the notion of exercise for it to be able to designate what happens in deconstruction? Not unlike Xenophon’s Socrates who, according to the Memorabilia, responded to Hippias’s request to stop his constant inquiry into the nature of justice and to state, once and for all, what justice is, by saying, “If I don’t reveal my views on justice in words, I do so by my conduct,” Derrida, faced with the impossibility of stating in propositions what justice itself is, conceives of deconstruction as a way of doing justice.16 Such doing is a performative; more precisely, it is a relentless, infinite exercise.17 My second remark concerns the caveats by which the possibility of an identifiable essence of justice and deconstruction is problematized: “justice in itself, if such a thing exists”; “deconstruction itself, if such a thing exists.” Indeed, once we achieve a better understanding of what “justice in itself” means and of what the exercise of deconstruction might consist, it will be clear that we are speaking here of things that are not things, of things that have no stable essence, and that, because they cannot show themselves in themselves, these things are nonphenomenalizable. Justice, for example, is unpresentable because of its peculiar temporality as always still to come, even there where one might venture to say that justice already happened.

As demonstrated by the first of the three propositions that Derrida offers immediately after having stated that the deconstructible structure of the law and of justice as law secures the possibility of deconstruction, the deconstructibility of the law is only one example among others of what makes deconstruction possible. Yet, “Force of Law” also makes it quite clear that deconstruction is eminently concerned with the law and justice. Derrida adds here that “the exercise of deconstruction […], fundamentally, always proceeds to questions of law and to the subject of law” (243). In other words, whatever the subject of deconstruction, its exercise consists in posing the question of its legitimacy and of what law or right is involved in it. Deconstruction is always a questioning of de facto and de jure evidences, however, not to declare such a distinction null and void. On the contrary, only the strictest observation of this distinction allows an interrogation of its limits. Yet, the themes of law and, by extension, of justice as law remain an example. Only the deconstructibility of its structure, which it shares with other subjects, makes deconstruction possible.18 By contrast, justice itself, if such a thing exists is not deconstructible. This claim that justice and, insofar as it is justice itself, deconstruction are not deconstructible might, perhaps, be judged odd, pretentious, or so on, but something like deconstructibility makes sense only if there is also something undeconstructible. As opposed to justice in the sense of the law, which is deconstructible, ‘justice in itself,’ which is not of the order of the law (and its intrinsic force), is in the present context the undeconstructible correlate of deconstruction. The second proposition reads: “The undeconstructibility of justice also makes deconstruction possible, indeed is inseparable from it [se confond avec elle]” (243). In other words, “[d]econstruction is justice.” Deconstruction and justice are the same (although not identical) not only because both are undeconstructible but above all because deconstruction is the doing of justice; its exercise is the way in which justice occurs or presents itself. Needless to say, understanding this claim requires a better grasp of what, precisely, deconstruction does and what justice itself amounts to.

I turn to the third proposition that follows as a “[c]onsequence” (243), or conclusion, from the two preceding propositions.19 Following the statement that “[d]econstruction takes place in the interval that separates the undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of law,” in the interval between what is de jure undeconstructible and what is de facto deconstructible because constructed, namely, the law, Derrida writes: “Deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossible, there where, even if it does not exist, if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice [il y a la justice]. Wherever one can replace, translate, determine the X of justice, one would have to say: deconstruction is possible, as impossible, to the extent (there) where there is X (undeconstructible), thus to the extent (there) where there is (the undeconstructible)” (243).

In my commentary on this passage I will not take up the whole problematic of the “impossible” and the way in which it prepares the problematics of the aporia, undecidability, decision, and so forth, which become an issue later in the text. Nevertheless, at the beginning of this chapter I held that the inquiry into ‘the possibility of deconstruction’ also concerns a particular concept that is the focus of deconstruction. This concept of the possible is the ‘possible as impossible.’ Rather than developing this notion through a detailed analysis of the concluding proposition just cited, however, I take a shortcut citing a passage from “By Force of Mourning,” the address that Derrida gave in homage to Louis Marin. Derrida speaks here of

a possible that is in potential of being only on the condition of remaining possible as possible, and of marking within itself—the scar of a wound and the potentialization of force—the interruption of this going into action, this enactment, an absolute interruption that bears no other seal than that of death: whence a thought of the virtual work, one might also say of a virtual space, of an opus, an opus operatum, that would accomplish the possible as such without effacing it or even enacting it in reality.20

I have taken this passage, which transcribes almost verbatim several sentences from Marin’s Des Pouvoirs de l’image: Gloses out of its original context of a discussion of the force, the “virtu, the virtue, the dynamis [in, and of, the image], which ‘drives’ [the force of the image] to vision,” but I think that this rather direct reference to Leibniz contains several remarks about how Derrida understands the notion of a possible that is impossible.21 Indeed, in “De veritatibus primis,” Leibniz writes that “everything possible demands existence” (Omne possibile exigit existere).22 This does not, of course, imply that everything possible becomes existent necessarily, as Leibniz observes in De contingentia.23 But Derrida develops his own concept against the backdrop of this concept of the possible that, although striving to become existent, does not necessarily become existent. Very tentatively, then, I offer the following remarks. Within “Force of Law,” this impossible possible is a possible that does not lie ready to be actualized, because the aporetic demands to be met are mutually exclusive to such a degree that no possible decision could be envisioned. Yet, precisely the impossibility of a precalculated possible response to the aporetic demands calls for another, unheard-of kind of possibility, a kind of possibility beyond the classical interdependence or dialectic of possibility and actualization. This impossible possibility must be a possible that does not forfeit its status of possibility by becoming sublated, if one may say so, in an actuality that would mean its death as possibility. This possible must remain possible as possible in its very impossibility. Paradoxically, the force of the impossible possible, its accomplishment, is to resist enactment in reality or accomplishment in a work that would result in the neutralization of its striving to be actualized, the opus operatum in which it manifests itself as such, that is, without surrendering its virtual status, is, I would say at this point, a work of vigilance.

In any case, in my commentary on the proposition in question I wish to focus on Derrida’s claim that deconstruction is possible “there where, even if it does not exist, if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice.” While Derrida postpones explaining what he has in mind in making this claim, I want to make an attempt, in preparation for this explanation, to clarify the notion of “there is,” of il y a. Though this notion refers, of course, to the gift or donation of Being, it is not in a Heideggerian vein, I hold, that Derrida wishes to understand the expression when he writes that deconstruction is possible there where, even if it does not exist, even if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice. Indeed, where is something like justice given even if it does not exist, even if it is not present, that is, as such, not yet or never? Let us bear in mind that the inquiry in “Force of Law” into the question of law and justice has been framed from the beginning by the question of language and its idioms. I thus submit that the response to the question of the “where” in where there is justice is language, more precisely, the idiom or idioms of the West. In Western thought and its language(s), there is, il y a, es gibt justice; there justice is given even if it is not present, not yet or perhaps never. As we will see in more detail later, justice is given in the Western idiom(s) in the form of the idea of justice, of justice itself as not only distinct from but also irreducible to law in the sense of jus. Let me point out immediately that the expression ‘idea of justice,’ which Derrida employs later in “Force of Law” and, within the Western idiom, is of the order of a promise and an injunction, should not hastily be associated with the regulative idea in the Kantian sense since it is not an ideal horizon or the telos of a progressive process of approximation (or a messianic promise) (254). Now, in the Western idiom the law is also understood as justice. Justice is not only the law’s ideal horizon, the law also always claims to be the realization of justice. Yet, the idea of justice itself is in excess of the law and overflows it. Derrida refers to it later in the text as infinite and irreducible justice (254). Therefore, “[w]herever one can replace, translate, determine the X of justice,” deconstruction is possible in the Western idiom(s) of language and thought. Within these idioms deconstruction is possible because something is given in them that is undeconstructible, something toward whose heritage thought has a responsibility. The thought that is responsible to this idea of justice in a hyperbolic sense, always in excess of all its interpretations and appropriations, is deconstructive thought. But to say that the idea of justice speaks through the singular idioms of the West—Dike, Jus, justitia, justice, Gerechtigkeit, to name only these conceptions—is also to say that the hyperbolic idea of justice is something singular to the Western idiom(s) and that Western thought can do justice to that which has been given to it only by responsibly listening to this singular heritage. This responsibility manifests itself in the shape of deconstructive thought.

Before I continue this line of thought, I must take up the second idiomatic expression with which Derrida frames his inquiry into the difference between law and justice, namely, the transitive use, in English, of the verb ‘to address.’ In French one cannot ‘address’ a problem or even less so someone, that is, a singular individual. Thus, while making a transitive use of the verb, Derrida remarks to his audience, that “[t]onight, [he has] agreed by contract to ‘address,’ in English, a problem, that is to say, to go straight toward it and straight toward [them], thematically and without detour, in addressing [him]self to you in [their] language” (243). I forgo a commentary on what Derrida says about the infinity of the problems to be addressed, infinite because of their structure, which thus requires the “experience of the aporia,” that is, also an experience of the impossible that is intimately linked to the possibility of justice (244), because I wish to go straight to the question of the address. If the idiomatic English expression ‘to address’ interests Derrida, it is because it allows him to bring out what is involved in justice more directly than he could have done in his own idiom. In its very transitiveness, to address suggests directness, rather than detour and delay, toward what one addresses, and toward the one toward whom one is turned. In other words, to address implies clearly a relation to the addressee in all his or her singularity. In addition, if to address implies directness, it is not mediated by codes or rules and thus is itself a singular act. Derrida writes:

Address, like direction, like rectitude, says something about law [droit] and about what one must not miss when one wants justice, when one wants to be just—it is the rectitude of address. Il ne faut pas manquer d’adresse, one must not lack address or skill, one might say in French, but, above all, il ne faut pas manquer l’adresse, one must not miss the address, one must not mistake the address. But the address always turns out to be singular. An address is always singular, idiomatic, and justice, as law, seems always to suppose the generality of a rule, a norm or a universal imperative. (245)

Now, broached within the framework of an inquiry into the possibility of justice and deconstruction, the idiomatic expression in question allows Derrida to highlight the fact that justice itself, in distinction from the law, concerns the singular. “[T]he act of justice […] must always concern singularity, individuals, groups, irreplaceable existences, the other or myself as other, in a unique situation” (245). Whereas the law or justice as law, which implies general rules, norms, and values established in advance, is applicable in all cases (even though such generality also prescribes a singular application of the law in each particular case), justice demands unwavering attention to the individual in his or her singularity. Justice requires the invention, if one may say so, of a response tailored, without preset rules, to just one singular case. With its general rules, justice as law is “the element of calculation, and it is just that there be law, but justice”—because directed upon the singular and proceeding without general rules—“is incalculable, it demands that one calculate with the incalculable” (244). Justice, whose concern is always the singular, thus calls for decisions regarding what is just and unjust that are never insured by a rule.

This idea of justice, which as we have seen is given in Western thought, is always realized in the Western tradition only in the form of the law, in the form of a justice for all. In its hyperbolic form the idea of justice itself does not exist; it is not present, not yet or ever, because it only takes concrete shape as justice as law. The question therefore arises of how the aporetic exigencies of justice itself and justice as law are linked together, more precisely, of how they are to be reconciled. It is never a question of doing away with the law in all its universality in the name of the justice that addresses itself to the individual. Rather, the question is how to find a response to both parts of the aporetic Western heritage that demand justice for all and at the same time justice for the single person. Such a response first requires that the difference between the two exigencies be opened up in all its abyssal depth. Indeed, as we will see, the ‘reconciliation’ between justice as law and justice itself can only take place in the form of an aporia, or what has been called “the experience of the impossible.” Having just introduced the question of the address, it comes as no surprise that the abyssal difference between the two will be explored on the level of language. More precisely, the question will be pursued in the context of a problem of language in relation to the possibility of justice, namely, the problem of the difference between the idiom and language in general.

If justice concerns the singular in his or her very singularity, it follows that, in order for there to be justice, the other must be addressed in his or her idiom. But how is this possible without making the language of the other mine and thus not only expropriating him or her of what is his or her own but also, since the appropriation of the other’s singular idiom cannot take place without calling on “the law of an implicit third” (245), desingularizing and de-idiomatizing the other’s characteristic idiom, in short, generalizing or universalizing it and thus subsuming the other as a case under a pregiven rule? Moreover, to address the other in his or her own idiom is excluded from the start by justice as law inasmuch as the law implies “an element of universality,” that is, an “appeal to a third party who suspends the unilaterality or singularity of the idioms” (245). In the case of justice as law, however, the relation between justice and language is even more complex in that, paradoxically, the language in general, the universal language in which justice is carried out, is also always only an idiom. For example, as Derrida writes: “[F]or fundamental reasons, it seems to us [the French and Americans] just to rendre justice, as one says in French, in a given idiom, in a language in which all the ‘subjects’ concerned are supposed competent, that is to say, capable of understanding and interpreting. […] It is unjust to judge someone who does not understand his rights, nor the language in which the law [loi] is inscribed or the judgment pronounced, and so on” (246).

Not all members of a linguistic community, however, share the same competence in the mastery of the idiom supposedly shared through and through by all, including those for whom it is, ostensibly, the native language. As a result, this expectation of competence in a general language, without which there can be no justice, introduces from the start “the violence of an injustice” in justice as law (246). This is the case all the more so where, as in the United States at this moment, certain emigrants from Mexico, such as the Mixtecs, do not even speak Spanish. Now, this violence “is not just any violence, any injustice” (246). Derrida writes: “This injustice, which all the others suppose [or presuppose], supposes that the other, the victim of the injustice of language, if one may say so, is capable of a language in general, is man as a speaking animal, in the sense that we, men, give to this word ‘language’ ”(246; trans. mod.). Undoubtedly, the lack of understanding with respect to the supposedly common idiom in which justice is carried out, or even an uneven understanding by the members of a linguistic community, is an empirical reason for the injustice of justice as law: not all members of a community share the same mastery of a given idiom that serves as a general language. With the preceding remark, however, Derrida points at an injustice inherent in justice as law that is more fundamental than just empirical injustice (but not therefore transcendental, I think), an injustice that is presupposed by all other violence and injustice. It is a violence and injustice tied to language itself, that is, to the medium in which one addresses the other and without which no justice is possible in the first place. Justice as law, which is always exercised within a particular idiom, presupposes that the subject of the law is capable of “a language in general,” that is, capable not only of speech but also of language beyond the idiomatic, capable, in short, of ‘universal’ language. In other words, justice as law presupposes that the subject of the law is not an animal but a zoon logon echon, a living being endowed with speech and, therefore, no longer an animal. Some might wonder why this presupposition should be violent and unjust. To define the other before any encounter as a human being endowed with speech is not an innocent act. It means something very specific within the Western tradition. If “we, ‘men,’ who until recently referred to ourselves as ‘we adult white male Europeans, carnivorous and capable of sacrifice’ ” (246), have a certain understanding of what ‘language’ means, it is not only because of the violent distinction ‘we,’ Westerners, make between ourselves as humans and the animal other but also because of another heritage, besides that of the idea of justice in itself, that bears on the Western conception of justice as law and that colors it, if I may say so, from the start. On the basis of this heritage, call it metaphysical or humanist, we discriminate not only against the animal but also against the human other. We anticipate that, as humans, he or she is capable, beyond linguistic idioms, of a “language in general,” and by this inevitable anticipation we encroach on his or her otherness and singularity. If he or she is a victim of justice that is made in an idiom supposedly shared by all the members of a community, it is thus not only because of the victim’s factual incompetence of understanding the idiom but also because of a cultural and historical assumption that, whatever the idiom is that he or she speaks and understands, he or she is a zoon logon echon, hence, capable of language in general and therefore a subject of the jurisdiction of the law.24 The linguistic competence that the Western tradition expects of individuals as humans is the condition without which justice within the framework of the law is impossible. At the same time, it is also the condition of a first injustice and violence against the subject of the law.

I do not go into detail concerning what Derrida establishes here about the animal and justice as law. Suffice it to recall that, if justice is linked to the capability of language in general, the animal is turned into the backdrop against which ‘we’ conceive of justice as law “[i]n our culture” (247). The partitioning of the human from the animal takes place expressly in view of the institution of the human subject “at the measure of the just and unjust” (247). Therefore, “[i]f we wish to speak of injustice, of violence or a lack of respect toward what we still so confusedly call the animal […] one must […] reconsider in its totality the metaphysico-anthropocentric axiomatic that dominates in the West, the thought of the just and the unjust” (247). Such a reconsideration of the partitions in questions is, of course, what is at stake in deconstruction. But such deconstruction, which amounts to “a reinterpretation of the whole apparatus of limits within which a history and a culture [namely, our Western history and culture] have been able to confine their criteriology” (247), in no way means the abdication of justice or the effacement of an opposition between just and unjust, as has often been asserted. Rather, such deconstruction takes place in the name of what I have already called a hyperbolic conception of justice, a “demand more insatiable” than what has been called justice hitherto (247).

Let me, then, propose some comments regarding the “double movement” (247) to which such a deconstruction corresponds. First, what characterizes deconstruction is “[t]he sense of a responsibility without limits, and so necessarily excessive, incalculable, before memory” (247). Since “deconstruction is justice,” it is from the start a movement of responsibility before, to, and for what has been called our history and culture, more precisely, before, to, and for our memory. In the context of the Western conception of justice and law, deconstruction therefore not only consists in the task of recalling the history of these concepts and all the presuppositions and sedimentations that are readable within them (which therefore also mark their specific limits); it also consists in the attempt to do justice to the tasks that are spelled out by these concepts. Undoubtedly with Husserl in mind, Derrida construes the task in question as something that is assigned to us within our legal history and culture and for which we are responsible. Derrida writes: “As to the legacy we have received under the name of justice, and in more than one language, the task of a historical and interpretative memory is at the heart of deconstruction. This is not only a philologico-etymological task or the historian’s task but the responsibility in face of a heritage that is at the same time the heritage of an imperative or of a sheaf of injunctions” (248), namely, the demand for justice and to let justice be done. If the heritage that deconstruction takes upon itself is the Western memory of such an injunction, then

[d]econstruction is already pledged, engaged … by this demand for infinite justice.… One must [il faut] be juste with justice, and the first justice to be done is to hear it, to try to understand where it comes from, what it wants from us, knowing that it does so through singular idioms (Dike, Jus, justitia, justice, Gerechtigkeit, to limit ourselves to European idioms that it may, perhaps, also be necessary to delimit, in relation to others). (248; trans. mod.)

The responsibility of deconstruction thus derives from its request to address responsibly, hence to do justice to, these Western concepts in their full idiomatic singularity. But the Western idiom is not a monological idiom. From the start, the concepts of justice and law make themselves heard through several singular idioms, that is, differently. For this reason, the Western concept of justice and law necessarily refers (however negatively) to idioms other than European idioms, and, since this difference is constitutive of them, it also implies, perhaps, a responsibility toward idioms other than European idioms. Indeed, if deconstruction is a responsibility toward our history and culture, it is from the start delimited with respect to other histories and cultures and hence contains, perhaps, a responsibility toward that against which, and in distinction from which, it has developed its injunction to do justice.

In addition to the singular idioms in which the idea of justice is articulated in the West, one must also know, Derrida remarks, “that this justice always addresses itself to singularity, to the singularity of the other, despite or even because it pretends to universality” (248). To be responsible to the heritage of Western thought regarding justice is “never to yield on this point” (248). Therefore, deconstruction’s task is also tied to a constant critical “questioning of the origin, grounds and limits of our conceptual, theoretical or normative apparatus surrounding justice” (248).25 If deconstruction is never to yield on the conception of justice as it concerns the singularity of the other, its own singular trait is extreme vigilance. In the name of the singular heritage of justice that addresses itself to singularity, this vigilance is its first way of doing justice to the idea of justice. Since this vigilance concerns a justice that addresses the other in his or her singularity, such vigilance can have no limits. It “hyperbolically raises the stakes in the demand for justice, the sensitivity to a kind of essential disproportion that must inscribe excess and inadequation in itself” (248). To secure justice, deconstruction is inevitably required to engage in an essentially disproportionate response, since doing justice to justice as our singular heritage can always only be inadequate.26

I now turn to the second movement that constitutes deconstruction. Derrida writes that “[t]his responsibility before memory is a responsibility before the very concept of responsibility that regulates the justice and appropriateness [justesse] of our behavior, of our theoretical, practical, ethicopolitical decisions” (248). Responsibility is the inevitable correlate of a conception of justice that concerns the singular other. The responsibility before the memory of the inherited idea of justice thus also entails responsibility toward the concept of responsibility itself. Now, since

[t]his concept of responsibility is inseparable from a whole network of connected concepts (propriety and property, intentionality, will, freedom, conscience, consciousness, self-consciousness, subject, self, person, community, decision, and so forth)[, a]ll deconstruction of this network of concepts in their given or dominant state may seem like a move toward irresponsibility at the very moment that, on the contrary, deconstruction calls for an increase in responsibility. (248)

But such deconstruction is necessary precisely because, in the name of a justice that concerns the singular other, one must not yield to the temptation to limit the responsibility to the other in the name of connected concepts that in their given or dominant state diminish responsibility in our history and culture. Responsibility before the very concept of responsibility thus involves a structural commitment toward suspending everything that might narrow down the responsibility called for by the concept of responsibility. Rather than a sign of irresponsibility, such critical suspension of “the credit or credibility of an axiom” corresponds to deconstruction’s call for an “increase in responsibility” (248). Deconstructive vigilance and such suspension intimately call upon one another. Derrida speaks of it as the “period of [ce temps de] epokhe, without which there is, in fact, no possible deconstruction. It is not simply a moment: its possibility must remain structurally present to the exercise of all responsibility if such responsibility is never to abandon itself to dogmatic slumber, and therefore to deny itself” (248–249). The suspension in question (of belief in certain frozen conceptions of the concepts interrelated with that of responsibility) is not a temporary suspension that, once performed, could be put aside but a structural feature of deconstruction, constitutive of its relentless vigilance and its infinite responsibility to the concept of responsibility. In the same way as the case of the handed-down concept of justice, here, too, there can only be excess because of a sense of inadequation. Speaking of the movement and the impulse (l’élan) of the suspense enacted by deconstruction, which it finds solely “in the demand for an increase or a supplement of justice, and so in the experience of an inadequation or an incalculable disproportion,” given that justice and responsibility are always inadequate, Derrida submits that it is precisely from this inadequation of the responsibility before the concept of responsibility that deconstruction draws its force (249).

If deconstruction draws its force from the essential inadequacy of its appeal to what is called, “in determined contexts, justice, the possibility of justice,” we face again the question concerning the possibility of deconstruction (249). In distinction from the law, whose intrinsic coercive legal power makes it enforceable and whose origin lies in the violent auto-position by way of a performative act, justice has nothing to enforce. No violent performative act brings it into being. Justice (as an idea) remains always inadequate to itself. But this inadequation that calls for a disproportionate response to its appeal is also what makes deconstruction possible. It draws its force from this inadequation and motivates its élan, its impulse, to enact the suspense, the epokhe, of all axioms that threaten to arrest justice in determined contexts and concepts.

As we have seen, the suspense in question is a structural feature of deconstruction, and this is what causes deconstruction to be justice. As a structural feature, the epokhe of deconstruction is not a methodological and momentary bracketing of the natural attitude intent on bringing into view the eidetic structures of the sense-constituting mental acts but a relentless questioning of everything that impedes the exalted idea of justice toward the memory of which we, Westerners, have a responsibility. It is a responsibility toward what is singular about our history and culture and, therefore, an inevitably hyperbolic responsibility. It is a responsibility not only toward what distinguishes our culture from other cultures but also toward what is other within our own culture and divides it from itself.

“Deconstruction is justice,” but that does not mean that it is therefore absolutely peaceful. Deconstruction has its force, a force that, unlike the force of law, is not coercive and does not draw on a violent performative act. Yet, there is also something violent about it. With this, I return to the structural suspense inherent in deconstruction. As seen, this suspense is not a momentary operation. Deconstruction hinges on the possibility of a ceaseless suspense of any belief in any determined form of justice or law and in any of the concepts interconnected with it. Now, when elucidating the conditions under which a judge can make a just judgment, Derrida writes that, for his decision to be just and responsible, “it must [il faut], in its proper moment, if there is one, be both regulated and without regulation, it must preserve the law [loi] and also destroy or suspend it enough to have [pour devoir] to reinvent it in each case, rejustify it, reinvent it at least in the reaffirmation and the new and free confirmation of its principle” (251). In short, any just and responsible judgment by a judge who is, of course, bound by the law must destroy or suspend the law so that he or she can reinvent, reaffirm, and confirm it in relation to the singular case he or she is considering. Suspension is thus also destruction, a violence directed in this case against the generality of the law that is given in advance and has no place for the singular. Such violence must occur on every occasion that the judge has to decide about a singular case in order for the law to address that case in its singularity. As Derrida remarks: “Each case is other, each decision is different and requires an absolutely unique interpretation, which no existing, coded rule can or ought to guarantee absolutely” (251). The suspense required by justice and responsibility is a violence against the generality of the law and of justice as law, inasmuch as they suspend the singular as singular in the name of universality. The suspense at the core of deconstruction is thus a violence against violence, a violence that the singular other itself demands in order to be recognized and to be addressed in his or her singularity. How we are to think of this peculiar violence remains to be seen.
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The ‘Violence’ of Deconstruction

The subjective and objective genitive of the title of this chapter suggest, not only that deconstruction is about a particular conception of violence, or a set of violences, but also that there is a certain ‘violence’ characteristic of deconstruction itself. Derrida has explicitly emphasized time and again the violence of interpretation in, for example, his heterodox readings of Blaise Pascal and Michel de Montaigne. But has he ever acknowledged that there is also a certain violence involved in the exercise of deconstruction? Undoubtedly, on the first page of “Force and Law,” Derrida evokes “the suffering of deconstruction, what makes it suffer and what makes suffer those who suffer from it.”1 Although this statement is clearly ironic, it might well be the acknowledgment that what deconstruction seeks to achieve does not come without a certain violence. In this chapter, in the context of a commentary on a couple of pages from Of Grammatology in which I discuss a variety of forms of violence involved in the encounter with an ethnic other, I would like to explore the possibility of speaking of a violence particular to the exercise of deconstruction. First, however, in preparation for reading those pages from the section on “The Battle of Proper Names” in the part of Of Grammatology entitled “The Violence of the Letter: From Lévi-Strauss to Rousseau,” I need to address several preceding passages that are relevant for the points I wish to make.

In Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques, the Nambikwara are depicted as a society without writing and, therefore, in harmonious proximity with one another, more precisely, in calling distance from one another, which, according to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, is the criterion of any authentic society. Writing is imported into this society from the outside, by way of the ethnologist, and, as a result, violence erupts among the hitherto peaceful members of this Amazon tribe, a violence especially, in the shape of a battle of proper names. After highlighting the role that Rousseau plays in Lévi-Strauss’s reflections in Tristes Tropiques and questioning the extent to which Rousseau’s “appurtenance to logocentric metaphysics and within the philosophy of presence” limits “a scientific discourse” such as the one at which the ethnologist aims, Derrida makes two remarks that will frame his analysis of Lévi-Strauss’s account of what happens on the occasion of the battle of the proper names and in “A Writing Lesson” (106).2 First, he recapitulates a digression in the first part of Of Grammatology, in a section on “The Outside and the Inside,” “about the violence that does not supervene from without upon an innocent language in order to surprise it, a language that suffers the aggression of writing as the accident of its disease, its defeat and its fall; but is the originary violence of a language which is always already a writing” (106).3 Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss hold that language, that is, spoken language, is originarily innocent and peaceful and that, if violence occurs to it (or within it) at all, it can come solely from the outside in the guise of writing. Writing and the violence associated with it have not grown on language’s own soil. Nothing from within language causes violence to befall it, and, if violence supervenes upon it, it is an aggression that it suffers as an innocent victim. Derrida does not challenge Rousseau’s and Lévi-Strauss’s contention that the power of writing is to be related to the exercise of violence. If, by contrast, he asserts that language is violent from the start because it “is always already a writing,” it is because, in distinction from Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss for whom the violence of writing is “derivative with respect to a naturally innocent speech” (106), Derrida determines writing in terms of another kind of violence, namely, originary violence. In the same process, what Derrida calls “writing” acquires a new meaning as well.

From the entirety of the part on the “Violence of the Letter” in Of Grammatology, it is clear that these distinctions and the conclusion to which they lead, namely, that language itself is violent from within, presuppose the distinction between empirical and essential or transcendental evidence, a distinction that is, perhaps, drawn in considerably sharper fashion in Of Grammatology than is usually the case because of Derrida’s indebtedness to Husserlian philosophical exigencies.4 Throughout his discussion of Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques, Derrida criticizes Lévi-Strauss for drawing universal conclusions from merely empirical facts and, above all, from empirical affects. This is the case, in particular, when he is “quickly persuaded of the fundamental goodness and virginal innocence of the Nambikwara merely on the strength of an empirical account,” and a highly emotional one at that (117). Derrida thus chides Lévi-Strauss for ignoring the “strict separation of the anthropological confession and the theoretical discussion of the anthropologist” and emphasizes that “[t]he difference between empirical and essential must continue to assert its right” (117). One would here have to read carefully the whole passage that follows in which Derrida recalls that “Lévi-Strauss has very harsh words for the philosophies that have made thought aware of this distinction” (117; trans. mod.). If Derrida evokes Descartes, Husserl, and Bergson as representatives of these philosophies, it is because they are also the philosophers for whom Lévi-Strauss expresses only dismay. Derrida continues: “Now whatever one may finally think of philosophies thus incriminated or ridiculed […], it should be recognized that the difference between empirical affect and the structure of essence was for them a major rule. Neither Descartes nor Husserl would ever have suggested that they considered an empirical modification of their relationship with the world or with others as scientific truth, nor the quality of an emotion as the premise of a syllogism” (117).

As we have seen, Derrida does not contest Rousseau’s and Lévi-Strauss’s association of the power of writing with the exercise of violence. On the contrary, Derrida radicalizes the theme of “the unity of violence and writing” (106). From the section on “The Writing Lesson” from Tristes Tropiques, it is clear that Lévi-Strauss conceives of this violence primarily in cultural, historical, sociological, and political terms, that is, as empirical violence. By contrast, by radicalizing “the unity of violence and writing,” the entire meaning of Lévi-Strauss’s proposition changes in that it will no longer be a merely empirical observation that, furthermore, concerns only an outside and accidental relation to living speech but, rather, one that affects spoken language from within, that is, in an essential or transcendental fashion. With Derrida, writing appears to be intrinsically violent (and violence, perhaps, to be essentially a form of writing). By radicalizing the unity of writing and violence, the point is made that if all language is already violent, it is always already writing according to the earlier digression in Of Grammatology. One of the consequences of this claim is that the violence of writing that occurs to living speech from without (and, hence, is empirical) is never simply an external accident, even though this violence might be empirically more severe than writing’s originary violence. Indeed, the violence that befalls spoken language from without is made possible from within speech by the originary violence. In any case, the program for the ensuing analyses of “The Battle of Proper Names” is thus laid out. It has to be shown that the so-called innocent language of the Nambikwara is essentially violent and must, therefore, be understood as a kind of writing. Without this essential violence it would not be a language in the first place.

The second remark that outlines the framework of Derrida’s reading of “The Battle of Proper Names” concerns another elliptic reference in the first part of Of Grammatology. In this early observation, Derrida submits that, on the basis of Saussure’s “thesis of difference as the source of linguistic value,” the linguistic sign, “[b]efore being or not being ‘noted,’ ‘represented,’ ‘figured,’ in a ‘graphie,’ […] implies an originary writing” (52). Yet, according to Derrida, “metaphysics or onto-theology of the logos,” in short, philosophy, is a “powerless and oneiric effort to master absence by reducing the metaphor within the absolute parousia of sense” (106). In other words, philosophy is constituted by the effort to reduce the originary writing of the linguistic sign or living speech that, thanks to the difference constitutive of the value of a linguistic sign, strips it from within of all presence, an effort that ultimately aims at the restoration of the full presence of sense. This originary writing in language, intimately connected to the differential nature of the linguistic sign, is one with “the irreducibility of metaphor, which it is necessary here to think in its possibility and short of [en-déça] its rhetorical repetition” (106). The originary writing in language is metaphorical not in the proper sense of the term but, as the call to elaborate on the possibility of metaphor indicates, as an irreducible metaphoricity in language that derives from “[t]he irremediable absence of the proper name” in a system of differential linguistic values (106–107). As we will see in a moment, the question regarding the possibility of proper names is the explicit issue of Derrida’s interpretation of Lévi-Strauss’s narrative account of the battle of proper names. In the same breath, “the question of the graphein” (107), that is, of the originary writing in language, becomes an explicit issue.

Before I turn to the developments in question, another paragraph at the opening of the chapter on “The Battle of the Proper Names” requires our attention. I quote it in full:

In that Tristes Tropiques which is at the same time The Confessions and a sort of supplement to the Supplément au voyage de Bougainville, the “Writing Lesson” marks an episode of what may be called the anthropological war, the essential confrontation that opens communication between peoples and cultures, even when that communication is not practiced under the banner of colonial or missionary oppression. The entire “Writing Lesson” is recounted in the tones of violence repressed or deferred, a violence sometimes veiled, but always oppressive and heavy. Its weight is felt in various places and various moments of the narrative [relation]: in Lévi-Strauss’s account as in the relationship among individuals and among groups, among cultures or within the same community. What can a relationship to writing signify in these diverse instances of violence? (107)

If Derrida italicizes “narrative,” “relation” in the original, it is because he wants to draw attention to the relation of the anthropological narrator to the subject of his narrative—the Nambikwara. As the next paragraph shows, this relationship is a “[p]enetration in the case of the Nambikwara,” in short, a violent entrance into what Lévi-Strauss calls their “ ‘lost world’ ” (107) undoubtedly because of the affection that he has for them (having already devoted a monograph to them), a lost world because their terrain in the Amazons is already traversed by a crude trail and by an abandoned telephone line. Penetration inevitably suggests a piercing into their world, a violent act of entering the interior and proper space of another, even where it might ‘only’ be an attempt to get a deeper insight into the world of the Nambikwara that, as we have heard, they have (already) lost. Especially since such penetration by the ethnographer into the world of others is indicative of an “anthropological war,” of an “essential confrontation” that enables “communication between peoples and cultures” in the first place, in advance, and therefore also of what happens in colonialism (so not without relation to it), it is important to acknowledge the violence that is involved in this penetration and that Lévi-Strauss tries to overlook. It would, therefore, also be necessary to read this whole paragraph closely in order to understand how the possibility of opening a road, “violently spacing” (108) the forest, is eventually linked to the question of writing. Instead, I wish to answer Derrida’s question regarding the relationship between writing and the diverse instances of violence that operate in the anthropological war narrated by Lévi-Strauss in Tristes Tropiques. To do so, I turn to pages 108 through 112.

According to Lévi-Strauss, the Nambikwara do not know writing. Undoubtedly, they do not have writing “understood in the narrow sense of linear and phonetic notation” (109). And yet, Derrida wonders “up to what point it is legitimate not to call by the name of writing those ‘few dots’ and ‘zigzags’ on their calabashes, so briefly evoked in Tristes Tropiques” (110). However, his attempt to demonstrate that, notwithstanding the anthropologist’s denial, the allegedly innocent tribe ‘knows’ writing does not consist of pointing in an empirical style to their ability to trace patterns or lines. Rather, his starting point is the “ ‘linguistic’ ” fact reported by Lévi-Strauss that the Nambikwara “ ‘are not allowed … to use proper names’ ” (108–109). Neither Derrida, who acknowledges his lack of competence in this respect, nor Lévi-Strauss elaborate on the factual and empirical reasons for this interdiction. By contrast, he interprets the fact in question in relation to “its general conditions of possibility, its a priori” (108). In other words, Derrida asks about the conditions in general that make such an interdiction of using proper names possible in the first place. These conditions that make the interdiction possible will serve to demonstrate that the Nambikwara have writing, not, of course, writing in the common sense but writing in general, or what is called arche-writing (109), that is, the ‘writing’ that all forms of writing presuppose. Here, too, Derrida sends the reader back to certain issues developed in great detail in the first part of Of Grammatology when he observes:

This fact [i.e., the interdiction in question] bears on what we have proposed about the essence or the energy of the graphein as the originary effacement of the proper name. From the moment that the proper name is erased in a system, there is writing, there is a “subject” from the moment that this obliteration of the proper is produced, that is to say from the first appearing of the proper and from the first dawn of language. This proposition is universal in essence and can be produced a priori. (108)

The interdiction of the use of proper names becomes possible (in general) when the proper, that is, that which is folded upon itself in self-proximity, self-presence, or ownness, in self-sufficient harmony, identical to itself, without relation to the other, has been breached and effaced, and such effacement is writing in general. The writing that the Nambikwara must therefore know, if they are not allowed to use their proper names, is a writing understood as the originary obliteration of the proper, of what defines something as enclosed in its own essence rather than in a differential relation to an other. The “essence” of the writing that the interdiction reveals as its general possibility consists of the energy, the force, that breaches and drives the proper out of itself, thus linking it to other equally uprooted entities or substances. It follows that writing in this general sense also presupposes the originary belonging of elements to a system, that is, to a differential whole, such as a language, in which proper names, for example, relate intentionally (in a Husserlian sense) and differentially (in a Saussurean sense) to other proper names and are thus extended away from themselves toward the other so-called proper names. Writing in this general sense thus names the energy or force for elements, items, proper names, individuals to be in a relation to one another. One must speak here of energy or force, even of a certain violence, since writing in this sense suggests a breaking open of something closed upon itself, proper to itself, of something belonging to itself, owning itself, that is, also untouched, virgin, or innocent, a violence, in short, without which there would be no relation to an other.

Now, if the fact of the prohibition of the Nambikwara to use their proper names is made possible by writing in general, then the implication is that this prohibition is not itself the structural effacement of the proper itself but a derivative phenomenon. It is a derivative phenomenon precisely insofar as it is a prohibition, that is, a specific law within the Amazon tribe that interdicts the use of proper names. Derrida writes that the fact in question “does not involve the structural effacement of what we believe to be our proper names; it does not involve the obliteration that, paradoxically, constitutes the originary legibility of the very thing it erases, but of a prohibition heavily superimposed [surimpression], in certain societies, upon the use of the proper name” (109). For what follows, it is important to keep the general conditions of possibility of the fact of the interdict radically separate from the fact itself, which not only is derivative from these conditions but also represents a superimposition (surimpression, that is, what is also known in photography or cinematography as an ‘overprinting’) on the originary effacement of the proper name, a superimposition in the form of a law in certain societies whose status is not a priori or universal but contingent.

I quote in full the rest of that paragraph, which not only expands on the proper names’ erasure in a system of differences, whose play is that of arche-writing but also explains how a law prohibiting the use of proper names can in principle originate from their originary effacement and be superimposed on their originary obliteration. Derrida writes:

It is because the proper names are already no longer proper names, because their production is their obliteration, because the erasure and the imposition of the letter are originary, because they do not supervene upon a proper inscription; it is because the proper name has never been, as the unique appellation reserved for the presence of a unique being, anything but the original myth of a transparent legibility present under the obliteration; it is because the proper name was never possible except through its functioning within a classification and therefore within a system of differences, within a writing retaining the traces of difference, that the interdict was possible, could come into play, and, when the time came, as we shall see, could be transgressed; transgressed, that is to say restored to the obliteration and the non-self-sameness [non-propriété] at the origin. (109)

If a proper name is supposed to name its referent (an individual or a singular thing) uniquely, if it is supposed to be a name reserved for this referent alone, one that addresses itself to and calls forth this referent in propria persona, in its full presence, then there has never been a proper name. A name qua name is always produced within a system of differences, and, therefore, it does not strictly speaking name, if to name implies designating the transparent intelligibility of some referent in its full presence. Even Lévi-Strauss admits in The Savage Mind that “ ‘one … never names: one classes someone else […] [or] one classes oneself ’ ” (109).5 Produced within a differential system of appellations, a name is never unique. It is from the start constituted by the erasure of anything proper about it, which is as much as to say that there have never been proper names. Names are inscribed; that is, they are effaced as proper names by the simple fact that they are tokens of a classificatory system. For there to be arche-writing, for it to take place, it is enough to classify items, like proper names, such that each item is constituted by the expropriating mark of another item. They are the effects of arche-writing as the play of differences. And arche-writing, writing in general, occurs whenever and wherever the proper is erased, that is, always and everywhere.

Let me reflect for a moment on how the originary obliteration of proper names is connected to the interdict of calling the members of one’s tribe by their proper names. The prohibition in question is possible only because the proper names of the members of the tribe are already no longer proper names in an emphatic sense. The interdict in question covers over the originary fact that the names do not radiate the proper essence of each member in his or her uniqueness, thus producing the illusion, the myth, that the members have, indeed, properly proper names. Taking this a bit further, one could even say that the interdict serves to produce the delusion within the tribe that the tribe does not know writing in the sense of arche-writing or, hence, originary violence but is essentially peaceful and innocent (and it is to this deceptive illusion that Lévi-Strauss falls prey). But the “Battle of the Proper Names” is the account of a transgression of this obfuscating law superimposed on the arche-writing at play in the system of the Nambikwaras’ proper names. The transgression of the interdict that Lévi-Strauss narrates in Tristes Tropiques is, as Derrida holds, a restoration of “the obliteration and the non-self-sameness [non-propriété] at the origin.” The little girls who give away the secret names of all the members of the tribe to the anthropologist reveal the nonoriginary nature of all these so-called proper names, their detachability from their owner, their non-self-sameness, their status as classificatory tokens. The very revealability of the names, one could say, is indicative of their status as differential marks rather than as unique designations for what is unique and proper about their bearers. By revealing, in a war among themselves, the proper names to the foreigner, the little girls thus restore the originary obliteration, the writing and the violence originarily involved in the assignment of proper names to the members of the tribe.

The prohibition among the Nambikwara to use proper names is, of course, indicative of the fact that they know so-called proper names and are skilled in their production. If, however, the production of proper names is not possible without their simultaneous erasure, then the Nambikwara, despite Lévi-Strauss’s denial, have writing. Not writing in the common sense, needless to say, but writing in the sense of a play of differences. Derrida remarks: “If writing is no longer understood in the narrow sense of linear and phonetic notation, it should be possible to say that all societies capable of producing, that is to say of obliterating, their proper names, and of bringing classificatory difference into play, practice writing in general” (109). Derrida is not merely making an argument here for recognizing nonlinear and nonphonetic modes of writing as writings, by drawing once again on the first part of Of Grammatology, in this case on an extensive discussion of Leibniz’s conception of universal characteristics, the point he makes is above all that all people, however archaic, have writing in general if the latter implies obliteration of the proper through inscription in a system of differences and, by extension, that none are innocent, that all are violent. He writes: “[H]ow can we deny the practice of writing in general to a society capable of obliterating the proper, that is to say a violent society? For writing, obliteration of the proper classed in the play of difference, is the originary violence itself: pure impossibility of the ‘vocative mark [point vocatif],’ impossible purity of the mark of vocation” (110). The “vocative mark” is a reference to Rousseau, who lamented the absence of such a punctuation mark in writing to signify direct appellation or vocation, that is, the calling or summoning of an other not only by his or her proper name but in propria persona.6 If writing is the “pure impossibility” of such vocation, thus inhibiting the possibility of relating to an other directly as a self-present other, then it is violent. But this violence is not just any violence; it is originary violence. So how, then, to understand “originary violence”? From what we have seen so far, it is a violence that has always already taken place since, in the case of proper names with which we are dealing here, their production is at the same time their erasure. It is, therefore, also a violence that does not befall an already constituted, self-present proper essence from the outside. But it deserves to be called originary violence not only because it is the ‘first’ violence but also because it is the violence necessary for origination in general. Without it, there would be nothing, and that’s why I tentatively refer to it as an inaugurating or enabling violence.

This violence that inscribes that which supposedly owns itself in full self-presence—the proper, the unique—into a system of relations, obliterates the proper in its very uniqueness. The originary violence ‘forces’ anything into relation with (its) other or others and, thanks to its differential or negative relation to others, thus enables something to be what it is in the first place. Without this violence, which makes it impossible to relate to the other as pure other, there would be no interdependent, interrelated whole or system such as a society, whose members must have been deprived of their claim to absolute uniqueness to be able to relate to others in the first place. Returning to the question of the impossibility of calling the other in the mode of the vocative by his or her proper name, that is, of “absolutely proper naming, recognizing in a language the other as pure other, invoking it as what it is,” Derrida remarks that this “is the death of the pure idiom reserved for the unique” (110). The originary violence of writing in the general sense of arche-writing subverts the dream of idioms tailored to just one other, calling him or her directly, without mediation, in what he or she properly is. As was the case from the beginning in the essay “Force of Law” that I commented upon in the preceding chapter, originary violence saps an idiom’s purity, that is, its absolute peculiarity, its exclusive reservation for addressing just this other, thus making it possible for idioms to relate to other idioms in view not of a metalinguistic and universal conception of language as such but of intelligibility and sense beyond any particular idiom. Originary violence also thus enables ‘communication’ with others within one system and, between systems, with other others.

Originary violence is “[a]nterior to the possibility of violence in the current and derivative sense” (110). It is a first violence because it enables the relation to others by breaching from the start the uniqueness (the atomicity or monadic nature) of the other and the pure idiom that would have been required to reflect what it properly is. Now, while discussing proper names, we have seen that their production has always already been their effacement. If to name is possible only within a system of differential marks, the name is never a proper name. And the same obtains for any other who is not properly other within him- or herself but in distinction from and, thus, in relation to others. Yet, if this is so, where is the violence in question? Why speak of violence where differentiation and expropriation have always already taken place and where what this violence supposedly violated by breaching it has never even been closed off within itself in full self-proximity? Would originary violence, perhaps, be a nonviolent violence, a violence not absolutely violent? Notwithstanding the unusual nature of its violence, whence comes the necessity of referring to it as a violence in the first place? Is it simply because of Rousseau’s and Lévi-Strauss’s reveries about an initial nonviolence and innocence of human life? Or, more generally, because, Derrida is from the start contesting Levinas’s conception of the face of the other and his notion of peace?7 Before we can hope to address the question regarding the strange status of the violence in question, we must make a bit more headway.

“[T]he violence of the arche-writing, the violence of difference, of classification, and of the system of appellations” is “[a]nterior to the possibility of violence in the current and derivative sense, the sense used in ‘A Writing Lesson’ … as the space of its possibility” (110). The violence that erupts between the young girls in Lévi-Strauss’s narrative and that leads them to divulge the proper names of all the members of their group is a violence in the current sense, derivative of the violence required for things, bodies, or persons to enter into relations with one another and to form systems such as, for example, societal entities. In preparation for focusing on violence in the current sense, Derrida reminds us of his claim that one knows

a priori that the “proper names” whose interdiction and revelation Lévi-Strauss describes here are not proper names. The expression “proper name” is improper, for the very reasons that The Savage Mind will recall. What the interdict is laid upon is the uttering of what functions as the proper name. […] The lifting of the interdict, the great game of denunciation and the great exhibition of the “proper” […] does not consist in revealing proper names, but in tearing the veil hiding a classification and an appurtenance, the inscription within a system of linguisticosocial differences. (111)

In short, the interdict in truth concerns not proper names—as classificatory names, their property has already been erased—but what are held to be proper names, that is, what functions as proper names for consciousness. From the perspective of what Derrida here calls consciousness, more precisely, the self-consciousness of the tribe, the violence in question certainly concerns names construed as proper names, but in truth it violates the veil that this consciousness has thrown over the differential nature of these names. It follows that the violence that erupts during the battle of the proper names, which Lévi-Strauss ties to the presence of an outsider amid a hitherto peaceful society, is not a violence that “unexpectedly breaks[s] in all at once, starting from an original innocence whose nakedness is surprised at the very moment that the secret of these so-called proper names is violated” (111–112). It is a violence that is rendered possible not only by the differential production of the names, in short, by originary violence, but also by the veil that consciousness has cast on this production so as to be able to foster the illusion of the property of the names (and, by extension, of the self-proximity and self-presence of its referents). Derrida writes: “The structure of violence is complex and its possibility—writing—no less so” (112). This complex nature of violence and, at the same time, of writing is the subject matter of the next paragraph. In what follows, I propose a close reading of these twenty-four lines in which Derrida lays down a threefold structure of violence (and, in the same flourish, of writing). From the start, however, let us keep in mind that the elaboration of this threefold structure of violence takes place in the specific context provided by Lévi-Strauss’s account of the battle of the proper names and the “Writing Lesson” from Tristes Tropiques. Even though the texture of these three interrelated kinds of violence offers a high degree of formalization—and I will, indeed, interpret it in such a way that the structure in question will appear as a general structure—the specific context of its elaboration should nonetheless refrain us from precipitously seeking general conclusions.

The paragraph opens with the following statement:

There was in fact a first violence to be named [Il y avait en effet une première violence à nommer]. To name, to give names that it will on occasion be forbidden to pronounce, such is the originary violence of language which consists in inscribing within a difference, in classifying, in suspending the vocative absolute. To think the unique within the system, to inscribe it there, such is the gesture of the arche-writing: arche-violence, loss of the proper, of absolute proximity, of self-presence, in truth the loss of what has never taken place, of a self-presence which has never been given but only dreamed of and always already split, repeated, incapable of appearing to itself except in its own disappearance. (112)

With respect to the battle of the proper names as described by Lévi-Strauss, the first violence to be distinguished is that of naming, of giving names to the members of the tribe. Naming is “the originary violence of language.” Naming comes at the price of inscribing the unique substance of an individual within a system, in which a name functions not as a proper name but differentially, that is, in a negative relation to other names. To give a name is, therefore, to expropriate the named individual, to separate him or her from him- or herself, and to open to others what is supposedly proper to him or her, exposing him or her to the play of differences. By the same token, this first violence of language suspends the possibility of calling another in an idiom that would be properly reserved for him or her. Being named by a name that is a mark within a system of differences, the named surrenders all possibility of being addressed in his or her self-proximity through an idiom owned by him or her that alone could guarantee immediate access to his or her singularity. Now, if the first violence, arche-writing, causes “the loss of what has never taken place, of a self-presence which has never been given but only dreamed of and always already split, repeated, incapable of appearing to itself except in its own disappearance,” it is a violence that has always already taken place. There is no self-presence anterior to it whose loss it would bring about. Arche-writing is not a violence that at a given moment violated a perfectly proper and absolutely unique self-identity but one that by inscribing identity from the start in language, has always already prevented it from folding upon itself and isolating itself from other identities. It is a violence that, as I have said, always already took place in what one might call an absolute past. This differential relation to other things is the condition for there to be things that are what they are. By contrast, self-presence, things in absolute proximity to themselves, is secondary to arche-writing and therefore something that has only been dreamed of. Indeed, the dream of individual self-presence emerges because, from the beginning, there is no single being that, once it has been named, would be fully its own, absolutely near to itself, and that, because undivided, would relate to itself alone and thus be fully present to itself. This ineluctable dream, desire, or phantasm rests on a violent covering over of what has always already taken place. Among the Nambikwara, this dream manifests itself in the interdict against using the proper names of the adults. In Western thought, its name is metaphysics, that is, the attempt to explain difference away, to make it derivative of an originarily self-present origin with the aim, of course, of restoring it in the parousia of Being.

This brings me, then, to the second violence that Derrida distinguishes in his analysis of the battle of the proper names. It is a violence that, by interdicting the pronunciation of the proper names and thus confirming the originary violence, “is reparatory, protective, instituting the ‘moral,’ prescribing the concealment of writing and the effacement and obliteration of the so-called proper name which was already dividing the proper” (112). As we have seen, the proper names of the adult members of the Amazonian tribe are not proper names properly speaking. Their names are classificatory and, rather than naming the unique specificity of the person, serve to mark his or her place in the societal order. They thus breach his or her so-called nearness to him- or herself. The purpose of the interdiction is reparatory and protective in that, by instituting a law (or a ‘moral’), it prescribes the concealment of proper names that are not really proper names. Consequently, the second violence consists of covering up, of concealing, of drawing a protective veil over what language has always already done to the names and, hence, to everyone in the tribe in order to produce the appearance, illusion, or phantasm that everyone in the tribe has a fully proper name. The social edict against pronouncing the so-called proper names of the members of the tribe is in essence a violence against the violence of arche-writing; it arises out of it, trying to undo what has always already taken place and to replace it with the dream of the undivided, unbreached property, with the propriety of proper names.

Now, the second violence that we have just described is not the only one to emerge out of this arche-violence of language understood as a system of differentiating marks rather than as originarily vocative or calling the other directly by way of an idiom properly his or her own. “[A] third violence can possibly [éventuellement] emerge or not (an empirical possibility) within what is commonly called [dans ce qu’on appelle, in the shape of] evil, war, indiscretion, rape; which consists of revealing by effraction the so-called proper name, the originary violence which has severed the proper from its property and its self-sameness [propreté]” (112). If Derrida highlights the contingent nature of this third kind of violence by claiming that it “can possibly” arise (and the word ‘possibly’ is italicized), in short, that it is an empirical possibility, it is to suggest that the third kind of violence is in principle avoidable. By contrast, the violence of arche-writing, originary violence, the writing that has always already occurred, cannot possibly be avoided. Without it, there would be nothing rather than something. It is a fundamental, structurally necessary violence, an enabling violence, as I have called it, in short, perhaps, a transcendental violence, if one can bend the notion of transcendentality enough to accommodate something like violence. The second violence is inevitable, as well. It cannot be empirically avoided, but the precise reasons for its inevitability are not easy to establish. Undoubtedly, this second violence is a function of the way the originary violence is perceived and experienced; that is, it is linked to what Derrida calls in this context, but also throughout Of Grammatology, “consciousness.” This problematic of consciousness in the context of an analysis of violence and writing would require an independent treatment. For the time being, let me offer only the following: the originary division of all proper names and, hence, of their proper referents is coextensive with the dream of self-proximity, self-presence, self-affection, and self-consciousness. If this is the case, it is also coextensive with the effort to protect against the loss of the proper by concealing from oneself, in one’s consciousness, the originary violence. For the sake of the dream of unbreached self-presence, a certain somnolence is inexorably built into consciousness. The omnipresent motifs in Derrida’s writings of wakefulness, insomnia, and vigilance have their place here. The second violence, which both protects against and, in protecting, confirms the originary violence, is inevitable insofar as the latter is experienced in consciousness. It can be critically resisted only through unrelenting, infinite watchfulness, which is all the more important in that this violence targets difference, and hence is capable of producing such evils as xenophobia, racism, sexism, chauvinism, and so on. This second violence, although irrepressible, can and must therefore be kept at a minimum. To achieve this, vigilance is instrumental.

As we now return to the third violence, let us again recall, before generalizing what is said about it, that the context for its elaboration is the battle of the proper names, that is, the native girls’ transgression of the interdict and their revelation of the names to the anthropologist. This violence, I quote again, “consists of revealing by effraction the so-called proper name, the originary violence which has severed the proper from its property and its self-sameness.” In the case of the girls’ transgression of the ‘moral’ law characteristic of the Nambikwara society, the violence in question consists in disclosing, in exposing in broad daylight, the so-called proper names and, by the same token, the originary violence that has severed the proper from itself.8 Now, interestingly enough, this revelation is a manifestation in the Nambikwara society of what is “commonly called evil, war, indiscretion, rape.” The violence of evil, war, indiscretion, and rape are thus understood as the consequence of tearing apart the veil violently drawn over the originary violence, a veil that in the eyes of the Nambikwara assures their society of its innocence, whose being torn into shreds amounts to a rape of sorts. In other words, by tearing to pieces the veil that social consciousness has drawn in the shape of a moral law over the originary violence that from the beginning has severed the proper names from themselves, another violence comes into being, a third violence, that consists of what is commonly called violence. Derrida continues:

We could name a third violence of reflection [Troisième violence de réflexion, pourrions-nous dire, we could call this third violence a violence of reflection], which denudes the native non-identity, classification as denaturation of the proper, and identity as the abstract moment of the concept. It is on this tertiary level, that of the empirical consciousness, that the common concept of violence (the system of the moral law and of transgression) whose possibility remains yet unthought, should no doubt be situated. The scene of proper names is written on this level; as will be later the writing lesson. (112)

Before I reflect on the designation of this third violence as one of reflection, let me underline what comprises it. As suggested by Derrida’s term “effraction,” which he used in the preceding sentences to characterize the way in which the prohibition to use the proper names of the adult members of the tribe is transgressed, the transgression of the interdict is comparable to breaking open and entering a property by deliberate force. In the case of the battle of the proper names, the transgression amounts to a violation of the proper names of the members of the tribe that the law both institutes as proper names (even though they are not) and protects from being divulged. By transgressing the law, the girls strip the identity of the members of their group down to the bone of originary violence. They subject everyone to a denudation. The transgression of the interdict thus reveals the lack of foundation for any claim by the members of the tribe (and, by extension, by the tribe as a whole) to something proper, to something that they would properly own by nature. What is thus exposed to daylight is the originary violence that has always already denatured, always already deprived everyone of anything proper, and the fact that everyone’s proper name is only a classificatory mark. Against the backdrop of the differential linguistic system in which their names are inscribed, their identity is only “the abstract moment of the concept.” With this third kind of violence, we find ourselves on the level of empirical consciousness (and, as we have already seen, it is not an inevitable one), on the level of “the system of the moral law and of transgression” and therefore also on the level of “the common concept of violence.” Derrida adds that the possibility of “the common concept of violence” still remains unthought. The emphasis here, obviously, is on the concept rather than the third kind of violence itself. In distinction from the arche-violence and the second kind of violence that covers it over so as to produce an appearance of properness, which are not concepts in the common sense, the third kind of violence has been codified in a common concept. The possibility of a common concept of violence and, hence, also of its “abstract moment,” of violence in the abstract, is what Derrida claims has not yet been thought through. In any case, we will have to figure out why this third violence can be called one of reflection. Since the term connotes mediacy, the violence in question is not ‘immediate’ like originary violence (and, perhaps, the violence of veiling the loss of the proper). Since the third type of violence, in particular, is coeval with the consciousness (and perception) at work in the second form of violence, it is based on what the Scholastics term ‘a second intention,’ that is, an act of reflection by “social and moral consciousness” (112).

As you might recall, Derrida argued that “[t]he structure of violence is complex.” He now adds:

This last violence [the violence of reflection] is all the more complex in its structure because it refers at the same time to the two inferior levels of arche-violence and of law. In effect, it reveals the first nomination which was already an expropriation, but it denudes also that which since then functioned as the proper, the so-called proper, substitute of the deferred proper, perceived by the social and moral consciousness as the proper, the reassuring seal of self-identity, the secret. (112)

Before further exploring this third kind of violence, a brief remark about the proper might be warranted, especially since in the previous chapter deconstruction and the justice that it renders were linked to the singular. The proper and the singular are not the same. The former is always of the order of a dream, whether it concerns the impossible proper or the so-called proper, that is, what functions in lieu of it. By contrast, the singular is constituted by a differential trait within a ‘system’; its uniqueness is not merely a token within the system but overflows it and prevents it from closure or totalization. As we have seen, the singular demands to be addressed responsibly and in an always singular fashion. Even though, however, the proper is of the order of a dream and only the substitute of a proper that can never be truly proper because it is grounded on an inscription in a classificatory system, it cannot simply be recanted. As an inevitable dream and “a reassuring seal of self-identity,” both thought and social practice have a responsibility toward it. The young girls’ denunciation of the proper names is a violent transgression because it also amounts to a perfidious disregard of this responsibility. Indeed, the complexity of the third kind of violence stems not only from the fact that it presupposes the two previous forms of violence and that it exposes the names instituted by originary violence as expropriating marks, thus denuding what as a result of the law functioned as substitutes intended to guarantee self-proximity and self-identity; this denuding is also the rape of self-sameness and difference. The little girls’ denunciation of the proper names amounts to an all-out denial of property, however fictitious, to their bearers. Their violence consists not only in tearing the veil that covers up the originary violence of naming but also in denying everyone in the group the status of (empirical) difference based on a fabricated attribution of natural properties. Beyond the ‘dialectic’ of expropriation and its being covered over by the law, the structural lack of self-sameness and the semblance of identity, the denaturation of the natural by language and its artificial resurrection in the shape of the so-called proper or secret names, the third violence is an ultra-violence in that it operates a radical destruction of the proper of the other. In short, the third violence is predicated upon an utmost, because abstract, transformation of difference. With the destruction, however deceptive, of the so-called proper initiated by the law, difference becomes a reason for denying anything proper to the other, thus making it possible literally to expropriate him or her (or to abstract what is different about him or her) by waging war against, raping, or ultimately exterminating him or her. The ultra-violence of the third violence, then, is “[e]mpirical violence, [that of] war in the colloquial sense,” manifest in the “ruse and perfidy of [the] little girls” (112).9

I return to my opening question concerning the violence of deconstruction, not only the violence that is its subject matter but also the violence associated with it, say, as an exercise. With respect to the violence that is the subject matter of deconstruction, it is useful to remember that Derrida had already laid out the framework for his debate with Lévi-Strauss in a footnote from “Violence and Metaphysics.”10 In this footnote, the basic objection is directed against Lévi-Strauss’s contention that the violence of writing rests on its function to facilitate servitude, since such a claim is based at best on factual evidence and, therefore, never in the position to claim any general or “eidetic-transcendental evidence.”11 The violence that, according to Derrida, writing (and speech in general) retains within itself “cannot be ‘demonstrated’ or ‘verified’ on the basis of ‘facts,’ whatever sphere they are borrowed from and even if the totality of the ‘facts’ in this domain were available.”12 It is a violence that is contained in writing and speech for structural, or essential, reasons and that only an “essential reading” that “respects all levels of eidetic generality” can bring to light.13 In the footnote in question, Derrida calls this violence “an essential violence.”14 While Derrida refers to this violence characterized by a “necessity of essence”15 as “originary violence” in his debate with Lévi-Strauss (not least of all to undercut Rousseau’s and Lévi-Strauss’s belief in an originary innocence), it is called “transcendental violence” in his debate with Levinas in “Violence and Metaphysics,” where the empirical/transcendental problematic that frames this debate partially explains the use of the expression.16 In short, the violence of deconstruction in the objective sense of the genitive is “originary” and/or “transcendental violence.” But what about violence in the subjective sense of the genitive case?

Let me recall that, while exploring the relation of force and deconstruction in chapter 1, I formulated a conception of deconstruction that did not consist in the attempt simply to escape the boundaries of metaphysical thought toward a beyond of metaphysics as, indeed, the dismantling of the opposition of speech and writing in Of Grammatology suggests; rather, albeit in complex ways, ‘deconstruction’ remains interwoven with metaphysical thought. If deconstruction can be said to be violent, it is precisely because it does not leave metaphysics behind in order to carve out an entirely new domain and mode of thinking. Deconstruction is violent because it dislocates the inevitable (metaphysical) dream of pure self-presence and self-proximity—a dream that, in the same way as the ineluctable illusion of proper names, is inevitable because it is built into the very possibility of consciousness—by reinscribing it within the broader spectrum of limits that only come into view from within metaphysics. This should be kept in mind as I now turn to look for resources in “The Violence of the Letter” to argue for a certain violence particular to deconstruction.

We must respond to the question of whether or not there is a violence involved in the exercise of deconstruction in light of the three different kinds of violence that Derrida distinguishes. Considering the eidetic levels on which deconstruction proceeds, the third kind of violence, empirical violence, can obviously be ignored in an attempt to determine what kind, or kinds, of violence permeate the exercise of deconstruction.17 Perhaps originary or transcendental violence, which, as Derrida points out in “Violence and Metaphysics,” is both violent and nonviolent, that is, on this side of the divide in question, might be construed as the template for understanding the violence of deconstruction in a subjective sense.18 Although what I have advanced in the first chapter about the ‘force’ of deconstruction seems to support such a possibility, I wish here, in concluding, to offer a riskier interpretation. First, however, it might be appropriate to remind ourselves of Derrida’s statement in “Force of Law” that “the exercise of a deconstruction […], fundamentally, always proceeds to questions of law and to the subject of law.”19 Indeed, the second violence distinguished in the context of the analysis of the battle of proper names concerns the social and moral consciousness of the Amazon tribe, more precisely, the interdiction against using the proper names of the members of the tribe, in short, the law of and in their society. As we have seen, this law, as a reparatory violence, serves to cover over the expropriation coeval with naming and to bestow on the so-called proper names an appearance of authentically proper names. By contrast, the young girls’ transgression of the law denudes these names of their semblance and thus exhibits in plain light the expropriating operation of naming. Now, the violence of deconstruction in its subjective sense, I submit, is linked, perhaps, to the transgression of the law as a violent covering up of originary violence. However, the young girls’ defiance of the interdict also amounts to an act of violence in the common sense in which the other is denied any self-sameness and identity. If deconstruction violently transgresses the law as a violent concealment of the originary violence involved in naming, it is, certainly, in order to acknowledge the originary dividedness and differentiation of all self-sameness, and to bring to light the secondariness of anything pretending to be proper. But, rather than leading to an act of violence against the other, the violence of deconstruction consists in revealing that the originary violence, the violence of arche-writing, is the very condition for opening up a relation to the other in the first place, which should be clear from what we have said about the differential nature of naming the other. To name the other by expropriating him or her is indicative of a necessity that, as Derrida points out in the context of his debate with Levinas, is “violence itself, or rather the transcendental origin of an irreducible violence. […] [T]his transcendental origin, as the irreducible violence of the relation to the other, is at the same time nonviolence, since it opens the relation to the other.”20 The dividing line between the little girls’ act of giving away the proper names of the members of the tribe in an act of war and Derrida’s act of reminding Lévi-Strauss of his own declaration that proper names are never proper is perhaps a very thin line to walk, but it is a line that makes all the difference.

In concluding, let me ask what the difference is between the force of deconstruction and its violence. The possibility of deconstruction, I hold, presupposes and preserves the difference between the two notions. If such a thing as deconstruction exists, it is exhaustively accounted for by neither one nor the other. Only successively can one speak of the force of deconstruction and its violence. Furthermore, deconstruction cannot be determined as a force or as a violent intervention without an irreducible remainder. As we have seen, in both “Force and Signification” and “The Violence of the Letter,” the determination of deconstruction in terms of force or violence is also a function of the occasion of its inquiry into a specific problematic, such as that of structure and form or naming. The determinations of deconstruction remain bound essentially to context. They can be abandoned and replaced by new ones after exhausting the context within which and the subject matter with respect to which these determinations arose. Let us remind ourselves that Aristotle called his lecture courses inquiries, methodoi.21 Their aim was neither the exposition of a system of thought nor the development of a method valid once and for all and applicable to any subject matter but, rather, precise responses to very precise, and always limited, questions in the process of forming the minds of his students.22 As Ingemar Düring puts it, Aristotle was a “thinker of problems and a creator of methods […] he was fundamentally convinced that the various realms of knowledge require different methods and that the thinker, therefore, needs to look for always new points of departure, for new archai.”23 As exercises of sorts, deconstruction, too, only ever provides one with methodoi, with explorations, that are exhausted once their leading concepts—for example, force or violence—have done their work. After the concepts operative in a deconstruction have reached the limits of their strategic and critical potential, they must make room for new ones.


APPENDIX

Have We Done with the Empire of Judgment?

As Gilles Deleuze contends in “To Have Done with Judgment,” Immanuel Kant did not invent a true critique of judgment. A true critique consists not in an inquiry into the conditions of possibility of the legitimate use of the power of judgment but, rather, in the exhibition of the moral and theological conditions of judgment in general that make any judgment into an accusation, a verdict, and a condemnation before a tribunal—in the case of cognitive judgments, before the tribunal of reason. As Deleuze reminds us, for Friedrich Nietzsche the condition of judgment lies in the assumption that any “existence is subject to an infinite debt” that is “thus unpayable.”1 It is, then, a thoroughly theological concept. Therefore, a true critique must seek to escape judgment, to defy it, and to replace it by what is radically distinguished from it, namely, “a justice that is opposed to all judgment.”2 Yet, what is, according to Deleuze, the opposite of the theological doctrine of judgment? It is what he calls “an entire system of cruelty, whose echo can be heard in the philosophy of Anaximander and the tragedy of Aeschylus” but also, and in particular, in the writings of Antonin Artaud.3 In this system of cruelty, “it is combat that replaces judgment. And no doubt the combat appears as a combat against judgment, against its authorities [instances] and its personae.”4 Indeed, “[c]ombat is not a judgment of God, but the way to have done with God and with judgment.”5 In short, by opposing to the doctrine of judgment the justice of combat, which targets judgment as its binary opposite, Deleuze hopes to be done with judgment once and for all and to have recovered a plane of creativity of new modes of existence in which the stifling effects of judgment have been neutralized.

In “Préjugés: Devant la loi” (1985), Derrida also evokes “this empire of judgment, which, in sum, has been almost all of philosophy,” and the attempt to abolish it.6 Furthermore, the very fact that there are very few texts in which Derrida explicitly engages the issue of judgment in any sustained fashion—“Préjugés” is one of them—raises the question of whether for him, as for Deleuze, judgment is something that has to be left behind. At first glance, there does not seem to be anything resembling a theory of judgment in his writings; indeed, it seems as if Derrida does not even take up the question of judgment in a direct and critical fashion. In fact, as he acknowledges in “Préjugés,” in readying himself to write on the question of judgment in Jean-François Lyotard, “[he] became aware of the underhanded obstinacy with which [he has] always kept the theme, [he says] expressly the theme, of judgment at a distance. In fact, the whole discourse on différance, undecidability, and so forth, can also be considered as a system of reservations regarding judgment in all its forms (predicative, prescriptive, always decisive).”7 Undoubtedly, since judgment, whether logical, aesthetic, or moral, is traditionally understood as an activity of and within consciousness, since it presupposes the active doing of a sovereign subject that, conscious of itself and in full possession of both the elements and the act required by a judgment, accomplishes the activity in question in all independence and through its own responsibility, it is easy to gauge the reasons why Derrida could harbor reservations regarding the notion of judgment. In addition, the active language of passing, or rendering, a judgment is of forensic origin. One could, therefore, easily be led to assume that, just like Deleuze, Derrida would wish to renounce this concept. As the lines cited from “Préjugés” make clear, however, the emphasis lies on the “theme” of judgment. This is particularly obvious when Derrida points out that his reservations have been shaped by an epoch marked by 1) phenomenology and, in particular, its concept of epoché, that is, the suspension of the thesis of existence that characterizes the natural attitude toward the world, which often, if not always, takes the form of a judgment; 2) the Heideggerian conception of a concept of truth no longer predicated on judgment; and 3) the concept Verneinung in psychoanalysis, which implies a smartening up (déniaisement) of all possible assurances regarding the possibility of a nonparadoxical interpretation of the discourse of judgment. Now, does this mean that, according to Derrida “we are done with the empire of judgment” and that, just like Deleuze in “To Have Done with Judgment,” Derrida wants to do away with it radically?8 Let me point out again that, in the lines cited, Derrida expressly restricts his reservations to “the theme of judgment.” “The heading ‘theme,’ related to all basic species of acts and act-syntheses,” as Husserl remarks in Ideas I, makes up “an important theme of phenomenological analysis.”9 A theme is something that comes into one’s grip (im Griff) as the result of an explicit, intentional actualization of a thetic correlate. In a theme, Husserl writes, “[n]oematically, a What is preserved as the identical sense”; that is, a theme is the essence of something that one holds in full clarity in an actualizing comprehension of this something in one’s hand.10 Precisely, this reduction in Husserlian phenomenology of an act of consciousness such as a judgment to an identical noematic sense explains Derrida’s reservations regarding the theme of judgment and judgment as a theme. His reservations are in compliance with nothing other than Husserlian prudence itself.

Derrida’s reservations thus seem to concern only the theme of judgment, that is, the assumption that judgment is a unified thing and that one knows what it is in its very essence. Admittedly, his reservations concerning judgment originate in the epoch of phenomenology (and psychoanalysis), but he does not in the least share the latter’s prejudgment that judgment is a theme and has an identifiable, unitary essence. In addition, the quite singular role highlighted by Derrida that Lyotard played during this epoch is telling. According to Derrida,

in this scene of our epoch, this scene of modernity, which believes that it has done with the classical epoch of judgment, that is, the epoch from Plato to Hegel during which the philosophy of judgment was an authority, Jean-François Lyotard comes and tells us: attention, I stop you, we have a paradox here, and this is the postmodern signature. Indeed, judgment is neither foundational nor founded. It might, perhaps, be secondary, but it is precisely because of this that it is quite out the question to get rid of it.11

Rather than harboring a prejudice or a prejudgment regarding judgment itself, rather than judging that judgment is something that must be done away with, Derrida’s reservations do not imply a wholesale rejection of judgment or oppose it in the name of another authority such as, for example, justice as a system of cruelty. All differences considered, I think that Derrida subscribes in his own way to certain statements by Lyotard in Just Gaming, which Derrida transcribes as: “You have not done, we will never have done with judgment.”12

Undoubtedly, the opening pages from “Préjugés” devoted to Lyotard’s conception of judgment contain Derrida’s most explicit and most dense discussion of the problematic of judgment. But here, too, he skirts a direct confrontation with the theme of judgment. As the full title of the essay—“Préjugés: Devant la loi”—suggests, Derrida’s approach takes off not only from the prejudgment and prejudice that the epoch of phenomenology harbored with respect to judgment itself but also from a host of other semantic variations of the term ‘prejudgment,’ which, as he argues, are intimately interwoven with any actual judgment, even though they do not necessarily have any foundational role to play with respect to the nature or essence of judgment itself. In one of his reflections on anthropology, Kant speaks of “the secret judgments of common reason,” whose dissection is the task of the philosopher.13 These secret judgments are, of course, the immemorial and a priori synthetic accomplishments that remain hidden to ordinary reasoning and judgments and whose inventory, as well as legitimacy, is the object of the First Critique. Derrida’s approach in “Préjugés” can also be characterized as an attempt to bring to light secret judgments involved in all acts of judgment, but in his case these secret judgments are prejudgments that, rather than representing the transcendental foundation of concrete instances of judgment, are inextricably intertwined with them. A judgment is never an isolated, pure act; it is embedded in a network of all sorts of prejudgments, a complex of judgments, prejudices, and prejudgments that, unlike presuppositions, are not necessarily homogeneous with the judgment but can, indeed, contain heterogeneous elements. Furthermore, in distinction from the relative poverty of the a priori synthetic judgments that, according to Kant, constitute the deep zone of an actual judgment, the layers and the prejudgments that, according to Derrida, are part of the fabric, or texture, of judging are not inherently numbered.

I return to the title of the essay, “Préjugés: Devant la loi.” Since the term préjugés can function both as a noun and an adjective, it can either refer to the prejudices and the prejudgments that one entertains with respect to judgment and the law or signifies that before the law one is always already in the position of being prejudged, judged in advance by the law. Indeed, as a title for a discussion of the question of judgment, first, in Lyotard and, then, in Kafka’s parable “Before the Law,” “Préjugés: Devant la loi,” suspends “through its epoché, even before allowing us to judge or decide, the two categories of being and having.”14 Yet, if the title simultaneously names and suspends the received opinions regarding judgment and the fact of being judged in advance,

it is because the name préjugés can also designate that which is not-yet categorical or predicative. Furthermore, the not yet of the ante-predicative or the precategorical divides yet again into two. […] The pre- of the prejudgment can be homogeneous with respect to what it precedes, prepares, or anticipates, that is, a kind of judgment before the judgment […]. But the pre- of the prejudices can also remain entirely heterogeneous to the order of all possible judgment, not only older, always older, in the shape of its origin, than the judgment, but also without relation, if something like this were possible, to the judicative power in general, to the attitude, operation, enunciation which consist in judging?15

From what Derrida offers here about the title of the essay, it thus follows that “Préjugés: Devant la loi” is an investigation not only of judgment in terms of prejudices harbored with respect to it and (as will be case in the Kafka analysis) of being always already judged in advance by the law but also of the antepredicative and precategorical prejudgments in a judgment that comes to light once prereflexive opinions regarding judgment have been temporarily bracketed.

From the start, then, it is clear that we are not dealing with a thematic unity of judgment; because of the prejudgments, judgment is abysmally plural, and there is never simply ‘judgment’ as a unified and simple thing. If “Préjugés: Devant la loi” can still be said to inquire into judgment itself, it does so by evoking, first, the network of these prejudgments that, in advance of any active performance of or subjection to a judgment, constitute the passive, sedimented stratum of judgment, as it were. In addition to all the possible modalities in which they can be dressed, the status of the precategorical pre- of these prejudgments can be either that of a judgment in advance of judgment (such as the judgment about what a judgment is) or that of the order of a denial (denegation) of judgment. The example of the latter comes from psychoanalysis: “ ‘It is not my mother,’ says the analysand. ‘We amend this to: it is therefore his mother,’ says Freud.”16 Furthermore, as we have already seen, some of these pre-’s are homogeneous to the order of judgment, but others are “entirely heterogeneous” to it. For reasons of economy, I limit myself to just one of these prejudgments involved in judging, namely, the prejudgment regarding what a judgment is.

As indicated by the opening lines of “Préjugés”—“How to judge—Jean-François Lyotard?”—the question taken up by Derrida is Lyotard’s own question of how to judge. “The question ‘How to judge?’ is his own,” Derrida remarks.17 Yet, as he also points out, this question still presupposes that one knows what judging means. On the basis of this knowledge, one then only proceeds to ask how to judge. According to Derrida, however, this question also has the paradoxical potential of displacing from the start the assurance that one knows what a judgment is. Rather than presupposing knowledge of what a judgment is, the question “How to judge?” can, Derrida writes, destabilize a received opinion, or judgment, concerning the nature of judgment. More precisely, it

can have a radical effect on the logic of the presupposition according to which one ought to know what judging is before one poses the question “How to judge?” To begin with the question how?, rather than with the question what is it?, can amount to suspending the classical prerogative of judgment, that is, the ontological prerogative that requires that one first name or think being, in other words, that one first come to a decision regarding the essence of something.18

This question concerning how to judge can thus be a radically critical question, one that in a Husserlian fashion suspends the natural metaphysical attitude, if I may say so, that is, the attitude according to which the question of essence must always precede the question of ‘how.’ In other words, the question “How to judge?” has the potential to bracket the ‘prejudicative’ prejudgment concerning the nature, or essence, of what a judgment is.19

Now, from Derrida’s observation that, according to the thus suspended metaphysical doxa, judging is, in essence, “stating what the essence of something is (S is P),” it is clear not only that the paradigm of cognitive judgment provides him with the model for what a judgment is, but also that, by bracketing this understanding of judgment, he suspends the “prerogative of the theoretical and the constative with regard to the performative or the pragmatic” that predetermines in advance the essence of what a judgment is.20 Before all modalizations of judging, before all its possible forms, the prejudgment that the essence of judgment is “a judgment stating S is P,” which is, therefore, judgment par excellence in that it is a judgment about judgment, is thus temporarily put out of order by the question “How to judge?”21

By suspending these certainties regarding judgment, by shaking the confidence that the prejudgment in question provides with respect to the nature of judgment, the question “How to judge?” has the potential to disorganize “the entire theoretico-ontological apparatus that prejudges that one must be able to judge what a judgment is before judging the manner in which one must judge, and so forth.”22 In short, by asking, “How to judge?,” judgment itself is put into brackets as a prejudgment. Yet, if this is so, then this also means that, if the definition of judgment is determined by such prior prejudgments of what a judgment is, it is strictly impossible to reduce judgment to what it properly is, thwarting both any appropriation of it and the possibility of construing it as a totality or a theme.

As Derrida emphasizes, however, the question “How to judge?” allows for an additional reading, and with this he embarks on a second challenge to the thematic unity of judgment. Depending on the intonation and modulation, the question “How to judge?” can also concern the possibility of judging at all. In addition to the critical suspension of judgment, the question also invokes an inability or powerlessness to judge, either because of a lack of the right to do so or because of a lack of criteria. In the context of Derrida’s debate in “Préjugés” with Lyotard’s Just Gaming, “How to judge?” is a question addressed to him who judges ‘absolutely,’ precisely because he does so without being able to resort to, and justify himself by, criteria. Indeed, in a way similar to Hannah Arendt, Lyotard claims in Just Gaming that modernity no longer provides us with criteria—Arendt says, standards—for judgment. And, yet, we judge and cannot but do so. “One is without criteria, yet one must decide,” the only criterion being that one has no criterion, in short, that one judges absolutely. “Absolutely. I judge,” Lyotard remarks.23 Like Arendt, he, too, calls upon the imagination in Kant as the power to invent criteria.24 After an expression of doubt regarding Lyotard’s claim that such a judgment without criteria can call on Aristotelean prudence, Derrida interprets this absence of criteria “not so much as the absence of determinate, determining, or reflecting rules than as the terrifying or exciting effect of this scene of judgment of which we have caught a glimpse, that is, when one cannot, without already being caught in pre-judgment, begin with the question, ‘What is judgment?’ ”25 Judgment becomes an ordeal not when lacking criteria but, rather, when one no longer has any assurance regarding what judging is. When, without a prejudgment regarding the nature of judgment, it is no longer possible to judge, when one must nonetheless judge although incapable of doing so, the lack is absolute rather than merely the result of a lack of criteria, specific or not. Indeed, the rules for judgments provided by either determined or reflective judgments already presuppose an answer to the question “What is judgment?” In other words, when one must start with the question “How to Judge?,” “the absence of criteria is the law, if one can say so.” Furthermore, “[i]f the criteria were simply available, if the law were present, there, before us, there would be no judgment. At best, there would be knowledge, technique, the application of a code, the semblance of a decision […]. There would be no incentive to judge or to worry about the judgment; there would be no reason to ask oneself ‘how to judge.’ ”26 However, if in response to Lyotard’s claim Derrida argues that a judgment is a judgment only if it takes place not only in the absence of determined or reflective criteria but, above all, in the absence of a knowledge of what a judgment is, that is, also in the absence of the law, this does not mean that one does not have to justify oneself when judging without a law, before the (absent) law. As the whole ensuing analysis of Kafka’s parable, “Before the Law,” in “Préjugés” demonstrates, “in this situation where it happens that judgment must do without criteria, and where the law must do without the law, in this outside-of-the-law of the law, we have all the more to respond before the law.”27 This need to answer before the law, especially when the law itself is absent, precludes any decisionism.

I recall that, at the beginning of “Préjugés: Devant la loi,” Derrida admits having skirted the question of judgment until now. In a way, the same can be said about “Préjugés” in that it inquires into the prejudgments intimately interwoven with any judgment rather than into the theme of judgment or the nature of judgment itself. Furthermore, as Derrida acknowledges here, his discussion of judgment could leave one with the impression that his aim has only been to lead his audience “toward a purely aporetic conclusion or in any case toward a problematic overstatement [surenchère purement aporétique].”28 Certainly, this impression is not altogether wrong, but the goal of the vertiginous, critical problematization of the question of judgment, including the emphasis in the essay on the aporetic relation between judgment and the absence of a determined law, between singularity and the law, is also an effort to bring judgment into play as an activity, or, more precisely, as a performance, that can proceed only in the absence of all assurances.29 As should be evident by now, Derrida’s goal is not simply to do away with judgment but, rather, to complicate what is involved in it and to make such insight fruitful for judgment as a performance. If there is judgment only when it lacks the comforting knowledge of what the essence of judgment is, then judgment requires the confrontation of the aporias that seem to thwart its very possibility.30

Now, in order to sustain the point that Derrida neither surrenders the problematics of judgment, as Deleuze does, nor opts for what Kant calls reflective judgment (as Lyotard does, while recognizing the fact that one cannot abstain from the necessity of judging but, in the absence of determined criteria, “must judge case by case [coup par coup]”),31 I turn to “Force of Law.” Derrida argues here that, because justice always concerns the singular, it cannot possibly be a function of a judgment made in view of a pregiven and determined law, but it is not therefore based on reflexive judgments. Is it by accident that, in this book about justice in which the latter is understood as being of the order of decision and no longer of the order of the calculable (rules, concepts, or laws) the question of judgment is not only taken up again but also, this time, clearly questioned in terms of its classical propositional form? As I wish to show in the following, in “Force of Law” Derrida proceeds to a radical transformation, or, if you wish, deconstruction, of the classical syllogistic form of judgment in order to reshape it in such a way that makes possible a decisional judgment, one capable of addressing the singular in a just fashion.32

In “Force of Law,” after distinguishing the law, or justice as law, from justice itself, or in itself, and after showing that the law (le droit) is essentially deconstructible, whether it is historically founded on interpretations of earlier laws or unfounded in that it has brought itself into existence through a violent act of self-authorization, Derrida argues that “it is this deconstructible structure of law [droit] or, if you prefer, of justice as law, that also ensures the possibility of deconstruction.”33 By contrast, “[j]ustice in itself, if such a thing exist[s], outside or beyond law, is not deconstructible. No more than deconstruction itself, if such a thing exist[s]. Deconstruction is justice.”34 The last statement is in italics not only in order to highlight its provocative nature but also in order to put its status as a consequence following from the two previous assertions into relief, the first assertion being that the law is deconstructible because it is constructible, the second, that justice and deconstruction (if such things exist) are undeconstructible. “Whence,” Derrida continues, “these three propositions”:

1. The deconstructibility of law (for example) makes deconstruction possible.

2. The undeconstructibility of justice also makes deconstruction possible, indeed is inseparable from [se confond avec] it.

3. Consequence: Deconstruction takes place in the interval that separates the undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of the law. Deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossible, there where, even if it does not exist, if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice [il y a la justice]. Wherever one can replace, translate, determine the X of justice, one would have to say: deconstruction is possible, as impossible, to the extent (there) where there is X (undeconstructible), thus to the extent (there) where there is (the undeconstructible).35

Needless to say, this passage would require a lengthy commentary that would have to take into account everything that leads up to it and the consequences that are drawn in what follows it. For my purpose, a more modest approach must suffice. Derrida speaks of the three points he makes here as “three propositions.” Since the third proposition is clearly marked as a “consequence,” it is obvious that these three propositions have the form of the classical syllogism with its major and minor premises, in which the major premise provides the rule according to which the conclusion is reached, and the minor premise the assumption (that which is taken to be true) from which the judgment takes place. The point I wish to make in the following tentative interpretation is that these three propositions (if they are still propositions in a logical sense) represent a deconstruction of the syllogistic structure of judgment, of, in particular, the hierarchical order of inference or deduction involved in a classical propositional judgment.36 Before I follow up on this, however, a short digression might help us to gauge philosophically the stakes of the deconstruction in question, which I hold is not limited to the classical syllogistic structure of judgment but also concerns its Hegelian Aufhebung in speculative thought. A brief remark, therefore, on Derrida’s reading in Glas of Hegel’s speculative critique of the problematic of judgment whose aim is the sublation, which is also, in a way, the overcoming and surrender, of judgment.

As does “Préjugés,” Glas is involved in questioning judgment as a theme, that is, the assumption that judgment is a unified thing. Let us remind ourselves here of Kant’s claim that for a judgment to be able to perform a synthetic unity between heterogeneous elements, it must be grounded in the unity of transcendental apperception. However, as Derrida argues in the case of Hegel, who takes the Kantian requisite a step further, the unity of judgment, insofar as the latter’s problematic belongs to the realm of reflection that is to be overcome by speculative thought, is a unity that has been lost and that speculative thought aims at restoring. Simply put, in its most classical form of S is P, a judgment presupposes the originary unity of S and P and testifies to this division in that it seeks to link both again by way of the copula is. Speculative thought is the attempt to recover on a higher level the unity thus lost. Indeed, although in all fairness to Hegel it must be said that the assumption that judgment presupposes an “originary division” (Ur-teil) is for Hegel restricted to the abstract conception of judgment, this Hölderlinean and Schellingean motif dominates Derrida’s analysis of judgment in Glas, especially his reading of Hegel’s early writings. In any case, the originary division in question is one of Being into subject and predicate, a division that should not have occurred but that also makes it possible for judgment to restore the originary unity of Being by way of the copula that couples again the pair of opposites that are the subject and the predicate. Derrida writes: “Such a scissionist operation presupposes, as its unthought or unreflected, just what it gives the form of reflection to: the one, the unique (das Einige) in which no partitioning (Teilung) and thus no objectifying judgment (Urteil) could take place. Simultaneously it must presuppose the possibility of division, of the infinite separation of the one, then the unity of unity and separation, of reality and thought, and so on.”37 Judgment thus presupposes not only an originary unity that is severed in an equally primary scission that makes judgment possible as the attribution of an attribute to something but also a copulation that serves to undo again on a higher level the shared out subject and predicate. With this emphasis on the originary unity of judgment, judgment is not only posited as a theme, as a unified meaning produced in the speculative and dialectical process of division and unification, but also overcome, left behind, in its very abstraction.38 This speculative unity of judgment philosophically more fundamental, perhaps, than its semantic unity, a unity that allows one to do away with judgment, is Derrida’s target in the deconstruction of its syllogistic structure.39 Indeed, the stakes of a deconstruction of the syllogism consist in targeting the unity that is presupposed not only, as Hegel has demonstrated, by the separation of the formal structure of the syllogism in an S and a P but also, as we will now see, by the difference between minor and major propositions in order to restore to judgment a division that is irreducible to any unity whatsoever and without which no judgment, if such a thing exists, would get off the ground.

Let’s look then, at the three propositions. The first two are categorical statements that resemble the premises of a syllogism. By stating that “[t]he deconstructibility of law (for example) makes deconstruction possible,” the proposition holds the deconstructibility of the law to be just an example of things that make deconstruction possible by virtue of their deconstructibility. This proposition thus seems to contain a general rule and, hence, to be in the position of a major premise. Hence, one could expect the second proposition to be the minor proposition that provides the condition from which the conclusion is drawn. Yet, by stating that “[t]he undeconstructibility of justice also makes deconstruction possible, indeed is inseparable from it,” this proposition also clearly makes a universal claim. In addition to the claim that the deconstructibility of law (for example) makes deconstruction possible, Derrida emphasizes in the second proposition that the undeconstructibility of justice also makes deconstruction possible. In other words, the two propositions do not stand in a relation of reference to true facts, or facts assumed true, in which one has a general thrust, and the other is a particular truth. Furthermore, no copula links S and P in either statement, rather, S is in an enabling position with respect to P, and, thus, they legislate with respect not to true facts but to what makes them both possible. In any case, the thrust of both propositions is of equal sweep; no subordination, no deductive order exists between them. Both propositions make equally valid claims regarding the possibility of deconstruction, but the second equally categorical proposition makes its claim in a slightly different way than the first. Justice is not only undeconstructible; it is also something that could never be of the order of an example illustrating undeconstructibility in general. If deconstruction merges into justice (se confond avec elle), the same holds for justice, and deconstruction, therefore, is justice as something with which it can be identified. In distinction from the first, the second proposition does not simply state a fact. It also implies the conclusion that justice and deconstruction are the same in that they blend into one another. It is a conclusion that is drawn independently of the hierarchical order of the so-called premises.

The third proposition is termed a “consequence.” From what we have just seen, however, the two previous propositions are not syllogistic premises but, rather, equally valid statements from which, therefore, no conclusion can be inferred. On the basis of these two propositions (if, indeed, they are still propositions) about the possibility of deconstruction, it is impossible to draw a conclusion judgmentally. The impossibility is not due simply to a lack of criteria for how to judge. Rather, judgment in the classical sense is impossible here because the interval that separates the two propositions is irreducible and does not imply any originary unity that ultimately would allow one to bridge the gap between them and thus to overcome the problematic in a Hegelian speculative fashion. Yet, if these propositions are not the premises of a judgment, that does not mean that they do not call for some sort of resolution. Their very incommensurability amounts to an injunction to make the impossible possible, not by way of an act of reason but by a performative act. It is in this context that the interval that separates the two propositions acquires its significance. Drawing the conclusion from the two preceding propositions, Derrida writes that “[d]econstruction takes place in the interval that separates the undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of the law. Deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossible.” Because no logical relation of major or minor relevance in view of a conclusion informs the two propositions, which concern two entirely different kinds of possibility of deconstruction, an interval opens between them, an unbridgeable interspace (and intertime, if one can say so) for deconstruction to find its place and take place. Indeed, if the two propositions and the so-called conclusion correspond to a deconstruction of the classical syllogism, it is because, rather than being principles of formal reasoning in the form of a judgment, they open an aporetic space that inescapably calls for an inevitably impossible passageway. Finding or inventing a way out of the aporetic propositions on the possibility of deconstruction thus demands a decision that no judgment that follows rules given in advance can make. In this situation, where it is impossible to judge not only because of the absence of rules but also because of the interval that radically separates the so-called premises, the decision that deconstruction makes, and with which it merges, is one that performs the impossible task of doing justice to both statements while respecting their incommensurability.

Let me recall here Deleuze’s observation that “[a] decision is not a judgment, nor is it the organic consequence of a judgment: it springs vitally [violemment] from a whirlwind of forces that leads us into combat,” which “replaces judgment” and is of the order of justice.40 By contrast, a judgment for Derrida, even where it is to all appearance subservient to a pregiven rule, hence, calculating, is truly a judgment only when it also involves the heterogeneous event of a decision. Judgment, then, can no longer be understood as the prerogative of a determined faculty or power of the mind that would characterize it as a form of Können by a sovereign subject. If Derrida speaks of the event of decision as an impossible event, or as a form of madness, it is precisely to underline its heterogeneity with respect to a self-conscious and calculating subject, hence, to the propositional nature of judgment. Without commenting, I quote the following passage from “Force of Law”:

Undecidable—this is the experience of that which, though foreign and heterogeneous to the order of the calculable and the rule, must [doit] nonetheless—it is of duty [devoir] that one must speak—deliver itself over to the impossible decision while taking account of law and rules. A decision that would not go through the test and ordeal of the undecidable would not be a free decision; it would only be the programmable application or the continuous unfolding of a calculable process. It might perhaps be legal; it would not be just […] for only a decision is just. In order to maintain the proposition “only a decision is just,” one need not refer decision to the structure of a subject or to the propositional form of a judgment. In a way, and at the risk of shocking, one could even say that a subject can never decide anything [un sujet ne peut jamais rien décider]: a subject is even that to which a decision cannot come or happen [arriver] otherwise than as a marginal accident …41

At the beginning of this essay I asked whether, notwithstanding all of Derrida’s reservations regarding the theme of judgment, one can conclude that he sidelines the theme in question and endorses abstention from judging. As the deconstruction of the syllogistic form of judging has demonstrated, such a deconstruction in no way amounts simply to renouncing judgment. On the contrary, deconstruction consists in a hyperbolic demand for judgment not to satisfy itself with remaining a calculable performance but, by liberating itself from itself, to open itself to the heterogeneous element of the impossible decision. Deconstruction is nothing less and nothing more than the attempt to confront judgment with the fact that, if there is to be something like a judgment in a strict sense, that is, beyond a calculable and predictable operation, it must be the happening of an impossible decision.


Notes

CHAPTER 1. THE FORCE of DECONSTRUCTION

1. Jacques Derrida, “Force and Signification,” in Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1978). All page numbers in the text refer to this edition.

2. Although the Bergsonian concept of élan, which Bass translates as “ardor,” is opposed to ‘structure’ on only one occasion, it is an equivalent of the notion of ‘force,’ which is construed as structure’s classical opposite throughout the essay. (See Derrida, Writing and Difference, 28.)

3. I thank Yasunori Suzuki for having drawn my attention to the fact that this whole methodological paragraph to which I am referring is missing in the first version of the essay, which was published in Critique: Revue génerale des publications françaises et étrangères 193 (June 1963) and 194 (July 1963). The paragraph in question was clearly added when the essay was included in Writing and Difference, which appeared in 1967. It might thus seem inappropriate to speak of an ‘earlier’ version of ‘deconstruction.’ Yet, by inserting a methodological reflection into the opening essay of Force and Signification, Derrida also provides a hint at the way the critical procedure at work throughout all, or at least most, of these early essays has to be understood, and which, as I will show, is somewhat broader than what later in Writing and Difference will be referred to as “the deconstruction of logocentrism” (Derrida, Writing and Difference, 196). This explicit linkage of deconstruction and logocentrism occurs in the essay “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” in an explicit reference to Of Grammatology, and, moreover, only in parts of the essay that have ostensibly been added later.

4. In the French original (Jacques Derrida, L’écriture et la différence [Paris: Seuil, 1967]), there is a break on the bottom of page 14 (which, in the English translation, corresponds to the bottom of page 6) that demarcates the preceding pages from the essay proper.

5. In more detail: The consciousness of “pure absence” that inspires and works in the modern creation of art according to the voices of writers cited by Rousset and to which Derrida adds the voice of Antonin Artaud, particularly the latter’s experience of the “anguish of writing” that goes hand in hand with the consciousness of having nothing to say—nothing already given in advance—is the occasion for Derrida to suggest that, compared to the kind of creation involved in modern art, “the creativity of the classical God appear[s] all too poor” (9). Undoubtedly, by making this point, Derrida is no longer simply commenting on Rousset but actively extrapolating the consequences of a conception of creation that no longer consists in expressing pregiven meanings or even the possible choices that the classical God conceives in actu and that he has as such (always already) at his disposal in his Logos (9). The Leibnizean God, the most perfect of all beings, does not experience the anguish of the modern artist, that is, “the responsibility of angustia,” of having to choose between all the possible meanings that push toward the “necessarily restricted passageway of speech” or the tip of the writing instrument (la pointe du style) (9). He does not know the anguish of choice because all the possibilities to be actualized through his creation are from the start the best choices. By contrast, creative writing in the aftermath of all the theological securities and assurances refers to a creation in which the passageway from possibility to actuality is such that it is far from certain that “the best will … necessarily transpire, as Leibniz thought it did in divine creation, nor will the transition to what transpires always be willful, nor will that which is noted down always infinitely express the universe, resembling and reassembling it” (10). Let me point out that, while referring to the novel (Romaniscus), Leibniz himself acknowledges in De contingentia that “we must hold for certain that not all possibles attain existence […] because they mutually impede each other” (Lloyd Strickland, The Shorter Leibniz Texts: A Collection of New Translations [London: Continuum, 2006], 112.) But are these predicaments of literary creation not precisely the only conditions under which one can rigorously speak of ‘creation’ in the first place? After having argued that the Leibnizean Book is destructive of all books in that all books do nothing but reflect the One book, Derrida links the life of our books—that is, books that do not already lie waiting “in some topos ouranios, or some divine understanding” (11), but whose meaning, as he notes with an explicit reference to Husserl’s Origin of Geometry, has to await being said or written before becoming meaning—to literature’s simultaneous creation of meaning and form. Derrida notes that in this way, “[t]he literary act thus recovers its true power [pouvoir] at its source” (11). By creating meaning in the same breath as form, “writing is inaugural, in the word’s early meaning [au sens jeune de ce mot],” in short, in the sense not only of making a new beginning but also of its Latin meaning as making a beginning under good omens or reading the omens while beginning something new (11; trans. mod.). With this inaugural quality of literary writing, by virtue of which it precipitates itself toward its future meaning, although “it does not know where it is going,” and inscribes a relation between divination and interpretation in the beginning that it makes, we touch upon the particular power, or force, of writing, which is thus linked to its peculiar temporality or historicity. To understand better this inaugural nature of writing, and thus also its force, let’s read the following statement by Derrida: “Writing is for the writer, even if he is not an atheist, but a writer, a first graceless sailing” (11; trans. mod.). Writing is a first sailing, an exploration of the truth of what is, that, according to Socrates, is reserved exclusively for the gods and, moreover, is graceless in that it takes place without their assistance. From a theological perspective, the writer’s journey toward meaning is, as Derrida’s reference to Saint John Chrysostom suggests, a mere second sailing, a navigation that God imprints with secondariness. But, as Derrida shows, writing is also a journey marked by a nontheological secondariness that contributes, by right, to its inaugural nature. Indeed, writing is inaugural not only in that it is a first sailing, but also in that it inscribes within itself a secondariness owed to the fact that written meaning is, from the start, in a relation to an other who “watches (qui veille, who is awake), and who makes the back-and-forth motion, the work between writing and reading, irreducible” (11; trans. mod.). The written meaning that the writer produces in a first sailing is a meaning that is always already read, which is thus secondary in the sense that such a meaning is always already redoubled, in that as writing it inevitably anticipates, for structural reasons, an other (even if that other is the other within the writer him- or herself) who will have always already read it. In other words, writing is inaugural not only in that it precipitates itself toward the meaning it is to create, but also in that, as a second sailing, the literary act opens up a relationship to the past.

Even though Rousset speaks out against the Platonism and theology implicit in much of literary criticism since the Renaissance, he also interconnects, as Derrida suggests in a highly elliptic fashion, the inaugural nature of literary creation with a nontheological conception of revelation. “To create is to reveal, says Rousset, who does not turn his back on classical criticism” (12). Derrida adds: “If creation were not revelation, what would happen to the finitude of the writer and to the solitude of his hand abandoned by God? Divine creativity, in this case, would be reappropriated by a hypocritical humanism. If writing is inaugural it is not so because it creates, but because of a certain absolute freedom to say, to bring forth the already-there in its sign [en son signe], and to take omens from it. A freedom of response that acknowledges as its only horizon the world as history and the speech that can only say: Being has always already begun” (12; trans. mod.). It is, as Martin Heidegger has forcefully argued, older than any theological or metaphysical God. Writing emancipated from any relation to a God, who strikes everything writing does with secondariness, is inaugural in that within the horizon of absolute worldliness it reveals the already-there (Being) in its sign and divines the to-come. Writing is inaugural not only in that its works display an internal temporality and historicity, but also in that it reveals Being in all its temporal ecstasies. The revelation that takes place in writing is thus anterior to metaphysics and theology.

Writing’s concern with the already-there, that is, with Being in a verbal sense, which constitutes the “revelatory power [puissance] of true literary language as poetry,” frees speech “by the word ‘Being’ ” from the burden of “its signalizing functions” (12). Writing is inaugural, then, also in that through it pure language is born, that is, a language aroused from its slumber as sign (de son sommeil de signe), which, therefore, can say what is (12).

6. While debating the eventual approach of the historian of ideas to the phenomenon of structuralism, Derrida remarks that “[i]n the future [the fecundity of structuralism] will be interpreted, perhaps, as a relaxation, if not a lapse, of the attention to force, which is the tension of force itself. Form fascinates when one no longer has the force to understand force from within itself. That is, to create” (4–5). The recourse to an opposition from the arsenal of philosophy’s set of oppositions, such as form/force, is thus clearly attributed to the possible attempt of the future historian of ideas to account for the phenomenon of structuralism. In contrast to the historian of ideas, Derrida, while acknowledging that he still lives on structuralism’s fecundity, only seeks to “muse upon what it [i.e., structuralism] might signify from within it” (4). Even though he entitles his own essay “Force and Signification” in response to Rousset’s book, Forme et signification, it might thus be appropriate to conclude that he does not necessarily, or not simply, oppose force to form.

As is evident from the prelude to “Force and Signification,” contemporary literary criticism has, as a result of its “structuralist consciousness,” become aware that it has always been structuralist in the sense that its “analyses are possible only after a certain defeat of force and within the movement of diminished ardor [ferveur]” (5). Literary criticism has always only been “[a] reflection of the accomplished, the constituted, the constructed. Historical, eschatological, and crepuscular by its very situation” (5). Literary criticism sets in with the setting of the sun, when the night begins and slumber sets in. Now, since structure denotes not only form, relation, and configuration but also interdependency and totality, the weakness associated with the structuralist perspective turns out to be a force. With Jean-Pierre Richard’s structuralism in mind, Derrida writes: “The force of our weakness is that impotence separates, disengages, and emancipates. Henceforth, the totality is more clearly perceived, the panorama and the panoramagram are possible” (5). The lack of force owed to literary structuralism’s temporal separation from its objects is thus transmuted into a force in that, in an artwork “divested of its forces” (5), its spatial formation can show itself in full view. “[T]he relief and design of structures appears more clearly when content, which is the living energy of meaning, is neutralized” (5). Structuralist consciousness is thus not only the result of a lack of forces; intent on bringing the structure of a work in its totality into view, it is also “destructive, destructuring,” in short, a “catastrophic consciousness” (5–6). In terms of methodology, according to Derrida, structuralism consists in menacing, threatening the structure of a work, soliciting it, that is, shaking it (ébranler) in its totality, so that the keystone—“that secret place in which [the structure] is neither construction nor ruin but lability”—on which it rests can be perceived (6). As Derrida points out, “[i]t is during the epochs of historical dislocation, when we are expelled from the site, that this structuralist passion, which is simultaneously a frenzy of experimentation and a proliferation of schematizations, develops for itself” (6). (As an example of such an epoch, Derrida mentions the Baroque, to which Rousset devoted another book-length study.) If this is indeed the case, then structuralism’s methodological approach is not merely a passing whim. Derrida submits that, by becoming methodological, the structuralist solicitude and solicitation “reproduce, in the register of method, a solicitude and solicitation of Being, a historico-metaphysical threatening of foundations” (6). With this allusion to Heidegger’s Destruktion of the foundations of metaphysics, one gets a further glimpse into the reasons why Derrida seeks to shield structuralism from the most likely verdict of the future historian of ideas. To put it elliptically, the structuralist interrogation has a force that raises it beyond a merely epochal fashion. Indeed, structuralism’s critical disengagement from its objects assures us of “a solicitation and an opening toward totality” (6; trans. mod.). But structuralism’s solicitation and opening onto the whole of Western thought and its foundation come also with a price, which becomes obvious when Derrida asks, “What does this opening hide? And hide, not by virtue of what it leaves aside and out of sight, but by virtue of its very power to illuminate” (6). Having made these points, I can now finally turn to the second part of “Force and Signification,” where Derrida expresses what he terms “a mute anxiety [une inquiétude sourde]” (6), that is, an underhand concern, regarding the method by way of which structuralism seeks to bring the whole of its objects, and more broadly, of Western thought, into view.

7. In passing, I remark that, as constructions, literary works are therefore conceived as being entirely of the order of techne or poesis; as fabricated, as primarily constructions and architectures, they have no internal principle, hence no internal genesis and historicity.

8. See, in particular, page 27.

9. Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’ ” in Acts of Religion, ed. G. Anidjar (New York: Routledge, 2002), 234.

10. Ibid., 234–235.

11. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, “On the Reform of Metaphysics and on the Notion of Substance,” in The Philosophical Works of Leibniz, ed. G. M. Duncan (New Haven: The Tuttle, Morehouse and Taylor Company, 1908), 75–76 (trans. mod.).

12. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, trans. P. G. Lucas and L. Grint (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1953), 14.

13. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, “New System, and Explanation of the New System,” in Philosophical Writings, trans. M. Morris and G. H. R. Parkinson (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1973), 118.

14. Hans-Georg Gadamer defines this Greek sense of methodos as “a concern for how one deals with the things with which one is occupied [ein Anteilnehmen am Umgang mit den Dingen, mit denen wir uns befassen]” (Hans-Georg Gadamer, Der Anfang der Philosophie [Stuttgart: Reclam, 1996], 39).

15. Thomas Khurana explains the articulation of force and form in “Force and Signification” in terms of “an irreducible and negative dialectics” without which the “peculiar ‘living’ character of meaningful practices,” such as those of poetics works—he speaks, indeed, of Rousset’s “biopoetics”—cannot be accounted for. As Khurana remarks, Derrida takes issue with the classical opposition and hierarchy of the form/force divide in view of a concept of force that shows itself “as the différance of forms.” But can the concept of negative dialectics do justice to what Derrida understands by “différance” without undergoing a radical transformation? (See Thomas Khurana, “Force and Form: Essay on the Dialectics of the Living,” Constellations 18.1 [2011]: 21–34.)

16. From what Derrida says in this context about choice, it also follows that deconstruction is a way of facing thought with the anguish of choice, which he will later conceptualize in terms of the undecidability without which no decision in a strict sense is possible.

17. Alan Bass translates “à la fois” as “simultaneously,” but some pages later Derrida denounces simultaneity as a myth and emphasizes its spatial connotations (24–25).

18. See Walther von Wartburg, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue française (Paris: PUF, 1932), vol. 2: 55.

19. Emphasizing the voluminous nature of the book, Derrida remarks: “For the man of literary structuralism (and perhaps of structuralism in general), the letter of books—movement, infinity, lability, and instability of meaning rolled up in itself in the wrapping, the volume—has not yet replaced (but can it ever?) the letter of the flattened, established Law: the commandment on the Tables” (306 n. 55). By speaking of the volume of books, does Derrida not also contrast the book rolled upon itself, the Sefer Torah, the scroll of the book of Law, to the commandments of the Mosaic Law?

20. I am referring here to the merciless vigilance that pervades Derrida’s works, a vigilance modeled after “Husserlian prudence” that, as Derrida notes on one occasion, “remains always before us [restera toujours devant nous],” still to be lived up to, and the task of which is never completed once and for all (Jacques Derrida, On Touching: Jean-Luc Nancy, trans. C. Irizarry [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005], 191). For a detailed discussion of ‘vigilance,’ see my “Without Titles,” in Views and Interviews: On ‘Deconstruction’ in America (Aurora: The Davies Group, 2006), 1–32.

CHAPTER 2. THE POSSIBILITY of DECONSTRUCTION

1. Darin Tenev has forcefully made the point that the Derridean notion of the im-possible, that is, a concept of the possible that resists actualization so as not to foreclose the possibility of the future, is intimately conditioned by a relation to the other (Darin Tenev, “Possibility and Negativity,” in CAS Sofia Working Paper Series 6 [2014]: 1–30).

2. Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’ ” trans. M. Quaintance, in Acts of Religion, ed. G. Anidjar (New York: Routledge, 2002). All references in the text are to this edition.

3. As the following lines from “Force of Law” demonstrate, Derrida’s effort to hone in on the specific nature of the violence contained by all law and justice involves also a debate with Heidegger’s interpretation of the Heraclitean concept of dike: “The words Walten and Gewalt play a decisive role in a few texts by Martin Heidegger—where one cannot simply translate them as either force or violence—and in a context, where Heidegger will try to show that, for Heraclitus, for example, Dike (justice, right, trial, penalty or punishment, vengeance, and so forth)—is eris (conflict, Streit, discourse, polemos or Kampf); that is, it is adikia, injustice, as well” (Derrida, “Force of Law,” 234).

4. Undoubtedly, one could also think here of Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of force. But Derrida’s concern is above all one with an economy of forces, their differentiality, and the system that they form, all terms that in a debate with structuralism point to Saussure’s structural linguistics as a model.

5. Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. W. Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 117.

6. Ibid.

7. Robert Godel, Les sources manuscrites du cours de linguistique générale (Geneva: Droz, 1969), 66.

8. Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 117.

9. Ibid., 107. Since the notions of ‘differentiality’ and ‘system’ are intimately linked for Saussure and for Derrida, it would be necessary to explore how the notion of system must be understood in this context. To do so, one might wish to keep the following remark by Derrida in mind: “A system is neither finite nor infinite. A structural totality escapes this alternative in its functioning. It escapes the archaeological and the eschatological, and inscribes them in itself” (Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978], 123).

10. A brief remark about the anterior future (there will have been) is warranted here. The reason for the affirmation that there will have been logos at the beginning of justice will only become manifest when we take up the second idiomatic expression, namely, “to address something” (to which Derrida alludes in the first sentence of the paragraph from which I am quoting), and its relation to justice, as well as what is said a bit later in the text about the idea of justice in Western thought (237).

11. Is this a relation of logos and force? Is logos immediately disarmed and turned into idioms by force?

12. In “Cogito and the History of Madness” (1964), an essay on the archeology of silence to which madness, according to Foucault, has been condemned, Derrida writes that “if madness in general, beyond any factitious and determined historical structure, is the absence of a work, then madness is indeed, essentially and generally, silence, stifled speech, within a caesura and a wound that open up life as historicity in general. Not a determined silence, imposed at one given moment rather than any other, but a silence essentially linked to an act of force and a prohibition which open history and speech. In general. Within the dimension of historicity in general, which is to be confused neither with some ahistorical eternity, nor with an empirically determined moment of the history of facts, silence plays the irreducible role of that which bears and haunts language, outside and against which alone language can emerge—‘against’ here simultaneously designating the content from which form takes off by force, and the adversary against whom I assure and reassure myself by force” (Derrida, Writing and Difference, 54).

13. Heidegger, too, understands silence to be “at the heart of speech,” that is, in language as saying. The possibility of keeping silent, or discretion, is rooted in this silence internal to speech. But, as Derrida notes in Politics of Friendship, “[f]inding the resource of its own silence in the possibility of speaking, that which thus keeps silent belongs from then on to truth—more precisely, to one of the essential modes (to wit, speech or discourse, Rede) of opening or disclosedness (Erschlossenheit), disclosedness to truth—that is, of truth ‘in which’ Dasein is, a Dasein originarily responsible, indebted or ‘responsibilizable’ (schuldig), but ‘in’ a truth that is every bit as originarily an ‘untruth’ ” (Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, trans. G. Collins [London: Verso, 1997], 58). Among the many references to silence that in Heidegger are intimately connected to language as speech, the latter being understood as a saying and showing, in On the Way to Language, silence, “which is often regarded as the source of speaking,” is determined as the way of cor-responding (the reference is to Being and Time) to the unsaid in speech (Martin Heidegger, On the Way to Language, trans. P. D. Hertz [New York: Harper, 1982], 131).

14. Derrida, Writing and Difference, 126–127.

15. Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault, trans. M. Chase (Oxford: Blackwell), 84.

16. Cited after Hadot, 155.

17. See also my “The Exercise of Deconstruction,” The Oxford Literary Review 36.2 (2014): 209–211.

18. The possibility of deconstruction lies with what Derrida, at one point in “Force of Law,” terms “the more intrinsic structure” (241) of any item that, in order for the item to be, has to be constructed on the basis of interpretable and transformable textual strata (as in the case of historical laws) but whose authority also requires it to be without foundation in that it engenders itself violently through an act for which no instituted language can account.

19. I offer a discussion of the three propositions that formally resemble the classical syllogism with its two premises, major and minor, and a conclusion, in the final chapter of this book where I argue that Derrida here deconstructs the structure of the syllogism.

20. In Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning, ed. P.-A. Brault and M. Naas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 146.

21. Louis Marin, Des Pouvoirs de l’image: Gloses (Paris: Seuil, 1993), 18.

22. Lloyd Strickland, The Shorter Leibniz Texts: A Collection of New Translations (London: Continuum, 2006), 29.

23. Ibid., 112.

24. With this reference to the Western tradition regarding the determination of the human being, one might wonder if other cultures are less violent, which I doubt very much.

25. Deconstruction is justice not only insofar as it questions all the fixed conceptions of what justice is in the name of justice in itself, but also insofar as it denounces the concrete injustices to which such normative apparatuses gives rise.

26. Before I proceed to the second movement of deconstruction, I wish to point out that, within the European idioms—Greek, Roman, medieval Latin, French, English, and German—in which one can hear the demand for justice, its Greek name, dike, stands out. Like all the other designations of justice, in spite of the fact that they name something universal, dike, too, is an idiomatic designation. Yet, dike enjoys in Derrida’s writings a certain privilege. Undoubtedly, when he claims that “[d]econstruction is justice,” none of the many idiomatic designations of the justice to which deconstruction must do justice can be privileged. Nevertheless, I tend to believe that Anaximander’s understanding of dike bears significantly on how the exercise of deconstruction, and how the justice that it effectuates, must be understood. While evoking Heidegger, Derrida mentions the Heraclitean concept dike at the beginning of “Force of Law,” noting that dike is eris, conflict, discord, polemos (234). However, in the context of “Force of Law,” the most significant conception of dike is that of Anaximander. It is true that Derrida does not engage Anaximander’s fragment on dike directly, but on several occasions he refers to the notion in question by way of Heidegger’s “Der Spruch des Anaximander.” The most important treatment regarding dike takes place in Specters of Marx, where the notion is discussed in a debate with Heidegger as a conception of “justice beyond right [droit]” (29), “and still more beyond juridicism, beyond morality, and still more beyond moralism” (32), Derrida recognizes Heidegger’s claim that dike, justice beyond right, must be understood on the basis of the gift, but he takes issue with Heidegger’s harmonizing interpretation of this gift in view of “presence, be it of the presence to meaning of the Anwesen, of the event as coming into presence, of Being as presence joined to itself, of the proper of the other as presence” (32). By contrast, Derrida wonders whether “justice as relation to the other [does not] suppose on the contrary the irreducible excess of a disjointure or an anachrony, some Un-Fuge, some ‘out of joint’ dislocation in Being and in time itself, a disjointure that, in always risking the evil, expropriation, and injustice (adikia) against which there is no calculable insurance, would alone be able to do justice or to render justice to the other as other? A doing that would not amount only to action and a rendering that would not come down just to restitution?” (32). The extent to which this discussion of a dissymmetric and hyperbolic conception of justice with respect to the other is linked to the problematic we encounter in “Force of Law” becomes manifest when Derrida remarks that “here, in this interpretation of the Un-Fug (whether or not it is on the basis of Being as presence and the property of the proper), would be played out the relation of deconstruction to the possibility of justice, the relation of deconstruction (insofar as it proceeds from the irreducible possibility of the Un-Fug and the anachronic disjointure, insofar as it draws from there the very resource and injunction of its reaffirmed affirmation) to what must (without debt and without duty) be rendered to the singularity of the other …” (Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, The Work of Mourning and the New International, trans. P. Kamuf [New York: Routledge, 1994], 32–33).
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