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always clear, easily decipherable, calculable and programmable: in a word, if one 
wanted to be polemical, to the irresponsible. 

I would like now to try to respond as attentively as possible to the second part 
of your second question, taking as seriously as possible each of your formula
tions. To begin with, this one: "Of course social authorities often exploit linguis
tic rules in repressive ways, but does this fact implicate the codifiers of those 
rules?" I have already uttered my perplexity at this use of the concept of 
"repression. " Do you think that the "rules" or that certain rules might be repres
sive in themselves? Is every prescription or every prohibition repressive or 
should we introduce here numerous distinctions? Is "Thou shalt not kill" repres
sive? Perhaps you think that the abusive use of certain rules can be repressive, 
something that the word "exploit" seems to suggest? If I place myself within this 
hypothesis, the answer is simple enough: apparently, no, the "codifiers" of these 
rules are not implicated in this "exploitation." But this concept of the "codifier" 
in turn remains rather indeterminate: does it refer to those who produce the 
rules, in a gesture that itself is rather complex (for example, that of the legisla
tors, of whom I have elsewhere recalled just how much they have to resort to 
tricks with performatives and constatives) and which may be attributed to indi
viduals or to communities that are sometimes easy, sometimes more difficult to 
determine? Or does it refer to theoreticians who formalize or systematize a code 
and its implications? Naturally, according to the latter hypothesis (which can nev
er, I believe, attain anything like a rigorous purity), the "codifiers" could never 
be " implicated," much less judged guilty, each time there is a repressive exploita
tion of the said rules enabling use and abuse to be distinguished. Nevertheless, 
and it is doubtless here that the ethical-political responsibility of the theoretician 
begins, the codification of the rules ought to take into account or try to account 
for the possibility of abuse insofar as the latter is inscribed in the structure of 
normality itself (see above). With the best intentions in the world (and this is why 
one must be careful in assigning responsibilities and culpabilities) a "codifying" 
theoretician can fail in this duty. He can do this for different reasons, depending 
upon the situation. This theoretical failure, this failure to accomplish a theoretical 
duty can, sometimes, be ideologically-politically motivated. Such motivations can 
sometimes appear almost without mediation, at any rate relatively easily determi
nable' but only sometimes. This theoretical limit can only be explained, and in 
any case can only impose itself and ultimately pretend to any measure of legiti
macy by virtue of enormous networks of presuppositions. What is called decon
struction endeavors to analyze and if possible to transform this situation. 

You ask immediately after: "Are there not situations in which Searle's rules 
could be invoked by someone who was contesting police power?" Yes, why not? 
But once again, what police are we talking about? And rules always involve police 
forces. I said before that there are police and police, that the police are not neces
sarily repreSSive, that a repressive police can only be opposed by another police, 
etc. Moreover, I am not sure what you mean by "Searle's rules. "  There are no 
Searle's rules, as you well know. There are analyses and formalizations proposed 
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by Searle concerning certain rules, and sometimes concerning rules which con
stitute right, morality, and politics and are accepted as such by a majority of per
sons in given communities, for example, ours. To this extent, if a repressive po
lice, that is to say, one which violates these laws, commits abuses, then one can 
indeed " invoke" these rules to contest police power, thus opposing to it, by vir
tue of good rules, the reference to a more just police. This I will gladly grant you. 
Nor did I ever say, or think, that the rules, of which you seem to think that Searle 
is, in one sense or another, a "codifier," are repressive rules. This is a word 
which, it seems to me, I have never employed because it is a concept which, out 
of context, is lacking in rigor. 

You then ask: "Can Searle's assumptions legitimately be correlated with a 
particular politics, repressive or otherwise?" The seriousness of the question 
does not permit me to respond without numerous precautions. Of which "as
sumptions" are you speaking? If you mean those I describe in "Limited Inc . . .  ," 
my answer is no. In the nucleus of their theoretical structure, if it could be isolat
ed, these "assumptions" do indeed, it seems to me, have a political (as you say) 
correlative, but not a "particular" political correlative. They would be common to 
the axiomatics of numerous (and perhaps even all) politics in the West, whether 
of the right or of the left, as well as to what their codes have in common. From 
this point of view, the deconstruction of these "assumptions," and hence of these 
codes, if it also has a political dimension, is engaged in the writing (or if you 
prefer, in the future production) of a language and of a political practice that can 
no longer be comprehended, judged, deciphered by these codes. 

Having thus responded no in these precise terms to the question you posed, 
I would try to distinguish as clearly as possible between, on the one hand, what 
I have called the nucleus of the theoretical structure (to which, as you know, I 
am up to a point even able to subscribe, and of which I have shown that, when
ever it answered to the most demanding requirements of traditional philos
ophy, it coincided, with the exception of a few assumptions, with certain of my 
statements), and on the other hand, certain aspects of the practice of John R. 
Searle, of his manner of discussing, of arguing, of polemicizing, of his rhetoric 
and of the forms in which he takes part in social and intellectual life, in short, of 
the modalities through which the said theoretical nucleus is put to work (mise 
en oeuvre). In this regard I certainly do at times disapprove of the polities of this 
practice, of certain of its moments in any case: to insult an author instead of 
criticizing him through demonstration, to accuse the other of a "distressing 
penchant for saying things that are obviously false" and of a thousand "confu
sions" while not taking the trouble to read any of the incriminated writings with 
the slightest attention (this I have tried to demonstrate and will not repeat; it is 
the entire object of "Limited Inc . . .  "), and above all, to attempt in newspaper 
articles for instance to turn gossip into an argument in order to accuse me, and 
with me all those interested in my work, of "terrorist obscurantism. " 1 2  This 
style, or at least the style of this particular manifestation (and nothing indicates 
that Searle is always in such a state apart from when he polemicizes against 
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deconstruction, with Culler or with me in a newspaper-although the question 
remains why deconstruction, Culler, or I cause him to so lose control), seems to 
me indeed to have broad political implications. These gestures imply a politics 
(you would call it "repressive"), but no one has the right, nor do I ever claim 
such a right, to generalize and say that it is Searle's politics in general or those 
of the theory he puts to work in general. 

Moreover, once again, not having much taste for such trials, and however 
severe my judgment (ethical or political-theoretical) might be concerning 
Searle's gestures in his answer to Sec or in his article in the New York Review of 
Books, I will not resort to your words (police and repression) to describe them 
in a general fashion, beyond what I have cited in note 12 above. Insults and 
abusive analogies come all too easily in our milieu these days. I have too many 
examples in mind. Similarly I will be careful not to extend to all of Searle's work, 
which deserves respect even if it is open to discussion or to criticism, the judg
ment which this or that aspect of its socio-academic elaboration [mise en oeuvre] 
seem to me to call for. I shall be even more careful not to extend to every theory 
of speech acts (of which Searle is only one representative) the same conclusions. 
Even if this elaboration is never entirely extrinsic with regard to that "theoretical 
nucleus," even if a consistent elaboration should prohibit such slips or aggres
sions, it is conceivable that other authors might elaborate the same theoretical 
nucleus in a very different way, without the violence you call "repressive." I do 
not exclude this possibility. This or that article of John R. Searle is, let us not 
forget, only a minor element in a highly determined context, which itself is in
scribed in other, much larger and more overdetermined contexts. I do not know 
the ideological-political "opinions" of John R. Searle. Given all that I have read 
and understood of him, I am unable to exclude almost any possibility. But the 
one exception, perhaps, is that of his taking an interest in what I and several 
others are doing: deconstructing the political codes in whose spectrum his dis
course and political practice are situated. Of such an interest, at any rate, there is 
not the slightest hint, nor does he afford himself the wherewithal with which it 
might be developed. On the contrary, I even seem to have noticed in him an 
actively defensive attitude toward any manifestation of such an interest. Perhaps 
this bears witness to an instinctive but sure sense of what is at stake in decon
struction. I do not exclude this possibility either. For I have come to understand 
that, sometimes, certain bitter and compulsive enemies of deconstruction stand 
in a more certain and more vital relationship, even if not theorized, to what is in 
effect at stake in it than do certain avowed "deconstructionists ." In any case, the 
field here is unstable and turbulent. 

I have more difficulty in comprehending the next phrase of the same ques
tion ( "How would such a tactic differ from that of those who attack deconstruc
tion as inherently conservative because it has been appropriated by the American 
academic publish-or-perish system?")' I have just explained why what you qualify 
as "a tactic" does not bear the slightest resemblance to what I do or want to do. If 
it were a "tactic" used against deconstruction, it would not be of great interest in 
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my eyes, even if it could, during a certain period, have a certain efficacy. There is 
no one, single deconstruction. Were there only one, were it homogeneous, it 
would not be inherently either conservative or revolutionary, or determinable 
within the code of such oppositions. That is precisely what gets on everyone's 
nerves. I see very well in what respects certain of my writings, or certain of my 
practices (for example), have something "conservative" to them and I assume it 
as such. I am for safeguards, for memory-the jealous conservation--of numer
ous traditions, for example, but not only in the university and in scientific, 
philosophical, literary theory. I am actively committed to such safeguards. But at 
the same time, I could also show how certain of my writings (sometimes the 
same ones) or certain of my practices (sometimes the same) seem to call into 
question the foundations of this tradition, and I assume that as well. What does 
this signify? That to understand what is going on in these texts and practices, the 
opposition conservative/revolutionary is no longer pertinent. Deconstruction, in 
the singular, is not "inherently" anything at all that might be determinable on the 
basis of this code and of its criteria. It is " inherently" nothing at all; the logic of 
essence (by opposition to accident), of the proper (by opposition to the improp
er), hence of the " inherent" by opposition to the extrinsic, is precisely what all 
deconstruction has from the start called into question. As deconstruction is in
herently neither "conservative" nor the contrary, the political evaluation of each 
of the gestures called deconstructive will have to depend, if it is to be rigorous 
and in proportion to what it is addreSSing, upon analyses that are very difficult, 
very minute, very flexible with regard to the stereotypes of political-institutional 
discourse. Deconstruction does not exist somewhere, pure, proper, self-identi
cal, outside of its inscriptions in conflictual and differentiated contexts; it " is" 
only what it  does and what is done with it, there where it  takes place. It  is  difficult 
today to give a univocal definition or an adequate description of this "taking 
place. "  This absence of univocal definitions is not "obscurantist," it respectfully 
pays homage to a new, very new Au.fklarung. This is, in my eyes, a very good sign. 
To this answer, concerning principles, I will add three more points. 

1 .  Deconstruction in the Singular cannot be simply " appropriated" by anyone 
or by anything. Deconstructions are the movements of what I have called "ex
appropriation. "  Anyone who believes they have appropriated or seen appropriat
ed something like deconstruction in the Singular is a priori mistaken, and some
thing else is going on. But since deconstruction is always "something else," the 
error is never total or pure. 

2. If nevertheless there is indeed, to a certain extent, still very slight, a certain 
multiplication of practices that are deconstructive in style (research, writing, 
reading, teaching, publication, etc.) in the university, it would be necessary, 
before speaking of appropriation, to know if the system that seems to appropri
ate something is or is not modified by that which it believes it is appropriating. 
Even though I do not believe appropriation to be possible in general, I am not 
opposed to what you call "appropriation" :  it is inevitable that something resem
bling appropriation take place in order for the university, for example, to be 
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affected by it. Otherwise, the only hope for deconstruction's remaining happily 
intact and pure would be for it to be utterly ignored, radically excluded or defini
tively rejected. You know that this is not my foremost concern. It is perhaps the 
ambiguous wish of those who make opposition to deconstruction their profes
sion. 

3 .  What is "the American publish-or-perish system"? Its definition would re
quire numerous analyses that I cannot attempt here. To remain at a relatively 
trivial level, I will say that to my knowledge there are in this regard at least as 
many signs of exclusions or of censorship as of appropriation. In numerous 
places the war against anything deemed "deconstructionist" closes the doors of 
universities and of publishers. If works that take into account the deconstructive 
problematic or make reference to it in one manner or another are on the in
crease and are above all diversifying themselves in fields that are part not only of 
philosophy or of literary theory, but also of the social sciences, law, architecture, 
etc. (and as you seem to believe it, I grant you that this is perhaps a fact), why 
should it be viewed simply as a sign of appropriation by "the American publish
or-perish system"? Couldn't this be interpreted otherwise? If it were simply a 
symptom of appropriation, why would it arouse such aggressivity and uncon
trolled reactions? Perhaps your allusion to the "publish-or-perish system" im
plies that in your eyes much, perhaps even too much is being written in a decon
structive style. But even if this were the case and even if these works were 
published so easily (which I do not believe at all when I consider things from a 
statistical , i.e . ,  quantitative point of view), why exclude other explanations? For 
example, that the field of work opened by "deconstructive" questions shows it
self to be richer, newer, and that the provocation to research, even to writing is 
more stimulating? 

Question. 
In Of Grammatology, you make it clear that you do not deny the ability of 

inte!preters, for certain purposes, to reproduce a so-called literal meaning of a 
text. You say that the "moment of doubling commentary should no doubt have 
its place in a critical reading, " and that without "this indispensable guardrail" 
"critical production would risk developing in any direction at all and authorize 
itself to say almost anything" (p. 158). 

Could you comment on how this issue of the possibility of a "doubling com
mentary" may bear on an assertion like the following in "Limited Inc . . .  ": in 
breaching and dividing the self -presence of intentions, iterability "leaves us no 
choice but to mean (to say) something that is (already, always, also) other than 
what we mean (to say) . . .  " (p. 62). If this process of intentions and meanings 
differingfrom themselves does not negate the possibility of "doubling commenta
ry, " then are its practical implications for interpretation perhaps not so threaten
ing to conventional modes of reading as has been thought--or, perhaps I should 
ask, are they threatening in a different way than has been thought? 

I raise this question not to suggest that the self-divided nature of meaning ha.<;; 
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no practical consequences for interpretation} but to ask whether those conse
quences are best described in tenns of undecidability and indetenninacy. I ask 
this from a sense that} in the United States at least} the controversy over your work 
has often become caught up in somewhat unprofitable disputes over whether 
words can mean anything detenninate (i.e.) whether your work eliminates all 
"guardrails''j-something which it seems you 've never denied. A possible result is 
that more-interesting issues you have raised have tended to be overlooked} such 
as those having to do with your view that meaning is founded on acts of exclu
sion and repression which leave their traces on it. At least in fOCUSing almost 
entirely on the issue of detenninate reading vs. undecidability, the popular criti
cisms of your work seem hardly to recognize this latter issue, which has to do with 
the way discourse inscribes power relations. 

Of course those who believe in detenninate meaning tend to ignore the ways 
discourse inscribes power relations, but could not one argue that those ways can 
themselves be quite detenninate? In other words, would there not be some advan
tages for the moment anyway in separating the issue of whether meaning is struc
tured by rhetorical coercion from the issue of whether meaning is detenninate? 

Answer. 
This question is even more difficult. I realize that my answers have already 

been too long. For contingent reasons of time and of place, and hence without 
rigorous justification, I will have to pay greater attention to the economy of my 
responses. They will be shorter and more elliptical. I will shift rhythm and not re
cite your questions in their entirety each time, all the more easily since they are 
often accompanied by answers or hypotheses with which I feel myself to be 
largely in agreement. 

I have just finished rereading the chapter of Of Grammatology ("The Exorbi
tant Question of Method") from which the proposition you cite, on "the moment 
of doubling commentary," is drawn. To economize on what would otherwise be 
an overly long answer, I propose that the interested reader also reread the chap
ter. And I will add this clarification: the moment of what I called, perhaps clumsi
ly, "doubling commentary" does not suppose the self-identity of "meaning," but 
a relative stability of the dominant interpretation (including the "self'-interpreta
tion) of the text being commented upon. With, as I say in this passage, all the 
"classical exigencies" and the "instruments of traditional criticism" (of which, by 
the way, I indicate, in a political-institutional proposition, the vital necessity: the 
university should, I believe, assure the most rigorous transmission and conserva
tion, but the best strategy to this end is never simple), "doubling commentary" is 
not a moment of simple reflexive recording that would transcribe the originary 
and true layer of a text's intentional meaning, a meaning that is univocal and self
identical, a layer upon which or after which active interpretation would finally 
begin. 

No, this commentary is already an interpretation. Perhaps I should not have 
called it commentary. I do not believe in the possibility of a pure and simple 
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"doubling commentary. " I used these words to designate what, in a very classical 
and very elementary layer of reading, most resembles what traditionally is called 
"commentary," even paraphrase. This paraphrastic moment, even if it appeals to 
a minimal competence (which is less common than is generally believed: for 
example, familiarity with French, with a certain French, in order to read Rous
seau in the original text), is already an interpretive reading. This moment, this 
layer already concerns interpretations and semantic decisions which have noth
ing "natural" or "originary" about them and which impose, subject to conditions 
that require analysis, conventions that henceforth are dominant (I thus gradually 
approach what, in the course of your question, you describe in terms of "power 
relations")' Simply, this quasi-paraphrastic interpretation bases itself upon that 
which in a text (for instance, that of Rousseau, of which I was then speaking) 
constitutes a very profound and very solid zone of impliCit "conventions" or 
"contracts. "  Not of semantic structures that are absolutely anchored, ahistorical 
or transtextual, monolithic or self-identical-which moreover would render the 
most paraphrastic commentary either impossible or useless-but of stratifica
tions that are already differential and of a very great stability with regard to the 
relations of forces and all the hierarchies or hegemonies they suppose or put 
into practice: for example, the French language (its grammar and vocabulary), 
the rhetorical uses of this language in the society and in the literary code of the 
epoch, etc. , but also a whole set of assurances that grant a minimum of intelligi
bility to whatever we can tell ourselves about these things today or to whatever 
part of them I can render intelligible, for example in Of Grammatology, with 
whatever limited success. At stake is always a set of determinate and finite pos
sibilities. 

Without a solid competence in this domain, the most venturesome interpre
tations of Of Grammatology would have been neither possible nor intelligible, 
nor even subject to discussion. What must be understood is not what this or that 
French word means to say naturally or absolutely, beyond all possible equivoca
tion, but rather, first, what interpretations are probabilistically dominant and 
conventionally acknowledged to grant access to what Rousseau thought he 
meant and to what readers for the most part thought they could understand, in 
order, second, to analyze the play or relative indetermination that was able to 
open the space of my interpretation, for example, that of the word supplement. 
And once again, what holds for the context "Rousseau" or the "Essay on the Ori
gin of Languages" also holds for the context in which we speak of it today. On the 
one side, things are the same, a solid tradition assures us of this. But on the other, 
they are profoundly different. To evaluate the two sides and to get one's bearings, 
one must be armed, one must understand and write, even translate French as 
well as possible, know the corpus of Rousseau as well as possible, including all 
the contexts that determine it (the literary, philosophical, rhetorical traditions, 
the history of the French language, society, history, which is to say, so many other 
things as well). Otherwise, one could indeed say just anything at all and I have 
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never accepted saying, or encouraging others to say, just anything at all, nor have 
I argued for indeterminacy as such. 

But I do not believe, as you suggest, that it is opportune to dissociate ques
tions of "power relations" or of "rhetorical coercion" from questions of the de
terminacy or indeterminacy of "meaning." Without play in and among these 
questions, there would be no space for conflicts of force. The imposition of a 
meaning supposes a certain play or latitude in its determination. I shall return to 
this in a moment. 

If I speak of great stability, it is in order to emphasize that this semantic level 
is neither originary, nor ahistorical, nor simple, nor self-identical in any of its 
elements, nor even entirely semantic or significant. Such stabilization is relative, 
even if it is sometimes so great as to seem immutable and permanent. It is the 
momentary result of a whole history of relations of force ( intra- and extraseman
tic, intra- and extradiscursive, intra- and extraliterary or -philosophical, intra- and 
extraacademic, etc. ) .  In order for this history to have taken place, in its turbu
lence and in its stases, in order for relations of force, of tensions, or of wars to 
have taken place, in order for hegemonies to have imposed themselves during a 
determinate period, there must have been a certain play in all these structures, 
hence a certain instability or non-self-identity, nontransparency. Rhetorical 
equivocation and mobility, for instance, must have been able to work within 
"meaning."  Differance must have been able to affect reference. In short, what I 
sought to designate under the title of "doubling commentary" is the "minimal" 
deciphering of the "first" pertinent or competent access to structures that are 
relatively stable (and hence destabilizable!) ,  and from which the most venture
some questions and interpretations have to start: questions concerning conflicts, 
tensions, differences of force, hegemonies that have allowed such provisional 
installations to take place. Once again, that was possible only if a non-self-identi
ty, a differance and a relative indeterminacy opened the space of this violent 
history. What has always interested me the most, what has always seemed to me 
the most rigorous (theoretically, SCientifically, philosophically, but also for a writ
ing that would no longer be only theoretical-scientific-philosophical), is not in
determinacy in itself, but the strictest possible determination of the figures of 
play, of oscillation, of undecidability, which is to say, of the difjerantial condi
tions of determinable history, etc. . . .  On the other hand, if I have just prudently 
placed quotation marks around "minimal" and "first," it is because I do not be
lieve in the possibility of an absolute determination of the "minimal" and of the 
"first. " According to contexts (according to this or that national culture, in the 
university or outside the university, in school or elsewhere, at one level of com
petence or at another, on television, in the press, or in a specialized colloquium), 
the conditions of minimal pertinence and of initial access will change. You know 
that I am thus alluding, in passing, to concrete problems of curriculum, for exam
ple, or to the level of requirements in our profeSSion, whether we are talking of 
students or of teachers. 

Once that "minimal" and "first" are understood to have meaning only in 
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determinate contexts, the concept that I was aiming at with the inadequate ex
pression of "doubling commentary" is the concept of a reading-writing that, 
counting on a very strong probability of consensus concerning the intelligibility 
of a text, itself the result of the stabilized solidity of numerous contracts, seems 
only to paraphrase, unveil, reflect, reproduce a text, "commenting" on it without 
any other active or risky initiative. This is only an appearance, since this moment 
is already actively interpretive and can therefore open the way to all sorts of 
strategic ruses in order to have constructions pass as evidences or as constative 
observations. But I believe that no research is possible in a community (for ex
ample, academic) without the prior search for this minimal consensus and with
out discussion around this minimal consensus. Whatever the disagreements be
tween Searle and myself may have been, for instance, no one doubted that I had 
understood at least the English grammar and vocabulary of his sentences. With
out that no debate would have begun. Which does not amount to saying that all 
possibility of misunderstandings on my part is excluded a priori, but that they 
would have to be, one can hope at least, of another order. Inversely (to take only 
one example, which could be multiplied), if Searle had been familiar enough 
with the work of Descartes to recognize the parodic reference to a Cartesian title 
in my text (cf. what I say about this in t), he would have been led to complicate 
his reading considerably. Had he been attentive to the neological character of the 
French word restance-remains-which in my text does not signify perma
nence, he would have been on the right track and well on the way [sur la bonne 
voie] to reading me, etc. For of course there is a "right track" [une 'bonne voie"] ,  
a better way, and let i t  be said in passing how surprised I have often been, how 
amused or discouraged, depending on my humor, by the use or abuse of the 
following argument: Since the deconstructionist (which is to say, isn't it, the skep
tic-relativist-nihilist! )  is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity of 
meaning, in intention or "meaning-to-say," how can he demand of us that we 
read him with pertinence, preciSion, rigor? How can he demand that his own text 
be interpreted correctly? How can he accuse anyone else of having misunder
stood, simplified, deformed it, etc.? In other words, how can he discuss, and 
discuss the reading of what he writes? The answer is simple enough: this defini
tion of the deconstructionist is false (that's right: false, not true) and feeble; it 
supposes a bad (that's right: bad, not good) and feeble reading of numerous 
texts, first of all mine, which therefore must finally be read or reread. Then per
haps it will be understood that the value of truth (and all those values associated 
with it) is never contested or destroyed in my writings, but only reinscribed in 
more powerful, larger, more stratified contexts. And that within interpretive con
texts (that is, within relations of force that are always differential-for example, 
sOcio-political-institutional-but even beyond these determinations) that are rel
atively stable, sometimes apparently almost unshakeable, it should be possible to 
invoke rules of competence, criteria of discussion and of consensus, good faith, 
lucidity, rigor, criticism, and pedagogy. I should thus be able to claim and to 
demonstrate, without the slightest "pragmatic contradiction," that Searle, for 
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example, as I have already demonstrated, was not on the "right track" toward 
understanding what I wanted to say, etc. May I henceforth however be granted 
this: he could have been on the wrong track or may still be on it; I am making 
considerable pedagogical efforts here to correct his errors and that certainly 
proves that all the positive values to which I have just referred are contextual, 
essentially limited, unstable, and endangered. And therefore that the essential 
and irreducible possibility of misunderstanding or of "infelicity" must be taken 
into account in the description of those values said to be positive. 

In short, to cite you, not only, as you rightly say, "this process of intentions 
and meanings differing from themselves does not negate the possibility of 'doub
ling commentary,' " but this "doubling commentary" and its "guardrails," which 
are always constructed (and hence deconstructible), would themselves be 
neither possible nor necessary without this play of differance. And you are right 
in saying that these "practical implications for interpretation" are "not so threat
ening to conventional modes of reading," since they seem to rejoin the minimal 
"requirements" of all culture, of all reading, of all research (academic or not). 
But they are also rightly felt to be "threatening in a different way" by those con
servatives who are most paralyzed or most paralYZing, for two reasons. 

1 .  First of all, because the premises of this discourse on "doubling commenta
ry" recall, as I have just done, that the norms of minimal intelligibility are not 
absolute and ahistorical, but merely more stable than others. They depend upon 
socio-institutional conditions, hence upon nonnatural relations of power that hy 
essence are mobile and founded upon complex conventional structures that in 
principle may be analyzed, deconstructed, and transformed; and in fact, these 
structures are in the process of transforming themselves profoundly and, above 
all, very rapidly (this is the true source of anxiety in certain circles, which is 
merely revealed by "deconstruction" :  for before becoming a discourse, an or
ganized practice that resembles a philosophy, a theory, a method, which it is not, 
in regard to those unstable stabilities or this destabilization that it makes its prin
cipal theme, "deconstruction" is firstly this destabilization on the move in, if one 
could speak thus, "the things themselves" ;  but it is not negative. Destabilization is 
required for "progress" as well. And the "de-" of deconstruction Signifies not the 
demolition of what is constructing itself, but rather what remains to be thought 
beyond the constructivist or destructionist scheme ) . 13 What is at stake here is the 
entire debate, for instance, on the curriculum, literacy, etc. 

2. Following thiS, if, as I had written, "reading must not be content with doub
ling the text" (p. 1 58), the concept corresponding to the inadequate expression 
"doubling commentary" defines only a layer or a moment, an indispensable im
plication of reading, of a reading that is itself interpretive, inventive, or "produc
tive," assuming thereby the form of another writing, in a text in transformation in 
which the possibilities of differential play are increasing and at the same time 
becoming increasingly determined. It is that which doubtless appears most 
"threatening in a different way. " 

I take advantage of the occasion to specify that the word "productive," which I 
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use frequently in this passage in Of Grammatology to characterize a reading that 
is "protected" but not "opened" by the "guardrails," can remain equivocal. Such 
"productivity" ought not signify either "creativity" (for this interpretive reading 
does not create just any meaning ex nihilo and without prior rule)14 or simply 
"rendering explicit" (producere as setting forth or into the light that which is 
already there). The concept and the word "production" pose enormous prob
lems which cannot be discussed here (I believe I have dealt with them else
where).15 The same holds for the expression "text, in the infrastructural sense 
that we now give to that word" (p. 164). By infrastructural, I did not mean a 
substantial stratum, a substratum present underneath a superstructure (in the 
conventional Marxist sense of this figure). I wanted to recall that the concept of 
text I propose is limited neither to the graphic, nor to the book, nor even to 
discourse, and even less to the semantic, representational, symbolic, ideal, or 
ideological sphere. What I call "text" implies all the structures called "real," "eco
nomic," "historical ,"  socio-institutional, in short: all possible referents. Another 
way of recalling once again that "there is nothing outside the text ."  That does not 
mean that all referents are suspended, denied, or enclosed in a book, as people 
have claimed, or have been naive enough to believe and to have accused me of 
believing. But it does mean that every referent, all reality has the structure of a 
differential trace, and that one cannot refer to this "real" except in an interpretive 
experience. The latter neither yields meaning nor assumes it except in a move
ment of differential referring. That's all. 

I will only briefly paraphrase the last two paragraphs of your third question 
on undecidability, indeterminacy, and power relations. These paragraphs very 
effectively clarify matters and I am prepared to subscribe to them. With two quali
fications. 

1 .  I do not believe I have ever spoken of "indeterminacy," whether in regard 
to "meaning" or anything else. UndeCidability is something else again. While 
referring to what I have said above and elsewhere, I want to recall that un
decidability is always a determinate oscillation between possibilities (for exam
ple, of meaning, but also of acts) .  These possibilities are themselves highly deter
mined in strictly defined situations (for example, discursive-syntactical or 
rhetorical-but also political, ethical, etc. ). They are pragmatically determined.16 
The analyses that I have devoted to undecidability concern just these determina
tions and these definitions, not at all some vague "indeterminacy. " I say "un
decidability" rather than "indeterminacy" because I am interested more in rela
tions of force, in differences of force, in everything that allows, precisely, 
determinations in given situations to be stabilized through a decision of writing 
(in the broad sense I give to this word, which also includes political action and 
experience in general). There would be no indecision or double bind were it not 
between determined (semantic, ethical, political) poles, which are upon occa
sion terribly necessary and always irreplaceably Singular. Which is to say that 
from the point of view of semantics, but also of ethics and politics, "deconstruc
tion" should never lead either to relativism or to any sort of indeterminism. 
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To be sure, in order for structures of undecidability to be possible (and 
hence structures of decisions and of responsibilities as well), there must be a 
certain play, differance, non identity. Not of indetermination, but of differance or 
of nonidentity with oneself in the very process of determination. Differance is 
not indeterminacy. It renders determinacy both possible and necessary. Some
one might say: but if it renders determinacy possible, it is because it itself is 
"indeterminacy." Precisely not, since first of all it "is" in itself nothing outside of 
different determinations; second, and consequently, it never comes to a full stop 
anywhere, absolutely [elle ne s 'an-ete nulle part], and is neither negativity nor 
nothingness (as indeterminacy would be). Insofar as it is always determined, 
undeCidability is also not negative in itself. 

2. The words "force" and "power" which I have just joined you in using, also 
pose, as you can well imagine, enormous problems. I never resort to these words 
without a sense of uneasiness, even if I believe myself obligated to use them in 
order to designate something irreducible. What worries me is that in them which 
resembles an obscure substance that could, in a discourse, give rise to a zone of 
obscurantism and of dogmatism. Even if, as Foucault seems to suggest, one no 
longer speaks of Power with a capital P, but of a scattered multiplicity of micro
powers, the question remains of knowing what the unity of signification is that 
still permits us to call these decentralized and heterogeneous microphenomena 
"powers. " For my part, without being able to go much further here, I do not 
believe that one should agree to speak of "force" or of "power" except under 
three conditions, at least. 

A. That one takes account of the fact that there is never any thing called power 
or force, but only differences of power and of force, and that these differences 
are as qualitative as they are quantitative. In short, it seems to me that one must 
start, as Nietzsche doubtless did, from difference in order to accede to force and 
not vice versa. 

B. That, starting from this qualitatively differential thought, one opens one
self, in attempting to account for it, to this apparently perverse or paradoxical 
possibility: the ostenSibly greater force can also be the "lesser" (or the "strong
est" force is not "strongest" but "weakest," which supposes the essential possibil
ity of an inversion of meaning, that is to say, a mutation of meaning not limited to 
the semantics of discourse or the dictionary but which also "produces" itself as 
history). 

C. That one takes into account, consequently, all the paradoxes and ruses of 
force, of power, of mastery, as traps in which these ruses cannot avoid being 
caught upY I would be tempted to say analogous things on the subject of "re
pression. "  A while back, in responding to your second question, I displayed con
siderable caution, even reticence concerning the use of the word "repressive" in 
my discussion with Searle. But I am much less worried about this other concept 
that the same word seems to designate in the phrase in which you affirm that 
"meaning is founded on acts of exclusion and repression. " Once there is the 
exercise of force in the determination and the imposition of meaning, and first of 
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all in the stabilizing determination of a context, it is inevitable that there be some 
form of repression. Simply, it is not the same as what we spoke of above, not the 
same level in any case. The repression at the origin of meaning is an irreducible 
violence. It is difficult to call it "bad" or to condemn it from a moral or political 
point of view. One can hardly say as much of the repression or of the repressive
ness of which we spoke at the outset. 

Question. 
American commentators have often spoken as if the point of essays like "Sig

nature Event Context" and "Limited Inc . . .  " is to put such concepts as truth, 
reference, and the stability of interpretive contexts radically into question. Yet in 
a recent discussion of South African apartheid in Critical Inquiry (vol. 13, 
Autumn 1986), you speak of the need "to call a thing by its name" and to 'be 
attentive to what links words to concepts and to realities" (p. 163). You speak of 
the "massively present reality" of apartheid, "one which no historian could seri
ously put in question " (p. 160). And you chide two of your cn'ticsfor ignoring 
"the grammatical, rhetorical, and pragmatic specificity" of your utterance and 

for not paying "attention to the context and the mode of [your] text" (p. 158). 
I suspect these comments have surprised some of your commentators. Do they 

contradict the direction of your thought elsewhere, or have the commentators 
mistaken your implications? Could the apparent discrepancy be an instance of 
what you have often discussed as "double writing, " or different textual strategies 
addressed to different kinds of situations? 

Answer. 
I will answer your fourth question even more briefly. The premises of my 

response are now clear, I hope. I have never "put such concepts as truth, refer
ence, and the stability of interpretive contexts radically into question" if "putting 
radically into question" means contesting that there are and that there should be 
truth, reference, and stable contexts of interpretation. I have-but this is some
thing entirely different-posed questions that I hope are radical concerning the 
possibility of these things, of these values, of these norms, of this stability (which 
by essence is always provisional and finite). This questioning and the discourse 
attuned to its possibility (even the discourse concerning the possibility and the 
limits of the interrogative attitude in general)18 evidently no longer belong sim
ply, or homogeneously, to the order of truth, of reference, of contextuality. But 
they do not destroy it or contradict it. They are themselves neither false, nor 
nontrue, nor self-reflexive (identical to themselves and transparent), nor con
text-external or metacontextual. Their "truth" is not of the same order as the 
truth they question, but in pragmatically determined situations in which this 
"truth" is set forth they must submit (in large measure: I will explain later this 
qualification, which may seem strange) to the norms of the context that requires 
one to prove, to demonstrate, to proceed correctly, to conform to the rules of 
language and to a great number of other social, ethical, political-institutional 
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rules, etc. The proof that I have not "put . . .  the stability of interpretive contexts 
radically into question" is that I incessantly recall, as I did a short while ago, that I 
take into account and believe that it is necessary to account for this stability, as 
well as for all the norms, rules, contractual possibilities, that depend upon it. But 
what does it mean to account for a stability? On the one hand, it does not necessa
rily mean to choose or accept or try to conserve the stability for its own sake, no 
matter what the cost; it is not tantamount to being "conservative. "  And on the 
other hand, to account for a certain stability (by essence always provisional and 
finite) is precisely not to speak of eternity or of absolute solidity; it is to take into 
account a historicity, a nonnaturalness, of ethics, of politics, of institutionality, etc. 
If recalling this is to put radically into question the stability of contexts, then, yes, 
I do that. I say that there is no stability that is absolute, eternal, intangible, natural, 
etc. But that is implied in the very concept of stability. A stability is not an immuta
bility; it is by definition always destabilizable. 

The "commentators" whom you evoke would, as you suggest, have totally 
"mistaken" the " implications" of my discourse in general and of what I have said 
of apartheid in the particular context to which you refer. They commit the same 
"mistakes" as those to whom I respond in Critical Inquiry. I consider the context 
of that discussion, like that of this one, to be very stable and very determined. It 
constitutes the object of agreements sufficiently confirmed so that one might 
count [tabler] on ties that are stable, and hence demonstrable, linking words, 
concepts and things, as well as on the difference between the true and the false. 
And hence one is able, in this context, to denounce errors, and even dishonesty 
and confusions. This "pragmatics" or this pragrammatology (see n. 16) also en
tails deontological (or if you prefer, ethical-political) rules of discussion of 
which I remind my critics when I believe they have failed to observe them. But 
the very fact that, impelled by this or that interest (subject to analysis-and I 
analyze it), they can fail in this way, make errors, not understand, read badly, not 
respect the pragmatic, grammatical, or moral rules, the fact that I have been 
obliged and able to remind them of it-all this confirms that the context is only 
relatively stable. The ties between words, concepts, and things, truth and refer
ence, are not absolutely and purely guaranteed by some metacontextuality or 
metadiscursivity. However stabilized, complex, and overdetermined it may be, 
there is a context and one that is only relatively ji'rm, neither absolutely solid 
[fennete] nor entirely closed [fenneture], without being purely and simply identi
cal to itself. In it there is a margin of play, of difference, an opening; in it there is 
what I have elsewhere called "supplementarity" (Of Grammatology) or 
"parergonality" (Truth in Painting). These concepts come close to blurring or 
dangerously complicating the limits between inside and outside, in a word, the 
framing of a context. In such cases as this discussion, as well as over there in 
South Africa, disagreement, equivocation, and "infelicity" are possible, as well as 
relations of force (see above). Without even looking for other proof, the fact that 
this discussion took place suffices to attest to this possibility, as does the fact that 
it takes such efforts to be convincing. So does the fact that, following all the 
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didactic explanations I gave, other examples of confusion or bad faith could have 
emerged. 

To be sure, all this supposes that, according to the specific situation, one 
resorts, as you yourself emphasize, to "different textual strategies ."  What I write 
now responds to a strategy very different from that of "Limited Inc . . .  ," which 
itself did not resemble any other text bearing my signature. But in this there is 
nothing original on my part, neither in the practice of these strategies, nor in 
what I am saying about them. I simply emphasize that this difference and these 
strategies as such must be thought through, and out of this the greatest number 
of consequences must be drawn in the most consistent manner possible. Despite 
the close links, this multiplicity of strategies is not always to be identified, as you 
seem to suppose, with what I have called "double writing. " This last concept, 
although it speaks of "two" instead of "multiple," remains more general, classi
cally one would say more "fundamental. "  It designates a sort of irreducible divis
ibility, "quasi-transcendental," as I have said elsewhere, of "deconstructive" writ
ing. It must inevitably partition itself along two sides of a limit and continue (up 
to a certain point) to respect the rules of that which it deconstructs or of which it 
exposes the deconstructibility. Hence, it always makes this dual gesture, appar
ently contradictory, which consists in accepting, within certain limits-that is to 
say, in never entirely accepting-the givenness of a context, its closedness and its 
stubbornness [sa Jermeture et sa jerme((J], But without this tension or without this 
apparent contradiction, would anything ever be done? Would anything ever be 
changed? 

This leads me to elaborate rapidly what I suggested above concerning the 
question of context, of its nonclosure or, if you prefer, of its irreducible opening. 
I thus return to the question of apartheid. It is exemplary for the questions of 
responsibility and for the ethical-political stakes that underlie this discussion. In 
the different texts I have written on (against) apartheid, I have on several occa
sions spoken of "unconditional" affirmation or of "unconditional" "appeal. "  This 
has also happened to me in other "contexts" and each time that I speak of the link 
between deconstruction and the "yes. "19 Now, the very least that can be said of 
unconditionality (a word that I use not by accident to recall the character of the 
categorical imperative in its Kantian form) is that it is independent of every deter
minate context, even of the determination of a context in general. It announces 
itself as such only in the opening of context. Not that it is simply present (exis
tent) elsewhere, outside of all context; rather, it intervenes in the determination 
of a context from its very inception, and from an injunction, a law, a responsibility 
that transcends this or that determination of a given context. Following this, what 
remains is to articulate this unconditionality with the determinate (Kant would 
say, hypothetical) conditions of this or that context; and this is the moment of 
strategies, of rhetorics, of ethics, and of politics. The structure thus described 
supposes both that there are only contexts, that nothing exists outside context, as 
I have often said, but also that the limit of the frame or the border of the context 
always entails a clause of nonclosure. The outside penetrates and thus 
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determines the inside. This is what I have analyzed so often, and so long, under 
the words "supplement," "parergon," and each time that I have said of the trait of 
writing or of inscription (for instance, that which marks the limit of a corpus or of 
a context) that it was divisible and that it erased itself in the very process of 
marking. 

This unconditionality also defines the injunction that prescribes deconstruct
ing. Why have I always hesitated to characterize it in Kantian terms, for example, 
or more generally in ethical or political terms, when that would have been so 
easy and would have enabled me to avoid so much criticism, itself all too facile as 
well? Because such characterizations seemed to me essentially associated with 
philosophemes that themselves call for deconstructive questions. Through these 
difficulties, another language and other thoughts seek to make their way. This 
language and these thoughts, which are also new responsibilities, arouse in me a 
respect which, whatever the cost, I neither can nor will compromise. But this is 
already too long for a letter that is an afterword, I cannot pursue this direction 
any further here. 

Question. 
In the wake of the controversy over de Man 's early writings, what would you 

say about the alleged difficulty deconstructionists must have in appealing to 
"deniability"20 or in acknowledging the reality and determinacy of historical 
events? 

Answer. 
I do not know to what difficulty or to which "deconstructionists" you are 

alluding. For my part, I believe I have answered these questions. I have answered 
them above in their generality (on the subject of reality, determinacy, and histori
cal events). I have responded concerning the example of "de Man's early writ
ings" in a long essay published in Critical Inquiry. 21 The most serious question 
for me, today and tomorrow, is a different one. I would like to say a few words 
about it. What of deniability in the attacks that have been unleashed in the press 
against de Man and above all (as though de Man were only a pretext) against 
"deconstruction" and "deconstructionists"? Why has the press (most often in
spired by professors, when they themselves did not write directly) multiplied 
denials, lies, defamations, insinuations against deconstruction, without taking the 
time to read and to inform itself, without even taking the trouble to find out for 
itself what "deconstructive" text" actually say, but instead caricaturing them in a 
stupid and dishonest manner? Why do such methods often so strikingly resemble 
what they claim to denounce but also begin to imitate (summary show trials, 
caricature, denial, falSification, incapacity to acknowledge or to recognize what is 
said, done, written by those under attack and with whom accounts are to be 
settled, etc.)? Why so much fear, hate, and denial of deconstruction? Why so 
much resentment? I am thinking in particular, but this l ist is far from closed, of 
the article in The New York Times ( 1  December 1987), that ofJon Wiener in The 
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Nation (9 Jan. 1988), of David Lehman in Newsweek ( 15  Feb. 1988) and in the Los 
Angeles Times ( 13 Mar. 1988), of Frank Schirrmacher in the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung (10  and 24 Feb. 1988) (for the same phenomena are devel
oping in West Germany). In all these cases, the gesticulation of resentment is 
always spectacular in its ignorance or in its cynicism. It is sinister even if it some
times assumes an aspect that is jubilatory, frankly comical, or narcissistic (I mean 
self-referential) ,  as in the article by Walter Kendrick, "De Man That Got Away: 
Deconstructors on the Barricades," Village Voice Literary Supplement, no. 64 , 
Apr. 1988). It is in this direction that I will pose questions of "deniability" or of 
"acknowledging the reality and determinacy of historical events"-today and to
morrow, and not only concerning what de Man was able to write half a century 
ago when there was no question, and with good reason, of deconstruction. In the 
article in Critical Inquiry, I have written at length on the complex question of 
continuity and discontinuity in Paul de Man's early and late writings. 

And since I have already alluded above to the intervention of the press in the 
debate with Searle, I would still want to raise the very serious problem of the 
responsibility of the press in its relations to the intellectuals or in political-intel
lectual, philosophical, cultural, or ideological debates. And above all the prob
lem of the responsibility of intellectuals in their relations to the press. Not in 
order to recommend retreating into the interior of the Academy, even less to 
accuse the press in itself or in general, but on the contrary to call for the maximal 
development of a press that is freer and more rigorous in the exercise of its 
duties. In fact, I believe that professional journalists are more demanding in this 
regard than are those intellectuals who make use of newspapers as instruments 
of a power that is immediate and subject to few controls. 

Again, thank you, dear Gerald Graff, for your initiative, your questions , and 
your objections. And excuse the schematic and overly charged character of my 
answers. Once more, their aim is not to close the discussion, but to give it a fresh 
start. 

Jacques Derrida 
Translated by Samuel Weber 
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NOTES 

1 .  They will be cited further on, before each response. 

2. Repeatedly, during the course of my answers, it happens that I begin by citing a part of this chain of 

"words" or "concepts." I do it by economy, and these allusions do not refer to verbal or conceptual 

units but to long textual chains that I cannot reconstitute here. On the other hand, the list of these 

words is not closed, by definition, and it is far from limiting itself (currently) to those that I cite here 

or see often cited (pharmakon, supplement, hymen, parergon). To those whom this interests, I indi

cate that if the list remains indeed open, there are already many others at work. They share a certain 
funaional analogy but remain singular and irreducible to one another, as are the textual chains from 

which they are inseparable. They are all marked by iterability, which however seems to belong to 

their series. I take this particular example only because in this context it will be the object of consider

able discussion. 

3 .  See the previous note. 

4. The entire article would have to be cited, or at the very least its section 5. I will have to be satisfied 

with this passage, while referring the reader to its context. "When I have lectured to audiences of 

literary critics, I have found two pervasive philosophical presuppositions in the discussion of literary 

theory, both oddly enough derived from logical positivism. First there is the assumption that unless a 

distinction can be made rigorous and precise it isn't really a distinction at all. Many literary theorists 

fail to see, for example, that it is not an objection to a theory of fiction that it does not sharply divide 

fiction from nonfiction, or an objection to a theory of metaphor that it does not sharply divide the 

metaphorical from the nonmetaphorical ."  The phrase which follows is more reasonable and more 

interesting. I will therefore cite it as well. "On the contrary, it is a condition of the adequacy of a 
precise theory of an indeterminate phenomenon that it should precisely characterize that phenome

non as indeterminate; and a distinction is no less a distinction for allowing for a family of related, 

marginal, diverging cases." I shall return later to the manner in which I treat this problem of determi

nation. But even if I am not far from agreeing with what this last phrase (and it alone) says, I have 

never seen any evidence of the slightest concern in Searle, not in his RepZv or elsewhere, with a 

"precise theory" of what he calls here the "indeterminate phenomenon." And above all, above all I do 

not believe that phenomena which are marginal, metaphorical, parasitic, etc. are in themselves "inde

terminate," even if it is inevitable that there be a certain play in the general space for them to produce 

and determine themselves, which is quite different from calling them "indeterminate" in themselves. 

I insist on scrupulously citing this phrase in order never to miss an opportunity of underscoring to 

what point I might agree with Searle. It is a rule that I try to follow in all discussion. It sometimes 
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makes things long, unsettling, and complicated. But it must be. I believe that I would not agree with 

anything else in this article, which I unfortunately cannot cite and criticize here in its entirety. 

5 .  John R. Searle, Intentionality: An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind ( Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 

Press, 1 983) .  

6.  Jacques Derrida, "Like the Sound of  the Sea Deep within a Shell :  Paul de Man's War," trans. Peggy 

Kamuf, Critical Inquiry 1 4  ( Spring 1988 ) :  590--652. 

7. Elsewhere I discuss these aspects of relations to the law, for instance in "Living On," trans. J. 

Hulbert, in Deconstmction and Criticism ( New York: The Seabury Press, 1979) ;  "The Law of Genre," 

trans. A. Ronell, G�)ph 7 ( Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1 980 ) ;  'Title: To be Specified,"  trans. 

Tom Conley, Sub/Stance 31 ( 1 981 ) ; ' 'Oevant la loi ," trans. A. Ronell ,  in Kafka and the Contemporary 

Critical Peifonnance ( Bloomington: Indiana Cniv. Press, 1987 );  "Le facteur de b verite," in The Post 

Card: From Socrates to f'reud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass ( Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1 987 ) ;  

"Restitutions o f  the Truth i n  Painting," i n  The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and Ian 

McLeod ( Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1987 ) .  

8. See the previous note. 

9. These assimilations are attributed to me with an insistence and blindness that would merit pro

longed analysis. The mechanism involved is always the same. Old and familiar oppositions are to be 

protected at all cost�, even if their pertinence is limited. And those for whom they are not sufficient 

and who search to elaborate finer, more complex differences, which are sometimes paradoxical, are 

then confronted with the accusation of blurring or effacing limits. Of not being suffiCiently attentive, 

in short, to difference! I am not going to recall here, this is not the place for that, the difference that I 

have always sought to recognize between differences and oppositions. But it may be permissible on 

this occasion to underscore that I have never assimilated or reduced, as is often said, concept to 

metaphor ( see, e.g . ,  the entire last part of "White Mythology," in Mar{!,ins of Philosophy, trans. Alan 

Bass [Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1 982] ,  particularly pp. 262-63 ) .  Instead, I have sought to decon

struct the concept of metaphor itself and proposed an entirely different "logic," "a new articulation" 

of the relations between concept and metaphor, which is to say, also between philosophy, science, 

logic on the one hand, and rhetoric on the other. Deconstruction, as I have practiced it, has always 

been foreign to rhetoricism-which, as its name indicates, can become another form of logocentr

ism-and this despite or rather because of the interest I have felt obliged to direct at questions of 

language and at figures of rhetoric. What is all too quickly forgotten is often what is most maSSively 

evident, to wit, that deconstruction, that at least to which I refer, begins by deconstructing logocentr

ism, and hence also that which rhetoricism might owe to it. Also for the same reason I never assimilat

ed philosophy, science, theory, criticism, law, morality, etc. ,  to literary fictions. To take an interest in a 

certain fictionality in the first series, a fictionality whose conditions are only shared by literature ( for 

example), to take an interest in the "formal structure," in the " rhetorical organization," or in "textual 

types" (Margins, pp. 293ff. ) of philosophical discourse, to read and discuss those writers who took a 

similar interest ( Nietzsche or Valery, for instance}-this does not in the slightest signify redUCing, 

leveling, asSimilating. On the contrary, it is to endeavor to refine the differences. 

The most massive and most recent example of the confusion that consists in attributing confusions 

to me in places where quite simply I have not been read is furnished by Habermas, preciselv con

cerning the debate with Searle. The second of the two chapters devoted to me in his latest book is 

entitled "Excursus on Leveling the Genre Distinction between Philosophy and Literature" ( in The 

Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, trans. F. Lawrence [ Cambridge, Mass. :  M IT Press, 1987 j ) . Al

though I am not cited a sin{!,le time, although not one of my texts is even indicated as a reference in a 

chapter of twenty-five pages that claims to be a long critique of my work, phrases such as the f()llow

ing can be found: "Derrida is particularly interested in standing the primacy of logic over rhetoric. 

canonized since Aristotle, on its head" ( p. IH7 ) ;  . . . . .  the deconstructionist can deal with the \vorks of 
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philosophy as works of literature . . .  " (p. 188); " . . .  in his business of deconstruction, Derrida does 
not proceed analytically . . . .  Instead [he] proceeds by a critique of style . . .  " (sic! p. 189). 

That is false. I say false, as opposed to true, and I defy Habermas to prove the presence in my work 
of that "primacy of rhetoric" which he attributes to me with the three propositions that follow and 

which he then purports to criticize (pp. 190ff.). With a stupefying tranquillity, here is the philosopher 

of consensus, of dialogue and of discussion, the philosopher who claims to distinguish between 

science and literary fiction, between philosopy and literary criticism, daring not only to criticize 

without citing or giving a reference for twenty-five pages, but, even worse, justifying his nonreading 
and his atmospheric or hemispheric choices by this incredible alibi: "Since Derrida does not belong 

to those philosophers who like to argue [argumentationsJreudigen Philosophen, my emphaSiS!] ,  it is 

expedient [ratsam] to take a closer look at his disciples in literary criticism within the Anglo-Saxon 

climate of argument in order to see whether this thesis really can be held" (p. 193). From here, 

Habermas goes on to intervene in, interpret, arbitrate, conclude my debate with Searle without mak

ing the slightest reference to my text. He sides with Searle although in his eyes the "discussion 
between Derrida and Searle" remains "impenetrable" (undurchsichtige Diskussion, trans. p. 194). 

Without Citing me, then, a single time, and abusing citations of Jonathan Culler at points where, it 

being a question of relations between a generality and its "cases," the latter is occasionally obliged to 

rigidify my arguments out of pedagogical considerations, Habermas does not hesitate to regularly 

establish a tranSition, again without the slightest reference to my texts, by means of phrases such as 
these (to cite once again): "In his initial argument [SiC! ! ] ,  Derrida posits a not very clear link between 

quotability and repeatability on the one hand, and fictionality on the other . . .  ," or "In this argument 

[sic], Derrida obviously already presupposes what he wants to prove . . .  ," or "Derrida's purposely 

paradoxical statement [sic] that any interpretation is inevitably a false interpretation, and any under

standing a misunderstanding . . .  ," or again, "Up to this point, I have criticized Derrida's third and 

fundamental assumption . . .  ," etc. 

Such procedures still surprise me, and I have difficulty belieVing my eyes, in my incorrigible 
naIvete, in the confidence that I still have, in spite of everything, in the ethics of discussion (in morali

ty, if not in moralism), in the rules of the academy, of the university, and of publicaiton. For if 

Habermas had taken even the slightest care to read me or made any attempt to cite me, he would have 

seen that the "links" as well as the distinctions betwen quotability, repeatability and fictionality are 

abundantly and, I dare to believe, clearly justified in "Limited Inc . . . " (x, p. 97-102, and preCisely in 

answer to the confusion of Searle reproduced by Habermas). On the contrary, he would have sought 

in vain the slightest phrase supporting what he calls my "paradoxical statement": I do not think nor 

have I ever said that "any interpretation is inevitably a false interpretation, and any understanding a 

misunderstanding." Why? In what way? This is what I discuss and argue at length (for I am one of 

those who love "arguing," as can be seen), for instance in Sec and in "Limited Inc. . . .  " The relation of 

"mis" (mis-understanding, miS-interpreting, for example) to that which is not "mis-," is not at all that 

of a general law to cases, but that of a general possibility inscribed in the structure of positivity, of 

normality, of the "standard." All that I recall is that this structural possibility must be taken into ac
count when describing so-called ideal normality, or so-called just comprehension or interpretation, 

and that this possibility can be neither excluded nor opposed. An entirely different logic is called for. 

If I insist here on the example of Habermas, after that of Searle, it is not only because of the 

importance of the questions I have just evoked, in their very contents. It is to underscore a situation 

that is unfortunately typical-and politically very serious-at a juncture that I will not hesitate to 

qualify as worldwide and historic; which is as much to say that its scope can hardly be exaggerated 

and that it deserves serious analyses. Everywhere, in particular in the United States and in Europe, the 

self-declared philosophers, theoretiCians, and ideologists of communication, dialogue, and consen

sus, of univocity and transparency, those who claim cea<;elessly to reinstate the classical ethics of 

proof, discussion, and exchange, are most often those who excuse themselves from attentively read

ing and listening to the other, who demonstrate precipitation and dogmatism, and who no longer 
respect the elementary rules of philology and of interpretation, confounding science and chatter as 

though they had not the slightest taste for communication or rather as though they were afraid of it, at 
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bottom. Fear of what, at bottom? Why? That is the real question. What is going on at this moment, 

above all around "deconstruction," to explain this fear and this dogmatism? Exposed to the slightest 

difficulty, the slightest complication, the slightest transformation of the rules, the self-declared advo
cates of communication denounce the absence of rules and confusion. And they allow themselves 

then to confuse everything in the most authoritarian manner. They even dare to accuse the adversary, 

as Habermas does me, of "performative contradiction" (pp. 18s-86). Is there a "performative contra

diction" more serious than that which consists in claiming to discuss rationally the theses of the other 

without having made the slightest effort to take cognizance of them, read them, or listen to them? I 
invite interested reader�r whoever may still have doubts about what I have just said-to read for 

themselves this chapter by Habermas which claims to criticize me, naming me for twenty-five pages 

without the slightest reference and without the slightest citation. For what I have been unable to 

render of all this is the frankly comic aspect such contortions often give to certain passages. 

Of course, I am not suggesting that it suffices to cite a few phrases or to mention some titles of 
books in order to argue seriously, to comprehend and enlighten a thought. To be convinced of this it 

will be sufficient to read Habermas's preceding chapter ( "Beyond a Temporalized Philosophy of 

Origins: Derrida") ,  in which the apparatus of several footnotes protects no better against an at least 

equal confusion. But enough, for this chapter, unlike that which follows, does not concern problems 

directly related to "Limited Inc. . . .  " 

10.  I have made this explicit often and in various places, notably in my most recent book, which 
collects numerous references on this subject. See De /'esprit: Heidegger et fa question (Paris: Galilee, 

1 988); a translation by Geoff Bennington and Rachel Bowlby is in preparation for the University of 

Chicago Press. 

1 1 . Jacques Derrida, "Declarations of Independence," trans. T. Keenan and T. Pepper, Nell) Political 

Science 1 5  (Summer 1 986). 

1 2. I cite: "Michel Foucault once characterized Derrida's prose style to me as 'obscurantisme ter
roriste. ' The text is written so obscurely that you can't figure out exactly what the thesis is (hence 

'obscurantisme') and when one criticizes it, the author says, ' Vous m 'avez mal compris; vous etes 
idiot' (hence 'terroriste')." 

Why do I cite this? Not just for fun. Nor in order to comment directly on the content of these 

declarations and of these citations. In my opinion it speaks for (and of) itself here. I just want to raise 

the question of what precisely a philosopher is doing when, in a newspaper with a large circulation, 

he finds himself compelled to cite private and unverifiable insults of another philosopher in order to 

authorize himself to insult in turn and to practice what in French is called a jugement d'autorite, that 

is, the method and preferred practice of all dogmatism. I do not know whether the fact of citing in 

French suffices to guarantee the authentiCity of a citation when it concerns a private opinion. I do not 

exclude the possibility that Foucault may have said such things, alas! That is a different question, 

which would have to be treated separately. But as he is dead, I will not in my turn cite the judgment 
which, as I have been told by those who were close to him, Foucault is supposed to have made 

concerning the practice of Searle in this case and on the act that consisted in making this use of an 

alleged citation . . . .  Since what is involved here is ideology, ethics, and politics (academic politics and 

politics in general), and since you have led me onto this terrain, I will recall only one other fact. In 

authorizing herself in turn with the same judgment of authority, and in citing this same unverifiable 

citation, the Halleck Professor of Philosophy at Yale, member of the International Institute of Philos
ophy, Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Chairman of the American Philosophical 

Association ( 1976-83), President of the Association for Symbolic Logic ( 1983- ), Mrs. Ruth Barcan 

Marcus wrote to the French government (State Ministry, Ministry of Research and of Technology) 1 2  

March 1 984, to protest m y  nomination (in truth the unanimous election by my colleagues) to the 
position of Director of the International College of Philosophy. I cite this letter: 'To establish an 

' International College of Philosophy' under Derrida's charge is something of a joke or, more serious

ly, raises the question as to whether the Ministere d'Etat is the victim of an intellectual fraud. Most of 

those informed in philosophy and its interdisciplinary connections would agree with Foucault's 
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description of Derrida as practicing 'obscurantisme terrioriste' " (sic! Professor Marcus's French or 

memory are less sure than Searle's). This letter was signed with all the titles that I have just mentioned 

and addressed on the letterhead of Yale University, where at the time I was teaching with the title of 
Visiting Professor. Outside of several private comment'>, Yale University never felt it necessary to 

protest or to make excuses officially. I will not dwell on practices such as these, which call to mind 

sinister memories. I have cited these facts in order better to delimit certain concepts: in such cases, 

we certainly are confronted with chains of repreSSive practices and with the police in its basest form, 

on the border between alleged academic freedom, the press, and state power. The international 

dimension of this repreSSive police (a kind of academic "interpol") is manifest, I could provide other 

evidence. It is true that in the case I am discussing, the lucidity of a French minister (who immediately 

understood what was going on and whom was involved) cut short a maneuver to which moreover his 

respect for academic freedoms prevented him from lending any support. But can one always count 

on such lucidity and such respect for academic freedoms? 

13 .  On the play or function of the de- in "deconstruction," I refer for example to my "Lettre a un ami 

japonais" in psyche: Inventions de ['autre (PariS: Galilee, 1987), English translation in Den-ida and 
Differance, trans. David Wood and Andrew Benjamin (Evanston, I ll . :  Northwestern Univ. Press, 1988), 

and to "Desistance," in Psyche, published in English as the Preface to Typographies by Philippe 

Lacoue-Labarthe (Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard Univ. Press, forthcoming). The de- signifies less a nega

tive modality affecting a construction or a "sistance," an "estance," than a demarking with regard to 

the foundationalistlantifoundationalist scheme, or to the constructivist scheme, or to the ontological 
scheme of Being as Stance (histemi, etc.). As short as this is, this clarification concerns in principle 

therefore all the oppositions we accept too quickly, including here that between stability and instabil

ity. From this consequences ought to be drawn but this cannot be done here. The scheme of stability, 

which depends upon that of the stance, of station, of stasis, etc., still depends too much upon what is 

deconstructed, that is, upon the ontological project itself, in the texts to which I here can only refer. 

14 .  Cf. "Psyche: Invention de l'autre," in Psyche. 

1 5. In numerous places, e.g., Positions, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1 981), pp. 

86, 104 n. 3 l .  

1 6. I n  "My ChanceslMes chances: A Rendezvous with Some Epicurean Stereophonies," trans. Irene 

Harvey and Avital Ronell, in Taking Chances, ed. Joseph H. Smith and William Kerrigan (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1984), I propose calling "pragrammatological" the space of an indispensa

ble analysis "at the intersection of a pragmatiCS and a grammatology" (p. 27). Grammatology has 

always been a sort of pragmatics, but the diSCipline which bears this name today involve too many 

presuppositions requiring deconstruction, very much like speech act theory, to be simply homoge

neous with that which is announced in De la grammatologie. A pragrammatology (to come) would 

articulate in a more fruitful and more rigorous manner these two discourses. 

1 7. See in particular my essay "From Restricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism without Re

serve," in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1978), and The 
Post Card, pp. 395ff. 

1 8. Cf. , e.g., De ['esprit. 

1 9. In numerous places, from Spurs: Nietzsche�'i Styles to UlY�'ie gramophone (Paris: Galilee, 1 986), and 

De ['esprit. 

20. Editor's note: The reference is to comments of mine, which were quoted by Jon Wiener in the 

Nation article ("Deconstructing de Man") to which Derrida refers below. I observed that "there is an 

irony [ in the de Man case], since deconstructionists have a problem appealing to what politicians call 

'deniability. ' One of the themes of deconstruction is that the position you try to separate yourself from 

tends to reappear as a repressed motif in your own text." I also said that "people who adopt decon

structionist positions have various sorts of politiCS-including radical feminism and other progres-
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sive commitments-so an attempt to smear all de Manian deconstruction with de Man's past is unfair" 

(p. 23).-G. G. 

2 1 .  Jacques Derrida, "Like the Sound of the Sea Deep within a Shell: Paul de Man's War."  
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