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Jacques Derrida is one of the most influential
figures in contemporary philosophy. Yet Derrida
has wundermined the accepted rules of
philosophy, rejected its methods and concepts,
disrupted its boundaries and contaminated
philosophy with literary and other kinds of
writing. Derrida’s philosophy is an initially
puzzling array of oblique, sliding and yet
rigorous tactics for destabilizing texts,
meanings and identities. “Deconstruction”, as
these strategies have been called, has been
reviled as a politically pernicious nihilism and
celebrated as a liberatory politics of choice and
indifference.

DNIDNTOULNI

Introducing Derrida describes the Kkey
strategies of Derrida’s writing, explains their
controversial effects in philosophy, and shows
how Derrida himself has put them to use in
literature, art, architecture and politics.
Written and illustrated with wit and clarity by
Jeff Collins and Bill Mayblin, the book offers a
starting point for an intellectual adventure
that threatens to disturb some of the most
comfortable habits of contemporary thought.
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Phonocentrism

SPEECH AN D WRITI NG Derrida maintains that through three millenia of Western

philosophy, from Platc and Aristotle to Rousseau, Hegel, Husser!

. ) B wr ] H ’)
Can Derridass strategies be important’ to philosophy: and others, philosophers have indeed privileged speech.

Everything is against it. it's destined to miss the point, to pull ‘
Plato’s text outside of philosophy, to trivialize Plato’s thought. What have they claimed?

But Derrida is confronting an argument for the priority of
speech over writing. A side issue? According to Derrida,
setting speech to rule over writing is crucial to the
underpinning presuppositions of Western philosophy.

THE VOICE IS THE PRIVILEGED
MEDIUM OF MEANING.

This is phonocentrism: the voice is the centre

Writing is derivative ...

This is a large claim. First, is it plausible?
Have philosophers privileged speech?
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It the voice is king, writing is its enemy. Writing is a pernicious threat to
the true carrier of meaning.

It writing represents speech, speech is the representative of THOUGHT,
of sovereign idea, of ideation, of consciousness itself.

Sa

In the chain thought ......... Speech.............ocieeviiiic writing,
speech lies closest to thought.
THE SPOKEN WORD ALONE 15
SPOKEN WORDS 'Y LANGUAGES ARE THE OBJECT OF LINGUISTIC
ARE THE SYMBOLS MADE TO BE STUDY. WRITING IS A TRAP. ITS
OF MENTAL SPOKEN. WRITING ACTIONS ARE VICIOUS AND
EXPERIENCE. AND | SERVES ONLY AS A TYRANNICAL. ALL ITS CASES ARE
WRITTEN WORDS |  SUPPLEMENT TO MONSTROUS. LINGUISTICS
ARE THE SYMBOLS SPEECH. SHOULD PUT THEM UNDER
OF SPOKEN WORDS. OBSERVATION IN SPECIAL

COMPARTMENTS.

Aristotle of Stagira Jean-Jacques Rousseau Ferdinand de Saussure
(384-322 BC), pupil of (1712-78), philosopher of (1857-1913), Swiss linguist
Plato and important nature and forerunner of and pioneer of structuralism
source for Christian and Romanticism. and semiotics.

Islamic philosophy.
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Is Writing Both Useless and Dangerous?

This doesn'’t square easily with the social
history of the rise of writing in the West.
Can we imagine capitalist economics, the
power of the Christian Church, political
systems, military structures, law, education,
the arts, without records, books, writing?
Literacy is the cornerstone of class
education, safeguarded as the
written and the readable, not

the speakable and the

audible.

Doesn't the history of the West
in fact privilege writing?

The philosophers must be wrong.
Have they fallen into avoidable
error?
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Metaphysics and Logocentrism

Metaphysics inquires into aspects of reality which seem to

There are some arguments on their side. Sometimes speech is
offered a curious privilege ...

METAPHYSICS?

BURN IT. lie beyond the empirically knowable world, out of reach of
S I NOTHING BUT scientific methods. Its guestions look like the philosophical
LAW COURTS RELY ON WRITING, BUT WHAT DO SO’Z’Z’i;’?gA’;WD questions: essential truth, being and knowing, mind,

presence, time and space, causation, free will,
belief in God, human immortality, etc.

& EVIDENCE IS BROUGHT TOITS

THEY PRIVILEGE?... VOCAL TESTIMONY. TOCITE ORAL STATEMENTS AS
' % FINAL COURT. THE VIVA VOCE, THE

i COURT OF THE LIVING VOICE

Are there such questions? Empiricists like
David Hume (1711-76), and many positivists,
scientific naturalists, sceptics and others have
said no.

But the questions persist. To set them up and
-answer them, Western metaphysics has looked for
foundations:- fundamentals, principies, or a notion of
] the centre. These are the groundings for all of its inquiries
and statements.

| PROMISE TO TELL THE TRUTH, THE WHOLE
TRUTH, AND NOTHING BUT THE TRUTH

This is the drive to ground truth in a single ultimate point -
Logos (Greek) can  an ultimate orfgin. Derrida calls this impulse logocentrism.
;ﬁz"’v'v‘gﬁf‘ggg_as‘m' The logos is taken as the undivided point, the origin.
Metaphysics ascribes truth to the logos, along with the
origin of truth in general.

CAN A SHOPPIN ALL BE PROPERLY
OPENED EXCEPT BY SPEAKING WORDS?

| THE MINUTES OF THE COMMITTEE
MEETING ARE WRITTEN, BUT ARE RATIFIED
AT THE NEXT MEETING IN SPEECH.

Metaphysics in its search for foundations is logocentric.

| CALL UPON THE SECRETARY
TO READ THE MINUTES OF THE
LAST MEETING

I DECLARE THIS
SHOPPING MALL "OPEN".

But that's not quite Derrida’'s argument. First,
paradoxically, phonocentrism is a “history of silence”,
a repression of writing which can scarcely be
acknowledged.

Secondly, the suppression of writing is necessary to
Western philosophy, and all thinking influenced by it. It is
crucial to philosophy’s metaphysica! presuppositions...
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How Are the Foundations Laid?

1 Use binary oppositions: cast the key terms
against their opposites. If the question is

being, establish “being” against “not-being”,

And so on... presence/absence, mind/body,
cause/effect, God/man, etc.

2 Privilege the first term:
it's the "groundly” term, the
positive term, give it priority.
It's the term which articulates
the fundamentals, principles
or the centre. It's on the side
of the fogos.

3 Subordinate the second term:
it has to be negative, or the first
term can't be positive. It has to
be deficient, lacking, corrupt, or
just derivative. It opposes the
logos, it is its enemy; or it dilutes
that truth of truth, attenuates it,
bieaches it out.

4 Set up a procedure:
always move from
the first term towards
the second ...

tDerruda and Metaphys:cs

“* Derrida’s task is to undermine metaphys:cal thmkmg =10 g

disrupt its foundations, dislodge its cerfitudes, turn aside its
quests for an undivided point of origin, the logos.

It'sa major task. Derrida argues that metaphysics pervades
Western thought: In a sense, it has been Western thought;

- Is it escapable? Has anyone escaped it?

- So s this task possible? If metaphysics is so pervasive,
isn't Derrida’s own thinking going to be inhabited by it?
Yes mesoapably So the task is :mpossnble’? Derrida has
- never claimed that what he. does is possible. He knows that
B il crmque can ever tolally escape from What itis criticizing.
Meanwhl g, movements can be made ..
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Overturning

it's always possible to OVERTURN a metaphysical binarism, to
reverse its hierarchy by privileging its second term - for instance, to
privilege body not mind, Man not God, the complex before the ;
simple, absence rather than presence. Derrida does this. But ...

Displacement

Undecidability disrupts the binary structures of metaphysical thinking.
It DISPLACES the “either/or" structure of oppositions. The undecidable
plays all ways, takes no sides. It won't be fixed down. It leaves no
certainty of privileged foundational term against subordinated second
term. The unfixing of this certainty is the unfixing of metaphysics.

Derrida’s philosophy has been called an anti-foundationalism. That's
partly useful. But Derrida is not simply “against” foundations, he knows
they're inescapable. However, metaphysical foundations can still be
shaken. That's what he does. He makes a movement of sollicitation
(French, from old Latin sollicitare, to shake as a whole), a shaking at
the core, a tremor through the entire structure.
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i The Metaphysics of Presence

Metaphysical oppositions rely on assumptions

irst or privileged binary term carries “full”
ence. Its subordinate is the term of
e, or of mediated, attenuated

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976),
phenomenologist. Adopting
mulation, Derrida argues that in
e meaning of being in
ermined by presence, in

PREOCCUPATION WITH
THE QUESTION OF BEING
LED ME TO REJECT MUCH
OF TRADITIONAL
METAFPHYSICS.

proximity,
or adjacen
also immedi
having actual Gf
direct contact,
lacking mediation
having no intervenify
material, object or
agency.

And it can be
temporal: it evokes
the present as the
singie present
moment, the now;,
and occurrence
without delay, lapse
or deferral .




Presence organizes metaphysical
concepts of being. And all the “groundly”
terms of metaphysics designate a
presence. Derrida’s examples ...

- presence of the object to sight

— presence as substance, essence
or existence

—temporal presence as the point
of the “now”, or of the instant

— self-presence of thought or
consciousness

- present being of the subject:

— co-presence of the self
and the other

Presence is the foundation for many claims, philosophical or not:-
@ that a truth can lie behind (therefore in proximity to) an appearance
@ that there is an immediate bond between the “word of God" and truth

@ that a “spirit of the age” can inform an historical era, and therefore be
present within it

@ that a photograph can capture the “significant moment”, the now
@ that an artist's expressed emotion can be present in their work
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Presence and Speech

Why, then, is the speech/writing opposition so important? Why is
the privileging of speech a gesture which inaugurates Western
philosophy? And if philosophy as we know it is writing, why treat
writing as a corruption, an obstacle or an irrelevance?

From that
perspective...

Speech seems to
carry full presence

Metaphysical
concepts of being,
in time and in space,
demand presence.

Writing depends
on absence

its characteristics
Oppose presence.
Metaphysical
thinking has to eject
t or subordinate it.

In speech, the speaker and the listener have to be present in at
least two senses:-

A Present to the words in a spatial sense

B Present at a particular moment in time in which the words
are uttered.

Therefore it seems that the speakers’ thoughts are as close as
possible to their words. The thoughts are present to the words.
So speech offers the most direct access to consciousness. The
voice can seem to be consciousness itself.
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t also of keeping
as close as possible to RGN NI signifying
SIS CL R o ez icd by my breath ...
nd free spontaneity,
ument, no accessory,
world. This signifying
eems to unite with my
ound seems to erase
IS RS CRIEURIE et ... allowing the
concept to present itself LRI ERISIINEEYCYyilals!
[Rleiglihleleliner than its presence. , ,

gap.

BUT NOT WRITING.

Speech is transparent, a
diaphanous veil through which
we view consciousness.
Speech and thought - nothing
comes between them. No
lapse of time, no surface, no

So presence beguilingly seems
to attend spoken words ...

operates on absences. As
ndicates, it doesn’t need the
ce of the writer, or of the writer's

e abandoned, cut
ey continue to

ality of his




of Writing

The order of writing is

distance. ay, opacity
i lity. And al

death - ad" mea

not the

>an scar
acknowledged.

And it b
he diste
Derrida’s own writing - its

difficulty”




Saussure’s Linguistics

Saussure broke with previous approaches 1o linguistics.
These had tracked the evolution of sounds and words across
time. Saussure focussed on how language worked, not how it
developed.

Language can be viewed synchronically, i.e., as if in a single
moment. It can be seen as a structure or system, a set of
elements located in relation to each other.

In structural linguistics, it's the play of those elements and
relations which produces meaning. For Saussure, this
happens in two ways.

FIRST, MEANING IS PRODUCED
IN THE FORMATION OF SIGNS AS
TWO-SIDED ENTITIES.

SECOND, MEANING 1S ALSO PRODUCED
IN A PLAY OF DIFFERENCES.

The “sign” has two aspects:-

A signifier: for Saussure, this
is a sensory perception (a
spoken word has an aspect
we can hear; a written word,
an aspect we can see).

A signified: a concept or
meaning associated with that
sensory perception.

A sign, to be a sign, needs
both aspects: something we
sense and something we
think. it's a relationship ...
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This relationship is nothing new. it's the stock-in-trade of Western
thinking about language. A sign has two aspects, one sensible
and the other intelligible. Plato introduced the idea in his Cratylus,
the Stoics formalized it, and it's passed into modern linguistics
via early Christian thinkers and others.

A SIGN IS SOMETHING WHICH, IN ADDITION
TO THE SUBSTANCE ABSORBED BY THE
SENSES, CALLS TO MIND OF ITSELF SOME
OTHER THING.

THE CONSTITUTIVE MARK OF EVERY SIGN IN
GENERAL RESIDES IN ITS DOUBLE CHARACTER. IT IS
BIPARTITE, AND HAS TWO ASPECTS: ONE SENSIBLE
AND THE OTHER INTELLIGIBLE.

St Augustine (354-430)

Roman Jakobson (1896
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CAND VERSO
RST APPEARS AS
A SURFACE AND

 SUPPORTFOR

Saussure goeé back to his “sheet Qf paper”
metaphor.

If the sheet is cut into different shapes, one. .
shape can be identified by ils difference from
the other shapes. That shape takes on an
identity in relation to the others — it takes on a
certain “value”.

In the cutting of the sheet of paper, the front
and back haveto be cut at the same time.
The different shapes of the “Signéﬂer” ‘side




