Serious Play:
The Ethical-Political Horizon of Derrida

R.J. Bernstein
If you want to honor a philosopher, you must catch him where he has not yet gone forth to the consequences, in his fundamental thought; (in the thought) from which he takes his point of departure.
F. W. Schelling
Jacques Derrida is perhaps the most controversial writer of our time. There are those who think that he is a clever intellectual fraud, a "prophet" of nihilism, a whimsical destroyer of any "canons" of rationality, a self-indulgent scribbler who delights in irresponsible word play, punning, parody, and even self-parody. But there are those who hail him as the most significant "philosopher" (or antiphilosopher) to emerge in France since the Second World War, and who see him as a David battling against Goliath. With wit, barbs, and deft swift movements, he is the slayer of the tradition of Western metaphysics and logocentrism. In some circles   primarily literary circles in America   he has become an intellectual guru whose texts are treated as if they were "sacred," calling forth endless commentary, interpretation, and reinterpretation. At the very least Derrida (or his texts) is a gadfly who annoys, stings, and provokes. With the phenomenon of Derrida, a whole new jargon has come into being   one which keeps changing and shifting: ''deconstruction," "trace," "écriture," "writing under erasure," "différance." "Pharmakon," "hymen," "supplementarity" have become code terms. There is something of a Proteus quality about his prolific writings, not only because they display a variety of styles and shapes, but because every time one tries to pin down what he is or is not saying, his texts appear to change. He sets all sorts of traps and obstacles for any commentator or interpreter. He even tells us:

Perhaps the desire to write is the desire to launch things that come back to you as much as possible in as many forms as possible. That is, it is the desire to perfect a program or a matrix having the greatest potential, variability, undecidability, plurivocality, et cetera, so that each time something returns it will be as different as possible. This is also what one does when one has children   talking beings who can always outtalk you. You have the illusion that it comes back to you that these unpredicable words come out of you somewhat. This is what goes on with texts. 1
So to write about the ethical-political horizon of Derrida is a risky endeavor. Not only because of the "variability, undecidability, plurivocality, et cetera" of his (?) texts, but for other reasons. For if we judge "ethical-political discourse" by what philosophers have taken to be its "proper domain,'' then this always seems to be peripheral or marginal in Derrida's writings. There is scarcely anything resembling a straightforward analysis of such concepts as right, good, obligation, justice, and virtue   or anything stable enough to label Derrida's ethical-political "position." At times he even mocks and/or deconstructs the very idea of "taking a position." Yet certain motifs such as "responsibility" keep surfacing in his texts. And, at times, one also detects what   in an old-fashioned way   might be called his eloquent moral passion. I want to show not simply that Derrida does have an ethical-political "position," but something which is much more important, that there is a way of reading Derrida's texts so that we can see his ethical-political horizon pervading and influencing virtually everything he has written, everything that bears his signature. In this sense, I want to locate   if not the point of a departure   at least a point of departure in his "fundamental thought," and to "catch him where he has not yet gone forth to the consequences."

Suppose we take as a clue what Heidegger (the thinker who Derrida almost obsessively interprets and reinterprets) says about the "original" meaning of ethos*. In his "Letter on Humanism," when commenting on a fragment from Heraclitus, ethos anthropoi* daimon* Heidegger writes: "Ethos means abode, dwelling place. The word names the open region in which man dwells. The open region of this abode allows what pertains to man's essence, and what is thus arriving resides in nearness to him, to appear." 2 The type of thinking (Andenken) which reflects on this dwelling   "the essence of being-in-the-world"   can be said to be "the original ethics." Whether or not we are sympathetic with what Heidegger says, we can nevertheless recognize that any reflection on ethos* does   directly or indirectly   bear on the question of our dwelling, our being-in-the-world. Furthermore the explicit linkage of dwelling and ethos raises the theme of the heimlich and the unheimlich   a theme subtly interwoven into the texts of Nietzsche, Heidegger, Freud, and Derrida.

Let me say boldly, as a first approximation for understanding Derrida's ethical-political horizon, that one reason why his writings are at times so powerful and disconcerting is that he has an uncanny (unheimlich) ability to show us that at the heart of what we take to be familiar, native, at home   where we think we can find our center   lurks (is concealed and repressed) what is unfamiliar, strange, and uncanny.3 Indeed, for all of Derrida's indebtedness to Heidegger, he seeks to expose what he calls "the dominance of the entire metaphorics of proximity, of simple and immediate presence, a metaphorics associating the proximity of Being with the values of neighboring, shelter, house, service, guard, voice, and listening."4 And Derrida asks,

Is not this security of the near what is trembling today, that is, the co-belonging and co-propriety of the name of man and the name of Being, such as this co-propriety inhabits, and is inhabited by, the language of the West, such as it is buried in its oikonomia, such as it is inscribed and forgotten according to the history of metaphysics, and such as it is awakened also by the destruction of ontotheology?5
Derrida not only writes about decentering, this is what he is always doing. In one of his early and more straightforward essays, "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences," he writes:

The concept of centered structure is in fact the concept of a play based on a fundamental ground, a play constituted on the basis of a fundamental immobility and a reassuring certitude, which itself is beyond the reach of play. And on the basis of the certitude anxiety can be mastered.6
But there is no "centered structure," no "fundamental ground." Consequently, anxiety can never be finally mastered by a "reassuring certitude"   and this is what Derrida seeks to show us. Initially, it might seem that Derrida was seeking to deconstruct (and indeed show the common root of) structuralism and transcendental phenomenology. But it is already clear   even in this essay   that Derrida's target is something that he takes to be "central" to the entire "history of metaphysics,'' and indeed the "history of the West":

the entire history of the concept of structure . . . must be thought of as a series of substitutions of center for center, as a linked chain of determinations of the center. Successively, and in a regulated fashion, the center receives different forms or names. The history of metaphysics like the history of the West is the history of these metaphors and metonymies. Its matrix . . . is the determination of Being as presence in all senses of this word. It could be shown that all names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have always designated an invariable presence   eidos, arche *, telos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence, substance, subject) aletheia*, transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, and so forth.7
It is as if Derrida is telling us that the deepest desire in the Western philosophic tradition, the metaphysical tradition, has been to locate some fixed permanent center, some Archimedean point, some ground   whether we think of this as "the transcendental signified," or a presence or self-presence in its full transparency and plenitude. This is true not only of the Western metaphysical tradition but also of the theological tradition that construes the narrative of history as a "development" from original innocence through the "fall of man" to a final redemption. And clearly, ethical discourse, insofar as it partakes in the search for an arche, a first principle to "ground" moral action is part of this same metaphysical, ontotheological history.

Derrida seems to find evidence of the metaphysics of presence almost everywhere, not only in the "canonical" philosophic texts of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Rousseau, Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger but also in the writings of Saussure, Levi-Strauss, and even in Austin and Searle. One of the clearest statements of what Derrida means by metaphysics (and what is wrong with it) occurs in what might seem to be an "odd" context   his dispute with Searle about the interpretation of Austin. Suppose we bracket the question of Derrida's fairness to Austin and concentrate on his characterization of metaphysics. He writes:

Metaphysics in its most traditional form reigns over the Austinian heritage. . . . Two indications bear witness to this: 1. The hierarchical axiology, the ethical-ontological distinctions which do not merely set up value-oppositions clustered around an ideal and unfindable limit, but moreover subordinate these values to each other (normal/abnormal, standard/parasite, fulfilled/void, serious/non-serious, literal/non-literal, briefly: positive/negative and ideal/non-ideal). . . . 2. The enterprise of returning "strategically," ideally, to an origin or to a "priority" held to be simple, intact, normal, pure, standard, self-identical, in order then to think in terms of derivation, complication, deterioration, accident, etc. All metaphysicians, from Plato to Rousseau, Descartes to Husserl, have proceeded in this way, conceiving good to be before evil, the positive before the negative, the pure before the impure, the simple before the complex, the essential before the accidental, the imitated before the imitation, etc. And this is not just one metaphysical gesture among others, it is the metaphysical exigency, that which has been the most constant, most profound and most potent. 8
So metaphysics is not only the history of the search for a series of substitutions of center for center by which we seek a "reassuring certitude," a "metaphysical comfort," it also (always) establishes ethical-ontological hierarchies in which there is subordination and violence. We should pay close attention to Derrida's own "metaphorics" in the above passage. For his critique, his protest against metaphysics is primarily ethical-political. It is the invidious and pernicious tendency toward hierarchy, subordination, and repression that informs his rhetoric and tropes.

Despite Derrida's differences with what he calls those "two Greeks named Husserl and Heidegger,"9 he shares with them that "strong" reading of the history of philosophy which claims that "the founding concepts of philosophy are primarily Greek, and it would not be possible to philosophize, or to speak philosophically outside this medium."10 The "event" (which is not quite an event) that Derrida calls a ''rupture" is the realization that

There was no center, that the center could not be thought in the form of present-being, that the center had no natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign substitutions came into play. This was the moment when language invaded the universal problematic, the moment when, in the absence of a center or origin, everything became discourse. . . that is to say, a system in which the central signified, the original or transcendental signified, is never absolutely present outside a system of differences. The absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain and the play of signification infinitely.11
And here is another reason why Derrida's texts are so disconcerting. For, as he well knows, a "point" (spur) so effectively made by Descartes, that if there is no center, no foundation, or stable presence, the "alternative" seems to be chaos, formlessness, even madness.12 (Later I want to show that Derrida himself deconstructs [takes apart] this stark contrast: fixed center or chaos and formlessness.)

But even the above remarks about the "metaphysical exigency" and decentering do not quite get at what Derrida repeatedly shows us. For what I have said thus far can too easily be assimilated to a thesis, viz., that although the history of metaphysics "must be thought of as a series of substitutions of center for center" now we know that there was (is) no center. But Derrida also claims that the "epoch of the thesis" is also passing.13 If we attempted to encapsulate what he is saying in such a "thesis," we would be left in the situation that Hegel characterizes in the Introduction to the Phenomenology when he writes ''One bare assurance is worth just as much as another."14
We can come closer to what Derrida is doing by considering Freud's discussion of the heimlich and the unheimlich. Freud begins his famous essay, "The 'Uncanny'" (Das Unheimliche) with what can be read as an exemplar of deconstruction avant la lettre. He tells us:

The German word "unheimlich" is obviously the opposite of "heimlich" . . . , "heimisch" . . . the opposite of what is familiar; and we are tempted to conclude that what is "uncanny" is frightening precisely because it is not known and familiar.15
But as Freud points out, this opposition is a bit too simple and facile. "Something has to be added to what is novel and unfamiliar in order to make it uncanny." 16 Freud meticulously examines the linguistic usage of "heimlich" and "unheimlich" (and its equivalents in several languages). He reports a "surprising" discovery:

among its different shades of meaning the word "heimlich" exhibits one which is identical with its opposite "unheimlich." What is heimlich thus comes to be unheimlich. . . . In general we are reminded that the word "heimlich" is not unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas, which without being contradictory, are yet very different, on the one hand what is familiar and agreeable, and on the other, what is concealed and kept out of sight.17
Later in his essay Freud reveals "that the uncanny [unheimlich] is something which is secretly familiar [heimlich/heimisch] which has undergone repression and then returned from it, and that everything that is uncanny fulfills this condition: . . . the prefix 'un' ['un-'] is the token of repression." 18 Summing up his "discovery" based on his review of the linguistic usage of "heimlich"/''unheimlich," Freud declares:

Thus heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich.19
Freud's "discovery," and even his initial way of showing it by a close examination of the linguistic usage of "heimlich" and "unheimlich" may itself be taken as an exemplar of what Derrida repeatedly shows us in a variety of different contexts.20 One of his typical strategies is to start with what seems so familiar, native, at home   and then to show by a meticulous and tenacious (what the French call "rigorous") analysis how it "develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally [but not quite, RJB] coincides with its opposite." He performs this type of deconstruction not only with familiar texts of Husserl, Heidegger, Nietzsche, Freud, Kant, Aristotle, Plato, etc., but also with such apparently familiar concepts as speech, sign, structure, center, context. This is a strategy that bears a close resemblance (as Derrida himself notes) with Hegel's "logic of inversion." But Derrida is not only close to Hegel, he is also radically anti-Hegelian. Whereas for Hegel, inversion is a moment in the progressive dialectical unfolding of Geist, a moment in the process of Aufhebung where there is negating, preserving, and overcoming, Derrida radically questions the teleological thrust of Aufhebung. In a parenthetical aside, he tells us "(Aufhebung is, more or less implicitly, the dominant concept of nearly all histories of writing, even today. It is the concept of history and of teleology)." 21 But for Derrida, we never quite achieve a genuine Aufhebung, a reconciliation of oppositions and differences   it is always deferred.22
Relating this discussion of the heimlich/unheimlich to the question of our ethos* or dwelling in the world, Derrida seeks to show us that we never quite are or can be at home in the world. We are always threatened by the uncanniness of what is canny; we are always in exile   even from ourselves. We may long and dream of being at home in our world, to find a "proper" center, but we never achieve this form of presence or self-presence.

The mention of "exile" provides another metaphor for approaching Derrida's ethical-political horizon. For throughout his writings he plays on and with this metaphor. In "Structure, Sign, and Play" he already introduces this motif of exile:

The event I called a rupture, the disruption I alluded to at the beginning of this paper, presumably would have come about when the structurality of structure had begun to be thought, that is to say repeated, and this is why I said that this disruption was repetition in every sense of the word. Henceforth, it became necessary to think both the law which somehow governed the desire for a center in the constitution of structure, and the process of signification which orders the displacements and substitutions from this law of central presence   but a central presence which has never been itself, has always been exiled from itself into its own substitute.23
It is tempting (a temptation that Derrida invites when he weaves bits of his autobiography into his texts) to relate the motif of exile to Derrida's own experience as an Algerian Sephardic Jew who has always worked on the margins of ("Greek") philosophy and metaphysics. This sense of the exile who at times is taken to be a parasite, a pariah, a supplement is not only evident in his sensitive writings on such "Jewish" thinkers and poets as Levinas and Jabès, but pervades all his writings. Indeed, it is a dominant motif in his critique of logocentrism and phonocentrism. When, for example, he scrutinizes Saussure's "condemnation'' of writing, Derrida says "Saussure sees writing as perversion, debauchery, dress of corruption and disguise, a festival mask that must be exorcised, i.e., warded off by the good word"   in short as that which is to be exiled.

Susan Handelman, who interprets Derrida's work as "the latest in the line of Jewish heretic hermeneutics" is particularly insightful in stressing the exile motif. She writes:

Derrida is a vigorous polemicist adept at contorting the arguments of others to fit his own needs, but his particular ironic use of passages and adjectives to characterize negative attitudes towards writing is curious: "The perverse cult of the letter-image," "the sin of idolatry," "perversion that engenders monsters," "deviation from nature,'' "principle of death," "deformation, sacrilege, crime," "the wandering outcast of linguistics," "expatiated, condemned to wandering and blindness, to mourning," "expelled other." The descriptions are overtly theological and the logos described as the "historical violence of a speech dreaming its full self-presence, living itself as its own resumption . . . auto-production of a speech declared alive . . . a logos which believes itself to be its own father, being lifted above written discourse," is obviously the Christian logos, the son dreaming himself to be his own father born into flesh and elevated above all texts and written discourses. And that exiled, wandering, mourning, condemned outcast, accused of unredeemed, original sin is the Jew, the carrier of the letter, the cultist of Writing (emphasis added). 24
We can read Derrida as showing us, over and over again, that the devious tactics and strategies designed to exclude, outcast, silence, and exile the contaminating "Other" have never been quite successful. This drive toward exclusion and exile is evidenced not only in logocentrism and phonocentrism, but in the "history of the West." Some of Derrida's most moving and passionate prose shines forth in his perceptive descriptions of the dynamics of exclusion and his apologia for what is exiled.

Consider how this motif is played out in his essay "Racism's Last Word" which was written for the catalog of an exhibition of art contre/against apartheid when it opened in Paris in 1983.25

By isolating being apart in some sort of essence or hypostasis, the word [apartheid] corrupts it into a quasi-ontological segregation. At every point, like all racisms, it tends to pass segregation off as natural   and as the very law of origin. Such is the monstrosity of this political idiom. Surely, an idiom should never incline toward racism. It often does, however, and this is not altogether fortuitous: there is no racism without a language. The point is not that acts of racial violence are only words but rather that they have to have a word. Even though it offers the excuse of blood, color, birth   or rather, because it uses naturalist and sometimes creationist discourse   racism always betrays the perversion of a man, the "talking animal." It institutes, declares, writes, inscribes, prescribes. A system of marks, it outlines in order to assign forced residence or to close offborders. It does not discern, it discriminates. 26
Many of the motifs which are played out in Derrida's critique of logocentrism and the metaphysics of presence are given a forceful ethical-political expression here   the motifs of exclusion, violence, the condemnation and abomination of what is taken as other, the power of the "word" (which is never merely the word), the establishment of fixed "natural" hierarchies and borders. Derrida also shows, in this overtly political essay, another theme that surfaces in his critique of the history of metaphysics, viz., the complicity of the West   the sense in which racism itself is a "Western thing." He emphasizes the duplicity, the "double-bind'' logic   the hypocrisy of a Europe which at once denounces apartheid and yet preserves it.27
Not only does Derrida vividly describe and condemn the violent logic of exclusion and exile, he also plays on the sense of the exile as bearing witness. (And here too we witness a motif that weaves through all his writings.) He writes of the exhibition as remaining "in exile in the sight of its proper residence, its place of destination to come   and to create. For such is here the creation and the work of which it is fitting to speak: South Africa beyond apartheid, South Africa in memory of apartheid."
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While this might be the cape to be rounded, everything will have begun with exile. Born in exile, the exhibition already bears witness against the forced assignment to "natural" territory, the geography of birth. And if it never reaches its destination, having been condemned to an endless flight or immobilized far from an unshakeable South Africa, it will not only keep the archival record of a failure or a despair but continue to say something, something that can be heard today, in the present.
This new satellite of humanity, then, will move from place to place, it, too, like a mobile and stabile habitat "mobile" and "stabile," a place of observation, information, and witness. A satellite is a guard, it keeps watch and gives warning: Do not forget apartheid, save humanity from this evil, an evil that cannot be summed up in the principal and abstract iniquity of a system. It is also daily suffering, oppression, poverty, violence inflicted by an arrogant white minority . . . on the mass of the black population.28
Derrida's essay is a forceful, passionate, unequivocal condemnation of apartheid   "Racism's Last Word." But no text of Derrida is simply univocal. Not only can one discern in this text a subtext which is applicable to the Holocaust   especially when he echoes the Jewish lament in the phrase "Do not forget apartheid," but the theme of the exile who bears witness is self-referential. For the "position'' that Derrida himself most frequently "takes" is that of the exile bearing witness. A further reason why Derrida's texts "speak" to those who have been excluded and exiled   whether Jews, Blacks, women 29 (for all their differences)   is because he writes with enormous sensitivity and discernment about the violence done to those who have been exiled and condemned to the margins.

In his interpretation of the Tower of Babel, which can be read as a parable of the "history of the West," he writes:

In seeking to "make a name for themselves," to found at the same time a universal tongue and a unique genealogy, the Semites want to bring the world to reason, and this reason can signify simultaneously a colonial violence (since they would universalize their idiom) and a peaceful transparency of the human community. Inversely, when God imposes and opposes his name, he ruptures the rational transparency but interrupts also the colonial violence or the linguistic imperialism.30
Here, too, as in his critique of the metaphysics of presence, Derrida's metaphorics reveal his ethical political orientation; "colonial violence" and "linguistic imperialism" inform his reading of the Tower of Babel.

There is still another important play of the motif of the exile. For we can ask, what is the relation of the exile to that from which it is exiled? Whenever Derrida gives a microanalysis of a binary opposition, he seeks to show how the "opposing" terms   despite the attempt to secure "rigid" boundaries   nevertheless mutually implicate each other. So not only is the "position" of the exile dependent on that from which it is exiled, but the exile as a "parasite" lives on and in its "host." Nowhere is this "reciprocal" bonding more evident than in Derrida's critique of metaphysics and logocentrism. At times, Derrida's rhetoric would lead us to believe that we can once and for all make a total break or rupture with the metaphysical tradition. This is the way in which many of his followers and critics have interpreted him. (With this reading there is a curious parallel with the claim made by logical positivists when they announced that we are "now" in the enlightened position of being able to completely dispense with metaphysics.) But Derrida repeatedly tells us that such a total break does not make any sense.

There is no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics. We have no language   no syntax and no lexicon   which is foreign to this history; we can pronounce not a single destructive proposition which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic, and the implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest. 31
But even this strong claim is itself open to divergent readings. For it may be interpreted as a statement of what is only our present and perhaps temporary condition   that the tradition of metaphysics has been so powerful and pervasive that we do not yet know how to speak or write in order to escape the snares of metaphysics. But to read Derrida in this manner would only be to replicate what he is constantly exposing   as if "metaphysics" itself is now the negative term in a binary opposition which is to be condemned, excluded, exiled.

It is important to distinguish at least two senses of "metaphysics." There is that sense of metaphysics where we think we can finally reach some luminous transcendental signified, some fixed arche* center, or absolutely stable ground that does not tremble and which serves as a basis for permanent hierarchies and rigid boundaries. But there is another sense of metaphysics or the metaphysical impulse in which all thinking, speaking and writing necessitates (as Spinoza and Hegel tell us) making distinctions with their inclusions and exclusions   and even endorsing hierarchies. Of course, the danger   one which Derrida is always exposing   is how easily and inadvertently we slide from the second sense of metaphysics to the first. We must always be on our guard against this slippage. The reason why I think this distinction is so important is because there are readers of Derrida (critics and champions) who think he is telling us that there is something futile or contaminating about making any distinctions or endorsing any hierarchical claims. But this (as, for example, "Racism's Last Word" so effectively shows) is belied by what he constantly does. It is more appropriate to say that Derrida is always encouraging us to question the status of what we take to be our center, our native home, our arche. Whether it is the ''principle of reason" itself or some other authority, Derrida is not advocating that we abandon all authority, but rather that we never cease questioning it. 32 In this respect, Derrida would agree with Heidegger that "questioning is the piety of thought" even when this means questioning Heidegger's own thought.33 (Let us remember that in the Euthyphro, Socrates also shows us that questioning is the piety of thought.) In the Socratic sense, Derrida is a subversive thinker/questioner. Those who read him as celebrating formlessness and chaos are missing the bite of his deconstructive exercises. Earlier I suggested that Derrida deconstructs the Either/Or which has haunted so much of the history of philosophy, especially modern philosophy: Either an absolutely stable foundation and fixed Archimedean point or intellectual and moral chaos   madness. I agree with Henry Staten when he writes:

Derrida does not want to deny the self-identity of concepts or of entities-as-given-to-knowledge: he only denies what we could call the impermeability of the as-such, the transcendentality or logical superhardness of the barrier that marks off the conceptual purity of X from everything that is not-X. It is not that identity is drowned in otherness, but that it is necessarily open to it, contaminated by it. Yet the necessity or essential character of this contamination cannot be named unless we first grasp the concept of essence or form as purity, as pure positive self-identity.34
Or as Staten puts it succinctly, "Deconstruction is not a defense of formlessness, but a regulated overflowing of established boundaries."35 The point is not that we can get along without demarcating boundaries, but rather there is no "boundary-fixing" that cannot itself be questioned.36
Violence and Ethics

Let me be forthright, even blunt. Few contemporary thinkers have been so alert and perceptive about the temptations and dangers of violently crushing or silencing differences, otherness, alterity   in "others" or even the "other" in ourselves. Few writers have written with such nuanced understanding about the suffering, mourning ''other." In one of his most beautiful and loving essays, his homage to Levinas (from whom he appropriates so much), Derrida writes of this time playing off Heidegger against Levinas   "the respect for the other as what it is: other. Without this acknowledgement, which is not a knowledge, or let us say without this 'letting be' of an existent (Other) as something existing outside me in the essence of what is (first in its alterity), no ethics would be possible." 37
It is in passages like this one where, despite Derrida's relentless deconstructive critiques   or perhaps it is more accurate to say, because of this style of critique   that we can even detect Derrida's affinities with the deepest impulses of transcendental philosophy. For as Kant taught us, what characterizes the transcendental impulse is not its "dogmatism" or even its search for firm foundations, but its persistent questioning of the conditions and possibility of experience   including ethical-political experience. In "Metaphysics and Violence" Derrida risks delineating the "transcendental" conditions for, and the "ideal" of, an ethical community:

To let the other be in its existence and essence as other means that what gains access to thought, or (and) what thought gains access to, is that which is essence and that which is existence; and that which is the Being which they both presuppose. Without this, no letting-be would be possible, and first of all, the letting-be of respect and of the ethical commandment addressing itself to freedom. Violence would reign to such a degree that it would no longer even be able to appear and be named.38
And in a sentence that might almost serve as a "justification" of Derrida's "fundamental thought" he writes: "The best liberation from violence is a certain putting into question, which makes the search for an arche* tremble."39 To use a Hegelian turn of phrase, the "truth" that Derrida appropriates from Levinas is ''permitting to let be others in their truth, freeing dialogue and the face to face."40 But Derrida, who is always alert to ambiguities, ambivalences, and "double binds," also knows how the very idea of an ethical community, a Gemeinschaft, can turn into its opposite and become oppressive and repressive. He brings this out in his deconstructive reading of Rousseau when he shows how Rousseau at once is committed to the "image of community immediately present to itself, without difference, a community of speech where all the members are within earshot,"41 and also how Rousseau's texts raise disturbing questions about the very possibility of such a self-present community that excludes or presumably "mediates" all difference. Once again, Henry Staten nicely brings out the moral "thrust" of Derrida's unstable and ambivalent "position" when - in summing up his perceptive analysis of the Searle-Derrida - debate he writes:

Perhaps what we have in this debate is a conflict between modern Anglo-American clean-mindedness or sincerity and archaic moral rigor that insists on reminding us of the residue of darkness in man's intention. If there is any skepticism in Derrida, it is moral not an epistemological skepticism   not a doubt about the possibility of morality but about an idealized picture of sincerity that takes insufficient account of the windings and twistings of fear and desire, weakness and lust, sadism and masochism and the will to power, in the mind of the most sincere man. 42
New Responsibilities

In a number of recent texts, dealing with the founding, structure, and complicities of the institution of the modern university, Derrida responds to the charges that have been brought against him over and over again   nihilism, obscurantism, irrationalism. He writes about a "new community of thought" which attempts "to define new responsibilities in the face of the university's total subjection to the technologies of 'informatization'. Not so as to refuse them; not so as to counter with some obscurantist irrationalism (and irrationalism, like nihilism, is a picture that is completely symmetrical to, thus dependent upon, the principle of reason)."43
Derrida rightfully lashes out at some of his more hysterical critics when he goes on to say:

We can easily see on which side obscurantism and nihilism are lurking when on occasion great professors or representatives of prestigious institutions lose all sense of proportion and control; on such occasions they forget the principles that they claim to defend in their work and suddenly begin to heap insults, to say whatever comes into their heads on the subject of texts that they obviously have never opened or that they have encountered through mediocre journalism that in other cirumstances they would pretend to scorn.44
And in a clear forthright statement about the political consequences of deconstruction - which certainly distances him from many of his Anglo-American literary "appropriators," he writes:

what is somewhat hastily called deconstruction is not, if it is of any consequence, a specialized set of discursive procedures, even less the rules of a new hermeneutic method, working on texts or utterances in the shelter of a given and stable institution. It is also, at the very least, a way of taking a position, in its work of analysis, concerning the political and institutional structures that make possible and govern our practice, our competencies, our performances. Precisely because it is never concerned only with signified content, deconstruction should not be separable from this politico-institutional problematic and should seek a new investigation of responsibility, an investigation which questions the codes inherited from ethics and politics. This means that too political for some, it will seem paralyzing to these who only recognize politics by the most familiar road signs. 45
Taking Positions?

By now, I hope, I have conveyed a sense of the committed, questioning, and potentially subversive character of Derrida's ethical-political horizon. And I hope it is also clear that I am not merely saying that in addition to his reflections on speech, writing, metaphysics, logocentrism, etc., he also "has" an ethics and politics. My claim is a much stronger one. Derrida's ethical-political horizon is "a point of departure" for virtually everything he has written. It is subtly and integrally interwoven in his critique of metaphysics, logocentrism, phonocentrism, phallogocentrism, and ethnocentrism.

But I have not quite come to the end of "honoring" Derrida. I have not yet "gone forth to the consequences" of his thinking. Critique itself is a form of honoring. I want to return to the text where Derrida claims "deconstruction is also, at the very least, a way of taking a position." Derrida has written a good deal about "positions'' and "taking a position," especially in his interviews published under the title Positions. Here, too, he tells us "Deconstruction, I have insisted, is not neutral. It intervenes."46 But how? And from where? His answer is certainly not, as one might have expected, straightforward. Consider Derrida's "final" P.S. which concludes his letter to Jean-Louis Houdebine, and "ends" his short book:

P.S. And, if we gave to this exchange, for its (germinal) title, the word positions, whose polysemia is marked, moreover, in the letter s, the "disseminating" letter par excellence, as Mallarmé said? I will add, concerning positions: scenes, sets, figures of dissemination.47
Here we touch upon what might be called Derrida's "double bind." When Derrida (or the texts that bear the signature Jacques Derrida, J. D., or Reb Derissa) tells us "Deconstruction, I have insisted [emphasis added, RJB] is not neutral. It intervenes" or that deconstruction is taking a position which may be too political for some, he is   to use a "traditional" term   certainly declaring and clarifying his intentions. But few writers have raised so many questions about "intentions" and discerning an "author's intentions" from texts that bear his signature. One is reminded of the type of inversion and displacement that Hegel highlights in the disparity between what is said (sagt) and what is only meant (nur gemeint). But we do not need Hegel to make the point. Derrida's texts do it for us.

Derrida is painfully aware of what one commentator says about deconstruction when he notes that "Insofar as one can treat the movement to dismantle the whole as a whole, it has had and continues to have conservative, even quietistic, implications and this in spite of its radical critique of hierarchy and system."48 Indeed, there is something grotesque and even perverse about the "reception" of Derrida and deconstruction, especially by some members of the Anglo-American literary "community" where this "movement" has been most influential. For it is marked by an intellectual elitist arrogance, and frequently degenerates into little more than a sophisticated word play by coteries of academics who delight in their own ''precious" verbal wit and cleverness. Despite the claim that deconstruction may be "too political for some," the "reception" of deconstruction has been almost totally apolitical   except, of course, for that domestic parlour game called "academic politics." Indeed, I think Edward W. Said is right when he notes that recent literary criticism (and in particular, deconstruction) bears its own form of complicity with recent "neo-conservatism," with what Said labels, "The Age of Ronald Reagan."49 For despite all the talk or writing about "radical gestures," critiques of "hierarchy" and "dogmatic authorities," deconstructive discourse at times seems to be completely disengaged or uncoupled from present-day ethical-political conflicts and struggles. And despite Derrida's own insistence and attempts to demonstrate the relevance of deconstructive questioning to the critique of political and social institutions (such as the modern university), the gestures in this direction have, thus far, been rather feeble.

But is it really "fair" to blame Derrida for the "reception" of his texts? Doesn't this situation tell us more about the times we are living through than it does about what he has written? Isn't holding Derrida "responsible" for the perverse reception of his writings analogous to holding Marx responsible for what has happened in his name in the so-called "really existing socialism" of the Soviet orbit or condemning Nietzsche for the Nazi misappropriation and distortion of his writings? Fortunately we do not have to second guess what Derrida would say about this; he has been explicit. As I report what Derrida says about the texts signed "F. N." I ask you to think about how   with appropriate modifications   we might say the "same'' about Derrida's texts. When Derrida takes up the question of how Nietzsche was "heard" by his contemporaries and by Nazi ideologues   when he stresses the size and the anatomy of the "ears" that hear   he tells us "the effects or structure of a text are not reducible to its 'truth,' to the intended meaning of its presumed author, or even its supposedly unique and identifiable signatory." 50 After raising the question of whether there is something about Nietzsche's texts   "a powerful utterance-producing machine that programs the movements of the two opposing forces at once"51   Derrida writes "Even if the intention of one of the signatures or shareholders in the huge 'Nietzsche Corporation' [substitute 'Derrida Corporation', RJB] had nothing to do with it, it cannot be entirely fortuitous that the discourse bearing his name in society, in accordance with civil laws and editorial norms, has served as a legitimating reference for idealogues" (emphasis added).52
Again I (RJB) ask you to make the appropriate "translation" when one reads the following:

I do not aim to "clear" its "author" and neutralize or defuse either what might be troublesome in it for democratic pedagogy or "leftist" politics, or what served as "language" for the most sinister rallying cries of National Socialism. On the contrary, the greatest indecency is de rigueur in this place. One may even wonder why it is not enough to say: "Nietzsche did not think that," "he did not want that," or "he would have surely vomited this," that there is falsification of the legacy and interpretive mystification going on here. One may wonder how and why what is so naively called a falsification was possible (one can't falsify just anything), how and why the "same" words and the "same" statements   if they are indeed the same   might several times be made to serve certain meanings and certain contexts that are said to be different, even incompatible.53
I hope my moral is clear. But if it isn't, let me spell it out. I am certainly not suggesting that Derrida's texts are the occasion for "the most sinister rallying cries." It is difficult to imagine texts which are more anti-authoritarian and subversive for any (and all) "true believers." But I am asking whether the signatory of these texts bears some responsibility for their reception. If the desire to write "is the desire to perfect a program or a matrix having the greatest potential, variability, undecidability, plurivocality, et cetera, so that each time something returns it will be as different as possible," then doesn't the signatory bear some ''responsibility" for the divergent and incompatible ways in which the texts are read and heard? One may wonder "how and why" the texts signed by J. D. can be read (or heard) as being nihilistic, obscurantist, self-indulgent logorrhoea and (as I have argued) passionate, political, subversive, committed to opening the spaces for différance and respecting what is irreducibly other. What is it about the texts of Derrida that allow for, indeed, invite this double reading? After all "one can't falsify just anything." What is it about these texts that allows us to hear them with such different ears and sign them with such different (and incompatible) signatures? Can we absolve the writer   who constantly emphasizes "new responsibilities"   of the responsibility for his texts? It is too glib   as Derrida himself knows   to say that every text involves "a program or a matrix having the greatest potential, variability, undecidability, plurivocality, et cetera," for this does not answer the question why specific texts are interpreted in the determinate ways in which they have been read. (After all we can well understand the ambiguities that allowed the Nazis to brutalize Nietzsche's texts. But can we even imagine that they might have done the same to the texts of   say   John Dewey?)

My questions need to be carefully circumscribed. For I certainly do not think it even makes sense to hold an "author" completely responsible for the reception, interpretation, and appropriation of his/her texts. To do so would violate a fundamental insight that has emerged from hermeneutics, the theory of communicative action, and deconstruction, viz., there is no communication, understanding, interpretation, or reading that is not also open to miscommunication, misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and misreading. As Derrida himself reminds us, we must rigorously scrutinize not only the texts that bear the signature of an "author" but also the texts signed by those who appropriate what is said and written. But still "one may wonder how and why what is so naively called a falsification was possible."

In conclusion, let me suggest a hypothesis to account for Derrida's own "double bind" - the double bind where he tells us explicitly what he intends, what deconstruction is "if it is of any consequence" and at the "same" moment undermines or erases the ''naïveté" of assessing texts by what we take to be the "author's intentions." Derrida knows all too well that there is no ethics or politics   or even meta-ethics or meta-politics without "taking a position." But few have written more persuasively and imaginatively than he has about all the snares and traps that await us in "taking a position"   how easily we can fall back into the metaphysics of presence and the dream of a fixed center that he has sought so valiantly to question; how a self-deceptive violent dogmatism awaits those for whom archai do not tremble. But even if we learn this lesson over and over again, we are still left with the unanswered question: how can we "warrant" (in any sense of the term) the ethical-political "positions" we do take? This is the question that Derrida never satisfactorily answers. What is worse, despite the overwhelming evidence of his own moral passion and his willingness and courage in "taking positions," he seems to call into question the very possibility of "warranting" ethical-political positions. Or rather, it is not clear how Derrida understands the practice of warranting our ethical-political positions. What are we to do after we realize that all archai tremble? It is almost as if Derrida wants to bring us out of the wilderness, wants to überwinden the violent "history of the West" without providing us with an orientation for avoiding the abyss of nihilism that he so desperately wants to avoid. We lack what he himself calls a mochlos   a lever   for displacing the history of violence. He presumably points us toward the promised land of a postmetaphysical ethics and politics without adumbrating its geography. Or perhaps, we might say "the promised land" that we may "dream" about is obscured by a hazy and foggy horizon.

But to "end" with a gesture of reconciliation, I do not say this with malicious smugness from some "suspended position" which may itself stand over an abyss, but rather to highlight a problematic which is   if we are intellectually forthright   not only Derrida's, but our collective problematic.
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