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Biography

(screen shots of) Stocker, Barry.  Routledge Philosophy Guidebbok to Derrida on Deconstruction.   Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2006. p. 1-2

[image: image1.png]Jacques Derrida was born in 1930 in El-Biar, near Algiers, in French colonial Algeria. Like most French families, the Derridas returned to
‘metropolitan France on Algerian independence in 1962. He came from a prosperous background, but as a Jew he suffered from discrimination
during the Second World War. For three years Algeria was under the control of the Vichy government in France, which collaborated with Nazi
Germany to the extent of persecuting French Jews. Derrida suffered exclusion from high school in 1941, which was a minor event compared with
the horrors of the Holocaust, but was clearly bad enough in itself. From 1943 he completed his studies at the lycée developing an interest in
philosophy. He went to Paris in 1950 for the khagne at the particularly famous Lycée Louis-le-Grand. The khagne is a peculiar French institution,
refrring to a period of study in high school after the normal school leaving exam, in order to prepare for the entrance exams to the grandes
éoles, another very specific French institution. The grande école is a superior university, whose graduates usually enter the higher echelons in
their profession; leading graduates have traditionally been guaranteed a distinguished career in a state institution or a private company. In 1952,
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[image: image2.png]secured entry to the Ecole normale supérieure (ENS), which specializes in training academics and provides a high proportion of French
university lecturers, particularly at the better-known institutions. From 1953 to 1954 he studied the Husserl archives at the University of Louvain
in Belgium, the university with the most clevated tradition in the study of Phenomenology. He wrote the equivalent of an MA thesis on Husserl,
‘which was published after Derrida became famous (Derrida 2003). After a period preparing lycée students for the khdgne, he taught at the
Sorbonne (now properly known as the University of Paris I Sorbonne-Panthéon) from 1960 to 1964, and then returned to the ENS as a lecturer.
He stayed there until 1984 when he transferred to the Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales (a grande école specializing in graduate
studies in the humanities), where he was director of philosophical studies. In 1983, at the invitation of the then French President, Frangois
Mitterrand, he became the founding director of the Collége international de philosophie, which does not have fulltime teaching staff or offer
qualifications. Instead, open lecture courses are given by a volunteer body of philosophers, in various languages. From early in his publishing
career, Derrida made a strong impression. He won a prize for his first major publication,  translation of, and a long introduction to, Husserl’s
short essay, “The origin of geometry® (Derrida 1989a). His fame in the United States goes back to 1966 when he participated in a conference at
Johns Hopkins University on Structuralism, presenting what has since become one of his most widely read papers, *Structure, sign and play in the
discourse of the human sciences”. In 1967, his international reputation was secured by the publication of three important and original books:
Speech and Phenomena (Dertida 1973), Writing and Difference (Derrida 1978), Of Grammatology (Derrida 1976). These early successes set him
on the road to exceptional fame and influence, in philosophy and in other disciplines.

‘When Derrida died in October 2004, the sad event was announced by the office of the President of the Republic of France. This was something
of a specifically French occasion. There are few other countries in the world where the head of state would be connected with such an
announcement. Even by French standards though it was an extraordinary act of recognition for an academic




Derrida, The Movie
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[D]ifférance, an economic concept designating the production of differing/deferring. The ontico-ontological difference and its ground (Grund) in the “transcendence of Dasein” are not absolutely originary.  Différance by itself would be more 'originary," but one would no longer be able to call it "origin" or ground," those notions belonging essentially to the history of onto-theology, to the system functioning as the effacement of difference. Kamuf, Peggy, editor.  A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds. New York and Chichester: Columbia UP, 1991, p. 40 [From De la grammatologie]

“Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences”

· Announces a rupture: the center is not the center anymore.

· It happened when language invaded the universal problematic.

· The main thinkers/philosophers that Derrida uses in this essay:  Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, and Lévi-Strauss.

· Takes Lévi-Strauss as an example.

“Nevertheless, up until the event which I wish to mark out define, structure-or rather the structurality of structure—although it has always been involved, has always been neutralized or reduced, and this by a process of giving it a center or referring it to a point of presence, a fixed origin. The function of this center was not only to orient, balance, and organize the structure—one cannot in fact conceive of an unorganized structure—but above all to make sure that  organizing principle of the structure would limit what we might call the freeplay of the structure.” (p. 354)

“Thus it has always been thought that the center, which is by definition unique, constituted that very thing within a structure which governs the structure, while escaping structurality.”  (p. 354)

“The center is not the center.” (p. 354)

“[T]he whole history of the concept of structure, before the rupture I spoke of, must be thought of as a series of substitutions of center for center, as a linked chain of determinations of the center.” (p. 354)

The rupture happened “when the structurality of the structure had to begin to be thought, that is to say, repeated, and this is why I said that this disruption was a repetition in all of the senses of this word.” (p. 354)

“[T]he center could not be thought in the form of a being-present, that the center had no natural locus, 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.” It happened when “language invaded the universal problematic... the absence of a center or origin, everything became discourse.” (p. 355) 

Three philosophers are somehow responsible for this rupture: Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger.

--Nietzsche: critique of metaphysics.

--Freud: critique of self-presence, consciousness, the subject, self-identity, self-proximity (self-possession).

--Heidegger: destruction of metaphysics, onto-theology, “the determination of being as presence.”

Lévis-Strauss--  philosopher, anthropologist and ethnographer who influences Derrida at the moment his writing this essay.

“[T]here are two heterogenous ways of erasing the difference between the signifier and the signified: one, the classic way, consists in reducing or deriving the signifier, that is to say, ultimately in submitting the sign to thought; the other, the one we are using here against the first one, consists in putting into question the system in which the preceding reduction functioned: first and foremost, the opposition between the sensible and the intelligible.  The paradox is that the metaphysical reduction of the sign needed the opposition it was reducing. The opposition is part of the system, along with the reduction.” (p. 356)

Ethnology = central to Derrida's ideas of locus, center, structure.  After ethnology, Europe stops being the center or culture of reference for the rest of the world.

“The quality and the fecundity of a discourse e perhaps measured by the critical rigor with which this relationship to the history of metaphysics and to inherited concepts is thought. Here it is a question of a critical relationship to the language of the human sciences and a question of a critical responsibility of the discourse.” (p 356)

After this point, Derrida examines Lévi-Strauss works as an example.  Derrida choses “the opposition between nature and culture,” an opposition “as old as the Sophists.” (p 356)

nature/culture =  physis/nomos  or physis/technè 

Lévi-Strauss (LS) finds a scandal: an universal concept “that no longer tolerates the nature/culture opposition,” which is the incest-prohibition.   For Derrida it is apparent that incest-prohibitioin is not a scandal, it's only inside of the system that LS is working with. (p. 356-7)

Language needs its own critique, which has two ways (or manners): 

1) to question systematically the history of the two concepts, and 

2) to use bricolage, or “the means of the hand” or instruments that one finds at her/his disposition. (Similar to the “ready-made” pieces of art by Marcel DuChamp)

“Bricolage: the necessity of borrowing one's concepts from the text of a heritage which is lore or less coherent or ruined, it must be said that ery discourse is bricoleur.”  Bricolage is mythopoetic. ( 358)

In LS works there is no reference to a center or a subject, to a reference, to an origin or an archè.

“I have said that empiricism is the matrix of all the faults menacing a discourse which continues, as with Lévi-Strauss in particular, to elect to be scientific. If we wanted to pose the problem of empiricism and bricolage in depth, we would probably end up very quickly with a number of propositions absolutely contradictory in relation to the status of discourse in structural ethnography” (p 360)

“Structuralism justly claims to be the critique of empiricism.”  However, LS writes empirical books. (p. 360)

Totalization (from LS books) = impossible in the classical style.  Totalization = “empirical endeavor of a subject or a finite discourse in a vain and breathless quest of an infinite richness which it can never master.” (p. 360)

Nontotalization: can be determined from the standpoint of the concept of freeplay. (p. 360) Note: The word “jeu” in French can be translated as “game,” “play,” “interplay,”  “ludic.”  

Freeplay = allows substitutions, “a center which arrests and founds the freeplay of substitutions.” Since there is no center, the freeplay(substitutions) allows supplementarity—it's not the center, but adds itself “to supplement a lack on the part of the signified.” (p. 360-1)

There is a floating signifier, which means it changes constantantly.

The freeplay or game has always tension. “Freeplay is the disruption of presence.” (p. 362)

“[T]he concept of epistèmè has always called forth that of historia, if history is always the unity of becoming, as tradition of truth or development of science or knowledge oriented toward the appropriation of truth in presence and self-presence, toward knowledge in consciousness-of-self. History has always been conceived as the movement of a resumption of history, a diversion between two presences.”  (p. 361)

“There are thus two interpretations of interpretation, of structure, of sign, of freeplay.”  

1) Deciphers the truth, origin, the signs free from freeplay.

2) Doesn't search for an origin, affirms freeplay and “tries to pass beyond man and humanism.” Dreams of full presence, the origin and the end of the game. 

These two interpretations of interpretation are present in the human sciences.  Ethnography is not the the place to look for the interpretation of interpretation as Lévi-Strauss wishes.

About the two interpretations: “We must try to conceive of the common ground, and the différance of this irreducible difference.”  (p 363)

From Breesler:

The author does not control the meaning of the text.  “Deconstructors therefore look for places in the text where the author misspeaks or loses control of language and says what was supposedly what was supposedly not meant to be said.” 

“At first glance, a deconstructionist reading strategy may appear to be linear—that is, having a clearly delineated beginning, middle, and end. If this is so, then to apply this strategy to a text, we must do the following: 

· Discover the binary operations that govern a text. 

· Comment on the values, concepts, and ideas beyond these operations. 

· Reverse these present binary operations. 

· Dismantle previously held worldviews. 

· Accept the possibility of various perspectives or levels of meaning in a text based on the new binary inversions. 

· Allow meaning of the text to be undecidable.“  (p. 128)

Example: 

“The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost (Bressler p. 303)

Different insterpretations: 

1)http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Road_Not_Taken_(poem)

2)Roads not taken [electronic resource] : rereading Robert Frost / edited with an introduction by Earl J. Wilcox and Jonathan N. Barron.

  Columbia : University of Missouri Press, c2000.

3)Student essay on Bressler p. 139-141.

My observations:

1. Perhaps it is easier to understand Derrida's idea, “the center is not the center anymore” if we think about the what Western philosophers have thought about the solar system and the universe plus God, or cellular biology.  The organization in a cell is similar to the one he describes when he mentions that each structure has structures inside of it.

2. What happens when we are in front of an unpublished manuscript?  How are we going to “dismantle previously held worldviews?”

Footnote:  Claude Lévi-Strauss is still alive!! He's 100-years-old.
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