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“THIS STRANGE INSTITUTION
CALLED LITERATURE”

AN INTERVIEW WITH JACQUES DERRIDA

*& The original interview, of which this is an edited transcript, took
place in Laguna Beach over two days in April 198y, The translation is
by Geotfrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby.

{2.A.  You said to your thesis jury in 1980 that “my most constant
interest, coming even betore my philosophical interest | should say, if
this is possible, has been directed towards literature, towards that
writing which is called literary.” And you have published a number of
texts which present readings of literary texts, about which we shall
soon be talking. Yet a large part of your work has been concerned with
writing that would be more hikely to be called philosophical. Could
vou expand upon that statement concerning your primary interest in
literature, and say something about its relation to your extensive work

on philosophical texts?

. What can a “primary inwrest” be? I would never dare to say
that my primary interest went toward literature rather than roward




AN INTERVEFEX WITH JACQUES DERRIDA

philosophy. Anamnesis would be risky here, because 'd Iike to escape
my own stereotypes. To do that, we'd have to determine what got
called “literature” and “philosophy™ durning ty adolescence, at a time
when, in France at least, the two were meeting through works which
were then dominant. Existentialismn, Sartre, Camus were present every-
where and the memory of surrealism was still alive. And it these
writings practiced a fairly new kind of contact between philosophy
and literatire, they were prepared for this by a national tradition and
by certain models given a sofid legitimacy by the teaching in schools.
What's more, the examples I have just given seem very different from
each other,

No doubt | hesitated between philosophy and hterature, giving up
neither. perhaps seeking obscarely a place from which the history of
this frontier could be thought or even displaced—in writing itself and
not only by historical or theoretical reflection. And since what interests
me today is not strictly called either literature or philosophy, M
amused by the idea that my adolescent desire—let’s call it thar—should
have directed me toward something in writing which was ncither the
one nor the other. What was ir?

“Autobiography™ is perhaps the least inadequate name, because it
remains for me the most enigmatic, the most open, even today. At this
moment, here, 'motrying, in a way that would commonly be called
“autobiographical,” to remember what happened when the desice to
write came to me, in a way that was as obscure as 1t was compulsive,
both powerless and authoritarian. Well, whar happencd then was just
like an autobiographical desire. At the “narassistic™ moment of “ado-
lescent™ identification (a difficult identificaton which was often
attached, in my youthfu! notebooks, to the Gidian theme of Proteus),
this was above all the desire to inscribe merely a memory or two. 1 say
“onlv,” though | already felt it as an impossible and endless task. Deep
down, there was something like a lyrical movement toward confidences
or confessions. Stll today there remains in me an obsessive desire to
save in unintercupted inscription, in the form of a memory, what
happens—or fails to bappen. What 1 should be tempted to denounce
as a lure— 1.e., totalization or gatheting up—isn’t this what keeps me
going? The idea of an inwernal polylogue, everything that tater, in what
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| hope was a slightly morc rehned way, was able o lead me to
Roussean [about whom [ had been passionate ever since childhood!
or to Joyce, was tirst ot all the adolescent dream of keeping a trace
of all the voices which were traversing me—or were almost doing
so—and which was to be so precious, unique, both specular and
speculative, 've just said “fatls to happen™ and “almost doing so”
so as to mark the fact that what fuppens—in other wards, the
unique event whose trace one would bke to keep alive—is also the
very desire that what does not happen should happen, and is thus
a “story™ in which the event already crosses within itself the archive
ot the “real™ and the archive of “fiction.” Already we'd have trouble
not spotting but separating out historical narrative, literary fiction,
and philosophical retlexion.

So there was a movement of nostalgic, mournful lvricism to reserve,
perhaps encode, m short to render both accessible and inaccessible.
And deep down this is still my most naive desire. | don’t dream of
vither a literary work, or a philosophical work, but that everything
that occurs, happens ta me or fails to, should be as it were sealed
‘placed 1n reserve, hidden so as 10 be kepr, and this in its very signature,
really like a signature, in the very form of the seal, with all the para-
doxes that traverse the structure of a seal). The discursive forms we
have available to us, the resources in terms of objectivizing archivation,
are so much poorer than what happens (or fails to happen, whence
the excesses of hyper-totalization). This desire for everything + n-—
naturallv [ can analyze it, “deconstruct™ it, criticize i1, but it is an
experience 1 love, that I know and recognize. In the moment of narcis-
sistic adolescence and “autobiographical™ dream ['m referring to now
“Who am 17 Who is me? What's happening?,™ etc.), the fiest texts |
gotanterested in had that in them: Rousscau, Gide, or Nietzsche—
texts which were neither simply literary, nor philosophical, but confes-
sions, the Réveries du promencur solitaire, the Confessions, Gide's
Journal, La porte étroite, Les nourritures terrestres, L'immoraliste,
and ac the same ume Nietzsche, the philosopber who speaks in the
hirst person while all the time multiplying proper names, masks and
signatures. As soon as things become a litile sedimented, the fact of

not giving anything up, not even the things one deprives oneself of,
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through an intermnable “internal™ polylogue (supposing that a poly-
logue can still be “mternal™) is also not giving up the “culture™ which
carries these voices. At which point the encyclopedic temptation be-
comes inseparable from the autobiographical. And philosophical dis-
course is often only an economic or strategic formalizanon of this
avidity.

T All the same, this motif of totulity circulates bere in a singular way
between literature and philosophy. In the naive adolescent notebooks
or diaries I’m referring to from memory, the obsession with the prote:-
form motivates the mnterest for literature to the extent that hirerature
scemed to me, in a confused way, to be the institution which allows
one to say everything,' in every way. 'he space of literature is not only
that of an instituted fiction but also a fictive mstrtution which in
principle allows one to say everything. To say everything is no doubt
to gather, by translating, all figures into one another. to totalize by
formalizing, but to say everything is also to break out of [franchir]
prohibitions. To affranchise oneself |s'affranchir]—in every field where
law can lay down the law. The law of literature tends, in principle, o
defy or litt the Jaw. It therefore allows one to think the essence of the
faw in the experience of this “evervthing to say.” It 1s an institution
which tends to overflow the institution.

Far a serious answer to yonr question, an analysis of my tune at
school would also be necessary, and of the family in which | was born,
of its relation or non-relation with books, etc. In any case, at the
moment when | was beginning to discover this strange institution called
literature, the question *What is literature?” imposed 1tself upon me
in its most naive form. Only a hittle later, this was to be the title of one
ot the first texts by Sartre I think [ read after {.a nausée (which had
made a strong impression on me, no doubt provoking some mimetic
movements in me; briefly, here was a literary fiction grounded on a
philosophical “emotion,” the feeling of existence as excess, “being-
supertluous,” the very bevond of meaning giving rise to writing ). Bewil-
derment, then, faced with this institution or type of object which allows

1. TN Tout dire, both ta “say everything,™ wirh a sensc of exhausting a totality, and
to “say anything,” ve., to speak without constraints on what one may say.
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one to say everything, What is 1? What “remains” when desire has
just inscribed something which “remains™ there, like an object at the
disposal of others, one that can be repeated? What does “remaining™
mean? This question subsequently took on forms which were perhaps
a little mere elaborated, but ever since the begmning of adolescence,
when | was keeping these notebooks, | was absolutely bewildered at
the possibility of consigning things to paper. The philosophical becom-
g of these questions goes by way of the content of the wexts of the
culture 1 was entening, --when one reads Rousseau or Nietzsche, one
has a certain access to philosophy—just as much as through naive or
marveling bewilderment at remains as a written thing,

Subsequently, philosophical training, the profession, the position of
teacher were also a detour to come back to this question: “Whar is
writing in general?™ and, in the space of writing in general, to this
other question which is more and other than a simple particular case:
“What 1s hiterature?”; literature as histoncal instrution with its con-
ventions, rales, etc., but also this institution of fiction which gives i
principle the power to say evervthing, to hreak free of the rules, to
displace them, and thereby to nstitute, to invent and even to suspect
the traditional difference between nature and institution, nature and
conventional law, nature and history. Here we should ask juridical and
rolitical questions, The tnstitution of literature in the West, in its
relatively modern form, 1s linked ro an authorizarion to say everything,
and doubtless too to the coming about of the modern idea of democ-
racy, Not that it depends on a democracy in place, butit seems insepara-
ble to me from what calls forth a democracy, in the most open (and
doubtless itself to come) sense of democracy.

DA, Could you elaborate on vour view of literature as “this strange
institution which allows one to sav cverything”?

[0 Let’s make this clear. What we call hterature (not belles-leteres
Or poetry) implies that license is given to the writer to say everything
be wants to or everything he can, while remaining shiclded, safe from
all censorship, be it religious or political. When Khomeini called for
the murder of Rushdie, it happened that [ put my signature to a text—

7
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without approving all its formulations to the letter  which said that
literature has a “critical tunction.”™ l am not sure that “critical function”
is the right word. First of all, it would limit literature by fixing a mission
for it, a single misston, This would be to finalize Jiterature, to assign it
a meaning, a program and a regulating 1deal, whereas it could also
have other essential functions, or even have no function, no uscfulness
outside tselt. And by the same token it can help to think or delimit what
“meamng,” “regulating ideal.” “program,” “function,” and “crinical”
might mean. But above all, the reference to a critical function of
literature belongs to a language which makes no sense outside what in
the West links politics, censorship, and the hfting of censorship to the
origin and instituton of literatare, In the end, the critico-politcal
function of literature, in the West, remains very ambiguous. The free-
dom to say cverything is a very powerful political weapon, but one
which nught immediately let itself be neutralized as a fiction. This
revolutionary power can become very conservative. The writer can just
as well be held to be irresponsible. He can, 1'd even say thar he must
sometimes demand a certain irresponsibility, at least as regards ideolog-
ical powers, of a Zhdanovian type for example, which try to call him
back to extremely determinate responsibilities before socio-political or
ideological bodies. This duty of irresponsibility, of refusing to reply
for one’s thought or writing 1o consututed powers, 1s perhaps the
highest form of responsibility. To whom, to what?(ﬂ;at’s the whaole
question of the future or the event promised by or to such an experience,
what [ was just calling the democracy to come, Not the democracy of
tomorrow, not a tuture democracy which will be present tomorrow
but one whose concept is linked to the to come [g-venir, cf. aventr,
futurel, to the experience of a promise cngaged, that 15 always an
endless promise.

As an adolescent, | no doubr had the feeling that | was living in
conditions where it was both difficult and therefore necessary, urgent,
to say things that were not allowed, in any case 10 be interested in
those situzations in which writers say things which are not allowed. For
me, Algeria in the forties (Vichy, official anti-semitism, the Allied
landing at the end of 1942, the terrible colonial repression of Algerian
resistance in 1945 at the tme of the first serious outbursts heralding
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the Algerian war; was not only or primarily my family situation, hut
10 s true that my interest in literature, diaries, journals in general, also
signified a typical, stereotypical revolt against the family. My passion
for Nietzsche, Rousseau, and also Gide, whom I read a lot at that
nme, meant among other things: “Families, I'hate you.” | thought of
literature as the end of the family, and of the sodety it represented,
even if that family was also, on the other hand, persecuted. Racism
was everywhere in Algeria ac thar tume, it was running wild in all
directions. Being Jewish and a victim of anti-semitism didn’t spare one
the anti-Arab racism | felt everywhere around me, in manifest or latent
form. Literature, or a certain promise of “being able to say everything,”
was it any case the outline of what was calling me or signaling to me
in the situation [ was hving in at that time, familial and social, But it
was no doubt much more complicated and overdetermined than think-
ing and sayving it in a tew words makes it now, Ac the same time, |
believe that very rapidly literature was also the experience of a dissatis-
faction or a lack, an impatience. 1f the philosophical question seemed
at least as necessary to me, this is pechaps because I had a presentiment
that there could sometimes be an innocence or icresponsibility, or
even an impotence, in literature. Not only can one say everything in
literature without there being any consequences, [ thought, no doubt
naively, but at bottom the writer as such does not ask the question of
the cssence of literature, Perhaps against the backdrop of an impotence
e
or inhibition faced with a literary writing | desired but always placed
higher up than and further away from myself, | quickly got interested
m either i form of literature which bore a question about literacure, or

else a philosophical type of aEtEit,v which interrogated the rclatinnﬁship
hetween speech and writing. Philosophy also seemed more political,
let’s say, more capable of posing politically the question of literature
with the political seriousness and consequentiality it requires.

I was interested by the possibility of fiction, by fictionality, but 1
must confess that deep down | have probably never drawn great enjoy-
ment from fiction, from reading novels, for example, beyond the plea-
sure taken in analyzing the play of writing, or else certain naive move-
ments of idencification. | like a certain practice of fiction. the intrusion

of an effective simulacrum or of disorder into philosophical writing,
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for example, but telling or invenning stories is something that deep
down (or rather on the surface!; does not nrerest me particularly.
I’m well aware that this involves an immense forbidden desire, an
irrepressible need—but one forbidden, mhibited, repressed—to tell
stories, 1o hear stores told, to invent {language and m language), but
one which would refuse to show itself so long as it has not cleared a
space or organized a dwelling-place suited to the animal which is sull

curlec up in its hole half asleep.

D.A. You have just made a distinction between “literature™ and
“hetles-lettres™ or “poetry™; and it is a distinction that comes up
elsewhere in your work {in *Before the Law,” for instance!. Could you
be more precise abour the difference that is being assumed here?

J.D. The two possibilities are not entirely distinct. I'm referring here
to the historical possibility for poetry, epic, tyric or other, not only to
remain oral, but not to give rise to what has been called hiterature. The
name “literature™ is a very recent invention. Previously, writing was
not indispensable tor poetry or belles-lettres, nor antharial property,
nor individual signatures. This is an enormous problem, difficult to get
into here, The set of laws or conventions which fixed what we <all
literature in modermty was not indispensable for poetic works to
circulate. Greek or Latin poerry, non-European discursive works, do
not, ir scems to me, strictly speaking belong to hterature. One can say
that without reducing at all the respect or the admiration they are due.
It the institutional or socio-political space ot literary production as
such s a recent thing, it does not simply surround works, it atfects
them i their very structure, I'm not prepared to improvise anytiing
very serious about this—but | do remember having used some senunars
at Yale (around 1979—80) to look at the appearance of this word
“literature™ and the changes which accompanied it. The prinaiple (I
stress that it's a principle) ol “being able to say evervthing,” the socio-
juridico-politico guarantee granted “in principle™ to hiterature, is some-
thing which did not mean much, or not that, in Graeco-Latin culture
and a fortiors m a non-Western culture. Which does not mean that the
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West has ever respected this principle: but at teast here or there it has
set it up as a principle.

Having said that, even if a phenomenon called “literature” appeared
historically in Europe, at such and such a date, this does not mean that
one can identify the literary object in a ngorous way. It doesn’t mean
that there (s an essence of literature. It even means the opposite,

D.A. Tuming to the literary texts you have written ong it is notable
that they form a more homogencous group than the philosophical
1exts (still using these categories in a highly conventional way): mostly
twentieth-century, and mostly modernist, or at least nontraditional
‘many would say “difhcult™ in their use of lanpuage and literary
conventions: Blanchot, Ponge, Celan, Joyce, Artaud, Jabés, Katka.
What has led you to make this choice? Was it a necessary choice in
terms of the trajectory of your work?

1.D.  In what way would the literary texts I write about, with, toward,

for (what should one say? this is a serious question;, #1 the name of,
m honor of, against, perhaps too, on the way toward—in what way
do they form, as you put it, a more homogeneous group? On the one
hand, [almost always write in response to solicitations or provocations.
These have more often concerned contemporaries, whether 11 be Mal-
larmé, Joyece or Celan, Bataille, Artaud, or Blanchot. But this explana-
tion remains unsatisfactory (there were Rousscau and Flaubert too).
the more so as my response to such expectations is not always docile,
I'hese “twentieth-century modernist, or at least nontradinonal texts”
ali have in common that they are inscribed in a critical experience of
literature, They bear within themsclves, or we could also say in their
literary act they put to work, a question, the same one, but each time
singular and put to work otherwise: “What is hiterature?” or *Where
does literature come from?” “What shoutd we do with literatures”
These texts operate a sort of turning back, they are themselves a sort
of turming back on the literary institution. Not that they are only
retlexive, specular or speculative, not that they suspend reference to
something else, as 15 so often suggested by stupid and uninformed
rumor. And the force of their event depends on the fact that a thinking
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about their own posstbitity (both general and singulari s put to work
in them in a siagular work., Given what [ was saving just now, I'm
brought more casily toward texts which are very sensitive to this crisis
of the literary institution (which is more than, and other than, a crisis],
1o what is called “cthe end of literature,™ from Mallarmé to Blanchet,
beyond the “absolute poem™ that “there is not™ (“das es nicht gibt”—
Celan:. But given the paradoxical structure of this thing called hitera-
ture, its beginning #s its end. It began with a certam relaton to its own
institutionality, i.e., its tragiliry, its absence ot speafiaty, 1ts absence
of object. The question of its origin was immediately the question of
its end. Its history is constructed like the ruin of a monument which
basically never existed. It is the history of a ruin, the narranve of a
memory which produces the event to be told and which will never have
been present. Noth:ng could be more “historical.™ but this history
can only be thought by changing things, in particular this thesis or
hypothesis of the present  which means several other things as well,
doesn't it? There is nothing more “revolutionary” than this history,
but the “revoluton™ will also have to be changed. Which is pechaps
what is happenmg...

Those texts were all texts which in their various ways were no longer
simply, or no longer oaly, literary. But as ta the disquieting questions
about literature, they do not only pose them, they do not only give
them a theoretical, philosophical, or sociological form, as is the case
with Sartre, for example. Therr questioming is also hinked to the act
of a literary performativity and a vnucal pedformatvity {or even a
performativity in crisisi. And 12 them are brougkt together the two
vouthful worries or desires | was ralking about a moment ago: 1o write
so as to put mto play or to keep the singularity of the date iwhat does
not return, what is not repeated, promised experience of memaory as
promise, experience of ruin or ashes); and at the same tune, through
the same gesture, to question, analyze, transtorm this strange contra-
diction, this institutionless institution.

What 15 fascinating is perhaps the event of a singularity powertul
enough to formalize the questions and rtheoretical laws concerning it
No doubt we shatl have to come back to this word poreer. The “power”

thar language 1s capable of, the power that there is, as language or as
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writing, 18 that a singular mark should also be repeatable, 1tcrable, as
mark. It then begins to ditter from iself sutficiently to become exem-
plary and thus involve a certamn generality. This economy of exemplary
irerability is of itself tormalizing. It also tormalizes or condenses his-
tory. A text by Joyce is simultaneously the condensation ot a scarcely
delunitable history. But this condensation of history, of language, of the
cncyclopedia, remams here ndissociable trom an absolutely singulac
event, an absofutely singular signature, and therefore also of a darte, of
a language, of an autobiographical inscription. [n a mintmal autobio-
graphical trait can be gathered the greatest potentiality of historical,
theoretical) hingaistic, philosophical culture—thats really what ter-
ests me. Lam not the only one to be interested by this ecanomic power.
I try to understand ws laws but also to mark 0 what regard the
tormalization of these laws can never be closed or completed. Precisely
secause the trait, date, or signature—in short, the irreplaceahle and
antranstatable singularity of the unique—is iterable as such, it borh
does and does not form part of the nrarked set. To insist on this
paradox is not an antiscientific gesture  quite the contrary. To resist
this paradox 1n the name of so-called reasen or of a logic of common
sense 1s the very figure of a supposed enhghtenment as the torm of
modern obscurantism,

Ali of which onght to lead us, among other things, to think about
“context™ in general in a different way. The “economy” of lirerature
sopretrmes seems to me more powerful than that of other typus of
discourse: such as, for example, historical or philosophical discourse.
Somernes: 1 depends on singularities and contexts. Literature would
be potentially more potent.

DA In Of Grammatolugy you observe that “with the exception of
2 pomnt of advance or a point of resistance which has only very lutely
been recognized as such, literary writing has, almost always and afmost
everywhere, in accordance with very different fashions and across very
ditferent penods, lent itself to that transcendent reading, thar search
for the significd which we here put in question™ (160, translation
modified). That phrase “lent itself™ (s 'est prétée d vile-méme i) suggests

that although this mass of hierature may invite such a transcendent
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reading, it does not oblige it. Do you see possibilities tor re-reading
evervthing that goes under the name of literature in ways which would
counter or subvert this dominant tradition? Or would this only be
possible for some literary texts, as is suggested by your reference in
Positions to “a certain ‘literary’ practice” which was able, prior to

modernism, to operate against the dununant model of literature?

§.D.  You say “lent wself.” Does not every text, every discourse, of

whatever type—literary, philosophical and scientific, journahistic, con-
versational—lend 1tself, every time, ro this reading? Depending on the
types of discourse I've just named—but there would be others  the
form of this lending itself is different. It would have to be analyzed m
a way specific to each case. Conversely, in none of these cases is one
simply obliged to go in for this reading. Literature has no pure original-
ity in this regard. A philosophical, or journalistic, or scientific dis-
course, can be read in “nontranscendent” tashion. “Transcend™ here
means going bevond interest for the signitier, the form, the language
(note that I do not say “text”™ in the dircction of the meaning or
referent (this 15 Sartre’s rather simple but convenient defimtion of
prose). One can do a nontranscendent reading of any text whatever.,
Moreover, there is no text which is literary a7 feseff. Literarity is not a
natural essence, an intrinsic property of the text. 1t s the correlative of 4
an intentional relation to the texr, an intentional relation which inte- |
grates in itself, as a component or an intentional layer, the more or less
implicit consciousness ot rules which are conventional or institu-

tional—social, in any case. Of course, this does not mean that literarity

is merely projective or subjective—in the sense of the empirical subjec-

tivity or caprice of each reader! The hterary character of the text is
mnscribed on the side of the intentional object, 1t its noematic structure,
one could say, and not only on the subjective side of the noetic acf.}
There are “in” the text features which call for the lirerary reading and
recall the convention, mstitution, or history of iterature, This noematic
structure is included (as “nanreal,™ in Husserl's terms) in subjectivity,
but a subjectivity which is non-empinical and linked to an inrersubjec-
tive and transcendental community. 1 believe this phenomenological-
type language to be necessary, even if at a certain point it must yvield
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to what. i the situation of writing or reading, and i particular hrerary
writing or reading, puts phenomenology in ¢risis as well as the very
concept of mstitution or convention (but this would rake us too far),
Without suspending the transcendent reading, but by changing one’s
atttnde with regard to the text, one can always reinscribe 1 a lterary
space any statement—a newspaper article, a scientific theorem, a snatch
of conversation. There is therefore a hiterary florctioning and a literary
mitestionality, an experience rather than an essence of literature (naru-
ral or ahistorical). The essence of literature, if we hold to this word
essence, is produced as a set of objective rules in an original history of
the “acts™ of inscription and reading.

Rut itis not enough to suspend the transcendent reading to be dealing
with literature, to read a text as a literary text. Qne can mterest aneself
in the functioning of language, in all sorts of structures of inscription,
suspend not reference (that's impossible) but the thetic relation to
meaning or referent, without for all that constituting the object as a
literary object. Whenee the difficulty of grasping what makes for the
specificity of literary intentionality. In any case, a text cannot by itself
avold lending itself to a “transcendent” reading, A literature which
tforbade that transcendence would anaul itsetf, This moment of “tran-
scendence™ is irrepressible, but it can be complicated or folded; and it
is in this play of foldings that ts inscribed the difference between
literatures, between the literary and the non-literary, between the differ-
ent textual types or moments of non-litcrary texts. Rather than peri-
odize hasaly, rather than say, for example, that a modern literature
resists more this transcendent reading, one must cross typology with
history, There are types of texr, moments in a text, which resist this
transcendent reading more than others, and chis is true not only for
literature in the modern sense. In preliterary poetry or epic (in the
Odyssey as much as in Ulysses:, this reference and this irreducible
intentionality can also suspend “thetic” and naive belief in meaning or
referent.

Even if they always do so unequally and differently, poctry and
literature have as a common teature that thev suspend the “thetic”
naivety of the transcendent reading. This also accounts for the phito-
sophical force of these expericnees, a force of provocation to thizk
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phenomenality, meaning, obicct, even heing as such, a force which is
at least potential, a philosophical dunamis— which can, however, be
developed only n response, in the experience of reading, because it is
not hidden in the text ke a substance, Poetry ard literature provide
or facilitate “phenomenological™ access to what makes ot a thesis a
thesis as such. Betore having a philosophical content, before being or
hearing such and such a “thesis,” literary experience, writing ot read-
ing, is a “philosophical™ experience which 1s neutralized or neutralizing
insofar as it allows one to think the thesis; it 1s a nonthetic expenence
of the thesis, of belief, of position, of naivety, of what Husser] called
the “suatural attitude.” The phenomenological conversion of the gaze,
the “transcendental reduction™ he recommended is perhaps the very
condition (I do nat sav the natural condition) of literature. But it is
truc that, taking this proposition to its linnt, I'd be tempted to say {as
I have said clsewhere) thar the phenomenological language in which
I'm presenting these things ends up being distodged from its certainties
{self-presence of absolute transcendental consaicusness or of the indu-
bitable cogito, etc.l, and dislodged precisely by the extreme experience
of literature, or even quite simply of fiction and language.

Yon also ask, “Do vou sce possibilities for re-reading everything that
goes under the name of literature in ways that would counter or subvert
this dominant traditon? Or would this only be possible for some

[itcrary texts .. .27

Another “economistic” reply: one can always insenbe in licerature

something which was not ongimally destined to be literary, given the
conventional and intentional space which tnstitates and thus consu-
rutes the text. Convention and mtentionality can change; they always
induce a certain historical instability. But it one can re-read evervthing
as literature, some textual events lend themselves to this better than
others, thetr potentialities are richer and denser. Whence the cconomic
puint of view. This wealth itself does not give rise to an absolute
evaluation- —absolutely stabilized, objective, and natural. Whence the
difficulty of theorizing this economy. Even given that some texts appear
1o have a greater potential for formahization, literary works and works
which say a lor about literature and therefore about themselves, works

whose performanvity, in some sense, appears the greatest possible in
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ke smallest possible space. this can give rise only to evaluations in-
sernibed 10 a context, to positioned readings which are themselves for-
malizing and performative. Potentiality is not hidden in the text like
an INMTINSIC property.,

13.A.  For certain hiterary theorists and crities who associate them-
selves with deconstruction, a text 15 “hiterary™ or “poetic” when it

resists a transcendental reading of the sort we have been discussing, .

J.D. Dbelieve no text resists it absolutely. Absolute resistance to such
a reading would purely and simply destroy the trace of the text. I'd say
rather that a text is poetico-literary when, through a soret of original
negotiation, without annulling either meaning or reference, 1t does
somcthing with this resistance, something that we'd have 2 lor of
trouble defining for the reasons I was mentioning earlier. For such a
defnition would require not only that we take into account multiple,
subtle and stratified conventional and intenuonal modifications, but
also at a certain point the questioning of the values of intention and
convention which, with the textuality of the text in general and litera-
ture in particufar, are pur to the test of their Jinuts. If every hterary
text plavs and negotiates the suspension of referential naivety, of thetic
referentiality (not reference or the intentionai relation in general), cach
text does so differently, singularly. I there is no essence of lirerature—
i.e., self-identity of the literary thing—if what is announced or promised
as hterature never gives itself as such, that means, among other things,
that a literature that talked only about literature or a work that was
purely self-referential would immediately be annulled. You'll say that
that's mavbe whar’s happening. [n which case it is this experience of
the nothing-ing of nothing that interests our desire under the name of
fiterature. Experience of Being, nothing less, nothing more, on the edge
of metaphysics, literature perhaps stands on the edge of everything,
almost beyond evervthing, including itself. I€'s the most interesting
thing 1 the world, maybe more interesting than the world, and this is
why, it 1t has no definiton, what is heralded and refused under the
name of literature cannot be identified with any other discourse. It will
never be scientific, philosophical, conversational.
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But if it did not open onto all these discourses, if 11 did not open
onto any of those discourses, 1t would not be literature ether. There
is no literature without a suspended relation to meaning and reference.
Suspended means suspense, but also dependence, condition, conditton-
alitv, hnats suspended condition, hiterature can only exceed itself. No
doubt all language refers to something other than itself or to language
as something other. One must not play arovnd with this difficulty,
What is the specific difference of literary language in this respect? Does
its originality consist in stopping, arresting attention on this excess of
language over language? In exhibiting, re-marking, giving to be re-
marked this excess of language as literature, 1.¢., an institution which
cannot identity itsclf because it is always in relationship, the relation-
ship with the nonliterary? No: tor it shows nothing without disstmulat-
ing what it shows and that it shows 1t You'll say that that too 1s true
of all linguage and that we're reproducing here a statement whose
generality can be read, for example, in texts of Heidegper's which do
not concern literature but the very being ot language in its relaton
with truth. 1t is true that Heidegger puts thought and poctry in parallel
tone beside the other}. By the same token, we still have troubie defining
the question of hterature, dissociating 1t from the gueston of truth,
trom the essence of language, from essence itself, Literature “is™ the
place or experience of this “trouble™ we also have with the essence of
language, with truth and with essence, the language of essence in
general. It the guestion of literature obsesses us, and cspecially this
century, or even this half-century since the war, and obsesses us in its
Sartrian form (“What is literature?™) or the more “formalist™ but just
as essentialise form of “literarity,” this ts perhaps not because we expect

LR

an apswer of the type “S1s P,” “the essence of literature is this or that,”
but rather because in this century the experience of literature crosses all
the “deconstructive™ scisms shaking the authority and the pertinence of
the question “What is .. .#” and all the associated regimes of essence
or truth. In any case, to come back to your first question, it is in this
“place” so ditheult to sttuate that my interest (n literatire crosses my
interest in philosophy or metaphysics—and can hnally come to rest
neither with the ane nor the other.
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D.A. Could youn be more explicit about the ways in which you sce
the Western tradition of hrerature and ot reading literature as domu-
nated by metaphysical assumptions? You refer in Positions to “the
necessity of formal and synractic work” to counter such misconstruings
of literature as “thematism, sociologism, historicism, psychologism,™
but you also warn against a formal reduction of the work. Is it necessary
to make a distinction between literature and literary criticism here?
FHave any kinds of criticism or commentary escaped such reductions

in your view?

J.D.: “Metaphysical assumptions™ can inhabit literature or reading
(you say “reading literature™) in a number of ways which should be
very caretully distinguished. They aren’t faults, errors, sins or accidents
that could be avaided, Across so many very nccessary programs—
language, gramunar, culture in general-—the recurrence ot such “as-
sumptions” is so structural that it couldn’t be a question of ehminating
them. Tn the content of literary texts, there are always philosophical
theses. The semantics and the thematics of a literary text carry, “as-
sume”—in the English or in the French sense of the word -some
metaphysics. This content itself can be stratified, it occurs via themes,
voices, forms, different genres, But, to pick up apam the deliberately
equivocal expression | just used, hiterature’s being-suspended neutral-
izes the “assumption” which it carries; it has this capacity, even if the
consciousness of the writer, interpreter or reader (and everyone plays
all these roles in some way) can never render this capacity completely
cftective and present. First of all, because this capacity s double,
tquivocal, contradictory, hanging on and banging between, dependent
and imdependent, an “assumption” both assumed and suspended. The
terribly equivocal word fiction (which 1s sometimes misused as though
It were coextensive with literature) says something about this situaton.
Not all literature is of the genre or the type of “fiction,” but there is
Actionality in all literature. We should find a word other than “fiction.™
And it is through this fictionality that we try to thematize the “essence”
or the “cruth™ of “language.”

Although | did not always, or m every respect, agree with him on
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this poine, Paul de Man was not wrong in suggesting that ultimatelv
all literary rhetoric in general is of itself deconstructive, practicing what
vou might call a sort of icony, an rony of detachment with regard to
metaphysical belief or thesis, even when it apparently puts it forward.
No doubt this should be made more complex, “irony” 1s perhaps not
the best category to designate this “suspension,” this epoche, but there
15 here, certainly, something irreductble in poetic or literary cxperience,
Without being ahistorical, far from t, this trait, or rather retrait, would
far exceed the periodizations of “literary history,” or of the history of
poetry or belles-lettres, from Haormer to Joyee, before Homer and afeer
Jovce,

[nside this immense space, many distinctions remain necessary. Some
texts called “literary™ “question” {let us not say “critique” or “decon-
struct™) philosophy in a sharper, or more thematic, or better informed
way than others. Sometimes this questioning occurs more effectively
via the actual practice of writing, the staging, the compositon, the
treatment of language, rhetoric, than via speculative arguments. Some-
times theoretical arguments as such, even if they are in the form of
critique, are less “destabilizing,” or lec's just sav less alarming, for
“metaphysical assumptions” than one or other “way of writing.” A
work laden with obvious and canonical *metaphysical™ theses can, in
the opcration ot 1ts writing, have more powerful “deconstructive”
eftects than a text proclaiming itself radically revolutionary without in
any way affecting the norms or modes of traditional writing. For
instance, some works which are lughly “phallocentrnic™ in their seman-
tics, their intended mean:ng, even their theses, can produce paradoxical
cffects, paradoxically antiphaltocentric thraugh the audacity of a writ-
ing which in fact disturbs the order or the logic of phallocentrism or
touches on limits where things are reversed: in that case the tragility,
the precariousness, even the ruin of order 15 more apparent. 1 am
thinking here as much of the example of Joyce as ot that of Ponge. The
same thing goes from a political pomnt of view. The experience, the
passion of language and writing (I'm speaking here just as much of
body, desire, ordeal), can cut across discourses which are themarically
“reactionary” or “¢onservative” and confer upon them a power ot

provocation, transgression or destabilization greater than that of so-
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called “revolutionary ™ texts (whether of the night or of the left) which
advance peacefully in neo-academic or neoclassical forms. Here too
I'm thinking of a large number of works of this century whose political
message and themes would be legitimately situated “on the nght” and
whose work of writing and thought can no longer be so easily classified,
cither in itselt or m its effects.

Our task is perhaps to wonder why it is thatr so many of this century’s
strong works and systems of thought have been the site of philosophi-

»

cal, tdeclogical, political “messages” that are at times conscrvative
{Joyce), at imes brutally and diabolically murderous, racist, anti-se-
mitic (Pound, Céline}, at times equivocal and unstable {Artaud, Ba-
raille). The histories of Blanchot or Heidegger, that of Paul de Man
o0, are even more complicated, more heterogeneous in themscelves and
so different from each other that this mere association might risk
encouraging into confusion some of those who are multiplying inepti-
tudes on this matter. The list, alas, would be a long one. In the martter
of equivocation, heterogeneity or instability, analysis by definition
escapes all closure and all exhaustive formalization.

What goes for “literary production™ also goes for “the reading of
literature.” The performativity we have just been talking about calls
for the same responsibility on the part of the readers. A reader 1s not
A consumer, a spectator, a visitor, not even a “receiver.” So we find
once more the same paradoxes and the same stratifications. A critique
presenting itself with “deconstructionist” proclamations, theses or the-
orems can practice, if | may put it this way, the most conventional of
readings. And reciprocally. And between the two extremes, right inside
cach reading, signed by one and the same person, a certain incquality
and even a certain heterogeneity remains irreducible.

Your question also refers to “the necessity of formal and syntactic
work,” as opposed to “thematism,” “sociologism,” “historicism,”
“psychologism,”™ but also to the warning agasst formalist reduction.
[t 1 have thought it necessary to make apparently contradictory gestures
in this matter, it is becavse this series of oppositions (form/content,
syntax/semantics or thematics) seems to me, as 1 have often noted,
especially in *The Double Session,” incapable of getting the measure
of what happens i the event and in the signature of a text. It is always
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this series of oppositions which governs the debates with the socio-
psycho-historicist reductions of literature, by alternating the two types
of hegemony.

This leads me to the last part of vour question: “ls it necessary to
make a distnction between literature and literary criticism here?” 'm
not sure. What has just been said can have to do with both of them.
I don't teel at ease either with a nigorous distinction between “litera-
ture” and “licerary criticism” or with a confusion of the two., What
would the rigorous limit between them be? *Good” literary criticism,
the only worthwhile kind, implies an acr, a literary signature or count-
er-signature, an inventive experience of language, #1 linguage, an in-
scription of the act of reading in the ficld of the text that is read. This
text never lets itself be completely “objecutied.” Yet | would not say
that we can mix everything up and give up the distinctions berween all

“

these types of “literary” or “critical” producuon (for there is also a
“critical” instance at work “n” what is called the literary work;. So it
is necessary to determine or delimit another space where we justify
relevant distinctions between certain forms of literature and certain
forms of... | don’t know what name to give it, that's the problem, we
must invent one for those “critical” inventions which belong to litera-
ture while deforming its imits. At any rate | wouldn’t distinguish
between “literature” and “literary criticism,” but | wouldn't assimilate
all forms of writing or reading. These new distinctions ought to give
up on the purity and lincarity of frontiers. They should have a form
that is both ngorous and capable of taking account ot the essenual
possibility of contamination between all these oppositions, those we
encountered above and, here, the one hetween iiterature and criticism

or reading or literary interpretation,

D.A. To pursue this question a little further, would you say that the
rradition of literary crinicism has shown uself to be as governed by
metaphysical presuppositions as philosophy, and more so than the

literary texts it treats of ?

J.D.: To give too sweeping a reply, 1 would say ves. Simply, a work

of lierary criticism 1s uot, any more than a philosephical discourse,
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amply “governed by metaphysical assumptions.” Nothing is ever ho
mogeneous. Even anong the philosophers associated wath the most
canonical teadition, the possibilities of rupture are always waiting to
be effected. It can always be shown i1 have tried to do so, for example,
in relation to the chora of the Tinmaeus)” thar the most radically decons-
tructive motifs are at work “in” what s called the Platonic, Cartesian,
keantian text. A textis never totally governed by “metaphysical assumyp
nons.” So the same wall be true tor literary criticism. In “each case”
(and the tdentification of the “case,” ot singularity, of the signature or
corpus is already a problem] there is a domination, a dominant, of the
metaphysical model, and then there are counter-forces which threaten
or undermine this authority. These torces of “ruin™ are not negative,
they participate n the productive or mstituting foree of the very thing
they seem to be tormenting. There are hierarchies, there are relanions
of force: as much ir literary criticism, moreover, as in philosophy.
They aren't the same ones. The fact that literary criticism 1s dealing
with texts declared “lirerary,” and of which we were saying just now
that they suspend the metaphysical thesis, must have effects on crio-
cism. It is difficult to speak in general of “literary criticism.™ As such,
in other words as an institution, natalled at the same tune as the
1odern European universities, from the beginning ot the nineteenth
century, thereabouts, I think it must have tended, precisely because it
wanted to be theoretical, to be more philosophical than fiterature itselt.
Fron: this point of view, it is perhaps more metaphysical than the
literary texts it speaks about. But it would be necessary to look at this
for each case. In general literary criticism is very philosoplical in its
form, even if the professionals in the matter haven't been trained as
philosophers. or if they declare their suspicion of philosophy. Lirerary
criticism is perhaps structurally philosophical. What | am saying here
is not necessarily a compliment  tor those very reasons that we are

talking about.

.A: Do vou also see the demonstration of literature’s historical

solidarity with the metaphysical tradition as an important task to be

EN lacgues Dernida, “Chara.”
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undertaken by literary critics? Would you i any way wish to ques-
on—in a critical sense- e enjoyment which most readers have ob-
tained, and sull obtain, from hterature of chis kind, and from the
criticism thar promotes it? Is hterature, understood and taught in this
way, as logocentric and metaphysical, complicit with a particuiar ethics
and politics, historically and at present?

{.D.  Let me first quote your question: “Do you also see the demon-
stration of literature’s historical solidarity with the metaphysical tradi-
tion as an important task to be undertaken by literary critics?” By
“demonstration™ you are perhaps hinting at deconstruction: demon-
stration of a link which must be, if not denounced, at least questioned,
deconsuituted, and displaced. In any case, [ think we should demon-
strate this sobdarnty, or at any rate become aware of the link between
literature, a history of literature, and the metaphysical tradition—cven
if this link is complicated for the reasons given just now.,

Contrary to what some people believe or have an interest in making
believe, I consider mysetf very much a historian, very historicist—from
this point of view. We must constanily recall this historical solidarity
and the way in which it is put rogether. Deconstruction calls for a
highly “historian’s™ atttude (Of Grammatology, tor example, is a
history book through and through), even if we should also be suspicious
of the metaphysical concept of history. It is everywhere.

So this “historical solidarity ™ of literature and the history or tradition
of metaphysics must be comstangdy recailed, even if the diffecences, the
distances must be pointed out, as we were just doing. Having said that,
this task, “an important task”™ as vou correctly say, is not or'y for
literary critics, it's also a task for the writer; not necessarily a duty, in
the moral or political sense, but in my opinion a task inherent in the
experience of reading or writing. “There must be” this historicity,
which doesn’t mean that all reading or all writing is historicized,
“histortan’s,” stll less “historicist.” We shall no doubt come back to
this problem later on.

There 1s a sort of paradoxical historicity in the experience of writing.
The writer can be ignorant or naive in relation to the historical tradition

which bears him or her, or which s he transtorms. invents, displaces.
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But 1 wonder whether, even in the absence of historical awareness or
knowledpe sthe doesn’t “treat”™ history in the course of an expenence
which is more significant, more alive, more necessary in a word, than
that of some professional “histarians™ naively concerned to “objectify”
the content of a science.

Even if that isn't a moral or political duty (but it can also become
one), this experience of wntng is “subject™ to an imperative: to give
space for simgular events, to invent something new in the form of acts
of writing which no longer consist in a theoretical knowledge, in new
constative statements, to give oneself to a poctico-hterary performativ-
ity at least analogous to that of promises, orders, or acts of constitntion
or legislation which do not only change language, or which. i changing
language, change more than language. It 15 always more mteresting
than to repeat. In order for this singular performativity to be effective,
for something new to be produced, historical competence is not indis-
pensable in a certain form {that of a certain academic kind of knowl-
edge, for example, on the subject of literary history), but it increases
the chances. In his or her experience of writing as such, if not in a

sresearch activity, a writer caznot not be concerned, interested, anxious
about the past, thar of literature, history, or philosophy, of culture m
general, Sthe cannot not take account of it i some way and not
consider her- or himself a responsible heir, inscribed in a genealogy,
whatever the ruptures or demials on this subject may be. And the
sharper the rupture is, the more vital the genealogical responsibiliy.
Account cannot not be taken, whether one wish it or not, of the
past. Once again, this historicity or this historical responsibility 15 not
necessarily linked to awareness, knowledge, or even the themes of
history, What I have just suggested is as valid for Joyce, that immense
alegory of historical memory, as for Faulkner, who docsn’t write in
such a way that he gathers together at every sentence, and n several
languages at once, the whole of Western cuirare.

Perhaps this should be linked to your guestion on “enjoyment”? |
don’t know if this word can be translated by plaiser or jouissance (that
word which is so difficult to translate into English). The experience of
“deconseruction,” of “deconstructive™ guestioning, reading, or writ-

Ing, in no way threatens or casts suspicion on *emjoyment.” | believe
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rather the oppasite. Every time there is “jonessance” (but the “there is”
of this event is in itself extremely enigmatic), there is “deconstruction,”
Effective deconstruction. Deconstruction perhaps has the effect, if not
the mission, of Iiberating torbidden jowrssance. That's what has to be
taken on board. It is perhaps this jouissance which most irritates the
all-out adversaries of “deconstruction.” Who, moreover, biame those
they call the “deconstructionists” for depriving them of their habitual
delectation in the reading of the great works or the rich treasures of
tradition, and simultaneously for being too plavful, for taking too
much pleasure, for saying what they like for their own pleasure, ete.
An interesting and symptomatic contradiction. These masters of “kettle
logic™ understand in some obscure way that the *deconstructionists,™
to use that nidiculous vocabulary, are not those who most deprive
themselves ot pleasure. Which is sometimes hard to put up with.

Of course the question of pleasure, of the pleasure principle and its
beyond. is not simple, above all in titerature, and we cannot deal with
it here. But if I may be a bit abrupt and aphoristic, collapsing the
separate psychoanalytic stages and referring back to what 1 1ry to
demonstrate about 1tin The Post Card, lets sav thar there is no efficient
deconstruction without the greatest possible pleasure. ft's possible—
in a provisional way and for convenience, to save time -to present
these paradoxes in terms of repression and the lifting of repression. In
these terms, literature would lift repression: 1o a certain exeent at least,
nits own way, never totally, and according to rule-governed scenarios,
but always in the process of modifying their rules in what we call the
history of literature. This tifting or simulacrum of a lifting of repression,
a simulacrum which is never neutral and without efficacity, perhaps
hangs on this betng-suspended, this epoché of the thesis or "meraphysi-
cal assumption™ which we were talking about just now. That can
procure a subtle and mtense pleasure. [t can be produced without
literature, “in life,” n life without literature, but literature is also “in
life™ in its way, in “real life,” as people calmly say who think they can
distmguish between the “real life™ and the other one. Pleasure is linked
to the game which is plaved ad this limit, ro what 1s suspended at this
limiz, [t is also linked to all the paradoxes of the simufacrum and
cven of mimesis. For if “deconstruction.” to use this word again tor
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sharthand, can dismantle a certain interpretation of mimesis—what |
have called a mimetologism, a mimesis reduced to imitation—the
“logic™ of mimesthat is undeconstructible or rather deconstructible as
deconstrucnon “itself.” Which is at once idenvfication and disidentifi-
cation, experience of the double, thought about nerability, ete. Like
literature, like pleasure, like so many other things. The pleasure taken
in mumesis is not necessartly naive. The things in play in mimesis are
very cunning. And even if there is some naiveté, and irreducible naiveté,
to deconstruct does not consist in denouncing or dissolving naiveté, in
the hope of escaping from it completely: it would rather be a certain
way of resigning oneself to it and taking account of it.

So: no deconstruction without pleasure and no pleasure without
deconstruction. *It is necessary,” if one wants to or can, to resign
oneself to it or take it from there. But | give up on proceeding further
while improvising. We lack the time or the space.

D.A. The kind of historical re-reading 1 referred 1o in my previous
guestion is perhaps most advanced in some feminist eriticism, which
rakes as its goal the demonstration of the phallocentric assumptions of
hiterary texts over a long period, as well as of commentaries on those
texts. Does this work overlap with your own? To what extent does
~literature” name the possibility of texts” being read in ways that put
phallocentnism—alang with logocentrism 1 question?

1.0 Another very ditficult question, It's true, isn’cit, that “teminist”™
literary criticism, as such, as an identifiable institutional phenomenon,
is contemporary with the appearance of what is called deconstrucrion
in the modern sense? The latter deconstructs st of all and essentially
what announces stself i the hgure of what | have proposed 1o aall
phallogocentrism, to underhine a certain indissociability between phal-
locentrism and logocentrism. It was after the war  and even well
after a period whose dates and limit could He marked by Simone de
Beauvoir—that “feminist eriticism” was developed as such. Not before
the sixties, and even, if I'm not mistaken, as far as the most visible and
organized demonstrations are concerned, not before the end ot the

sixties. To appear at the same time as the theme of deconstruction, as
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deconstruction of phallogocentnism, does not necessarily or always
mean to depend on it, but at least to belang to the same configuration
and parucipate in the same movement, the same motivation. Starting
from that, the strategies can of course be different, be opposed here
and there, and inequalitics can appear.

But let's go back, if you don’t mind. tor a little detour, to what we
were saving on the subject of literature in general: a place at onge
institutional and wild, an institutional place in which it is in principle
permissible to put in question, at any rate to suspend. the whole
institution. A counter-institurional institution can be both subversive
and conscrvative. It can be conservative in that it is institutional, but
it can also be conservative in that it ts anti-imstitutional, in that it is
“anarchist,” and ro the extent that a certain kind of anarchism can be
conscrvative. Following this logic, if we come back to the question of
what is called “feminist” literature or criticism, we risk finding the
same paradoxes: sometimes the texts which are most phallocentric or
phailogocentric in their themes {(in a certain way no text completely
escapes this rubric) can also be, in some cases, the most deconstructive.
And their auchors can be, in statutory terms, men or women. There

are someumes more deconstructive resources—when you want or at

least are able to make something of them in reading—and there ts no
text before and outside reading—an some texts by Joyce or Ponge, who
are often phallocentric or phallogocentric in appearance, than in some
texts which, thematically, are theatrically “temimist™ or “anti-phallo-
gocentric,” be they signed by the names of men or women.

Because of the literary dimension, what “phallogoéentric” texts dis-
play 1s immediately suspended. When someone stages a hyperbolically
phallocentric discourse or mode of behavior, sthe does not suuscribe
to it by sigming the work, s‘he describes and, describing it as such, s/
he exposes 1t, displavs it. Whatever the assumed attitude of the author
on the matter, the effect can be paradoxical and sometimes “decons-
tructive,” But we shouldn’t talk generally, there are no rules here such
that each singular work would be mercly a case or example of them,
a sample. The logic of the work, especially in literature, is a “logic” of
the signature, a paradoxology of the singular mark, and thus of the
exceptional and the counter-example.
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Texts like those by Nictzsche, Jovee, Ponge, Bataille, Artaud, vio-
lently phallocentric in so many ways, produce deconstructive effects,
and precisely against phallocentrism, whose logic 1s always ready to
reverse itself or subvert self. Inversely, if 1 can put it that way, who
will calmly believe that George Sand, George Eliot, or immensely great
modern writers like Virginia Woolr, Gertrude Stein, or Héléne Cixous,
write texts that are simply non- or anti-phallogocentric? Here | demand
that one look, and closely, each time. There must be refinements, both
around the concept or the law of “phallocentrism™ and in the possible
plural:ty of readings of works that remain singular. At the moment we
are in a slightly “crude”™ and heavy-handed phase of the question. In
polemical argument, there is too much confidence in the assumed
sexual identities of the signatories, in the very concept of sexual iden-
tity, things are dealt with too generally, as if a text were this or that,
in a homogencous way, for this or that, withourt taking account of
what it is in the status or the very structure of a literary work—I[ would
rather say in the paradoxes of its economy—which ought to discourage
these simplistic notions.

Whether it is phallocentric or not jand that is not so easy to decide),
the more *powerful™ a text is (but power is not a masculine attribute
here and it is often the most disanuimg feebleness), the more it is
written, the more it shakes up its own limits or lets them be thought,
as well as the limits of phallocentrism, of all authornity and ail “cen-
trism,” all hegemony in general. Taking account of these paradoxes,
some of the most violent, most “reactionary,” most odious or diaboh-
cal texts keep, in my view, an interest which I will never give up, in
particular a political interest from which no intimidation, no dogma-
tism, no simphfication should turn us away.

D.A.: Would you say, then, that a literary text which puts in question
logocentrism does the same with regard to phallocentrism, and does
s0 n the same act and in the same measure?

[0 1 1 could answer in a word, | would say yes. [f 1 had the time
to formulate sentences, | would develop this suggestion: although

phallocentrism and logocentrism are indissociable, the stresses can hie
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more here or there according to the case; the torce and rhe trajectory
of the mediatinns can be differcat. There are texts which are more
immediately logocentric than phallocentric, and vice versa. Some texis
signed by women can be thamatcally unu-phallocentriv and powerlully
logocentnc, Here the distinetions should be refined. But in the last
instance, a radical dissociation between the two motifs cannot be
made in all rigor. Phallogocentrism is one single thing, even if it is an
articulated thing which calls for different seratepies. This 1s what 1s at
issuc in somie debates, real or virtoal, with militane feminists who do
not understand that without a demanding reading of what artculates
logocentrism and phallocentnism, in other words without a consequen-
rial deconstruction, fermnist discourse risks reproducing very crudely
the very thing which it purports to be ¢rificizing.

D.A: Let me move on to some specific authors and texts. In an
mterview you once mentioned Samuel Beckett along with other wniters
whose texts “make the timits of our language tremble.”™ As tar as I'm
aware, you’ve never written on Beckert: is this a future project, or are

there reasons why you have observed this silence?

J.D.. Very rapidly. This is an author to whom 1 feel very close, or to
whom [ would like to feel myselt veey closes but also woo close. Preaisely
because of this proximity, it 1s too hard for me, too easy and too hard.
! have perhaps avoided him a bit because of this identification. Too
hard also hecause he writes— 1in my language, in a language which is
his up 1o a point, mine up to a point {for both of us itis a “differentiy”
toreign language) —texts which are both too close to me and wo distant
for me even to be able to “respond” to them, How could | wnite in
French in the wake of or “with” someone who does operations on this
language which seem 1o me so strong and so necessary, but which muast
remain idiomatic? How could | write, sign, countersign performatively
texts which “respond™ o Beckett? How could [ avoid the platitude of
a supposed academic metalanguage? It 1s very hard. You will perhaps
say to me that for other foreign authors like Katka, Celan, or Joyce, 1
attempted it. Yes, at least attempted. Let’s not speak ot the result. 1
ibi: I write in French, from time to thme [ quute

had a kind of excuse ora
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the German or the Enghsh, and the two writings, the “performative
signatares,™ are not only incommensurable in general, that goes with-

1

out saying. bat above all without a “common language,” at least in
the ordinary sense of the term. Given thal Beckett writes in a particular
French. it would be necessary. 1in order to “respond” wo hus ocuvre, to
attempt writing performances thar are impossible for me {apart trom
a few stammenng [and thus oral] tries in some seminars devored ta
Beckert i the Last few years). 1 was able to risk linguistic compromises
with Artaud, who also has his way of loving and violating, of loving
violating a vertam French language of its language. Butin Artaud {who
is paradoxically more distant, more toreign tor me than Beckett; there
are texts which have permitted me writing transactions. Whatever one
thinks of their success or failure, 1 have given myself up to them and
published them. That wasn’t possible for me with Beckett, whom Lwill
thus have “avorded™ us though | had always aiready read him and
understood him wo well,

D.A.: lIsthere asense in which Beckert’s writing is already so “decon-

structive,”™ or “self-deconstructive,” that there 1s not much left to do?

1.0.. No doubt that’s true. A certam nthihsm s both intenor to
wetaphvsics ‘the tmal fulbllment of metaphysics, Heidegger would
say) and then, already, bevond. With Beckett in particuiar, the two
possibilities are in the greatest possible proximity and competition. He
is nihilist and he is not nihilist. Above all, this question should not be
treated as a philosophical problem outside or above the texts. When |
found myself, with students, reading some Beckett texts, I would take
three lines, | would spend two nours on them, then [ would give up
because it would not have been possible, or honest, or even interesting,
to extract a few “significant™ lines from a Beckett text. The composi-
tion, the rhetorie, the construction and the rhyvthm of his works, even
the ones that seem the most “decomposed,™ that's what “remains”
linally the most “interesting,” that’s the work, that’s the signature, this
remander which remains when the thematics 1s exhausted fand also
exhausted, by others, for a long time now, in other modes.

With Joyce, | was able to pretend to isolate two words (He war or
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yes, ves); with Celan, one toreipn word (Shibboleth!; with Blanchor,
one word and two homonyms (pasi.” Bur | will never claim to have
“read™ or proposed a general reading of these works. I wrote a text,
which 1n the face of the event of another’s text, as it comes to me at a
particular, quite singular, moment, tries to “respond” or to “counter-

Y

sign,” tn an 1diom which torns oot to be mine. But an 1diom 1s never
pure, iy iterabsbity opens it up to others. If my own “cconomy™ could
provoke other singular readings, { would be delighted. That it should
produce “effects of generality” here or there, of relative generality,
by exceeding singularity, is insctibed in the iterable structure of any
language, butin order 1o talk about that sertously, it would be necessary
to re-elaborate a whole “logic” of singularity, of the example, the
counter-exatuple, iterability, ete. That is whar [ trv to do in another
mode elsewhere, and often in the course of the readings 1 have just
mentioned. They are all offered, simultancously, as retlections on the
signature, the proper name, singularity, All this to explain that [ have
given up on writing in the direction of Beckett—for the moment.

D.A.: *Aphorism Countertime™ is an unusual text for you in thar it
presents a reading of a sixteenth-century work, Romeo and fuliet. Doces
a hrerary work as histonically and culturally distant as this one pose
any problems for your reading of it? And was your choice of this play
largely by chance, as a result of an invitation, or do vou feel that of
Shakespeare’s works this one merits special attention 1n terms of vour
interests and goals?

I.D.: As you have noticed, 1 did not read Romeo and [uliet as a
sixteenth-century text, | was incapable of it, The utle was, atter all,
“countertime.” And also the aphorism, which means that [ did not
even claim to read the work itsclf as an ensemble. Not that 1 am only
interested in modern texts, but | did not have the necessary competence
to read this play “in its period.” I should also remind vou of the
reasons, which are also the opportunities, for which Iwrite these kinds
of text. Spontancously, [ would never have had the audacity to wrnite

3. EN See “Two Words for Joyee,™ *Ulysses Gramaphone,” Shibboleth, and Parages.
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on Rameo and Juliet or anything at all of Shakespeare’s, My respect
for an ocuvre which is one of the “greatest™ i the world for me 1s too
imtinudated, and 1 consider myself too incompetent. In this case, | was
asked for a short, oblique text to accompany a production. In this
skerch of a reading of Romeo and Juliet, 1 privileged the motits of the
contretemps and anachrony, which 1 was interested in anyway, and
precisely in this place where they mtersect with the question of the
proper name. I would like all the same to say something about the
historical problem, since you ask me: “Doces a literary work as histori-
cally and culturally distant as this one pose any problem for your
reading of 112"

Yes. lots of problems, and serious problems, of which 1 think 1 am
reasonably aware. 1t would be necessary to reconstitute in the most
informed and intelligible way, if necessary against the usual history of
the historians, the historical element in a play like this—not just the
historicity of its composition by Shakespeare, its inscription in a chain
of works, etc. (1 did at least indicate this dimension in my text and put
the problem of structure that this raises), but also what 15 historical in

the play itself: it’s an enormous task, and one | think totally necessary.
That doesn’t mean that any reading which lets 1self off this history—
and up to a point that’s the case with my modest reading in this hittle
text (1t's a tmy little text} —is thereby irrelevant, This brings us back
to the question of the structure of a text in relation to history. Here
the example of Shakespeare 1s magnificent. Who demonstrares better
that texts fully conditioned by their history, loaded with history, and
on historical themes, offer themselves so well for reading in historical
contexts very distant from their time and place of origin. not only n
the Furopean twentieth century, but also in lending themselves to
Iapanese or Chinese productions and transpositions?

This has to do with the structure of a text, with what [ will call, to
cut corners, its iterability, which both puts down roots i the unity of
A context and immediately opens this non-saturable context onto a
recontextualization. All this is historical through and through. The
iterabihity of the trace {unicity, identification, and alteration in repeti-
tion} is the condition of historicity—as too is the structure of anachrony
and contretemps which | tatk about in relation to Romeo and Juliet:
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from this point of view my brief essay is not only *historical® in one
or other of its dimensions, it 1s an essay on the very historicity of
history, on the element in which “subjects” of history, just as much as
the historians, whether or not they are “historicist,” operate, To say
that marks or texts are ongmally rerable is 10 say that without a
sinple origin, and so without a pure originarity, they divide and repeat
themseives immediately, They thus hecome capable of being rooted
ouf at the very place of their roots. Transplantable into a different
conrext, they continue to have meaning and effectiveness.

Not that the text is thereby dehistoricized, but historicity is made of
iterability. There is no history without iterability, and this iterability is
also what lets the traces continue to tunction in the absence of the
general context or some elements of the context. | pive a somewhat
betrer explanation of this in “Signarure Event Context” and in *“Lim-
ited Inc a b ¢ ...” Even if Romeo and Julbiet's historical context,
even if its “external” borders or its internal social landscape are not
altogether the ones m which 1 read it, the play can be read nowadays.
We have avaitable contextual elements of great stability {not natural,
universal and immurtable bur fairly stable, and thus also destabilizable}
which, through linguistic competence, through the expericnce of the
proper name, of famity structures which are still analogous ones, etc.,
allow reading, transformation, transposition, ete. There is a possible
play, with regulated gaps and interpretative transtormarions. But this
play would not be possible without the iterability which both repeats
the same and—by repetition itself—introduces into it what we call in
French the jew [“play,” “give,”], not simply in the sense of the ludic,
but also in the sense of that which, by the spacing between the picces
of an apparatus, allows for movement and articulation—which is to
say tor history, for better or for worse. This plav is somerimes what
allows the machine to function normally, hut sometimes the same word
designates an articulation that is too loose, without rigor, the canse of
an anomaly or a pathological malfunctioning. The question is always
one of an ecanomic evaluation: what mukes the “best play”? THow far
does “good” play, which makes things work, risk giving rise to “bad”
play which compromises working well? Why, 1n wanting art all costs
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to avoid play, because it couid be bad, do we also risk depriving
ourselves of “good” play, which is as much as to say of everytzing, at
Jeast of a minimal functioning or so-called “normal™ funcuoning,
particular of wnting, reading, history, cte.?

This is why, for all it is obligue, parual, modest, a reading like the
one [ attempt of Romeo and Judtet is perhaps not sumply irrelevant or
incompetent. Of course, I didn’t reconstitute afi the history. Bue who
can clain to do that? And Isaid a couple of things about this “histarico-
anachronistic™ situation in speaking of the singularity of the play and
in the play by Shakespeare, of his proper name and proper names. 1
am certainly not claiming ro make of this brief incursion an example
or 1 model. 1t's something | felt like signing and even dating at a past
moment in December, that year, at Verona (as it says at the end of the
text]. I wanted to remember this and say that | am very aware of this
history of contretemps, of history as contretemps, of these laws which
greatly exceed the case of Romeo and Jubiet, since it is inscribed right
on the structure of the name and the iterable mark. No one 1 obliged
to be interested in what interests me. But it that did come about, then
we would have to ask what 1s happening, on what conditions, etc.
Which I often do, not always. I wanted to say that Romieo and juliet
is not the only example but chat i#’s a very good example. Its smgudarity
should not escape us even if, like any singulanty, it is a singulanty
among others. And what only goes for one work, one proper name,
evidently goes for any work, in other words for any singularity and
any proper name. What is tragically and happily universal here is
absolute singularity. How could one speak or write, otherwise? What
would one have to say, otherwise? And all w say nothing, m fact?
Nothing which absolutely touches on absolute sgulanty without
straightaway mussing it, while also never missing itz That's what |
suggest in this little text and in a few others, especially Shibboleth, Feu
la cendre, or “Che cos'? 1a poesia®” This tragedy, | mean this destiny
without a strictly assignable destination, is also the tragedy ot compe
tenice, relevance, trath, cte. There are many, but there has to be this
play of iterability 1 the singularicy of the idiom. And this play threatens
what it makes possible. Ihe threat cannot be separated from the
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chance, or the condition of possibility from what limics possibility.
There is no pure singularity which affirms itselt as such without in-
stantly divading itself, and so exiling itself.

You also asked me, “Aud was your choice ot this play largely by
chance, as a result of an invitation?” Yes, 1 did respond to an invitation
which could have not come about. But I wouldn’t have responded to
it if the story of Romeo and fultet —as for evervone—hadn't meant
something to me which T wanted to talk about. And o “countersign™
it a way. But there was the element of chance, ot course, alwavs
the intersection of an old story, a tmeless program, and apparent
randomness. It the actor-producer Daniel Mesguich had not put the
play on at thar point (but why did he?), if he hadn’t been interested in
what 1 wrirte (but why?  his opens up another chain of causality}, he
wouldn’t have asked anything of me and I would never have written
this text. That would have been no great loss. Especially since a certain
content, a certain logie of this text is also w be found in some orther
texts of mine, in a form that is both similar and ditferent. [ts always
the effect of the same a-logical “logic” of the singnlar and iterable
mark. As to the question “Dao you teel that of Shakespeare's works this
one merits special attention in terms of yvour interests and goals?™ No
doubt this play lends itselt i an “exemplary™ way to what 1 wanted
to say, to what | thought it necessary 1o think about the proper name,
history, the contretemps, etc. But I tried to talk abour all that specifi-
cally in relation 10 a text whose nontransposable singularity | respect.
On the same “subject” I would write something completely different
it Thad to reply (responsibly, that’s the pomnt to a ditterent provocation
or countersign a ditterent singular work, signing but with a signature
which countersigns and tries to respond in another way to the signarure
of the other {as | tried to do for the signatures and proper names of
Blanchot, Genet, Artaud, Ponge, etc., bur also for texts where the
proper name was not linked in che same way w the patronym). My
law. the one to which [ trv to devote myself or 1o respond, 1s the text
of the other, s very singularicy, its 1diom, its appeal which precedes
me. Bur I can only respond to it in a responsible way (and this goes tor
the law in general, ethics in particular; if | pur in play, and in guarantee
[en gage], my singulariry, by signing, with another signarure; for the
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countetsignature signs by confirming the signature of the ocher, aur
also by signing in an absolutely new and smaugural way, borh at once,
like cach asmie I confirm my own signature by signing once more: each
rime in the same way and each tme differently, one more time, at
another date.

Having said this, [ would very much like to read and write in the
space ot heritage of Shakespeare, 10 relation to whom | have infinite
admiration and gratitude; I would like to become {alas, it’s pretty late)
a “Shakespeare expert”; 1 know that everything is in Shakespeare:
evervthing and the rest, so everything or nearly. But atter all, everything
is also in Celan, and in the same way, although differently, and 1= Plato
orin Joyce, i: the Bible, in Vico or in Kafka, not to mention those still

living, everywhere, well, almost everywhere...

DA One of the traditional claims ot literary criticism is that it
heightens or reveals the uniqueness, the singularity. of the text upon
which it comments. Is traditional literary criticism capable ot achieving
this aim? To what extent is this a part of your aim in writing on literary
texts? Is it possible (o talk of the uniqueness of a text apart trom this

or that historical act of reading it?

J.D.: My response will once again be double and divided, apparently
contradictory, But that has to do with what is called the experience of
singularity. On the one hand, yes, 1 subscrihe to the “tradirional
claims™ and bty regard | share the mosi classical of concerns or
desires: a work is always singular and1s of interest only from this point
of view. And that is why | like the word oeunrre, tradinional as 1t 1s,
which keeps this connotation ‘the English word work doesn’t perhaps
do rhis in the same way, generally). A work takes place just once, and
far from going agatnst history, this umqueness of the institation, which
is in no way natural and will never be replaced. seerms to me historica.
through and through. It must be referred to as a proper name and
whatever irreplaceable reference a proper name bears withis i Atten-
tion to historv, context, and genre is necessttated. and not contradicted,
by this singularity, by the date and the signature of the work: not the
date and signature which might be inscribed on the external border of



AN INTERVIEW WITH [ACQUES DERRIDA

the work ar arownd it but the ones which constitute or institute the
very body of the work, on the edge betwween the “mside”™ and the
“outside.” This edge, the place of reference, 1s both unique and divisi-
ble. whence the ditficulty [ was indicating. For on the other band, while
there is always singularization, absolute singularity is never given as a
fact, an object or existing thing [étant] in itself, it is annoanced i a
paradoxical experience. An absolute, absolutely pure singularity, if
there were one, would not even show up, or at least would not be
available for reading. To become readable, it has to be Jivided, to
participate and helong. Then it is divided and takes ite part in the genre,
the type. the context, meaning, rhe conceptual generaliey of meaning,
erc. It loses itself to offer itselt. Singulartty is never one-off [ponctuelle],
never closed like a point or a fist [pomg]. It s a mark [#rait], a differen-
tial mark, and different trom self: different with itsedf. Singularity
differs trom 1self, it is deferred [se différe] so as to be what it is and
to be repeated in its very singularity. There would ke no reading of the
work  nor any writing to start with  without this iterability. Here, it
seems to me, are the paradoxical conseguences to which the Jogic of
the “tradinonal <laims” should lead. To pick up the terms of your
question, I would say that the “best” reading would consist in groemg
oneself up to the most idiomatic aspects of the work while also taking
account of the historical context, of what is shared (in the sense of both
participation and division, of contiuity and the cut of separation), of
whar betongs to genre and type according to that cliruse or enclave of
non-belonging which Lanalyzed 1 *'The Law of Genre,” And any work
1s singular i that e speaks singularly of both singulariey and generality,
Ot iterability and the law of iterabiliry.

This 1s what we were saving in relation to Kafka’s *Before the Law,”
that text which, while it speaks in a general, powerful, formalizing and
cconomical way of the generality of the law, remains absolutely unigque
among ail the texts which speak of the same thing. What happens is
always some contamnation, The unmqueness of the event is this coming
about of a singular relation between the unique and its repetition, its
iterability. The event comes about, or promises itself initiallv, only by
thus compromising itself by the singular conram:nation ot the singular
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and what shares it. It comes about as impurity —and impurity here s
chance.

Singularity “shared” in this way does not keep atself o the writing
aspect, but also to the reading aspect and o what comes to sign, by
countersigning, in reading. There is as it were a duel of singularities, a
duel of writing and reading, in the course of which a countersignature
comes both to confirm, repeat and respect the signature of the other,
of the “original ™ work, and to lead it off clsewhere, so running the risk
of betraying it, having to betray 1t a certain way so as 0 respect
it, through the invention of another signature just as singuiar. Thus
redefined. the concept of countersignature gathers up the whote para-
dox: you have to give yoursclf over singularly to singularity, but singu-
lurity then does have to share itself out and so compromise itself,
promise to compromuse itself. In realiry, I don’teven think itis a matier
of a duel here, in the way I just said a bit hastily: this experience always
implies more than two signatures. No reading {and writing is also
already a countersigning reading, looking at it from the work’s side)

a

would be, how can T put it, “new.” “inangural,” “pecformative,”
without this multipliciry or proliferation of countersignatures. All these
words, which usually tend to efface the axioms I am remunding us of
here, need quotation marks (a countersignature canuot be sipiy,
absolutely “new,” “inaugura!” or “performative” since it inclides an
clement of “unproductive” repetition and of pre-convention, even it
this is only the possibility of language usc and the system of language
|due langage et de la langue)i.

Let’s take any example at all, Although this play is taken up in a
chain of other ones, Romeo and Juitet (which | mention in “Aphonsm
Countertime™:, the Romeo and Juliet which bears Shakespeare’s signa-
ture, takes place only once. This singularity is worked, in fact consti-
tuted, by the possibiiity of its own repetition (readings, indefimite nnm
ber of productions. references, be they reproductive, citational, or
transformative, to the work held to be onginal which, in its ideality,
takes place just one single, first and last ume). Readmg must give self
ufr “se rendre] to this uniqueness, take it an board, keep it i rund,
take account of it [est rendre compte]. But for that, tor this “rendering”
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[rendre], you have to sign in your turn, write someihing else which
responds or corresponds in an equally singular, which s to say irreduc-
ible, irreplaceable, “new™ way: neither imitation, nor reproduction,
nor metalanguage. This countersigning response, this countersignature
which is responsible {for itself and for the other, says “ves” to the
work, and again “yes, this work was there before me, without me, |
tesufy,” even it it begins by caliing for the co-respondent countersigna-
ture; and even, then, if it turns out to have imphed it from the very
beginning, so as to presupposc the possibility of tts birth, at the moment
of giving a name. The countersignaturc of the other text is held under
the law of the first, of its absolute pastness. But this absolute pastness
was alrcady the demand for the countersigning reading. The first only
inaugurates from after, and as the expectation of, the second counter-
signature. What we have here is an incalculable scene, because we can’t
count 1, 2, 3, or the first before the second, a scene which never reveals
irself, by definition, and whose phenomenality can only disappear, but
a “scene” which must have programmed the “traditional claims” of
afl “hrerary criticism.” It has doubtless produced rthe history of its
theorems and its schools.

D.A: On the subject of a “deconstructive literary criticism,” Ro-
dolphe Gasché has written as follows: “Derrida has, by reading literary
writing itself, exhibited preciselv those structures of textuality and
‘literature” with which literary criticism is to enter into exchange. Still,
the kind of infrastructures which underlie this exchange have not yer
been developed as such™ (The Tain of the Mirror, 269;. 1s “litera-
ture”—which Gasche 1s here distinguishing from what is commonly
called lirerature—constituted by an infrastructure specific to it, that is,
one which s clearly distinguishable from, for instance, differance,
the arche-trace, supplementarity? Could vou say anvthing—this is a
massive topic which we can only broach here  about this possible
specificity of “literature™?

J.D.: The word infrastructure troubles me a bit, even though | did
once use it myself for pedagogical and analogical purposes, at the tune
ot Of Grammatology, in a very specific rhetorical and demonstrative
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context, and even though 1 understand what justifies the strategic use
ot it proposed by Gasché and 1 talked to him about i, In an analysis
of “literary ™ writing, you do of course have to take account ot the most
“general™ structures (I don't dare say “fundamental,” “origmary,”
“transcendental,” “ontological,™ or “infra-structural,” and I think it
has o be avoided; of wextuality in general. You were reminding us
of them: différance, arche-trace, supplement, and everything I called
*quasi-transcendental™ in Glas. They are implicated in every literary
text, but not all texts are literary—Gasché is righ: to remind us of this.
Once you have situated the structure of textuality in general, you have
to determine its becoming-titerature, f I can put it iike that, and then
distinguish between fiction in general (not all hction is literature, all
literature is not strictly of the order of Aiction?, poetry and belles-lettres,
the literature which has been called that for only a few centunes, ete.
Also—and this is just what we're talking about hure—you have to
discern exactly the historically determined phenomenon of social con-
ventions and the institutions which give rise, give its place, to literature,
Gasché is night to point out that this historico-institutional structure 1
of the text. It is not the same level as

v

not a general “infrastructure’
what I wont call an infrastructure bue rather the limitless generality
of différance, the trace, the supplement, cie. Having said this, 1t s
perhaps at this point that there could be a discussion with Gasche
bevond the strategic choice of terminology: although hrerature 1s not
the text in general, although not all arche-writing is “hterary,™ L wonder
whether literature 1s stmply an example, one effect or reglon among
others, of some general textuality, And T wonder if you can simply
apply the classic question to it: what, on the basis of this general
textuality, makes the specificity of hterature, literariness?

1 ask this question for two reasons, First of all, it is quite possible
that hterary writing 1o the modern period 1s more than one example

among others, rather a privileged guiding thread for access to the

general structure of textuality, to what Gasché calls the infrastructure.

What literature “does” with language holds a revealing power which
is certainly not unigue, which it can share up to a point with law,
for example with juridical language, but which in a given historical
situation (precisely our own, and this 1s one more reason for teeling
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concerned, provoked, summoned by “the gquestion of literature™)
teaches us more, and even the “essential,™ about wrniting in general,
about the philosophical or scientific (for example linguistic) imits of
the interpretation ot writing. In short, this is one of the main reasons
tor my interest in literature and 1 am convinced that this motivates the
interest of so many thearists of literature in deconstructive endeavors
when these privilege writing.

Secondly, even if we should be relentlessly analyzing those historico-
msututional matters, the politics and sociology of literature, this is not
one nstitution among others or hke the others. We have glimpsed
more than once in the course of this conversation the paradoxical trait:
1t 1s an institution which consists in transgressing and rransfornung,
thus i producing its consututional law; or to put 1t better, in producing
discursive forms, “works™ and “events” in which the very possibility
of 4 tundamental constitution is at least “fictionally” contested, threat-
ened, deconstructed, presented in its very precaniousness, Hence, while
literature shares a certain power and a certain destiny with “jurisdic-

1)

gon,” with the jundico-political production of insututional founda-
nons, the constitutions of States, fundamental legislation, and even the
theological-junidical performatives which occur at the origin of the
law, at a certain point it can also exceed them, interrogate them,
“henonalize™ them: with nothing, or almost nothing, in view, of
course, and by producing events whose “reality” or duration is never
assured, but which by that very fact are more thought-provoking, if
that still means something,

D.A.: In “The Double Session”™ you use the formulation “there is
no—or hardly anv, ever so lutle literature” (223). Could you clabo-
rate on this comment?

J.D.: Tdon’t remember the context in which | thought i could say—
plaving a bit, but believing in the necessity ot the provocation—*there
18 ever so little hierature.” That certainly didn’t mean that there are
few texts | consider to be authentically literary, for example the ones
I have been led to privilege, wrongly or rightly (those of Mallarmé or

Joyce, Blanchot or Celan, Ponge or Genet:. No—for the reasons we
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have just mentioned, | would rather emphasize that the existence of
something like a fiterary reality i itself will always remain problematic,
The literary event is perhaps more of an event (because less natural)
than any other, but by the same token 1t becomes very “improbable,”
hard o verify. No internal criterion can guarantee the essential “li-
terariness” of a text. There is no assured essence or existence of litera-
wre. If you proceed to analyze all the elements of a literary work, you
will never come across literature itself, only some traits which it shares
or barrows, which vou can find elsewhere oo, in other texts, be it a
matter of the language, the meanings or the referents (“subjective” or
“objective”). And even the convention which allows a community to
come to an agreement abour the literary status of this or that phenome-
non remains precarious, unstable and always subject to revision. The
“so little literature™ was pointing in the direction of this convention,
and so toward this fiction on the subject of an unfindable fiction inside
a text, rather than toward a very small ideal library. But if it is not
almost everything, it is anything but nothing—or, if it 1s nothing, 1’s
a nothing which counts, which in my view counts a jot.

1.A.:  You have expressed in the past a desire to write a text even
less categorizable by generic conventions than Glas and The Post Card.
if you were to succeed in this aim, what would be the relavion of the
text you wrote to existing traditions and mstitunions? Would it not
only be neither philosophy nar literarure, but not even a m utual con-
tamination of philosophy and literature? Who would be able to read

&

1.D.: still now, and more desperarely than ever, 1 dream of a writing
that would be neither philosophy nor literature, nor even contarminated
by on¢ or the other, while still keeping—I have no desire to abandon
this—the memory of literature and philosophy. | am certainly not the
only one to have this dream, the dream of a new institution to be
precise, of an institution without precedent, without pre-institution.
You will say, and quite rightly, that this s the dream of every literary
work. Every literary work “betrays™ the dream of a new institution of
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literature. It betrays it first by reveating it: each work is unique and is
a new nstitution unto itselt. But it also betrays it tn causing it to fail:
insofar as it is unique, 1t appears i an instiutional field designed so
that 1t cuts itself up and abducts itself there: Ufysses arrives Jike one
novel among others that vou place on your bookshelt and inscribe n
a genealogy. It has its ancestry and its descendants. But Jovee dreame
ot a speaial institution for his oeuvre, inaugurated by it like a new
order. And hasn't he achieved this, to some extent> When [ spoke
about this as 1 did in “Ulysses Gramophone,” T did indeed have 1o
understand and share his dream too: not only share it in making it
mine, m recogmezng nune i ity but that | share it belongmg to the
dream ot Joyce, 111 taking a part in i1, in walking around n ks space.
Aren't we, today, people or characters in part constituted {as readers,
writers, critics, teachers) fn and through Joyce’s dream? Aren't we
Joyce’s dream, his dream readers, the ones he dreamed of and whom
we dream of being in our turn?

As to the question “Who would be able 1o readd 1t2,” there 1s no pre-
given response. By definition the reader does not exist. Not before the
work and as its straightforward “receiver.” The dream we were ta king
about concerns what it 1s in the work which produces its reader, a
reader wha doesn™t yet exist, whose competence cannot be identified,
a reader who would be “formed,” “trained,” instructed, constructed,
even engendered, let's say invented by the work. Invented, which 1s wo
say both found by chance and produced by research, The work then
becomes an institution forming its own readers, giving them a compe-
tence which they did not possess before: a university, a seminar, a
colloquiam, a curniculum, a cowrse. If we crusted the current distinetion
between competence and pertormance, we would say that the work’s
performance produces or institutes, forms or invents, a new compe-
tence tor the reader or the addressee who thereby becomes a counter-
signatory. [t teaches him or her, #f sthe is 1alling, to countersign. What
is interesting here is thus the mvention of the addressee capable of
countersigning and saying “ves™ in a commnitted and lucid way. But this
“yes” s also an inaugural performance, and we recover the structure of
ierability which would prevent us, at this point, from distinguishing
rigorousty between pertormance and competence, as between producer
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ind receiver. As much as that between the addressee and the signatory
or the writer and the reader. This is the space in which The Post Card
s involved. 1t did so in a certain fashion, at the same tine general and
singular. Othier ways are certainly possible -and ves, | would also like

to involve myself in them,
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