Poststructuralism 2: Derrida’s Revenge 
A “Supplement” to the Lecture 2006-2007
I was very interested to read through your questions, and they told me precisely what I thought – although none of you may “understand” deconstruction, you can certainly think about its ramifications and look at individual words to ask what they mean. Arguably (as with everything), the point of deconstruction is to get us to question assumptions on what words and texts mean, and you are performing this function very well in these questions. So well done, you lot. Here are the questions, together with my answers (which, if you are being picky, are almost all lies because I keep using “deconstruction is…” and “truth” etc.)
· Surely deconstruction itself is comprehendible. The balance between what is and what isn’t is simply what it does. Therefore it can be understood…right?!
Deconstruction can be “comprehended” in a sense, but never absolutely. Perhaps another word to avoid is “apprehension” because it implies “The action of seizing upon, seizure, grasp. As in other adopted words, employed in the mental before the physical senses” (OED); we seek to contain or pigeonhole something when we “understand,” “comprehend,” or “apprehend” it, but the point of deconstruction is that we cannot – there is always play in language. We would always have to ask what we meant by the term “deconstruction” and then explain it…and, in so doing, would be moving away from what it is.

Furthermore, the logical statement that what it “does” is somehow between “is” and “isn’t” is flawed, because it implies that deconstruction is active – that is, deconstruction does something to a text; rather, if deconstruction is always already inside a text, it does nothing, but is something. The tension of deconstruction is the tension of all words – the gap between what it does and what it is. We can never fix both down at the same time. If you want another way of looking at this, what a word does is syntagmatic (part of the chain of the sentence) whereas what a word is is paradigmatic (defined by what it is not in the “vertical” part of the sentence. All is part of the play of différance …
· Why are we learning about something that no one can understand or define?
· If we can never “understand” why do we try? How can we ever define real or explain real if (like The Matrix) we never truly see it?

· If deconstruction has no definition we do we need to know about it? Is there a point? Isn’t it just critical/close reading?
It is important to learn “around” the concept of deconstruction because it forces us to question our assumptions about the wor(l)d. It tells us (if it can speak) that what we accept as truth is only constructed through language or the text, and is never outside of it. By learning about deconstruction we learn to state that our reading of a text is not “true,” but one of a number of possible meanings (see Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author” for more on this).
The question of reality is a little large (ask me something easy, why don’t you?) but you are getting the point – we can never define what is real through language, only represent it (see ecocriticism for more on this relationship between language and the real world). The important thing is that we realise how we are representing it and why we represent it in certain ways – which deconstruction can help teach us to do. Language does not allow us access to the world, but we can at least tell that we are trying to construct it in a particular manner, promoting a particular way of seeing the world. It points out, if you will, that The Matrix exists, but tells us that we cannot escape from it…
Thus, deconstruction is in a(n) (un-)certain sense “just” close reading, but it is close reading not of what the text “means,” but what it “pretends to mean,” and of our own reaction to the text. To “deconstruct” the text is to show that the text itself—through its own language—devalues its own meaning, its own truth.
· It was said that trying to explain a text leads you away from the text to other texts, contexts, etc. Does that lead us to postmodernism then? As I understand it, postmodernism is more concerned about intertextuality than inherent meaning too.
Postmodernism is akin to deconstruction, inasmuch as they both refer to intertextuality, but there are differences between the two. I won’t go into too much detail on this, as it would take a book to explain it, but luckily there is a book out there on this issue—Jeffrey Nealon’s Double Reading: Postmodernism after Deconstruction. In short (hah!), postmodernism argues that we can only understand a text from what it tries to do and from its relation to other texts; deconstruction points out that we can never understand a text because of all the other texts/languages that meaning is deferred into…
· Are all texts infinite and therefore everything ever written is said all in one “word” or sentence which is both everything and nothing?

Yes (and no). As Derrida writes in Of Grammatology, “il n’y a pas de hors-texte [there is nothing outside of the text]. We can only understand the world through signs, and if so, can never truly understand the word. Everything ever written or spoken is one big chain that defers meaning endlessly and infinitely. All languages and texts are part of one big endless text… For a literary example of this, look at some short stories by Jorge Luis Borges.
· Have we been doing deconstruction all our lives without knowing it?

Yes and, again, no. It depends on how much you think about what you think. It isn’t just a suspicious reading of the text, but of the language in our heads. We all have preoccupations, our own truths, but it is important to realise what they are. Imagine sitting in your own head trying to second-guess everything you say – if you do this, then you are already in part deconstructing your ideas.
· Where do we start in applying this to a text? What key things do we look for in a deconstructive reading of a text?

To look at a text deconstructively (to show that the text deconstructs itself would be more appropriate), we look for gaps, absences, and omissions as I stated in the lecture. We look for points in the text that seem to undercut what it is trying to state. Thus, in reading Edna St Vincent Millay’s poem, which is all about putting order over chaos, a deconstructive reading shows that the text doesn’t in fact manage this at all. Other texts have different “truths” and therefore have different deconstructive readings. This is why, for example, feminism has adopted some of the techniques of deconstruction (to deconstruct patriarchal positions and show how they were suspicious of themselves).
Find a text that you think tries to tell you something, a “truth.” Then look to see if the language and structure of the text actually undoes the truth that it claims to present (looking for gaps and inconsistencies in the text). As I said, deconstruction is always personal to the text, and always personal to the reader (some see it in some texts, other people in different ones).
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