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Jacques Derrida  

(1930-2004) 

 Derrida was an Algerian-born 

French philosopher. He was the 

founding-father of ―deconstruction‖ , 

a way of criticizing not only both 

literary and philosophical texts but 

also various social and political 

institutions.  

 Derrida‘s fame nearly reached the 

status of a media star, with hundreds 

of people filling auditoriums to hear 

him speak, with films and 

televisions programs devoted to him, 

with countless books and articles 

devoted to his thinking. 

 He is one of the major figures 

associated with post-structuralism 

and postmodern philosophy.   



During his career Derrida published more than 40 books, together 

with hundreds of essays and public presentations. He had a 

significant influence upon the humanities and social sciences, 

including philosophy, literature, law, anthropology, historiography, 

applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, psychoanalysis and political 

theory. 

His work retains major academic influence throughout the word, 

particularly in debates around ontology, epistemology (especially 

concerning social sciences), ethics, aesthetics, hermeneutics, 

and the philosophy of language. In the Anglosphere, where 

analytic philosophy is dominant, Derrida's influence is most 

presently felt in literary studies due to his longstanding interest in 

language and his association with prominent literary critics from 

his time at Yale University.  

Influence of Derrida 



 In 1930, Derrida was born into a Jewish family in Algiers. He 

was also born into an environment of some discrimination. In fact, 

he either withdrew from, or was forced out of at least two schools 

during his childhood simply on account of being Jewish - anti-

semitism.  

While Derrida would resist any reductive understanding of his work 

based upon his biographical life, it could be argued that these kind of 

experiences played a large role in his insistence upon the importance 

of the marginal, and the other, in his later thought. 

Derrida‘s initial work in philosophy was largely phenomenological, 

and his early training as a philosopher was done largely through the 

lens of Husserl. Other important inspirations on his early thought 

include Nietzsche, Heidegger, Saussure, Levinas and Freud. 

Derrida acknowledges his indebtedness to all of these thinkers in the 

development of his approach to texts, which has come to be known 

as ‗deconstruction‘.    

Understanding his Life 



Socio-Political Events that Shaped Derrida 

Algerian War of Independence (1954-1962), was fought between France and 

the Algerian National Liberation Front, which led to Algeria winning its 

independence from France. An important decolonization war, it was a complex 

conflict characterized by guerrilla warfare, and the use of torture. The conflict 

also became a civil war between the different communities and within the 

communities.  



Socio-Political Events that Shaped Derrida 

Charles de Gaulle was a French army officer and statesman who led the 

French Resistance against Nazi Germany in World War II and chaired the 

Provisional Government of the French Republic from 1944 to 1946 in 

order to reestablish democracy in France. He granted independence to 

Algeria and acted progressively towards other French colonies.   



 Beginning in May 1968, a period of civil unrest occurred throughout 

France, lasting some seven weeks and punctuated by demonstrations, 

general strikes, and the occupation of universities and factories. The 

unrest began with a series of student occupation protests against 

capitalism, consumerism, American imperialism and traditional 

institutions.   



The Age of Totalitarianism: Stalin and Eastern European States  

Stalinism (Joseph Stalin (18978-1953) promoted the escalation of class 

conflict, utilizing state violence to forcibly purge society of the 

bourgeoisie, whom Stalinist doctrine regarded as threats to the pursuit of 

the communist revolution. This policy resulted in substantial political 

violence and persecution of such people. ―Enemies‖ included not only 

bourgeois people, but also working-class people with counter-

revolutionary sympathies.   



Tel Quel, French avant-garde literary review published from 

1960 to 1982 by Éditions du Seuil. Founded by Philippe Sollers 

and other young writers, this eclectic magazine published works 

by such practitioners of the nouveau roman (―new novel‖) as 

Alain Robbe-Grillet and Nathalie Sarraute, as well as works 

by these writers‘ acknowledged predecessors— e.g., James 

Joyce and Francis Ponge. 

Much influenced by Surrealism, Tel Quel had as a goal the 

evaluation of 20th-century literature; it printed previously 

unpublished works by Antonin Artaud, Georges Bataille, and 

Ezra Pound, as well as contemporary literary criticism by 

Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Roland 

Barthes, and Jacques Lacan. From 1966 to 1970 Tel Quel 

represented a Maoist view of Marxism. 

Intellectual Influence upon Derrida: Tel Quel Group 



Intellectual Forces that Shaped Derrida‘s Life 

The Tel Quel Group 



Intellectual Forces that Shaped Derrida‘s Life 



Intellectual Forces that Shaped Derrida‘s Life 



Intellectual Forces that Shaped Derrida‘s Life 



Impact/Influence of Structuralism 

Pre-1920‘s Belief: Literarary Work – as a 

closed system 

Post 1960‘s Situation: Text – as a linguistic 

construct – Open-ended medium, giving rise 

to interpretations – Hermeneutics.   

  Anything can be text: Railway Time Table.   





Louis Tyson, Critical Theory Today, Page: 251 



the 



Changes in tone of voice and emphasis can further reveal the 

slippery quality of language. Imagine, for example, that a newscaster 

was given the following line to read:  

President Reagan says the Marines do not have to go to El Salvador. 

Slippery Quality of Language: The Birth of Deconstruction 



Structuralist Proposition of Sign-System 

Poststructuralist Proposition: Uncertainty Regarding Signified 



Louis Tyson, Critical Theory Today, Page: 252 

Slippery Signifiers  



Deconstruction: Broken Union between Signifier & Signified 



 Deconstruction, and particularly early deconstruction, functions 

by engaging in sustained analyses of particular texts. It is 

committed to the rigorous analysis of the literal meaning of a text, and 

yet also to finding within that meaning, perhaps in the neglected 

corners of the text (including the footnotes), internal problems that 

actually point towards alternative meanings.  

 At the same time, however, deconstruction also famously borrows 

from Martin Heidegger‘s conception of a ‗destructive retrieve‘ and 

seeks to open texts up to alternative and usually repressed meanings 

that reside at least partly outside of the metaphysical tradition. This 

more violent and transgressive aspect of deconstruction is illustrated 

by Derrida‘s consistent exhortation to ―invent in your own language if 

you can or want to hear mine; invent if you can or want to give my 

language to be understood‖ (MO 57). In suggesting that a faithful 

interpretation of him is one that goes beyond him, Derrida installs 

invention as a vitally important aspect of any deconstructive 

reading. 

Deconstruction: Encouraging Alternative Meanings 



 

 
Kubla Khan 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 

A stately pleasure-dome decree: 

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 

Through caverns measureless to man 

   Down to a sunless sea. 

…. 

The shadow of the dome of pleasure 

   Floated midway on the waves; 

   Where was heard the mingled measure 

   From the fountain and the caves. 

…. 

And all who heard should see them there, 

And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 

His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 

Weave a circle round him thrice, 

And close your eyes with holy dread 

For he on honey-dew hath fed, 

And drunk the milk of Paradise. 
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 Jacques Derrida's 1967 book Of 

Grammatology introduced the majority of 

ideas influential within deconstruction. Books 

showing deconstruction in action or defining it 

more completely include Différance, Speech 

and Phenomena (1967), and Writing and 

Difference (1967).  

 Deconstruction contends that in any text, 

there are inevitably points of equivocation 

and ‗undecidability‘ that betray any stable 

meaning that an author might seek to 

impose upon his or her text. The process of 

writing always reveals that which has been 

suppressed, covers over that which has been 

disclosed, and more generally breaches the 

very oppositions that are thought to sustain it. 

 

Deconstruction: Scope and Impact 



Violent Hierarchy of Binary Opposites Created in 

West 



Words have meaning only because of contrast-effects with 

other words...no word can acquire meaning in the way in 

which philosophers from Aristotle to Bertrand Russell have 

hoped it might—by being the unmediated expression of 

something non-linguistic (e.g., an emotion, a sense-datum, 

a physical object, an idea, a Platonic Form)". As a 

consequence, meaning is never present, but rather is 

deferred to other signs. Derrida refers to the—in this view, 

mistaken—belief that there is a self-sufficient, non-deferred 

meaning as metaphysics of presence. A concept, then, must 

be understood in the context of its opposite, such as 

being/nothingness, normal/abnormal, speech/writing, etc. 

Deconstruction: How Opposition Creates a 

Metaphysics of Presence  





 Further, Derrida contends that "in a classical philosophical 

opposition we are not dealing with the peaceful coexistence of a 

vis-a-vis, but rather with a violent hierarchy. One of the two 

terms governs the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), or has the 

upper hand": signified over signifier; intelligible over sensible; 

speech over writing; activity over passivity, etc.  

The first task of deconstruction would be to find and overturn 

these oppositions inside a text or a corpus of texts; but the final 

objective of deconstruction is not to surpass all oppositions, 

because it is assumed they are structurally necessary to produce 

sense. The oppositions simply cannot be suspended once and for 

all. The hierarchy of dual oppositions always reestablishes itself. 

Deconstruction only points to the necessity of an unending analysis 

that can make explicit the decisions and arbitrary violence intrinsic 

to all texts. 

Deconstructruction: How Opposition Creates a Metaphysics of 

Presence  







From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 91 





Derrida's concerns flow from a consideration of several 

issues: 

A desire to contribute to the re-evaluation of all Western 

values, a re-evaluation built on the 18th-century 

Kantian critique of pure reason, and carried forward to 

the 19th century, in its more radical implications, by 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche. 

An assertion that texts outlive their authors, and 

become part of a set of cultural habits equal to, if not 

surpassing, the importance of authorial intent. 

A re-valuation of certain classic western dialectics: 

poetry vs. philosophy, reason vs. revelation, structure 

vs. creativity, episteme vs. techne, etc. 

Basic Philosophical Concern of Deconstruction 



To this end, Derrida follows a long line of modern philosophers, who 

look backwards to Plato and his influence on the Western 

metaphysical tradition. Like Nietzsche, Derrida suspects Plato of 

dissimulation in the service of a political project, namely the education, 

through critical reflections, of a class of citizens more strategically 

positioned to influence the polis.  



Metaphysics of presence 

The Critique of Philosophy 

 Derrida‘s writing is a radical critique of philosophy. It 

questions the usual notions of truth and knowledge. It 

disrupts traditional ideas about procedure and 

presentation. And it questions the authority of 

philosophy. 

 Deconstructive interpretation holds that the entire 

history of Western philosophy with its language and 

traditions has emphasized the desire for immediate 

access to meaning, and thus built a metaphysics or 

ontotheology based on privileging presence over 

absence. – which he called Logocentrism.   





For Derrida, phonocentrism and logocentrism always valorizes 

presence of thought. According to Derrida  when speech fails to 

protect presence, writing becomes necessary. In this case, writing 

then serves as a supplement which takes the place of speech 

(Derrida, 1976:144).  



Valorizing the Word/Presence of God: Logocentrism in West 

and East 





From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 
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From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 

In Plato‘s Phaedrus, the Egyptian 

god of writing—Theuth or Thoth—

offers King Thamus writing as a 

―remedy‖ (―pharmakon‖) that can 

help memory. Thamus refuses the 

gift on the grounds that it will only 

create forgetfulness: for him, it is 

not a remedy for memory itself, but 

merely a way of reminding. 



From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 



From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 



From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 



From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 



Logocentrism: Explanation 

Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory 114 











From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill Mayblin, Page: 67 



From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 48 

In the ‗Afterword‘ to Limited Inc., Derrida suggests that metaphysics 

can be defined as: 

The enterprise of returning ‗strategically‘, ‗ideally‘, to an origin or to 

a priority thought to be simple, intact, normal, pure, standard, self-

identical, in order then to think in terms of derivation, complication, 

deterioration, accident, etc. All metaphysicians, from Plato to 

Rousseau, Descartes to Husserl, have proceeded in this way, 

conceiving good to be before evil, the positive before the negative, 

the pure before the impure, the simple before the complex, the 

essential before the accidental, the imitated before the imitation, etc. 

And this is not just one metaphysical gesture among others, it is the 

metaphysical exigency, that which has been the most constant, most 

profound and most potent (LI 236). 

Metaphysics 



Derrida's philosophy is chiefly concerned with metaphysics, although he does 

not define it rigorously, and takes it to be ―the science of presence‖. In his own 

words: 

The history of metaphysics, like the history of the West, is the history of 

these metaphors and metonymies. Its matrix—if you will pardon me for 

demonstrating so little and for being so elliptical in order to bring me more 

quickly to my principal theme—is the determination of being as presence in 

all the senses of this word. It would be possible to show that all the names 

related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have always 

designated the constant of a presence—eidos, arché, telos, energia, ousia, 

aletheia, transcendentality, consciousness, or conscience, God, man, and 

so forth. (Sign, Structure & Play in Human Sciences, 43)  





The profile of a 

joker? Perhaps, if 

we‘re willing to re-

think joking …  



If the pharmakon is ‗ambivalent,‘ it is because it 

constitutes the medium in which opposites are 

opposed, the movement and the play that links them 

among themselves, reverses them or makes one side 

cross over into the other (soul/ body, good/ evil, 

inside/ outside, memory/ forgetfulness, speech/ 

writing, etc.).…The pharmakon is the movement, the 

locus, and the play: (the production of) difference. 

Ambivalence and Différance 



Différance, Bricolage and Erasure 





Connection  between Différance and Logos: Speech/Writing 







Throughout his entire career, to mark the undecidable of all oppositions 

working across all texts in Western culture, Derrida creates marks such 

as the ―Pharmakon‖ (neither remedy nor poison), the ―hymen‖ 

(neither consummation nor virginity), the ―tympan‖ (neither inside 

nor outside). 
 The hymen is a thin piece of mucosal tissue that surrounds or partially covers 

the external vaginal opening.  

 Tympanic membrane, also called eardrum, thin layer of tissue in the human ear 

that receives sound vibrations from the outer air and transmits them to the 

auditory ossicles.  

Terms denoting Undecidability/ Indeterminacy  



Arche-writing 
 In Of Grammatology and elsewhere, Derrida argues that 

signification, broadly conceived, always refers to other signs, 

and that one can never reach a sign that refers only to itself. He 

suggests that ―writing is not a sign of a sign, except if one says 

it of all signs, which would be more profoundly true‖ (OG 43), 

and this process of infinite referral, of never arriving at meaning 

itself, is the notion of ‗writing‘ that he wants to emphasise. This 

is not writing narrowly conceived, as in a literal inscription 

upon a page, but what he terms ‗arche-writing‘. Arche-writing 

refers to a more generalised notion of writing that insists 

that the breach that the written introduces between what is 

intended to be conveyed and what is actually conveyed, is 

typical of an originary breach that afflicts everything one might 

wish to keep sacrosanct, including the notion of self-presence. 

 Arche-writing refers  to an originary breach.   



 

Derrida‘s argument is that in examining a binary 

opposition, deconstruction manages to expose a trace. 

This is not a trace of the oppositions that have since 

been deconstructed – on the contrary, the trace is a 

rupture within metaphysics, a pattern of incongruities 

where the metaphysical rubs up against the non-

metaphysical, that it is deconstruction‘s job to 

juxtapose as best as it can. The trace does not appear 

as such (OG 65), but the logic of its path in a text 

can be mimed by a deconstructive intervention and 

hence brought to the fore. 

Trace 





From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill 

Mayblin, Page: 130-132  



The Hindu god of death, Yama, or Emma in Japanese, 

Inoji, Kyoto.  

Examples of Trace in Culture Studies 



Eight-armed Saraswati, or 

Benzaiten, Enoshima Jinja, 

Kamakura. In the 7th-8th 

century, Japan adopted 

the eight-armed 

Saraswati as the 

defender of the nation. 

This description was taken 

from the "Sutra of Golden 

Light". 

From left to right, 

Benzaiten (Hindu 

equivalent: Sarasvati), 

Kangiten (Ganesha) and 

Bishamonten (Kubera) 

in the Daishō-in temple. 



Derrida on Trace 







From Introducing Derrida: A Graphic Guide by Jeff  Collins, Bill Mayblin, Pg:1 62-

64 





Books by Derrida 




