DERRIDA AND THE POLITICSOF INTERPRETATION

ELEANOR MACDONALD

It istime for a political reading of the work of Jacques Derrida. Demda's
work, situated within a body of ideasvarioudy described as postmodernism,
poststructuralism, and deconstructionism, is important politicaly, in part
because of a series of challenges that this body of theory generaly and
specifically presentsto Marxism and feminism.

Thefirst of these challengesconsistsin the relationship of the themes of
postmodernism (and Demda as a principal exponent of postmodern theory)
to popular contemporary experience. It is the attunement of postmodern
ideas to the experiences of cynicism and disillusonment, so common in
the 1980s, that accounts in large part for its popularity. The 'optimism
o the will' which Gramsci advocated for Marxist politics is absent from
postmodern theory, as it is from much popular sentiment. The ability of
postmodern theory to capture and express a popular mood of mistrust and
defeatism therefore warrants consideration by Marxists and feminists. A
second challenge of Derrida's work is that it cutsinto the heart o many of
the salient debates within Marxism, and within socidist feminist theory. To
some Marxistsand feminists, Demda's work appearsto providea potential
resolution to somedf thosedebates, and raisesthe possihility of transcending
them, through an alternative understanding of how we interpret reality, an
understanding which seems ethically compatible with some of the concerns
that those debates haveraised.' Y et, despitethe appeal that Derrida’s work
hasfound among Marxist and feminist scholars, the resolution that he offers
is fraught with problemsand contradictions which raise suspicions about its
usefulnessfor political change. Finally, Demda's approach to Marxist and
feminist debates presents yet a further chalenge insofar as it portrays a
certain relationship between ethics, truth, and power, which is at odds with
the classicd understandings of Marxiam and feminism. The challenge that
Demda presentsto usat thislevel isafundamental one, one which confronts
uswith arenewed demand tointerpret reality in away which can empower us
to change the contemporary experienceswhich hiswork so wdl describes.

Locating hiswork politically requiresmore than categorizinghim aseither
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Marxist or anti-Marxist, feminist or anti-feminist. Although Demda himsdf
clamsthat he isa Marxist, it is obviousto any reader that hiswork does
not fit neatly into the usua designations of either Marxism or feminism.2
Instead, | will argue that understanding the politics of Demda's work, and
understanding its implicationsfor Marxism and feminism requires that we
take serioudy the challengesit presentsto our interpretationsd the world,
and appreciate the circumstancesin which those challenges have become
insistent. Only then will we be ableto confront the politicsthat both produce
and are derived from postmodern theory.

Derridaand Postmodern Experience

Thethemesaf Demda's work are reflectedin‘postmodern’ theory generally,
(including the work of Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, and Gilles Deleuze) with the label 'postmodernism’ coming to
suggest a variety o ideas, including both a radical continuation of
modernism's rejection of all traditional beliefs, as well as a regjection of
modernity's sense of itsalf as 'progressing’ beyond those beliefsinto some
higher truths. Before analyzing Demda's philosophy in order to see precisely
how it accountsfor its principa themes, it would be useful to describethose
themes, and to suggest how they may resonatewith featuresof contemporary
experience.

A central theme which is present in postmodern thought, and which
underwrites Demda's theory, is a deep suspicion of power, and of the way
in which power seems necessarily to corrupt. The optimism of the Left, inits
aspirationsfor power, and indeed in itsfaith in the prospect of the withering
away o thestate, canonly be held in scorn by postmodernists. Their cynicism
isaresult of the bdief that power has its own mechanisms, which are not
subject to thedesiresand determinationsof thosewhoare'in power'. Instead,
the structuresdof power itsdf will determine, if not the precise activities of
those in power, then at least the effects of those activities. Those effects
will be a reduction in individuality, in spontaneity, and in independence.
Increasingly, the direction of dl institutionsand practicesdf power will be
towards normalizationand conformity.

Postmodern theorists, like feministsand Marxists, speak from an ethical
resistance to this view o power. In Demda's case, this resistance comes
from a view that power enforces sameness, that it attempts to deny and
withstand differences as they appear between different people, and among
differentinterpretationsat a given pointin timeand acrosstime, historicaly.
The political practicesdf representationwould necessarily impose astructure
of 'sameness; i.e. representativesare supposed tofix inonelocationand time
those who el ect them. So what Demda's work would seem to prescribeisthe
most radical form of democracy, one without representation, and therefore
onein which evenindividuas representationsof themselveswould be drawn
constantly into question.
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Unlikefeministand Marxist theories, therefore, Derrida seemsto basethe
desire for democracy not on collectiveidentities, and barely on the notion
of identity at all. Moreover, at a fundamental level, his work denies the
possibility of democracy ever being achieved, not only because of the
radical requirements which his theory proposes, but because this desire
for democracy can only fuel resistance, and cannot be 'powerful’. Power,
per se, is anti-democratic.

What is apparent from this description, and what perhaps accords with
contemporary postmodern experience, are these two features. First, that
power cannot be trusted, that it does not matter who is in control. And
secondly, that collectiveidentitiescannot befosteredin trust, that individuas
are unable to represent their own interests, even to themsdves. Demda's
theory reflects the experiences both of individualism and of powerlessness,
experienceswhich Marxism and feminism attempt to counter.

A similar set of suspicionsinformsthe Demdean view of ethics. It isclear
enough, at least in a close reading, that Demda speaks from an ethical
position, that he genuinely engagesin his work in order to deconstruct,
and hopefully disengage from systems of domination. Y et the ethics which
inform hiswork are not something which he developsin histheory. He can,
for example, demonstratethe 'false’ nature of representation, and reveal the
‘truth’ of non-identity, of theinability to represent anything(inlanguageor in
palitics)as it actualy is. This'truth' then corresponds to an ethical position,
in which he sides with the underdog, the oppressed, the powerless. But the
oppressed, it seems, deserve hissupport, smply becausethey haveno power.
Inother words, there are noinherent qualitiesof political underdogstowhich
he can attribute value, other than their existence as underdogs, as marginal
to the power system. Obvioudy, thisleavesall questionsdof valuesand ethics
terribly undertheorized.

Nevertheless, several featuresof Demda's ethical positiondeserveempha-
ssfor their apparent correlation with popular experience. First, Demda's
consideration of ethics, like his theory of power, dlows him to capture
the popular sentiments of futility and powerlessness. His view of ethics
serves to underline the degree to which the present system is felt as
stable and unchanging, and as oppressiveto the powerless. The oppressed
are oppressed because the system will inevitably reproduce oppression. In
addition to capturing this sense of the futility of ethical practices, Demda's
view of ethics also demonstratesthat the socid structuresof power are not
judtified by a common perception that the powerful are necessarily better
people. Onthecontrary, contemporaryculture, and postmodern culture, find
the powerful to be no better, and possibly much worse than the oppressed.
Becausethere are no standardsfor evaluating valuesor ethics, postmodern
thought can hold that mass culture and any values and ethicswhich arisein
it, are as vdid as any alternative. That is, the valuesand ethics of popular
culture are valued not because they are popular or democratic, but because
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there are no standardsfor judgement which would permit ethical or value
superiority to emerge. Finally, what is valued in his theory is the process
which Derrida calls deconstruction. This process involves taking apart and
analyzing the components of dl previous thought, beliefs, and values, in
order to discover within dl of them the same tendency to try to become
powerful through following certain practices which permit them to declare
that they are accurate representations of reality. Through revedling this
tendency, deconstruction shows the deception and the misrepresentation of
reality on which dl representationis premised.

The combinationdf Derrida's theory of ethicsand theory of power leads
to another theme of postmodern thought and experience, and that is the
limited place that is given to freedom. There are no grounds for choice of
action, and no way in which action can be made more effective through
the theory. There is even a vague suspicion that whenever it is effective,
then it may dso become part o the normdizing and totalizing practice of
power, and therefore that dl effective action would have to be unethical.
If freedom could be exercised ethicaly, then it is only through the highly
intellectual practice of deconstruction. This theme of postmodernism too,
appearsto correspond well to people's actual experiencedf alack of freedom
in their lives, and the general despair that a different political system, or the
possibility of acting politically in concert with others, could provide greater
freedomin their lives. Most fundamentally, however, Demda's deep concern
with 'interpretation’ servesto emphasizea common feeling that the world is
becoming increasingly difficult, even impossible to comprehend. Even if we
do not concur with him that all language is deceptive and dissembling, the
sentiment that somelanguagecertainlyis, isastrongly felt one and afrequent
onein our lives. The challengeto interpret the world in a way which is both
empowering, and in some way ethical, is becoming increasingly difficult.

The themes o postmodernism, its suspicion of power, its despair about
a way in which ethics and power could be brought together, the lack of
grounding for values or ethical positions, a blesk outlook on freedom,
and a suspicion of dl interpretation are among the most resonant themes
in contemporary politica experience. They are, as well, themes which
Marxism and feminism have sought to combat. The challengeto rearticul ate
an optimism for politics and a trust in interpretation is an immense one,
and mugt start with an ability to interpret in the hope of changing the very
experiencesthat Demda and the other postmodernistsdescribe.

Derrida and Interpretation

Theresonancedf postmodernistthought at the popular level today findsmany
Marxists and feministsin tow. Although we may be committed to political
change, we are hardly immune from the despair that change may never
happen, or such change as may come to pass may never be enough to create
the society which we are working for. The pessimiam and hopelessness of
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postmodern theory have particular appeal for intellectual s, for whom at least
Derrida seems to reserve some ethical space (although this spaceisseverely
limited in its effectiveness). But many intellectua feminists and Marxists
have also found appeal in Demda's work for other reasons, specifically the
promise of Demda's theory to surmount some of the basic conflicts which
haveemerged in Marxist theory and in socialist feminist thought.

The conflictswhich have emerged, and which persist, for Marxistsand for
feminists,can bedepictedin termsof problemsaf interpretingexperiencein
order to changeit. How, for example, can the experiencesdescribed in the
first section of this paper, the experiences of futility and despair concerning
political action, be understoodin order that they can then be altered? And
what is the relationship between interpreting those experiences accurately,
and actually being able to change them?

For Marxigts, the problem of interpretation has been encounteredin the
debates concerning ideology and socia change3 It is a central thesis of
Marxism that human subjects cannot immediately understand the reality in
which they are enveloped. Classical Marxism demonstrated that while the
immediate level of experience wuld not be certain, attention to the deeper
structureslatentin that realitywould reveal both an accurateunderstandingof
phenomenaand also reveal theinternal processesdf change. But the ensuing
debateswithin Marxismhavereveal edincons stenciesand acertain vagueness
in somedf the early formulations.

For Marxists who stressed the power of human agency, ideology wuld
be overcome through the practice of class struggle combined with Marxist
theory. They have assumed that at some level, separate from ideologica
influence, workers have access to experience which would correspond to
the truths revealed by Marx. But after a century in which the working class
of capitalism has been mostly unmoved by analyses of their continuing false
consciousness, the appeal o this approach hasworn thin. It isincreasingly
difficult to arguethat there are reelmsd experience untouched by ideology,
which provide unmediated truths to those who look for them. And, if
Marxism offers smply another ideology, then how can it be guaranteed
that it is the ‘correct’ one or that it would emerge the more powerful in a
competitionamong ideologies.

Structuraist Marxism offered one alternativeto the fading trust in human
agency. The 'scientific' approach of structuralist thought demonstrated that
humansdid have accessto a type of knowledge which would reveal redlity,
and at the same time explain the processes of ideologica formulation and
promulgation. But structuralism has been properly criticized for the ease
with which it transposed dl of the problemsof the subject onto another
level (where it then proceeded to ignore their problematic status). Society
is granted its ability to occlude subjective understanding; subjects are
understood as constituted ideologically by the society and thereby mystified
by it. But the 'scientific’ autonomy and vision of the structuralist who sees
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beneath this cannot be explained by the theory itself, and the macro-subject
of theeconomy which propel ssociety forward appearsto bedivorced anyway
from any connection to human agency or knowledge which would inform it.
The interpretation which structuralist Marxism offered was limited by both
its inability to explain its own recourse to correct interpretations which
were generaly unavailable, and at the same time, made the necessity of
interpretation rather redundant to a society in which change was principally
a property o the structuresthemselves. History, it appeared in the theory,
had already been written, and interpretation was mostly incidental to it.

While many of the debates over interpretation within Marxism have
focussed on this pole of agency vs structure, the debates within feminist
thought have had a different content, and have centred moreon the question
of foundation. Feminism, too, has had to explain the deep roots of sexist
beliefs within society, and the concomitant experience of sex oppression.
And it has had to explain the complicity of women in their own oppression,
for which some of Marxism's understandings of ideology have occasiondly
appeared useful. Sociaist feminists have had the additional task of explaining
how capitalism reinforced and bolstered women's oppression, while not
reducing women's oppression to the capitalist form of production, nor
ignoring the real exploitation of all workers. More recently, feminist theory
generally has been criticized heavily for universalizingits assumptionsabout
women's oppression, and for not recogni zingthat theexperiencesin whichthe
theory has been grounded have been only the experiencesof white women.4
There is an irony in this criticism. Feminism, which has had as a principa
part of itscritiquedt society the universalizationof maeexperienceashuman
experience, hasbeenforced to confront itsown tendency to universaizefrom
a narrow and specific set of experiences. Feminism is now challenged with
the task of trying to articulatecommon groundsfor afeminist interpretation
of redlity, and for a women's movement aimed at freeing women from
oppression, while ssimultaneoudy trying to be sensitive to the lack of
commonality in women's experience of oppression, and in the forms of
oppression that women face. The result has been a movement towards a
celebration of women's differences, and a caution against the formulation
d collectiveidentities. Even the use of the term ‘woman' has been declared
problematic.5 Recent debates within feminism have concerned just this
guestion: how to create a common struggle without imposing commonality
acrossclass, race, sexud orientation, location, culture.6

Demda's work does not explicitly enter into these debatesin Marxism or
feminism, but the turn to his work witnessed in recent Marxist and feminist
writings suggests that he has had some impact on them.? This impact can
best be explained by concentrating on the central theme in Demda's
work, the problem of interpretation. Through examining Derrida's theory
o intepretation, we can see the way in which it intersectswith, and proposes
aresolution for the conflictsin Marxist and feminist thought.
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Meaning, according to Demda, is a result of an originary 'differance.
'Differance isa play on the French verb “différer’ which has two meanings:
both 'to differ' asin to distinguish, and 'to defer' asin to postpone, or put
off. Demda uses this term to highlight an originary condition of meaning,
that it is dways part of a system of making distinctions, and of refemng
beyond the object in its temporal and spatial existence. The'a in differance
issignificant,becauseit canonly beseen when thewordiswritten; it cannot be
digtinguished in sound from the word ‘difference’ with an ‘e’.8 Demda makes
this distinction, which may seem facile, because he is making a point about
language generally, and about the order of language. The system of language
is what we use to understand the world, and the traditional bdief about it
hasbeen that languageis, in someway, ableimmediately to reflect theworld
in words, and that it is secondary to that which it reflects. The relationship
between writing and speech acts as a metaphor for this. Speech has been
considered to be the major part of language, and writing its subordinate
partner. Writing has been higtoricaly believed merely to reflect speech,
hopefully to be an accurate enough account of speech, just as language's
relation to the world has been understood as a mere reflection, an accurate
enough account. And what Demda finds significant in these hierarchiesis
the assumptionof immediacy in the representationaof the world in language,
and particularly in speech. Speech, he says, is considered to be the dominant
partner in language largely because the presence o the speaker is equated
with the supposed presence of meaning in language's relation to the world.

Demda's point regardinghow to discover the basisof meaningisthat these
traditional beliefs must be inverted. First of all, he states that language does
not reflect the world; it conditionsand createsall the meaningsthat we find
in the world, and we have no accessto any interpretation of the world that
is separate from language. Secondly, writing is a more accurate metaphor
for this condition of language than speech is. Writing makes clearer both
the absence of the spesking subject, and o the referent or object. And
this absence is crucial to any understanding of interpretation, since words
o necessity contain meanings and references which are unintended by the
subject, and which extend beyond the object. Words and language, when
examined, spill forth these'traces of other meanings, or 'supplements’ which
indicate the way in which interpretationsactually exceed redlity, not (aswas
traditionally thought) fall short of it.9

All meanings, therefore, and all interpretationsd reality, arewhat Demda
cals'texts. Theused theterm'text' isdeliberately extendedto includenot
only written works, but alsodl ideas, beliefs, practices, and eveningtitutions.
The extensiondf the notion 'text’ was designed, according to Demda, to put
into question the traditional divisions between texts, on the one hand, and
reglity on the other.10 It was to spoil this separation so that we would come
to see the degree to which we have no access to reality other than through
our setsdf interpretationsand bdliefs. Interestingly, theword 'texte' in French
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is aso the word for 'script’, and therefore emphasizesthe degree to which
languagepredetermines our actionsin and our relation totheworld. Further,

we shouldexaminethose'texts to disclosethe waysin which they participate
in dissemblingtheir own relationto reality.

The process of reading textsfor their moments of dissemblanceis what
Demda cdls 'deconstruction’. Demda's own work is focussed on the
decongtruction of the major works of Western philosophy. In these
works, he suggests, the structures of Western thought have been laid
down and eloquently defended. Key among these structures are certain
beliefs about interpretation of the world. These beliefs depend upon the
ideasdescribed above, that languageis secondary and inadequateto redlity,
and that therefore interpretation awaysfalls short of what it attempts to
understand.

Demda's inversionof these beliefsis not intended as merely an exercisein
logic. Itisasoethica and political. Heseesthe referential aspect of language,
and its subordinate relationship to redlity, as intrinsically totaitarian. This
totalitarianismis due to the drive for interpretation to refer immediately in
acomplete, sufficient way to redlity. Thedrivetointerpret the world isalso,
he thinks, a driveto control it, and to form of the world and our relation to
it, a closed totality. Derrida inverts the relationshipof interpretation to the
worldto show both theimpossibility of interpretationsof the world ever being
completeand immediatein relation to their objects, and also to demonstrate
the dangersof attempting to achieve a total, seamlessinterpretation.11

Therelationshipdf thistheory of interpretation to the impassesdescribed
in Marxist and feminist thought should now beginto beclear. In the Marxist
debate between structure vs agency, the structuralistsgive an anaysis of
ideology which separates knowledge from the process of socid change,
withoutfully explaining their own privilegingof 'scientific' knowledgeas non-
ideological. The humanistsretain faith in the importance o human agency
in class struggle, and in the capacity for understanding experience in a way
which will fuedl that struggle. Demda's theory of interpretationis reminiscent
of structuralism in its denial of human agency, and therefore serves as a
critiqued humanist Marxism's confidencein human perception, experience,
and action. All we have accessto, accordingto Demda, are interpretations
of the world which are necessarily already distorted and untrue. Moreover,
our actionsin the world are lesssignificant than the powerful nature of the
relationship of language to reality which predeterminesour understanding
of the world, and even predeterminesthe possbility of changing the way
in which power operates. While some of these featuresd his thought may
resembl e structuralism, Demda's theory is emphatically also a criticism of
structuralism. Because of histheorization of 'the trace’ and 'the supplement'
which imply that there is always an excess, and an unpredictability in any
system, he can criticize the ways in which structuralism works aways with
the idea of a closed totality, in which the structure, or form, is dways
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theorized as being completely adequate to the content which it shapes.12
There is a random quality which Demda reintroduces to the debates in
structuralism, an unpredictability to all structures. So, in the structure vs
agency debate, Derrida attempts a resolution by abandoning both structure
and agency, thereby dragtically limiting the explanatory value of the theory.
Given hisbeliefsabout interpretation, thelossd an explanatory functionfor
theory is, in fact, his point.

Demdean interpretation has a different, but also interesting, relationship
to the struggles and concerns o feminist theory. As feminist theorists
attempt to theorize without any stability in any of the concepts they use,
even the concept of ‘women', they move quickly into an affinity with the
non-universalization, and non-foundationalism of Demdas work.13 The
choice, increasingly, is to pursue only those studies which are extremely
specific in their attention to the class composition, race, culture, location
and sexual orientation of those who are studied. Increasingly, the emphasis
adopted in feminist writing is to emphasize the differences between
women's experience, rather than the similarities. This development marks
an important transitionin feminist thought, for which Demda's work initialy
appearsto providetheoretical confirmation. Hisinsistenceon difference, and
on the non-representability of differences, judtifies a stance toward which
feminism was-already moving. The difficulty for feminism of transposing
that understanding of difference into collective struggle is not, however,
a difficulty for which Demda's work, with its suspicion of collectivities,
offersa solution.

Some o the appeal o Demda's work, then, for Marxists and feminists
is the way in which his ideas intersect, at an intellectual level, with
the theoretical dilemmas o Marxism and feminism. For feminists, his
work offers a theorization of the treacherous problems of interpreting
and representing difference. For Marxist theorists, the rejection of the
structure vs. agency problematic can come as a relief to what seemed
like an insurmountable impasse between different versions of theoretical
foundations. In both cases, the acceptance of Derridas ideasis facilitated
by the sensethat hiswork shares many of the ethical sensibilitiesdf Marxiam
and feminism, in particular a resistance to al forms of domination and
oppression.

I nterpretation and Experience

Although Demdas work can be understood as having a certain appeal,
at the popular level, in its sendtivity to contemporary experience, and
at the intellectua level, as a way of approaching feminist and Marxist
problematics, the contradictions and limitations o his work confound
any direct application of it to politics or to progressive political theory.
The contradictions between progressive politics and Demdean philosophy
emerge around severa themes. These problems can be recognized in the
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undertheorization of ethicsin hiswork, in certain logical contradictionsin
his presentation of the 'truth' of 'differance’, and in the implicationsof his
theory for interpreting power. In each case, a serious difficulty in Derrida’s
work has to do with the distance that the notion of ‘text' imposes on his
analyss.

This difficulty can be witnessed first, for example, in his theorization of
ethics. Despite Demda's apparent political alignment with the left (broadly
understood) and with the oppressed generally, there is no clear motive to
his analysis why this value system should be so. Instead, what we find is
an analyssd the oppression that exists in philosophical dualisms (such as
naturel culture, reason/passion, subject/object, masculine/feminine). In each
case, according to the form of interpretation which has been predominant in
Western culture and language, the lesser term in the dualism will succumb
to the former. Thisis because Western thought has privileged those terms
which offer the possibility of mastery of the world through interpretation
and representation of the world in language. It was dways in the 'lesser’
term of the dualism that one could sense the chance for subversiveness,
for escape from this desire for mastery, or the impossbility of it. Demda's
inversiond the dualismsof philosophy, and his valorization of these lesser
terms, isdesigned to restore that knowledge of theimpossibility of mastery.
And he demonstrates its undesirability as wdl in the movement toward
'totalitarianism' which is implicit in the privileging of those terms. There
is, however, no reason why one side o a philosophica dualism should be
celebrated over another; both of them can be deconstructed equally, to show
how the existence of oneisdependent upon the existenced theother, and to
show that they are most dependent on the way in which meaningsgenerally
belong to a system of domination in language. The theory of deconstruction
reveals how the lesser term of the duaism is repressed within the system;
it brings the form of that repression to light. But no value belongs to that
term. What deconstruction demonstratesis the necessity of both terms, and
the inevitability of the privilegingdf the dominant term in dl language and
representation.

It is clear from this that the hierarchy of philosophical duaisms stays
undisturbed despite deconstruction's revelation o the internal interdepend-
ency o its terms. What is obvious as well is that Demda's attention to
texts, and to the functioning of texts, as the root of oppression, distances
hiswork from the understanding of oppression beyond intellectual questions
of interpretation. Oppression only appears as such, within his work, when
it is a question d meanings, and interpretations which are denying other
meanings, or which are being hidden themselves. There is no opportunity
to evaluate interpretations or meanings, much less to condemn oppressive
practices, other than through the limited operations of deconstruction.
There is no place to understand oppression, other than as interpretive
oppression.
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The limitations placed on theorizing ethics are equally evident in the
untangling of Derridas theorization of the truth of 'differance. Under
the process of deconstruction, Derrida demonstrates how al texts reveal
their participation in 'the metaphysics of presence' (i.e. in the unfounded
assumption that language is complete and adequate in the present with
what it refers to). As a result, the meanings that come to light through
decongtruction are not arbitrary or random; they are predetermined by
a truth that deconstruction has discovered. Accordingly it seems that
Demda is advising that the workings of 'differance’ should be understood,
recognized, valued, becausethey contain a certain accuracy about the world.
What Derrida appears to be doing, in this case, is not dismissing al logic
and rationality (as he is sometimes purported to do), but registering an
aternative form of rationaity and logic. What is curious is that in many
ways, thislogic of Derridas (the 'logic of the supplement' or the ‘logic of
decongtruction’) parallels the 'metaphysica logic of presence’ which it is
supposedtoreplace.i4 What isthelogicof deconstructionif not Derrida's own
attempt to get through to some sort of truth behind meaning, albeit a truth
that declares the near impossibility of accuracy of meaning? When Derrida
indicatesthat our interpretation of the world requiresthat we suspend belief
inour interpretationsto somedegree, and that in doingsowe shouldattend to
the play of language, the differencesthat emergeand tend to be suppressedin
our attention to objects, the contingency and arbitrarinessof all our attempts
at meaning— what isthisif not some reference to some real correspondence
between thought (his thought) and its objects(the real relationshipwe have
to the world).

Severa features of this logic are clearly troubling, to put it mildly.
First, there is the issue of its own dissemblance. If deconstruction is
a logic which depends upon some correspondence with redlity, then
how can it account for its own sdf-presence, or immediacy, while
renouncing the possbility of either? And if it does accept that at
some level it constitutes a reflection of the world which is primary and
determinate, then surely it would have to concede that the same logic
(the metaphysics of presence) which it denounces would also have to be
capable o acknowledging this foundation, or even ultimately arriving at
thisredlization itsdlf.

Secondly, there is the problem of the theory's inability to move outside
o itself. Deconstruction, discovered, appears to be stuck at rediscovering
itself. Despite Derrida's insistence on the importance of a lack of closure,
hiswork reiteratesthe same general ideas, no matter which textsit explores.
Therevelationd the truthsburiedin the text, and the repetitive undermining
of each text's self-assurance of presence amounts to the discovery and
elaboration o a system whoselogic doesappear closed.

A third difficulty in accepting this logic as a politicd logic arises from
its tendency to leave the exigting sysem in place. The radica nature of
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dewnstruction seems very quietistic when one realizes that the political
impulsewithin it dictatesonly the practicedf deconstructing texts. Andinthat
dewnstruction, discrimination among or between texts (except concerning
the degree to which they they reflect the 'logic of the supplement’) appears
impossible.

If texts are understood to be interpretations of reality, Demda's theory
makes it clear that every text which clams an interpretation, is in fact
a misinterpretation of reality. There is an irony involved here. Derrida’s
clam isthat reality can only be misinterpreted, and the particular waysin
which it is misinterpreted constitute a form o totalitarianism. Specificaly,
a misinterpretation which claims not to be, which clams to be a true and
complete representation of reality, is a form of totalitarian beief. And
additionally, amisinterpretation which claimsonly to be a partial explanation
o reality, and which, in doing so, participates in the movement toward a
total explanation (historicaly, structurally, etc.) would also participate in
totalitarian politics. Only a misinterpretation which claims its status as
such, and which considers itself to be (or knows itself to be) creative of
reality could be anti-totalitarian. (This willing, conscious misinterpretation
would be one way to account for Demda's portrayal of his own work.)
But the creative aspect of interpretation, in this case, would not involve
control or predictability. The interpretation deconstruction offers of reality
(or more logicdly, the specific misinterpretation it provides- since accurate
interpretation has been declared impossible) could be anti-totalitarian only
inthe sensethat it understood itself to be excessiveto, and extensive beyond
reality, and without any intentional or predictable control over reality. And
theirony isthat if only thisform o 'misrepresentation’, and non-deliberative
disseminationd textsis anti-totalitarian, then dl that practically separates
thisform of misrepresentation from previousones is one's consciousness of
it, since the theory predeterminesthat both will be misrepresentations, and
both will produce effects over which they can have no intentional control.
Politics, it appearsin this analysis, could occur only in the mind. And to
intend anti-totalitarianismis never necessarily to produceit.

Thisirony is a direct result of the reduction of dl experience to texts,
and therefore of dl politica theory to interpretations of texts, or better
put, interpretations of interpretations. Truth is withheld by Derrida and
reserved for those who speak from a specific vantage point, which alows
them temporarily to step outside the representati onal system and view bothiits
rootsand itsdownfal in the originary condition of 'difference’. Moreover, the
truthfulness of any interpretation is separated from experience. Experience
is reduced completely to interpretation, such that there is then no bass
why any interpretation would be believed over any other. The accuracy or
truthfulnessof variousinterpretationsof experience can never be measured,
since experienceitsdf isnot permittedin atheory which exclusively concerns
itself with texts.
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These considerations of the problems with Derrida’s theory of ethics
and his theory of the truth (of the originary condition of ‘differance
and its necessary distortion in language and representation) make it
evident that both theories have implications for his theory of power.
It should be clear in a politica reading of Demda that truth (if truth
is ‘differance’) is continually undone by power. Power is on the side of
deception. Meaning is meaningful only within the bdlief in the ‘presence'of
meaning. Therefore, al intentional practices, and the exercise of power
on the basis of certain understandings of the world, with a view to
changing it, must dways participate in the construction of, and desire
for, ‘totality’. Language and practice which retain faith in the possibility
of interpretation are aways, according to this theory, totalitarian. This
view of power is not only profoundly negative, but it also suffers from
an inability (parallelling the difficulties with his views of truth and ethics)
to distinguish between one form of exercise of power and another. The
exercise of power which would meaningfully desire to create a society
of eguality and freedom is as subject to deconstructive criticism as
the mogt redtrictive military state. In the theorization of power, the
problem again appears to be that Demda's interpretation is limited to
the interpretation of other interpretations, and we are caught in a circle of
texts.

Interpretive Chdlenges

From the preceding discussion, it should be apparent that Demda's work
doesnoat, in fact, providethe solutionswhich are required for the theoretical
dilemmasraisedin Marxist and feminist thought. What an examinationdf his
work doesdo (and thisiswhereit may be politically valuableto pay attention
toit) isintroducefurther challengesto our theorization and interpretation of
reality.

One challenge that Demda offersis a cadl for a reinterpretation of our
understanding of texts. His extension of the notion of texts to the point
where they are coextensive with al experience is clearly flawed. Taken
to this extreme, the analysis of texts loses all contact with reality, except
some originary reality of the relationship of languageto the world. Yet his
work does serve to draw attention to the importance of the interpretive
moment in al experience. It raises questions concerning the reasons
why some interpretations or meanings do have more resonance than
others, and it suggest the necessity of investigating areas which Derrida
leaves untouched, such as areas where interpretations are nebulous and
changing, where their political effects in practical terms are made clear,
or areas where force supersedes interpretation. Answering this challenge
requires introducing again the sticky questions of ideology, and inquiring
into socia relationsand institutions. In order to discover the relationship
between interpretation and reality, more than 'texts are needed; one



ELEANOR MACDONALD 241

must attempt to evaluate interpretations of redlity based on what they
reveal and conceal, what they put into effect, and what they inhibit.
To accomplish this, what may in fact be required is a criticism of the
structure/agency debate in Marxism, and the attempt to move toward
some o the directions taken by feminist theorists, that is, theorizing
with a sendtivity to a higher degree of contextualization, the necessity
o relating and linking different forms of ideological mystification, and
types o oppression, and a genera caution against the effectiveness
o any grand theory, such as Marx’s theory of capital, in adequately
interpreting specific higtoricd circumstances. What this means for Marxists
is that the foundational character of the ‘'economic’ ream, and the
corollary privileging of the category of 'class in politica analyses, must
be continually drawn into question as a sufficient programme for useful
political interpretation.

Another challenge,-therefore, must befor Marxistsand feministsto restate
the relationship between power, truth and ethics. In Demda's writing,
truth is digned with ethics, but in such a way that the powerlessness
of the ethical podtion is assured. The need to understand power, and
understand the empowerment that is possible in a truthful interpretation
o redlity, offers a particular chalenge in present politica circumstances
to feminigt theorists, in our attention to real differences among women
and the necessity for a common struggle which does not deface those
differences.

Finally, Derrida’s work presentsachallengetointerpret popular experience
in an empoweringway. One problem with most of Marxist theory of ideology
is that it tended to deny, either by attributing it to ‘false consciousness,
or by the 'non-scientific, ideologicdly interpellated’ consciousness that
structuralism identified, the validity of most people's experience of their
lives. Feminism, also, has been accused of this in its interpretation of
women's redlity, based on a very limited understanding of what most
women experience. lronically, postmodern thought with its denia that
experience is anything but metaphysical, and with its denia that there
is experience that is separate from interpretation, has directed more
attention to those experiences, even while denying that that wes its
intent. It may be that Demda, for dl o his denia of experience,
has expressed most eloquently the general sense of futility and despair
about the possibility for good social change. Specifically, his theory may
be felt to be most accurate in itsinterpretation of the relationship between
power and ethics; people experience that what is right is aso relatively
powerless. What is frightening in his depiction of the experience of
futility is his confirmation o it, his portraya o powerlessness as a
truthful account of the human condition, rather than as contingent to
particular historica and alterable circumstances. Part of the chalenge
o Derridas work, then, is to reinterpret these experiences of redlity
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in order to give more space for, and more senstivity to people's red
sense of powerlessness. Can we find a way to trandform that under ganding
into one which is empowering? That is the real challenge for Marxitsand
feministstoday.
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