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pericncc of past, jjreserfi and future was the recita­
tion of a psalm. Thus h| anticipated all rhe modern
critics who wonder how it can be that a book can
simultaneously bapresenr like a picture (though in
a way a picture has also to be recited) and yet ex­
tended in time. Curtius testifies to the durability of
the book as a world-model in the Middle Ages."1
Like the ziggurat,fthe Byzantine church, and most
of all like the GotfJJc cathedral, it is a perpetual tes­
timony to the set of our demands on the world. If
the ziggurat is a topocosm, rhe book is a biblio-
cosm?" We can distribute our fictions in time as
well as in space, which is why we must avoid an
easy translation from the one to the other. E. H.
Gombrich has recently been talking about the rele­
vance of rhe great eleventh chapter of Augustine’s
Confessions, to which I have already referred, and
finding in it the seeds of modern psychological
speculation about rhe action of memory?7 There
is the matter of mere physiological persistence—
which makes television possible. There is ‘immedi­
ate memory',’ or ‘primary' retention,’ the registration
of impressions we fail to ‘take in,’ but can recover
a little later by introspection; and there is, finally,
a kind of forward memory, familiar from spooner­
isms and typing errors which are caused by antici­
pation, the mind working on an expected future.
The second of these memories—registration of
what we fail to ‘take in’—is an essential tool of nar­
rative fiction. It is familiar from the ‘double-take’
of the music hall, and many literary kinds, from
poems which catch up words and ideas into new
significance, to complicated plots like that of Tom
Jones, depend on it. Aristotle’s notion of the best

25 See E. Curtius, European Literature in the Latin Middle
Ages, translated by Willard R. Trask, New York, 1953.

, [Au.] 26 27
26 See Grace E. Cairns, Philosophies of History, New York,

1961; Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, New
York, 19 5 9, p. 40. [Au.]

27 See E. H. Gombrich, “Moment and Movement in Art,”
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, XXVI
(1964), pp. 193^. [Au.]

possible plot is a double-take. There ’ •
which Macbeth is ancnonnousdrama;^ein
of the double-take, tor it is based on an XtCns on
viation of attention which causes a ten <*C'
between the original apprehend- - POra RaD
situation signifies and
its significance was othi
is what enables writers
fication of expectation, so that the end comesVs^x-
pected, but not in the manner expected.

Gombrich’s argument is that we ignore these
facts when we make a sharp a priori distinction be­
tween time and space; that in time our minds work
in fashions that are not wholly and simply succes­
sive, while in spatial appreciations—as when one
looks at a painting—there is a temporal element;
one ‘scans’ the picture and could not do so without
retinal persistence; one remembers what has passed,
and has expectations about what is to come. These
are matters on which he has previously spoken in
Art and Illusion. I quote him in support of a re­
valuation of the element of temporal structure,
memory, and expectation, as against the tendency
to reduce our bibliocosms to merely spatial order. It
seems obvious that in the experience of literature
we use temporal expectation—a ‘mental set,’ as
Gombrich puts it, which is ‘a state of readiness to
start projecting.’ We remember that in Stevens the
‘angel of reality’ gives us the power ‘to see the earth
again / Cleared of its stiff and stubborn, man-locked
set’; and that he aims at ‘meanings said / By repeti­
tion of half-meanings’—by using the second kind ol
memory to play upon the expectations created by
the third.

So we may call books Active models of the tem­
poral world. They will be humanly serviceable as
models only if they pay adequate respect to what we
think of as ‘real’ time, the chronicity of the waking
moment. If we are normal we can guess the time
we can guess how long ago the lecture began, and
also how long we shall have to wait for some de­
sire to be gratified, for example, that the lecture
should end.
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Jacques Derrida
b. 1930 |

T
he first of the three selections by Jacques Derrida included here was de­

livered at the Johns Hopkins University in 1966, at a conference present­
ing the varied work of French structuralism to an American audience. Signifi­
cantly, the conference was titled “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of
Man” (recalling R. S. Crane’s arguments for critical pluralism in The Languages
of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry, 1953; see CTSP, pp. 1079-nor); but
the proceedings were published under the title The Structuralist Controversy
(1970). Derrida’s essay explains at least part of this change, since the conference,
as an event, set out to offer a critical introduction to structuralism as what
American critics might have viewed as another “approach” to literature, pre­
sumably to be welcomed as an alternative to weary native versions of formalism.
Derrida’s shrewd and penetrating commentary on the history, pretensions, and
paradoxes of the idea of structure partakes of the character of commentaries on
the emperor’s new clothes. To pursue the metaphor, Derrida did not stop with
the observation that the emperor was naked but memorialized the ultimate scan­
dal: the “emperor” was not there at all.

As the principal exponent of what has since become generally known as de­
construction, Derrida has exerted a profound influence on contemporary' criti­
cism, both directly and indirectly. His densely self-reflexive prose has been rhe
vehicle for philosophical analysis of exemplary penetration, just as it has been a
frequent source of irritation, if not exasperation. To be sure, Derrida is very diffi­
cult to read but not because of any willful or perverse desire to antagonize the
reader or to be deliberately obscure. It is, rather, that Derrida’s philosophical
position, like his method of analysis, systematically undermines the presumption
of a stable interpretive context to which a reader may habitually appeal for the
determination of meaning. For just this reason, Derrida’s difficult prose cannot
be dismissed as an incidental irritation, nor can it be deflected by the reactionary
charge that it is in some way decadent or irrational. It is, rather, a radical chal­
lenge to prevailing notions of “meaning” or “rationality” that can be ignored
only at the cost of demonstrating that the prevailing notions prevail by force of
repression—a point Derrida frequently underscores.

Derrida’s reception among English-speaking critics, especially in America, has
been complicated by differences in historical background and training. While his
work undermines conventional interpretive contexts, it arises from a very spe­
cific philosophical and historical context that one can rarely assume would be
familiar to his American readers. While Derrida would no doubt find the prob­
lem of genesis in his own thought as vexed as he finds the problem of genesis in
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Ik- '• v nf “ohilosophv” could be traced to the skepticism of Mon
genera and Descartes the political and linguistic speculations of Rousseau, and
development of phenomenology since Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, but

especially the articulation of transcendental phenomenology by Husserl. Other
major influences on Derrida's work tnclude Nietzsche, Heidegger, Emmanuel
Levinas, Sartre, and de Saussure.

It has been said, somewhat facetiously, that the range of modern philosophical
stvles falls between two extremes, defined by the posture of Wittgenstein, writ­
ing as if he were the First Philosopher who had read nothing, and the posture of
Derrida, writing as if he were the Last Philosopher, who had read everything.
But as Newton Garver suggests in his preface to the English translation of Der­
rida’s La Voix et le Phenomene, extremes meet—or, in this case, given the pre­
sumptive evidence that early on, Derrida had not read Wittgenstein (or White-
head or Russell or Carnap), they converge on similar preoccupations: problems
of meaning, signification, and the radical critique of metaphysics. When Derrida
refers to “Philosophy,” however, the rhetoric of inclusion in fact represses what is
most likely to be taught in Departments of Philosophy at most major American
universities: logical analysis, conceptual elucidation, philosophy of science, all
with a characteristic preference for empiricism or positivism. While it could be
argued that the broad attack on metaphysics that has characterized logical em­
piricism or positivism at least from Comte and Mach to Russell and Carnap had
so far succeeded as to divorce positivism from the main historical concerns of
philosophy, it remains that Derrida’s invocation of “Philosophy” is primarily rhe­
torical and is often as parochial as the response of his critics who might, for ex­
ample, admit that Hegel and Nietzsche were philosophers without feeling com­
pelled to take them very seriously as such.

Nevertheless, it remains that Derrida's work must be taken into account, no
matter how one conceives of philosophical and critical traditions, simply on the
strength of his most important insight. Derrida shows with exhaustive ingenuity
that the fate of Western metaphysics is inextricably involved with the notion of
the sign, and that the representation of the sign paradoxically requires a tran­
scendental signified to be “present” to consciousness, even as that signified is
always absent, always already displaced by another signifier.

In Structure, Sign and Play,” Derrida focuses his attention on the peculiarity
of the idea of structure,” as it presumes to provide closure, coherence, and “to­
talization for any system, that it cannot be directly reconciled with the element
of play which, even as it generates the “structure,” is repressed by the require­
ment of closure, if a structure is to be available as structured. Not coincidentally,
Derrida associates the impulse to totalization with the notion of totalitarian: the
very presumption that one could separate a “logical” relation from a political
syndrome is itself an example of what Derrida means. The desire for closure, as
guarantor of meaning and intelligibility, becomes the instrumentality of repres­
sion, particularly of the origin of processes of genesis by which a given structure
is represented. While one may argue that Derrida, in asserting that such a rela­
tion is systemic, is himself presenting the problematic of structure as itself a
structure, therefore subject to all of his strictures on the concept, this does not 
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disarm his analysis but only adds to the layered self-reflexiveness of his style inasmuch as he is obviously aware of the fact that his deconstructive analysis’ap-
plies in principle to itself. ‘ H

For literary critics, Derrida’s work is all the more important because of the
specific emphasis Derrida has placed on this problem. Bearing in mind that his
immediate object for analysis is the problem of the transcendental signified,
much of his work focuses more directly on the problem of writing. He argues
that Western metaphysics has systematically privileged voice over writing, on the
presumption that logos, as the a priori, transcendental power of knowledge and
signifier of being, is immediately present in speech, whereas writing is displaced,
one degree removed as the representation of speech. While this relation is essen­
tial to Plato’s argument in Book X of Republic (see CT5P, pp. 33-41) that po­
etry, as an imitation of an imitation, is two removes from the truth, Derrida gen­
eralizes the issue to all signification and subverts the confidence of this Platonic
gesture by showing that speech itself is subject to the same constraint and must
itself be inscribed as the signifier of a still and always absent signified. Derrida’s
response is a project of “grammatology,” described in the second selection here,
from Of Grammatology. Working from within the tradition of “logocentric
metaphysics” which the project of grammatology seeks to deconstruct, Derrida
foregrounds “writing” (ecriture), in contrast to the totalized “book,” and pro­
ceeds, similarly, to differentiate grammatology from linguistics by proposing a
model of writing that forgoes a positive ontology in preference for tracing the

displacement of signifiers.The excerpt from Of Grammatology illustrates Derrida’s characteristic mode
of analysis, always densely intertextual, tracing the “tension between gesture and
statement” in other authors, in this case, de Saussure and Rousseau. In a com­
plex gesture that recalls Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger, Derrida begins by du­
plicating de Saussure’s gesture in Course in General Linguistics of positing
“semiology” as a science of the sign with a place staked out for it in advance—
with the difference that Derrida posits “grammatology” and immediately pro­
ceeds to write as if it were already a science in existence. In one sense, it is:
Derrida’s “grammatology” occupies the body of its host, linguistics, insinuates
its apparent genesis, and differentiates itself point by point. Where linguistics,
for example, seeks its ground in phonology, Derrida notes that only in the in­
scription of writing is the idea of ideal objects possible, an idea essential to the
statement of scientific “laws” or the description of general structures. Thus,
when linguistics (following de Saussure, that is) permits to writing only a sec­
ondary and derivative status, Derrida’s analysis, which may seem parasitic, may­
be more aptly likened to the return of the repressed. The relation between speech
and writing, however, is not in Derrida’s treatment a struggle for primacy or pri­
ority, in the fashion of Tweedledee and Tweedledum, for the crucial reason that
the recovery of writing as the repressed does not put writing in the position of
being the primary evidence of logos, from which speech derives. Rather, it emp­
ties the notion of presence and reinscribes the notion of difference: following de
Saussure, Derrida assumes that the sign is “arbitrary” on the view that the sys­
tem of language is entirely differential, and the meaning of a signifier does not lie
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from otJierJslsnlfier^r:nred here, “Differance,” develops the complex character
The third«saJ^ anJ deferring. As Derrida uses the notion, the substitu-

°f difference daffect pronunciation makes of “differance” a term
tion of a lette Dcrrida, “neither a word nor a concept.” The risk of fall-
WhliS’^nhistdical nonsense Derrida willingly accepts, since “differance” is not
ing into S°P ‘tS"eCaKann°tian senSe) because it is not categorially determinable, just
a concep l idiom of Saussurean linguistics) because it is not a
as it is '’°toarather as a signifies it is null. Derrida’s rhetorical ingenuity is put
rtfa considerable test in this case, since what he wishes to mark is the intangible
acknowledgment of difference and distinction, not simply between two items but
as a process whereby the acknowledgment of difference also comprises an inter­
val a blank in time or space, that is the same in all cases of distinction.

It is noteworthy that Derrida, in taking on this problem as crucial for his no­
tion of grammatology and the work of deconstruction, confronts virtually the
same dilemma Plato addresses in the Sophist, where he finds it essential to in­
clude difference in a taxonomy of “kinds” among the Forms or Ideas—i.e., Mo­
tion and Rest, Sameness and Difference, and Existence. Plato’s strategy resembles
Derrida’s, as he has the Eleatic Stranger demonstrate the paradoxical existence of
"difference,” in part to put an end to arguments contending that falsehood was
impossible, since to lie is to "say what is not,” and if “what is not” does not exist,
how could it be uttered or represented in speech? That such arguments rest on a
simple equivocation does not make them innocent; and in predicating existence
of “difference” as something that paradoxically has and does not have positive
existence of its own, Plato is protesting (as Derrida does implicitly) that to
“exist” and to be a material body are not the same. Any metaphysic that denies
that this difference exists is not only in error but irremediably obtuse.

Unlike Derrida, however, Plato’s Stranger has slight patience even for his own
demonstration of the paradoxicality of difference, as it may too easily lead to
mere quibbling over a triviality. Instead, he urges a harder task, to follow such
arguments that assert “that a different thing is the same or the same tiling is
different in a certain sense, [and] to take account of the precise sense and the
precise respect in which they are said to be one or the other. Merely to show in
some unspecified way that the same is different or the different is the same . . .
and to take pleasure in perpetually parading such contradictions in argument
that is not genuine criticism, but may be recognized as the callow offspring of a
too recent contact with reality” (Sophist zjgd).

In this context, Derrida differs and defers with respect to both Plato and the
Sophists; and his project of deconstruction, like the aims of the Sophists, cannot

jsed with a prac-
in the name of

, _______ o______ contribution has
been to confront what Joseph Conrad might have called the “flabby devil” of
critical complacency and to insist with relentless energy that the problems of the

oe peremptorily judged on logical grounds alone, since it is suffi
tical and ethical resistance to oppression, even or especially
Truth or Being or “Science.” Perhans Derrida's nrearesr
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STRUCTURE, SIGN
AND PLAYINTHE

DISCOURSE OF THE
HUMAN SCIENCES

We need to interpret interpretations
more than to interpret things.

(Montaigne)

Perhaps something has occurred in the history of
the concept of structure that could be called an
“event,” if this loaded word did not entail a mean­
ing which it is precisely the function of structural—
or structuralist—thought to reduce or to suspect.
Let us speak of an “event,” nevertheless, and let us
use quotation marks to serve as a precaution. What
would this event be then? Its exterior form would

be that of a rupture and a redoubling.

structure, sign and play in the discourse of the
human sciences was first presented in 1966 as a lecture
at The Johns Hopkins University. It was published in The
Structuralist Controversy (1970) and in Writing and Dif­
ference (1967; trans. 1978). This translation is by Alan
Bass and is reprinted by permission of The University of

Chicago Press.

It would be easy enough to show that the concept
of structure and even the word “structure" itself are
as old as the episteme'—that is to say, as old as
Western science and Western philosophy—and that
their roots thrust deep into the soil of ordinary lan­
guage, into whose deepest recesses the episteme
plunges in order to gather them up and to make
them part of itself in a metaphorical displacement.
Nevertheless, up to the event which I wish to mark
out and define, structure—or rather the struc-
turality of structure—although it has always been
at work, has always been neutralized or reduced,
and this by a process of giving it a center or of refer­
ring it to a point of presence, a fixed origin. The
function of this center was not only to orient, bal­
ance, and organize the structure—one cannot in
fact conceive of an unorganized structure—but
above all to make sure that the organizing principle
of the structure would limit what we might call the
play of the structure. By orienting and organizing
the coherence of the system, the center of a struc­
ture permits the play of its elements inside the total
form. And even today the notion of a structure
lacking any center represents the unthinkable itself. '

Nevertheless, the center also closes off the play
which it opens up and makes possible. As center, it ;
is the point at which the substitution of contents, ■

1 episteme, Greek, wisdom, scientific or philosophical

knowledge. [Eds.)

linguistic sign are not local or limited but fundamental and deeply tied to the

history of Western metaphysics.Much of Derrida’s work has appeared in English translation. Among the most
important are Speech and Phenomenon: Introduction to the Problem of Signs in
Husserl’s Phenomenology (1967; trans. 1973); Of Grammatology (1967-, trans.
1976); Writing and Difference (1967; trans. 1978); Dissemination (1972.; trans.
1981); Margins of Philosophy (1971; trans. 1983); Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles
(1976; trans. 1981); Signeponge/Signsponge (1985). Positions (1971; trans.
1981) contains several interviews with Derrida. See also especially Christopher
Norris, Deconstruction: Theory and Practice; Jonathan Culler, “Jacques Der­
rida,” in John Sturrock, ed., Structuralism and Since: From Levi-Strauss to
Derrida; Paul de Man, “The Rhetoric of Blindness,” in his Blindness and In­
sight; Geoffrey H. Hartman, Saving the Text: LiteraturelDerrida/Philosophy;
Gregory J. Ulmer, Applied Grammatology; and Robert Magliola, Derrida on

the Mend.



elements, or terms is no longer possible. At the: cen
the permutation or the tr.-msformar.on o ele­

ments (which may of course be structures enclosed
wkhin a structure) is forbidden. At least this per-
mutation has always remained tnterdicted (and
am using this word deliberately). Thus tt has always
been thought that the center, which is by definition
unique, constituted that very thing within a struc­
ture which while governing the structure, escapes
structuralitv. This is why classical thought concern­
ing structure could say that the center IS, paradox.-
cally, within the structure and outside it. The center
is ar the center of the totality, and yer, since the cen­
ter does not belong to the totality (is not part of the
totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. The
center is not the center. The concept of centered
structure—although it represents coherence itself,
the condition of the episteme as philosophy or sci­
ence—is contradictorily coherent. And as always,
coherence in contradiction expresses the force of a
desire? The concept of centered structure is in fact
the concept of a play based on a fundamental
ground, a play constituted on the basis of a fun­
damental immobility and a reassuring certitude,
which itself is beyond the reach of play. And on the
basis of this certitude anxiety can be mastered, for
anxiety is invariably the result of a certain mode of
being implicated in the game, of being caught by
the game, of being as it were at stake in the game
from the outset. And again on the basis of what we
call the center (and which, because it can be either
inside or outside, can also indifferently be called the
origin or end, arche or te/os), repetitions, substitu­
tions, transformations, and permutations are al­
ways taken from a history of meaning [sens]—that
is, in a word, a history—whose origin may always
be reawakened or whose end may always be antici­
pated in the form of presence. This is why one per-

I ’The reference, in a restricted sense, is to the Freudian
I theory of neurotic symptoms and of drcam interpretation
i in which a given symbol is understood contradictorily as

both the desire to fulfill an impulse and the desire to sup­
press the impulse. In a general sense the reference is to
Derrida's thesis that logic and coherence themselves can
only be understood contradictorily, since they presup­
pose rhe suppression of difference, “writing" in the sense
or the general economy. Cf. “La pharmacic de Platon," in
La dissemination pp. 1x5-16, where Derrida uses the
Freudian model of drcam interpretation in order to clar­
ity the contradictions embedded in philosophical coher­
ence. [Tr.]

haps could say that the movement f
ogy, like that of any eschatology k , any archaeol-
this reduction of the structurality of of
always attempts to conceive of' st StrUctUrc and
basis of a full presence which is bevnnTT °n the

If this is so, the entire history of th/
structure, before the rupture of which lv/°nCCpt of
ing, must be thought of as a series of su.arespeak-
of center tor center, as a linked chain of determ?
nations of the center. Successively and in
lated fashion, the center receives different (0™?“’
names. 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 come more quickly to my principal
theme—is the determination of Being as presence in
all senses of this word. It could be shown that all the
names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to
the center have always designated an invariable
presence—eidos, arche, telos, energeia, ousia (es­
sence, existence, substance, subject) aletheia, tran-
scendentality, consciousness, God, man, and so
forth.

The event I called a rupture, the disruption I al­
luded to ar the beginning of this paper, presumably
would have come about when the structurality of
structure had to begin to be thought, that is to say,
repeated, and this is why I said that this disruption
was repetition in every sense of rhe word. Hence­
forth, it became necessary to think both the law
which somehow governed the desire for a center in
the constitution of structure, and rhe process of sig­
nification which orders the displacements and sub­
stitutions for this law of central presence—but a
central presence which has never been itself, has al­
ways already been exiled from itself into its own
substitute. The substitute does not substitute itself
for anything which has somehow existed before it.
Henceforth, it was necessary to begin thinking that
there was no center, that the center could not be
thought in rhe form of a present-being, that the cen­
ter had no natural sire, that it was not a fixed locus
but a function, a sort of nonlocus in which an in­
finite number of sign-substitutions came into play.
This was the moment when language invaded the
universal problematic, the moment when, in rhe ab­
sence of a center or origin, everything became dis­
course—provided we can agree on this word- that
is to say, a system in which the central signified, the
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Tina! or transcendental signified, is never abso-
[ui'eiy present OUKlde a system of differences. The
!bsence of rhe transcendental signified extends the
jotnain and the play of signification infinitely.

Where and how does this decentering, this think­
ing the structurality of structure, occur? It would be
somewhat naive to refer to an event, a doctrine, or
an author in order to designate this occurrence. It is
no doubt part of the totality of an era, our own, but
still it has always already begun to proclaim itself
and begun to work. Nevertheless, if we wished to
choose several "names," as indications only, and
to recall those authors in whose discourse this oc­
currence has kept most closely to its most radical
formulation, we doubtless would have to cite rhe 
Nietzschean critique of metaphysics, the critique of
the concepts of Being and truth, for which were
substituted the concepts of play, interpretation, and
sign (sign without present truth); the Freudian cri­
tique of self-presence, that is, the critique of con­
sciousness, of the subject, of self-identity and of
self-proximity or self-possession; and, more radi­
cally, the Heideggerean destruction of metaphysics,
of onto-theology, of the determination of Being as
presence. But all these destructive discourses and all
their analogues are trapped in a kind of circle. This
circle is unique. It describes the form of the relation
between the history of metaphysics and the destruc­
tion of the history of metaphysics. There is no sense
in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in
order to shake metaphysics. We have no language—
no syntax and no lexicon—which is foreign to this
history; we can pronounce not a single destructive
proposition which has not already had to slip into
the form, the logic, and the implicit postulations of
precisely what it seeks to contest. To take one ex­
ample from many: the metaphysics of presence is
shaken with the help of the concept of sign. But, as I
suggested a moment ago, as soon as one seeks to
demonstrate in this way that there is no transcen­
dental or privileged signified and that the domain
or play of signification henceforth has no limit, one
must reject even the concept and word "sign" it­
self—which is precisely what cannot be done. For
the signification “sign” has always been understood
and determined, in its meaning, as sign-of, a sig-
nifier referring to a signified, a signifier different
from its signified. If one erases the radical difference
between signifier and signified, it is the word “sig­
nifier" itself which must be abandoned as a meta­

physical concept. When Levi-Strauss says in the
preface to The Raw and the Cooked that he has

sought to transcend the opposition between the
sensible and the intelligible by operating from the
outset at the level of signs,”I * 3 the necessity, force,
and legitimacy of his act cannot make us forget that
rhe concept of the sign cannot in itself surpass this
opposition between the sensible and the intelligible, t
The concept of the sign, in each of its aspects, has
been determined by this opposition throughout the I
totality of its history. It has lived only on this op- '
position and its system. But we cannot do without ■
the concept of the sign, for we cannot give up this 1
metaphysical complicity without also giving up the'
critique we are directing against this complicity, or
without the risk of erasing difference in the self-'
identity of a signified reducing its signifier into itself
or, amounting to the same thing, simply expelling
its signifier outside itself. For there are two hetero­
genous ways of erasing the difference between the
signifier and the signified: one, the classic way, con­
sists in reducing or deriving the signifier, that is to
say, ultimately in submitting the sign to thought;
rhe other, the one we are using here against the first
one, consists in putting into question the system in
which the preceding reduction functioned: first and
foremost, the opposition between the sensible and
the intelligible. For the paradox is that the meta­
physical reduction of the sign needed the opposi­
tion it was reducing. The opposition is systematic
with the reduction. And what we are saying here
about the sign can be extended to all the concepts
and all the sentences of metaphysics, in particular
to the discourse on “structure." But there are sev­
eral ways of being caught in this circle. They are all
more or less naive, more or less empirical, more or
less systematic, more or less close to the formula­
tion—that is, to the formalization—of this circle. It
is these differences which explain the multiplicity of
destructive discourses and the disagreement be­
tween those who elaborate them. Nietzsche, Freud,
and Heidegger, for example, worked within the in­
herited concepts of metaphysics. Since these con­
cepts are not elements or atoms, and since they are
taken front a syntax and a system, every particular
borrowing brings along with it the whole of meta-

'The Raw and the Cooked. trans. John and Doreen
Wightman (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), p. 14.
[Au.] (Translation somewhat modified.) [Tr.J
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physics. This is what allows these destroyers to de­
stroy each other reciprocally—for example, Heideg­
ger regarding Nietzsche, with as much lucidity and
rigor as bad faith and misconstruction, as the last
metaphysician, the last "Plaronist.” One could do
the same for Heidegger himself, for Freud, or for a
number of others. And today no exercise is more
widespread.

no"'os, techne: Greek, physical reality, custom,
art. (Eds.|

What is rhe relevance of this formal schema when
we turn to what are called the “human sciences :
One of them perhaps occupies a privileged place
ethnology. In fact one can assume that ethnology
could have been born as a science only at the mo­
ment when a decentering had come about: at the
moment when European culture—and, in conse­
quence, the history of metaphysics and of its con­
cepts—had been dislocated, driven from its locus,
and forced to stop considering itself as the culture
of reference. This moment is not first and foremost
a moment of philosophical or scientific discourse. It
is also a moment which is political, economic, tech­
nical, and so forth. One can say with total security
that there is nothing fortuitous about the fact that
the critique of ethnocentrism—the very condition
for ethnology—should be systematically and his­
torically contemporaneous with the destruction of
the history of metaphysics. Both belong to one and
the same era. Now, ethnology—like any science—
comes about within the element of discourse. And
it is primarily a European science employing tra­
ditional concepts, however much it may struggle
against them. Consequently, whether he wants to or
not—and this does not depend on a decision on his
part—the ethnologist accepts into his discourse
the premises of ethnocentrism at the very moment
when he denounces them. This necessity is irreduc­
ible; it is not a historical contingency. We ought to
consider all its implications very carefully. But if no
one can escape this necessity, and if no one is there­
fore responsible for giving in to it, however little he
may do so, this does not mean that all the ways of
giving in to it are of equal pertinence. The quality
and fecundity of a discourse are perhaps measured
by the critical rigor with which this relation to the
history of metaphysics and to inherited concepts is
thought. Here it is a question both of a critical rela­
tion to the language of the social sciences and a
critical responsibility of the discourse itself. It is a
question of explicitly and systematically posing the 

problem of the status of a discourse which k
from a heritage the resources neccssa f °0rrows
construction of that heritage itself \ °r tlle dc‘
economy and strategy. ‘ Pro“k‘m of

If we consider, as an example, the texts of n a
Levi-Strauss, it is not only because of th,. a
accorded to ethnology among the social sd*‘
nor even because the thought of Levi-Strauss we"X
heavily on the contemporary theoretical situation
It is above all because a certain choice has been de’
dared in the work of Levi-Strauss and because a
certain doctrine has been elaborated there, and pre­
cisely, in a more or less explicit manner, as concerns
both this critique of language and this critical lan­
guage in the social sciences.

In order to follow this movement in the text of
Levi-Strauss, let us choose as one guiding thread
among others the opposition between nature and
culture. Despite all its rejuvenations and disguises,
this opposition is congenital to philosophy. It is
even older than Plato. It is at least as old as the So­
phists. Since the statement of the opposition plrysisl
nomos, physis I techne,4 it has been relayed to us by
means of a whole historical chain which opposes
“nature" to law, to education, to art, to technics—
but also to liberty, to the arbitrary, to history, to so­
ciety, to the mind, and so on. Now, from the outset
of his researches, and from his first book (The Ele­
mentary Structures of Kinship') on, Levi-Strauss
simultaneously has experienced the necessity of
utilizing this opposition and the impossibility of ac­
cepting it. In the Elementary Structures, he begins
from this axiom or definition: that which is univer­
sal and spontaneous, and no; dependent on any
particular culture or on any determinate norm, be­
longs to nature. Inversely, that which depends upon
a system of norms regulating society and therefore
is capable of varying from one social structure to
another, belongs to culture. These two definitions
are of the traditional type. But in the very first pages
of the Elementary Structures Levi-Strauss, who has
begun by giving credence to these concepts, en­
counters what he calls a scandal, that is to say,
something which no longer tolerates the nature/cul-
ture opposition he has accepted, something which
simultaneously seems to require the predicates of
nature and of culture. This scandal is the incest pro­
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The incest prohibition is universal; in this
l,ibit>°"-, c3|( it natural. But it is also a pro­
sense one c m of nQrms anci interdicts; in this
S^uld call it cultural:

Let us suppose then that everything universal
in man relates to the natural order, and is
characterized by spontaneity, and that every­
thing subject to a norm is cultural and is both
relative and particular. We are then con­
fronted with a fact, or rather, a group of
facts, which, in the light of previous defini­
tions, are not far removed from a scandal: we
refer to that complex group of beliefs, cus­
toms, conditions and institutions described
succinctly as the prohibition of incest, which
presents, without the slightest ambiguity, and
inseparably combines, the two characteristics
in which we recognize the conflicting features
of two mutually exclusive orders. It consti­
tutes a rule, but a rule which, alone among all
the social rules, possesses at the same time a
universal character/

Obviously there is no scandal except within a sys­
tem of concepts which accredits the difference be­
tween nature and culture. By commencing his work
with the factum of the incest prohibition, Levi-
Strauss thus places himself at the point at which
this difference, which has always been assumed to
be self-evident, finds itself erased or questioned. For
from the moment when the incest prohibition can
no longer be conceived within the nature/culture
opposition, it can no longer be said to be a scan­
dalous fact, a nucleus of opacity within a network
of transparent significations. The incest prohibition
is no longer a scandal one meets with or comes up
against in the domain of traditional concepts; it is
something which escapes these concepts and cer­
tainly precedes them—probably as the condition of
their possibility. It could perhaps be said that the
whole of philosophical conceptualization, which is
systematic with the nature/culture opposition, is de­
signed to leave in the domain of the unthinkable the
very thing that makes this conceptualization pos­
sible: the origin of the prohibition of incest.

The Elementary Structures of Kinship, trans. James Bell,
John von Sturmer, and Rodney Needham (Boston: Bea­
con Press, 1969), p. 8. [Au./Tr.]

Tins example, too cursorily examined, is onlv
one among many others, but nevertheless it already
shows that language bears within itself the necessitv
of its own critique. Now this critique may be under­
taken along two paths, in two “manners." Once the
limit of the nature/culture opposition makes itself
felt, one might want to question systematically and
rigorously the history of these concepts. This is a
first action. Such a systematic and historic ques­
tioning would be neither a philological nor a philo­
sophical action in the classic sense of these words.
To concern oneself with the founding concepts of
the entire history of philosophy, to deconstitute
them, is not to undertake the work of the philolo­
gist or of the classic historian of philosophy. Despite
appearances, it is probably the most daring way of
making the beginnings of a step outside of philoso­
phy. The step "outside philosophy” is much more
difficult to conceive than is generally imagined by
those who think they made it long ago with cavalier
ease, and who in general arc swallowed up in meta­
physics in the entire body of discourse which they
claim to have disengaged from it.

The other choice (which I believe corresponds
more closely to Levi-Strauss's manner), in order to
avoid the possibly sterilizing effects of the first one,
consists in conserving all these old concepts within
the domain of empirical discovery while here and
there denouncing their limits, treating them as tools
which can still be used. No longer is any truth value
attributed to them; there is a readiness to abandon
them, if necessary, should other instruments appear
more useful. In the meantime, their relative efficacy
is exploited, and they are employed to destroy the
old machinery to which they belong and of which
they themselves are pieces. This is how the language
of the social sciences criticizes itself. Levi-Strauss
thinks that in this way he can separate method from
truth, the instruments of the method and the objec­
tive significations envisaged by it. One could almost
say that this is the primary affirmation of Levi-
Strauss; in any event, the first words of the Elemen­
tary Structures are: “Above all, it is beginning to
emerge that this distinction between nature and so­
ciety (‘nature’ and ‘culture’ seem preferable to us
today), while of no acceptable historical signifi­
cance, does contain a logic, fully justifying its use
by modem sociology as a methodological 1001.”“

‘Ibid., p. 3. [Au./Tr.]
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Li„.s„„, -«“X-™
double intention: to preserve as a
something whose truth value he cnnazes.

On the one hand, he will continue, in effect,
eontes the value of the nature/culture opposmon.
More than thirteen years after the Elementary
Structures, The Savage Mind faithfully echoes the
text 1 have just quoted: “The opposmon between
nature and culture to which 1 attached much >mpor-
tance at one time... now seems to be of primarily
methodological importance.” And this methodo­
logical value is not affected by its “ontological
nonvalue (as might be said, if this notion were not
suspect here): “However, it would not be enough to
reabsorb particular humanities into a general one.
This first enterprise opens the way for others which
. . . are incumbent on the exact natural sciences:
the reintegration of culture in nature and finally
of life within the whole of its physico-chemical
conditions.”

On the other hand, still in The Savage Mind, he
presents as what he calls bricolage what might be
called the discourse of this method. The bricoleur,
says Levi-Strauss, is someone who uses “the means
at hand,” that is, the instruments he finds at his dis­
position around him, those which arc already there,
which had not been especially conceived with an
eye to the operation for which they are to be used
and to w hich one tries by trial and error to adapt
them, not hesitating to change them whenever it ap­
pears necessary, or to try several of them at once,
even if their form and their origin are heterogen­
ous—and so forth. There is therefore a critique of
language in the form of bricolage, and it has even
been said that bricolage is critical language itself. I
am thinking in particular of the article of G. Ge­
nette, “Structuralisme et critique litteraire,” pub­
lished in homage to Levi-Strauss in a special issue of
EArc (no. 26, 1965), where it is stated that the
analysis of bricolage could “be applied almost word
for word” to criticism, and especially to “literary
criticism.”

If one calls bricolage the necessity of borrowing
one’s concepts from the text of a heritage which is
more or less coherent or ruined, it must be said that
every discourse is bricoleur. The engineer, whom

7 The Savage Mind (London: George Weidenfeld and Nic-
olson; Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1966)
p. 147. [Au.]

Levi-Strauss opposes to the bricoleur sh
one to construct the totality of his lan' °U “t>c thc
and lexicon. In this sense the engineers86’Syntax’
subject who supposedly would be the 3^ ?y'h’ A
gin of his own discourse and supposedly w°uC °ri‘
struct it “out of nothing,” “out of whole dT;
would be the creator of the verb, the verb itsel °Th
notion of the engineer who supposedly breaks with
all forms of bricolage is therefore a theological
idea; and since Levi-Strauss tells us elsewhere that
bricolage is mythopoetic, the odds are that the en
gineer is a myth produced by rhe bricoleur. As soon
as we cease to believe in such an engineer and in
a discourse which breaks with rhe received histori­
cal discourse, and as soon as we admit that everv
finite discourse is bound by a certain bricolage and
that the engineer and the scientist are also species
of bricoleurs, then the very idea of bricolage is
menaced and the difference in which it took on its
meaning breaks down.

This brings us to the second thread which might
guide us in what is being contrived here.

Levi-Strauss describes bricolage nor only as an
intellectual activity but also as a mythopoetical ac­
tivity. One reads in The Savage Mind, “Like bri­
colage on the technical plane, mythical reflection
can reach brilliant unforeseen results on the intel­
lectual plane. Conversely, attention has often been
drawn to the mythopoetical nature of bricolage.''3

But Levi-Strauss’s remarkable endeavor does not
simply consist in proposing, notably in his most re­
cent investigations, a structural science of myths
and of mythological activity. His endeavor also ap­
pears—I would say almost from the outset to
have the status which he accords to his own dis­
course on myths, to what he calls his “mythologi-
cals.” It is here that his discourse on the myth
reflects on itself and criticizes itself. And this mo­
ment, this critical period, is evidently of concern to
all the languages which share the field of the human
sciences. What does Levi-Strauss say of his “mytho-
logicals”? It is here that we rediscover the mytho­
poetical virtue of bricolage. In effect, what appears
most fascinating in this critical search for a new
status of discourse is the stated abandonment of al
reference to a center, to a subject, to a privileged
reference, to an origin, or to an absolute arebia.
The theme of this decentering could be followed

’Ibid., p. 17. [Au.]
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LrOughout rhe "Overture” to his last book, The
g uv and the Cooked. I shall simply remark on a
few key poin^

, From the very start, Levi-btrauss recognizes
that the Bororo myth which he employs in the book
as the “reference myth” does not merit this name
and this treatment. The name is specious and the
use of the myth improper. This myth deserves no
more than any other its referential privilege: “In
fact, the Bororo myth, which I shall refer to from
now on as the key myth, is, as I shall try to show,
simply a transformation, to a greater or lesser ex­
tent, of other myths originating either in the same
society or in neighboring or remote societies. I
could, therefore, have legitimately taken as my
starting point any one representative myth of the
group. From this point of view, the key myth is in­
teresting nor because it is typical, but rather be­
cause of its irregular position within the group.”''

1. There is no unity or absolute source of the
myth. The focus and the source of the myth are al­
ways shadows and virtualities which are elusive,
unactualizable, and nonexistent in the first place.
Everything begins with structure, configuration, or
relationship. The discourse on the acentric struc­
ture that myth itself is, cannot itself have an abso­
lute subject or an absolute center. It must avoid the
violence that consists in centering a language which
describes an acentric structure if it is not to short­
change the form and movement of myth. Therefore
it is necessary to forgo scientific or philosophical
discourse, to renounce the episteme which abso­
lutely requires, which is the absolute requirement
that we go back to the source, to the center, to the
founding basis, to the principle, and so on. In
opposition to epistemic discourse, structural dis­
course on myths—mythological discourse—must
itself be mythomorphic. It must have the form of
that of which it speaks. This is what Levi-Strauss
says in The Raw and the Cooked, from which I
would now like to quote a long and remarkable
passage:

The study of myths raises a methodological
problem, in that it cannot be carried out ac­
cording to the Cartesian principle of break­
ing down the difficulty into as many parrs as
may be necessary for finding the solution.

The Raw and the Cooked, p. 2. [Au.]

There is no real end to methodological analy­
sis, no hidden unity to be grasped once the
breaking-down process has been completed.
Themes can be split up ad infinitum. Just
when you think you have disentangled and
separated them, you realize that they are
knitting together again in response to the
operation of unexpected affinities. Conse­
quently the unity of the myth is never more
than tendential and projective and cannot re­
flect a state or a particular moment of the
myth. It is a phenomenon of the imagination,
resulting from the attempt at interpretation;
and its function is to endow the myth with
synthetic form and to prevent its disintegra­
tion into a confusion of opposites. The sci­
ence of myths might therefore be termed
“anaclastic,” if we take this old term in the
broader etymological sense which includes
the study of both reflected rays and broken
rays. But unlike philosophical reflection,
which aims to go back to its own source, the
reflections we are dealing with here concern
rays whose only source is hypothetical. . . .
And in seeking to imitate the spontaneous
movement of mythological thought, this es­
say, which is also both too brief and too long,
has had to conform to the requirements of
that thought and to respect its rhythm. It fol­
lows that this book on myths is itself a kind
of myth.10

This statement is repeated a little farther on: “As
the myths themselves are based on secondary codes
(the primary codes being those that provide the
substance of language), the present work is put for­
ward as a tentative draft of a tertiary code, which is
intended to ensure the reciprocal translatability of
several myths. This is why it would not be wrong to
consider this book itself as a myth: it is, as it were,
the myth of mythology.”11 The absence of a center is
here the absence of a subjectTndj^h^abienqs_of an
author:-“Thu's'the myth and the musical work are
like conductors of an orchestra, whose audience
becomes the silent performers. If it is now asked
where the real center of work is to be found, the an­
swer is that this is impossible to determine. Music

"’Ibid., pp. 5—6. [Au.]
"Ibid., p. 12. [Au.]



9° Jacques Derrid,\

and mythology bring man face to face with poten­
tial objects of which only the shadows are actu­
alized. . . . Myths are anonymous.”12 The musical
model chosen by Levi-Strauss for the composition
of his book is apparently justified by this absence of
any real and fixed center of the mythical or mytho­
logical discourse.

Thus it is at this point that ethnographic bri­
colage deliberately assumes its mythopoetic func­
tion. But by the same token, this function makes
the philosophical or epistemological requirement of
a center appear as mythological, that is to say, as a*.•«**«. «o us a
historical illusion.

Nevertheless, even if one yields to the necessity of
what Levi-Strauss has done, one cannot ignore its
risks. If the mythological is mythomorphic, are all
discourses on myths equivalent? Shall we have to
abandon any epistemological requirement which
permits us to distinguish between several qualities
of discourse on the myth? A classic, bur inevitable
question. It cannot be answered—and I believe that
Levi-Strauss does not answer it—for as long as the

__ ,___  vuc nana, and the mytheme
or the mythopoem, on the other, has not been
posed explicitly, which is no small problem. For
lack of explicitly posing this problem, we condemn
ourselves to transforming the alleged transgression
of philosophy into an unnoticed fault within the
philosophical realm. Empiricism would be the
genus of which these faults would always be rhe spe­
cies. Transphilosophical concepts would be trans­
formed into philosophical naivetes. Many examples
could be given to demonstrate this risk: the con­
cepts of sign, history, truth, and so forth. What I
want to emphasize is simply that the passage be­
yond philosophy does not consist in turning the
page of philosophy (which usually amounts to phi­
losophizing badly), but in continuing to read phi-
losphers in a certain way. The risk I am speaking of
is always assumed by Levi-Strauss, and it is the very
price of this endeavor. I have said that empiricism is
the matrix of all faults menacing a discourse which
continues, as with Levi-Strauss in particular, to con­
sider itself scientific. If we wanted to pose the prob­
lem of empiricism and bricolage in depth, we would
probably end up very quickly with a number of ab­

pp. l7_l8_ [Au j

solutely contradictory propositions concerning th
status of discourse in structural ethnology. On th'
one hand, structuralism justifiably claims to be
the critique of empiricism. But at the same time
there is not a single book or study by Levi-Strauss
which is not proposed as an empirical essay which
can always be completed or invalidated by new in­
formation. The structural schemata are always pro­
posed as hypotheses resulting from a finite quantity
of information and which are subjected to the proof
of experience. Numerous texts could be used to
demonstrate this double postulation. Let us turn
once again to the “Overture” of The Raw and the
Cooked, where it seems clear that if this postulation
is double, it is because it is a question here of a lan­
guage on language:

If critics reproach me with not having carried
out an exhaustive inventory of South Ameri­
can myths before analyzing them, they are
making a grave mistake about the nature and
function of these documents. The total body
of myth belonging to a given community is
comparable to its speech. Unless the popula­
tion dies out physically or morally, this total­
ity is never complete. You might as well criti­
cize a linguist for compiling the grammar of
a language without having complete records
of the words pronounced since the language
came into being, and without knowing what
will be said in it during the future parr of its
existence. Experience proves that a linguist
can work out the grammar of a given lan­
guage from a remarkably small number of
sentences. . . . And even a partial grammar
or an outline grammar is a precious acquisi­
tion when we are dealing with unknown lan­
guages. Syntax does not become evident only
after a (theoretically limitless) series of events
has been recorded and examined, because it
is itself the body of rules governing their pro­
duction. What 1 have tried to give is an out­
line of the syntax of South American mythol­
ogy. Should fresh data come to hand, they
will be used to check or modify the formu­
lation of certain grammatical laws, so that
some are abandoned and replaced by new
ones. But in no instance would 1 feel con­
strained to accept the aribitrary demand for a 
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tai mythological pattern, since, as has been
shown, such a requirement has no meaning.”

T alization, therefore, is sometimes defined as
iseless and sometimes as impossible. This is no

Joiibt due to the fact that there are two ways of
conceiving the limit of totalization. And I assert
once more that these two determinations coexist
implicitly in Levi-Strauss's discourse. Totalization
can be judged impossible in the classical style: one
then refers to the empirical endeavor of either a
subject or a finite richness which it can never mas­
ter. There is too much, more than one can say. But
nontotalization can also be determined in another
way: no longer from the standpoint of a concept of
finitude as relegation to the empirical, but from the
standpoint of the concept of play. If totalization no
longer has any meaning, it is not because the infinite­
ness of a field cannot be covered by a finite glance or
a finite discourse, but because the nature of the
field—that is, language and a finite language—ex­
cludes totalization. This field is in effect that of
play, that is to say, a field of infinite substitutions
only because it is finite, that is to say, because in­
stead of being an inexhaustible field, as in the classi­
cal hypothesis, instead of being too large, there is
something missing from it: a center which arrests
and grounds the play of substitutions. One could
say—rigorously using that word whose scandalous
signification is always obliterated in French—that
this movement of play, permitted by rhe lack or ab­
sence of a center or origin, is the movement of sup-
plementarity. One cannot determine the center and
exhaust totalization because the sign which re­
places the center, which supplements it, taking the
center s place in its absence—this sign is added, oc-
curs as a surplus, as a supplement." The movement
of signification adds something, which results in the
act that there is always more, but this addition is a

“Ibid., pp. 7-8. [Au.]
This double sense of supplement—to supply something
which is missing, or to supply something additional—is
at the center of Derrida’s deconstruction of traditional
linguistics in De la gramniatologie. In a chapter entitled,
‘The Violence of the Letter: From Levi-Strauss to Rous­

seau” (pp. i49ff.), Derrida expands the analysis of Levi-
Strauss begun in this essay in order to further clarify the
ways in which the contradictions of traditional logic
program” the most modern conceptual apparatuses of

linguistics and the social sciences. [Tr.j 

floating one because it comes to perform a vicarious
function, to supplement a lack on the part of the
signified. Although Levi-Strauss in his use of the
word “supplementary” never emphasizes, as 1 do
here, the two directions of meaning which are so
strangely compounded within it, it is not by chance
that he uses this word twice in his “Introduction to
the Work of Marcel Mauss,” at one point where he
is speaking of the “overabundance of signifier, in re­
lation to rhe signifieds to which this overabundance
can refer”:

In his endeavor to understand the world, man
therefore always has at his disposal a surplus
of signification (which he shares out amongst
things according to the laws of symbolic
thought—which is the task of ethnologists
and linguists to study). This distribution of a
supplementary allowance [ration supplemen-
taire]—if it is permissible to put it that way—
is absolutely necessary in order that on the
whole the available signifier and the signified
it aims at may remain in the relationship of
complementarity which is the very condition
of the use of symbolic thought.”15

(It could no doubt be demonstrated that this ration
supplementaire of signification is the origin of the
ratio itself.) The word reappears a little further on,
after Levi-Strauss has mentioned “this floating sig­
nifier, which is the servitude of all finite thought”:

In other words—and taking as our guide
Mauss’s precept that ail social phenomena
can be assimilated to language—we see in
mana, Wakau, oranda and other notions of
the same type, the conscious expression of a
semantic function, whose role it is to permit
symbolic thought to operate in spite of the
contradiction which is proper to it. In this
way are explained the apparently insoluble
antinomies attached to this notion. ... At
one and the same time force and action,
quality and state, noun and verb; abstract
and concrete, omnipresent and localized—

” “Introduction a Poeuvrc de Marcel Mauss, in Marcel
Mauss, Sociologie et anthropologic (Paris: P.U.F., 1950),
p. xlix. [Au.]



Strauss has treated as it deserves a
has always been in complicity with a t J>1"|CP-
eschatological metaphysics, in other C° °?'Cal and
doxically, in complicity with that ohj’ para‘
presence to which it was believed hisPto™S°P m °f
opposed The thematic of historicity,
seems to be a somewhat ate arrival in philo,
has always been requtred by the determinati P „f
Being as presence. With or without etymology a„d
despite the classic antagonism which opposes thCSe
significations throughout all of classical thought it
could be shown that the concept of episteiw has al­
ways called forth that of historia, if history is always
the unity of becoming, as the tradition of truth or
the development of science or knowledge oriented
toward the appropriation of truth in presence and
self-presence, toward knowledge in consciousness-
of-self. History has always been conceived as the
movement of a resumption of history, as a detour
between two presences. But if it is legitimate to sus­
pect this concept of history, there is a risk, if it is
reduced without an explicit statement of the prob­
lem I am indicating here, of falling back into an
ahistoricism of a classical type, that is to say, into a
determined moment of the history of metaphysics.
Such is the algebraic formality of the problem as I
see it. More concretely, in the work of Levi-Strauss
it must be recognized that the respect for struc-
turality, for the internal originality of the structure,
compels a neutralization of time and history. For ex­
ample, the appearance of a new structure, ot an
original system, always comes about—and this is
the very condition of its structural specificity by
a rupture with its past, its origin, and its cause.
Therefore one can describe what is peculiar to the
structural organization only by not taking into ac­
count, in the very moment of this description, its
past conditions; by omitting to posit the problem of
the transition from one structure to another, by
putting history between brackets. In this "structur­
alist” moment, the concepts of chance and discon­
tinuity are indispensable. And Levi-Strauss does in
fact often appeal to them, for example, as concerns
that structure of structures, language, of which he
says in the “Introduction to the Work of Marcel
Mauss” that it “could only have been born in one
fell swoop”:

Whatever may have been the moment and the
circumstances of its appearance on the scale

mat„tis in effect all these ™
precisely because it is none of th e th mgs
that mana is a simple form, ca
a symbol in the pure state, and therefore ca
pable of becoming charged with any sort of
symbolic content whatever? In the system
of symbols constituted by all cosmologies,
mana would simply be a zero symbolic value,
that is to say, a sign marking the necessity of a
symbolic conrenr supplementary [my italics]
to that with which the signified is already
loaded, but which can take on any value re­
quired, provided only that this value still re­
mains part of the available reserve and is not,
as phonologists put it, a “group-term.’

Levi-Strauss adds the note:
“Linguists have already been led to formulate hy­

potheses of this type. For example: ‘A zero pho­
neme is opposed to all the other phonemes in
French in that it entails no differential characters
and no constant phonetic value. On the contrary,
the proper function of the zero phoneme is to be
opposed to phoneme absence.’ (R. Jakobson and
J. Lutz, “Notes on the French Phonemic Pattern,”
Word 5, no. 1 [August 1949]: 155). Similarly, if we
schematize the conception I am proposing here, it
could almost be said that the function of notions
like mana is to be opposed to the absence of signifi­
cation, without entailing by itself any particular
signification.” “

The overabundance of the signifier, its supple­
mentary character, is thus the result of a finitude,
that is to say, the result of a lack which must be
supplemented.

it can now be understood why the concept of
play is important in Levi-Strauss. His references to
all sorts of games, notably to roulette, are very fre­
quent, especially in his Conversations,'' in Race
and History," and in The Savage Mind. Further,
the reference to play is always caught up in tension.

Tension with history, first of all. This is a classical
problem, objections to which are now well worn.
I shall simply indicate what seems to me the for­
mality of the problem: by reducing history, Levi-

'‘Ibid., pp. xlix-l. (Au.|
' George Charbonnier, Entretiens avec Claude Levi-
Strauss (Paris: Pion, 1961). (Au.)

"Race and History (Paris: unf.sco Publications, 1958)
[Au.]
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• animal life, language could only have been
born in one fell swoop. Things could not have
setaboutacquiring signification progressively.
Following a transformation the study of which
■ ■ not the concern of the social sciences, but
rather of biology and psychology, a transition
came about from a stage where nothing had
a meaning to another where everything pos­
sessed it.'

This standpoint does not prevent Levi-Strauss from
recognizing the slowness, the process of maturing,
the continuous toil of factual transformations, his­
tory (for example, Race and History'). But, in accor­
dance with a gesture which was also Rousseau’s and
Husserl’s, he must “set aside all the facts” at the
moment when he wishes to recapture the specificity
of a structure. Like Rousseau, he must always con­
ceive of the origin of a new structure on the model
of catastrophe—an overturning of nature in nature,
a natural interruption of the natural sequence, a set­
ting aside 0/nature.

Besides the tension between play and history, there
is also the tension between play and presence. Play
is the disruption of presence. The presence of an ele­
ment is always a signifying and substitutive refer­
ence inscribed in a system of differences and the
movement of a chain. Play is always play of absence
and presence, but if it is to be thought radically, play
must be conceived of before the alternative of pres­
ence and absence. Being must be conceived as pres­
ence or absence on the basis of the possibility of
play and not the other way around. If Levi-Strauss,
better than any other, has brought to light the play
of repetition and the repetition of play, one no less
perceives in his work a sort of ethic of presence, an
ethic of nostalgia for origins, an ethic of archaic and
natural innocence, of a purity of presence and self­
presence in speech—an ethic, nostalgia, and even
remorse, which he often presents as the motivation
of the ethnological project when he moves toward
the archaic societies which are exemplary societies
in his eyes. These texts are well known.20

Turned towards the lost or impossible presence of
the absent origin, this structuralist thematic of
broken immediacy is therefore the saddened, nega-

“Introduction a 1’oeuvre de Marcel Mauss,” p. xlvi.
JAu.]

' The reference is to Tristes tropique, trans. John Russell
(London: Hutchinson and Co., 1961). [Tr. ] 

tme nostalgic, guilty, Rousseauistic side of the
tlhinking of play whose other side would be the
Nietzschean affirmation, that is the joyous affirma­
tion of the play of the world and of the innocence of
becoming, the affirmation of a world of signs with­
out fault, without truth, and without origin which
is offered to an active interpretation. This affirma­
tion then determines the noncenter otherwise than
as loss of the center. And it plays without security.
For there is a sure play: that which is limited to the
substitution of given and existing, present, pieces.
In absolute chance, affirmation also surrenders it­
self to genetic indetermination, to the seminal ad­
venture of the trace.

There are thus tw'o interpretations of interpreta­
tion, of structure, of sign, of play. The one seeks to
decipher, dreams of deciphering a truth or an origin
which escapes play and the order of the sign, and
which lives the necessity of interpretation as an
exile. The other, which is no longer turned toward
the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond
man and humanism, the name of man being the
name of that being who, throughout the history of
metaphysics or of ontotheology—in other words,
throughout his entire history—has dreamed of full
presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin and
the end of play. The second interpretation of inter­
pretation, to which Nietzsche pointed the way, does
not seek in ethnography, as Levi-Strauss does, the
"inspiration of a new humanism” (again citing the
“Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss”).

There are more than enough indications today to
suggest we might perceive that these two interpre­
tations of interpretation—which are absolutely ir­
reconcilable even if we live them simultaneously
and reconcile them in an obscure economy—to­
gether share the field which we call, in such a prob­
lematic fashion, the social sciences.

For my part, although these two interpretations
must acknowledge and accentuate their difference
and define their irreducibility, 1 do not believe that
today there is any question of choosing—in the first
place because here we are in a region (let us say, pro­
visionally, a region of historicity) where the cate­
gory of choice seems particularly trivial; and in the
second, because we must first try to conceive of the
common ground, and the differance of this irreduc­
ible difference. Here there is a kind of question, let
us still call it historical, whose conception, forma­
tion, gestation, and labor we are only catching a
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glimpse of today. I employ these words, I admit,
with a glance toward the operations of childbear­
ing—but also with a glance toward those who, in a
society from which I do not exclude myself, turn
their eyes away when faced by the as yet unnamable
which is proclaiming itself and which can do so, as
is necessary whenever a birth is in the offing, only
under the species of the nonspecies, in the formless,
mute, infant, and terrifying form of monstrosity.

FROM

OF GRAMMATOLOGY
Linguistics and Grammatology

The Outside and the Inside'
On the one hand, true to the Western tradition that
controls not only in theory but in practice (in the
principle of its practice) the relationships between
speech and writing, Saussure does not recognize in
the latter more than a narrow and derivative func­
tion. Narrow because it is nothing but one modality
among others, a modality of the events which can
befall a language whose essence, as the facts seem
ro show, can remain forever unconraminated by
writing. ‘‘Language does have an . . . oral tradition

nal work anrUh nun}bers in parentheses refer to rhe origi-
[Tr.] nd thosc ,n brackets ro rhe English translation.

that is independent of writing" (Cours
tique generate, p. 46). Derivative becaus • ‘ l'"8uis'
tative: signifier of the first signifier ren. represen'
of the self-present voice, of the immediate50"""'0"
and direct signification of the meaning (tfg
mfied, of the concept of the ideal object or whm
have you). Saussure takes up the traditionaldefini
non of writing which, already in Plato and Ar
totle, was restricted to the model of phonetic script
and the language of words. Let us recall the Aristo­
telian definition: ‘‘Spoken words are the symbols of
mental experience and written words are the sym­
bols of spoken words.” Saussure: “Language and
writing are two distinct systems of signs; the second
exists for the sole purpose of representing the first”
(p. 45; italics added) [p. 23]? This representative
determination, beside communicating without a
doubt essentially with the idea of the sign, does not
translate a choice or an evaluation, does not betray
a psychological or metaphysical presupposition pe­
culiar to Saussure; it describes or rather reflects the
structure of a certain type of writing: phonetic writ­
ing, which we use and within whose element the
episteme in general (science and philosophy), and
linguistics in particular, could be founded. One
should, moreover, say model rather than structure;
it is not a question of a system constructed and
functioning perfectly, but of an ideal explicitly di­
recting a functioning which in fact is never com­
pletely phonetic. In fact, but also for reasons of es­
sence to which I shall frequently return.

Tc be sure this factum of phonetic writing is mas­
sive; it commands our entire culture and our entire
science, and it is certainly not just one fact among
others. Nevertheless it does not respond to any ne­
cessity of an absolute and universal essence. Using
this as a point of departure, Saussure defines the
project and object of general linguistics: “The lin­
guistic object is not defined by the combination of
the written word and the spoken word: the spoken
form alone constitutes the object" (p-455 *ta^cs
added) [pp. 23-24].

The form of the question to which he responded
thus entailed the response. It was a matter of know­
ing what sort of word is the object of linguistics and
what the relationships are between the atomic uni-

of grammatology (De la grammatologie) was first pub­
lished in 1967, translated by Gayatri C. Spivak in 1976.
The selection below is from part 1, chapter 2, only part of
which is reproduced here. Reprinted by permission of The
Johns Hopkins University Press, copyright 1977.
'The introductory section of this chapter provides a brief
sketch of Derrida’s notion of grammatology as “a science
of writing,” on the premise that “The concept of writing
should define the field of a science” (p. 27). Derrida sets
up the contrast between linguistics and grammatology by
arguing that the instituting ground for claims of “scien­
tific” status for linguistics is phonology, while the essen­
tial task has been taken to be demonstrating the “unity”
of sound and meaning, which therefore appears to place
writing “outside” the field of linguistics proper, as “the
sign of a sign.” [Eds.]

The title of the next section is “The Outside Is the In­
side.” In French, “is” (est) and “and” (et) “sound the
same.” For Derrida’s discussion of the complicity be­
tween supplementation (and) and the copula (is), see,
particularly, “Le supplement de copule: la philosophic
devant la linguistique,” in Margins of Philosophy. [Tr.] 
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•es that are the written and the spoken word. Now

"he word (vox) is already a unity of sense and
sound, of concept and voice, or, to speak a more
rigorously Saussurian language, of the signified and
the signifier. This last terminology was moreover
first proposed in the domain of spoken language
alone, of linguistics in the narrow sense and not in
the domain of semiology (“I propose to retain the
word sign [signe] to designate the whole and to re­
place concept and sound-image respectively by sig­
nified [signifie] and signifier [signifiant]" p. 99
[p. 67]). The word is thus already a constituted
unity, an effect of "the somewhat mysterious fact
. . . that ‘thought-sound’ implies divisions” (p. 156)
(p. ill]. Even if the word is in its turn articulated,
even if it implies other divisions, as long as one
poses the question of rhe relationships between
speech and writing in the light of the indivisible
units of the “thought-sound,” there will always be
the ready response. Writing will be "phonetic,” it
will be the outside, the exterior representation of
language and of this “thought-sound.” It must nec­
essarily operate from already constituted units of
signification, in the formation of which it has played
no part.

Perhaps the objection will be made that writing
up to the present has not only not contradicted, but
indeed confirmed the linguistics of the word. Hith­
erto I seem to have maintained that only the fas­
cination of the unit called word has prevented giv­
ing to writing the attention that it merited. By that I
seemed to suppose that, by ceasing to accord an ab­
solute privilege to the word, modern linguistics
would become that much more attentive to writing
and would finally cease to regard it with suspicion.
Andre Martinet comes to the opposite conclusion.
In his study “The Word,”1 he describes the necessity

Diogenc 51, 1965, [p. 54]. [Parallel English, French, and
Spanish editions of this journal are published simultane­
ously. My references are to the English Diogenes.] Andre
Martinet alludes to the "courage" which would formerly
have been “needed" to "foresee that the term ‘word’ itself
might have to be put aside if . . . researches showed that
this term could not be given a universally applicable defi­
nition” (p. 39) [p. 3j], “Semiology, as revealed by recent
studies, has no need of the word" (p. 40) [p. 39]. ■ • ■
“Grammarians and linguists have long known that the
analysis of utterances can be pursued beyond the word
without going into phonetics, that is, ending with seg­
ments of speech, such as syllables or phonemes, which
have nothing to do with meaning” (p. 41) [p. 4°L “^e

that contemporary linguistics obeys when it is led,
if not to dispense everywhere with the concept of
the word, at least to make its usage more flexible, to
associate it with the concepts of smaller or greater
units (monemes or syntagms). In accrediting and
consolidating the division of language into words in
certain areas of linguistics, writing would thus have
encouraged classical linguistics in its prejudices.
Writing would have constructed or at least con­
densed the "screen of the word.”

What a contemporary linguist can say of the
word well illustrates the general revision of
traditional concepts that the functionalist
and structuralist research of the last thirty-
five years had to undertake in order to give
a scientific basis to the observation and de­
scription of languages. Certain applications
of linguistics, like the researches relating to
mechanical translation, by the emphasis they
place on the written form of language, could
make us believe in the fundamental impor­
tance of the divisions of the written text and
make us forget that one must always start
with the oral utterance in order to under­
stand the real nature of human language.
Also it is more than ever indispensable to in­
sist on the necessity of pushing the examina­
tion beyond the immediate appearances and
the structures most familiar to the researcher.
It is behind the screen of the word that the
truly fundamental characteristics of human
language often appear.

One cannot but subscribe to this caution. Yet it
must always be recognized that it throws suspicion
only on a certain type of writing: phonetic writing
conforming to the empirically determined and prac­
ticed divisions of ordinary oral language. The pro­
cesses of mechanical translation to which it alludes
conform similarly to that spontaneous practice. Be-

are touching here on what renders the notion of the word
so suspect to all true linguists. They cannot accept tradi­
tional writing without verifying first whether it repro­
duces faithfully the true structure of the language which
it is supposed to record” (p. 48) [p. 48]. In conclusion
Martinet proposes the replacement "in linguistic prac­
tice” of the notion of word by that of “syntagm,” any
“group of several minimal signs" that will be called
"monemes.” [Au./Tr.]
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aandng p^el^lly dis demsn.a of sounds son-
stituting words:

There are only two systems of writing: t) In
an ideographic system each word is repre­
sented by a single sign that is unrelated to the
component sounds of the word itself. Each
written sign stands for a whole word and. in­
directly, for the idea expressed by the word.
The classic example of an ideographic system
of writing is Chinese, 2) The system com­
monly known as “phonetic” tries to repro­
duce the succession of sounds that make up a
word. Phonetic systems are sometimes syl­
labic, sometimes alphabetic, i.e., based on
the irreducible elements of speech. Moreover,
ideographic systems freely become mixtures
when certain ideograms lose their original
value and become symbols of isolated sounds.
(P-47) [PP--5~-61-

This limitation is at bottom justified, in Saus-
sure’s eyes, by the notion of the arbitrariness of the
sign. Writing being defined as “a system of signs,”
there is no “symbolic” writing (in the Saussurian
sense), no figurative writing; there is no writing as
long as graphism keeps a relationship of natural figu­
ration and of some resemblance to what is then not
signified but represented, drawn, etc. The concept
of pictographic or natural writing would therefore
be contradictory for Saussure. If one considers the
now recognized fragility of the notions of pictogram,
ideogram, etc., and the uncertainty of the fron­
tiers between so-called pictographic, ideographic,
and phonetic scripts, one realizes not only the un­
wiseness of the Saussurian limitation but the need
for general linguistics to abandon an entire fam­
ily of concepts inherited from metaphysics—often
through the intermediary of a psychology—and
clustering around the concept of arbitrariness. All
this refers, beyond the nature/culture opposition,
to a supervening opposition between physis and

' nornos, physis and techne, whose ultimate f
j is perhaps to derive historicity; and Unctlon
1 not to recognize the rights of history pro^1Cally’

institutions etc., except in the form of'the arbir'0"’
I and in the substance of naturalism. But let us' k
1 that question provisionally opem.perhaps this >'P
ture, which in truth presides over metaphvsics^i
also inscribed in the concept of history and even
tne concept or time.

In addition, Saussure introduces another massive
limitation: “I shall limit discussion to the phonetic
system and especially to the one used today, the sys­
tem that stems from the Greek alphabet" (p. 48)
[p. 26].

These two limitations are all the more reassuring
because they are just what we need at a specific
point to fulfill the most legitimate of exigencies; in
fact, the condition for the scientificity of linguistics
is that the field of linguistics have hard and fast
frontiers, that it be a system regulated by an inter­
nal necessity, and that in a certain way its structure
be closed. The representativist concept of writing
facilitates things. If writing is nothing but the “figu­
ration” (p. 44) [p. 23] of the language, one has the
right to exclude it from rhe inferiority of the system
(for it must be believed that there is an inside of the
language), as the image may be excluded without
damage from the system of reality. Proposing as his
theme “the representation of language by writing
Saussure thus begins by positing that writing is
“unrelated to [the] . . . inner system” of language
(p. 44) [p. 23]. External/internal, image/reality, rep-
resentation/presence, such is the old grid to which
is given the task of outlining the domain of a sci­
ence. And of what science? Of a science that can no
longer answer to the classical concept of the epis-
teme because the originality of its field—an origi­
nality that it inaugurates—is that the opening of the
“image” within it appears as the condition of real­
ity”; a relationship that can no longer be thought
within the simple difference and the uncompromis­
ing exteriority of “image” and “reality,” of out­
side” and “inside,” of “appearance” and “essence,
with the entire system of oppositions which neces­
sarily follows from it. Plato, who said basically the
same thing about the relationship between writing,
speech, and being (or idea), had at least a more
subtle, more critical, and less complacent theory of
image, painting, and imitation than the one that
presides over the birth of Saussurian linguistics.

Of Grammatology 97
[t is not by chance that the exclusive considera­

tion of phonetic writing permits a response to the
exigencies of the "internal system.” The basic func­
tional principle of phonetic writing is precisely to
respect and protect the integrity of the “internal
system" of rhe language, even if in fact it does not
succeed in doing so. The Saussurian limitation does
not respond, by a mere happy convenience, to the
scientific exigency of the "internal system." That
exigency is itself constituted, as the epistemological
exigency in general, by the very possibility of pho­
netic writing and by the exteriority of the "nota­
tion" to internal logic.

Bur let us not simplify: on that point Saussure
too is not quite complacent. Why else would he give
so much attention to that external phenomenon,
that exiled figuration, that outside, that double?
Why does he judge it impossible “to simply dis­
regard” [literally “make abstraction of”] w'hat is
nevertheless designated as the abstract itself with
respect to the inside of language? "Writing, though
unrelated to its inner system, is used continually to
represent language. We cannot simply disregard it.
We must be acquainted with its usefulness, short­
comings, and dangers” (p. 44) [p. 23].

Writing would thus have the exteriority that one
attributes to utensils; to what is even an imperfect
tool and a dangerous, almost maleficent, technique.
One understands better why, instead of treating this
exterior figuration in an appendix or marginally,
Saussure devotes so laborious a chapter to it almost
at the beginning of the Course. It is less a question
of outlining than of protecting, and even of restor­
ing the internal system of the language in the purity
of its concept against the gravest, most perfidi­
ous, most permanent contamination which has not
ceased to menace, even to corrupt that system, in
the course of what Saussure strongly wishes, in spite
of all opposition, to consider as an external history,
as a series of accidents affecting the language and
befalling it from without, at the moment of “nota­
tion” (p. 45) [p. as if writing began and ended
with notation. Already in the Phaedrus, Plato says
that the evil of writing comes from without (275a).
The contamination by writing, the fact or the threat
°f it, are denounced in the accents of the moralist or
preacher by the linguist from Geneva. The tone
counts; it is as if, at the moment when the modern
science of the logos would come into its autonomy
and its scientificity, it became necessary again to at­

tack a heresy. This tone began to make itself heard
when, at the moment of already tying the epis-
teme and the logos within the same possibility, the
Phaedrus denounced writing as the intrusion of an
artful technique, a forced entry of a totally original
sort, an archetypal violence: eruption of the outside
within the inside, breaching into the inferiority of
the soul, the living self-presence of the soul within
the true logos, the help that speech lends to itself.
Thus incensed, Saussure’s vehement argumentation
aims at more than a theoretical error, more than a
moral fault: at a sort of stain and primarily at a sin.
Sin has been defined often—among others by Male-
branche4 and by Kant—as the inversion of the natu­
ral relationship between the soul and the body
through passion. Saussure here points at the inver­
sion of the natural relationship between speech and
writing. It is not a simple analogy: writing, the
letter, the sensible inscription, has always been con­
sidered by Western tradition as the body and matter
external to the spirit, to breath, to speech, and
to the logos. And the problem of soul and body
is no doubt derived from the problem of writing
from which it seems—conversely—to borrow its
metaphors.

Writing, sensible matter and artificial exteriority:
a “clothing.” It has sometimes been contested that
speech clothed thought. Husserl, Saussure, Lavelle
have all questioned it. But has it ever been doubted
that writing was the clothing of speech? For Saus­
sure it is even a garment of perversion and debauch­
ery, a dress of corruption and disguise, a festival
mask that must be exorcised, that is to say warded
off, by the good word: “Writing veils the appear­
ance of language; it is not a guise for language but
a disguise” (p. 51) [p. 30]. Strange "image.” One
already suspects that if writing is “image” and
exterior "figuration,” this “representation ’ is not
innocent. The outside bears with the inside a rela­
tionship that is, as usual, anything but simple ex­
teriority. The meaning of the outside was always
present within the inside, imprisoned outside the
outside, and vice versa.

Thus a science of language must recover the natu­
ral—that is, the simple and original—relationships
between speech and writing, that is, between an in­
side and an outside. It must restore its absolute

’Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), French philosopher.
(Eds.]
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linguistic and graphic signs, and it is the theoren'iToTthe arbitrariness of rhe sign who reminds us

of it. According to the histonco-metaphysical Pre-
suppositions evoked above, there would be first a
natural bond of sense to the senses and it is this that
passes from sense to sound: “rhe natural bond,
Saussure says, “the only true bond, the bond of
sound” (p. 46) [p- ^51- This natural bond of the sig­
nified (concept or sense) to the phonic signiher
would condition the natural relationship subor­
dinating writing (visible image) to speech. It is this
natural relationship that would have been inverted
bv the original sin of writing: “The graphic form
jwage] manages to force itself upon them at the ex­
pense of sound . .. and the natural sequence is re­
versed” (p. 47) [p. 15]. Malebranche explained
original sin as inattention, the temptation of ease
and idleness, by that nothing that was Adam's “dis­
traction,” alone culpable before the innocence of
the divine word: the latter exerted no force, no ef­
ficacy, since nothing had taken place. Here too, one
gave in to ease, which is curiously, but as usual, on
the side of technical artifice and not within the bent
of the natural movement thus thwarted or deviated:

First, the graphic form (image] of words
strikes us as being something permanent and
stable, better suited than sound to consti­
tute the unity of language throughout time.
Though it creates a purely fictitious unity, the
superficial bond of writing is much easier to
grasp than the natural bond, the only true
bond, the bond of sound (p. 46; italics added)
[p- 2-51-

That the graphic form of words strikes us as be­
ing something permanent and stable, better suited
than sound to constitute the unity of language
throughout time,” is that not a natural phenome­
non too? In fact a bad nature, “superficial” and
fictitious and easy,” effaces a good nature by

imposture; that which ties sense to sound, the
“thought-sound.” Saussure is faithful to the tradi­
tion that has always associated writing with the fa­
tal violence of the political institution. It is clearly a
matter, as with Rousseau for example, of a break

with nature, of a usurpation that was ,
the theoretical blindness to the natur 1 Cd With
language, at any rate to the natural bond'k °f
the “instituted signs” of the voice and “th g ccn
guage of man,” the “cry of nature” (SecouJ n”’
course)? Saussure: “But the spoken word is
mately bound to its written image that the lX
manages to usurp the main role” (n ... ■
added) [p. 2.4]. Rousseau: "Writing is nothing b'm
the representation of speech; it is bizarre that one
gives more care to the determining of the image
than to the object." Saussure: “Whoever says that a
certain letter must be pronounced a certain wav is
mistaking the written image of a sound for the
sound itself. . . . [One] attribute^] the oddity [bi-
zarrerie] to an exceptional pronunciation” (p. 5.)
[p. 30].“ What is intolerable and fascinating is in­
deed the intimacy intertwining image and thing,
graph, i.e., and phone, to the point where by a
mirroring, inverting, and perverting effect, speech
seems in its turn the speculum of writing, which
“manages to usurp the main role.” Representation
mingles with what it represents, to the point where
one speaks as one writes, one thinks as if the repre­
sented were nothing more than the shadow or re­
flection of the representer. A dangerous promiscuity
and a nefarious complicity between the reflection

’“Discours sur 1’origine et les fondemenrs de 1’inegalire.
Derrida’s references arc to the Pleiade edition, vol. 3,
mine, placed within brackets, to “A Discourse on the Or­
igin of Inequality,” The Social Contract and Discourses,
trans. G. D. H. Cole (London, 1913). [Tr.|

6 Let us extend our quotation to bring out the tone and the
affect of these theoretical propositions. Saussure puts the
blame on writing: “Another result is that the less writing
represents what it is supposed to represent, the stronger
the tendency to use it as a basis becomes. Grammarians
never fail to draw attention to the written form. Psycho­
logically, the tendency is easily explained, but its conse­
quences are annoying. Free use of the words ‘pronounce
and ‘pronunciation’ sanctions the abuse and reverses the
real, legitimate relationship between writing and lan­
guage. Whoever says that a certain letter must be pro­
nounced a certain way is mistaking the written image 0 a
sound for the sound itself. For French oi to be pro­
nounced wa, this spelling would have to exist indepen­
dently; actually wa is written oi.” Instead of meditating
upon this strange proposition, the possibility of such1 a
text (“actually wa is written oi”), Saussure argues: To
attribute the oddity to an exceptional pronunciation or 0
and i is also misleading, for this implies that language de­
pends on its written form and that certain liberties may
be taken in writing, as if the graphic symbols were the
norm” (p. 5i) (p. 3O). (Au.)
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, t|ic reflected which lets itself be seduced narcis-

Brically- In this play of representation, the point of
’rigin becomes ungraspable. There are things like
effecting pools, and images, an infinite reference

from one to the other, but no longer a source, a
spring. There is no longer a simple origin. For whar
is reflected is split in itself and not only as an addi­
tion to itself of its image. The reflection, the image,
the double, splits what it doubles. The origin of the
speculation becomes a difference. Whatcan look at
itself is not one; and the law of the additionofrhe"
origirTto its representation, of the thing to its im­
age, is that one plus one makes at least three. The
historical usurpation and theoretical oddity that in­
stall the image within the rights of reality are deter­
mined as the forgetting of a simple origin. Bv Rous­
seau but also for Saussure. The displacement is
hardly anagrammatic: “The result is that people I
forget that they learn to speak before they learn to ;
write and the natural sequence is reversed” (p. 47) i
[p. 15]. The violence of forgetting. Writing, a mne- '
motechnic means, supplanting good memory, spon- ‘
taneous memory, signifies forgetfulness. It is exactly
what Plato said in the Phaedrus, comparing writing
to speech as hypomnesis to mneme, the auxilliary
aide-memoire to the living memory. Forgetfulness
because it is a mediation and the departure of the
logos from itself. Without writing, the latter would
remain in itself. Writing is the dissimulation of the
natural, primary, and immediate presence of sense
to the soul within the logos. Its violence befalls the
soul as unconsciousness. Deconstructing this tradi­
tion will therefore not consist of reversing it, of
making writing innocent. Rather of showing why
the violence of writing does not befall an innocent
language. There is an originary violence of writing
because language is first, in a sense I shall gradually
reveal, writing. “Usurpation” has always already
begun. The sense of the right side appears in a
mythological effect of return.

“The sciences and the arts” have elected to
live within this violence, their “progress” has con­
secrated forgetfulness and “corrupted manners
[moenrs].” Saussure again anagrammatizes Rous­
seau: “The literary language adds to the undeserved
importance of writing. . . . Thus writing assumes
undeserved importance [line importance a laquelle
elle n'a pas droit]" (p. 47) [p. 15]. When linguists
become embroiled in a theoretical mistake in this
subject, when they are taken in, they are culpable, 

their fault is above all moral; they have vielded to
imagination, to sensibility, to passion, they have
fallen into the “trap" (p. 46) (p. 15] of writing, have
let themselves be fascinated by the “influence [pres­
tige] of the written form” (ibid.), of that custom,
that second nature. “The language does have a defi­
nite and stable oral tradition that is independent of
writing, but the influence [prestige] of the written
form prevents our seeing this.” We are thus not
blind to the visible, but blinded by the visible,
dazzled by writing. “The first linguists confused
language and writing, just as the humanists had
done before them. Even Bopp.'... His immediate
successors fell into the same trap." Rousseau had
already addressed the same reproach to the Gram­
marians: "For the Grammarians, the art of speech
seems to be very little more than the art of writ­
ing.” “ As usual, the “trap” is artifice dissimulated in
nature. This explains why The Course in General
Linguistics treats first this strange external system
that is writing. As necessary preamble to restoring
the natural to itself, one must first disassemble the
trap. We read a little further on:

To substitute immediately what is natural for
what is artificial would be necessary; but this
is impossible without first studying the sounds
of what is language; detached from their
graphic signs, sounds represent only vague
notions, and the prop provided by writing,
though deceptive, is still preferable. The first
linguists, who knew nothing about the phys­
iology of articulated sounds, were constantly
falling into a trap; to let go of the letter was
for them to lose their foothold; to me, it
means a first step in the direction of truth
(p. 55. Opening of the chapter on Phonology)
[p-3i]-

' Franz Bopp (1791 —1867), German philologist, early
analyst of connections among Indo-European languages.
[Eds.]

’* Manuscript included in the Pleiade edition under the
title Prononciation [it, p. 1248). Its composition is
placed circa 1761 (cf. editors' note in the Pleiade}. The
sentence that I have just cited is the last one of the frag­
ment as published in the Pleiade. It does not appear in
the comparable edition of the same group of notes by
[M. G.] Strcckeisen-Moultou, under the title of “Frag­
ment d’un Essai sur les langues” and “Notes derachees
sur le meme sujet," in Oeuvres et correspondences ine-
dites de J. J. Rousseau ([Paris], 1861), p. 195. [Au.]
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For Saussure, to give in to rhe "Presn8'
written form” is, as 1 have just said, to gv >n
Mssfo„ It is passion—and 1 weigh my word that
Saussure analyzes and criticizes here, as a moraanT^psychoX5'°fa vety tra^on-As

knows, passion is tyrannical and enslaving.
logical criticism is still deficient on one point: it fol­
lows the written language slavishly and neglects the
living language” (p. 14) [pP- “Thc tyranny °f
writing,” Saussure says elsewhere (p. 53) lP: -31N-
Thar tyranny is at bottom the mastery of the body
over the soul, and passion is a passivity and sickness
of the soul, the moral perversion is pathological.
The reciprocal effect of writing on speech is “wrong
[vicieuse]" Saussure says, “such mistakes are really
pathological" (p. 53) [p. 311- The inversion of the
natural relationships would thus have engendered
the perverse cult of the letter-image: sin of idolatry,
“superstition of the letter” Saussure says in the
Anagrams' where he has difficulty in proving the
existence of a “phoneme anterior to all writing.”
The perversion of artifice engenders monsters. Writ­
ing, like all artificial languages one would wish to
fix and remove from the living history of the natural
language, participates in the monstrosity. It is a de­
viation from nature. The characteristic of the Leib-
nizian type and Esperanto would be here in the
same position. Saussure’s irritation with such possi­
bilities drives him to pedestrian comparisons: “A
man proposing a fixed language that posterity
would have to accept for what it is would be like a
hen hatching a duck’s egg” (p. in) [p. 76]. And
Saussure wishes to save not only the natural life of
language, but the natural habits of writing. Spon­
taneous life must be protected. Thus, the intro­
duction of scientific exigencies and the taste for
exactitude into ordinary phonetic writing must be
avoided. In this case, rationality would bring death,
desolation, and monstrousness. That is why com­
mon orthography must be kept away from the nota­
tions of the linguist and the multiplying of dia- 1
critical signs must be avoided:

Are there grounds for substituting a pho­
nologic alphabet for a system [I’orthographe]

’Text presented by Jean Starobinski in “Les anagrammes
de Ferdinand de Saussure: textes inedits,” Mercure de
France (February 1964), [vol. 350; now published as Les
mots sous les mots: les anagrammes de Ferdinand de
Saussure, ed. Starobinski (Paris, 1971)]. [Au./Tr.]

already in use? Here I can only broach
interesting subject. I think that phonolJ ,
writing should be for the use of linguists on?
First, how would it be possible to make th’
English, Germans, French, etc. adopt a u C
form system! Next, an alphabet applicable
to all languages would probably be weighed
down by diacritical marks; and^to say
nothing of the distressing appearance of a
page of phonological writing—attempts to
gain precision would obviously confuse the
reader by obscuring what the writing was de­
signed to express. The advantages would not
be sufficient to compensate for the inconve­
niences. Phonological exactitude is not very
desirable outside science (p. 57) [p. 34].

I hope my intention is clear. I think Saussure’s
reasons are good. I do not question, on the level on
which he says it, the truth of what Saussure says in
such a tone. And as long as an explicit problemat­
ics, a critique of the relationships between speech
and writing, is not elaborated, what he denounces
as the blind prejudice of classical linguists or of
common experience indeed remains a blind pre­
judice, on the basis of a general presupposition
which is no doubt common to the accused and the
prosecutor.

I would rather announce the limits and the pre­
suppositions of what seems here to be self-evident
and what seems to me to retain thc character and
validity of evidence. The limits have already begun
to appear: Why does a project of general linguistics,
concerning the internal system in general of lan­
guage in general, outline the limits of its field by ex­
cluding, as exteriority in general, a particular sys­
tem of writing, however important it might be, even
were it to be in fact universal?10 A particular system
which has precisely for its principle or at least for

‘"Rousseau is seemingly more cautious in the fragment on
Pronunciation: “Thought is analyzed by speech, speech
by writing; speech represents thought by conventiona
signs, and writing represents speech in the same way,
thus thc art of writing is nothing but a mediated repre­
sentation of thought, at least in the vocalic languages,
the only ones that we use" (p. 12.49; italics added). Only
seemingly, for even if, unlike Saussure, Rousseau here
forbids himself to speak in general of the entire system,
the notions of mediacy and of “vocalic languages leave
the enigma intact. I shall be obliged to return to this.
(Au.)
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nocentrism a premathetnatical primitivism, and
a preformalist mtuitionism. Even if this teleology
responds to some absolute necessity, it should be
problematized as such. The scandal of “usurpation"
invites us expressly and intrinsically to do that.
How was the trap and the usurpation possible?
Saussure never replies to this question beyond a
psychology of the passions or of the imagination;
a psychology reduced to its most conventional dia­
grams. This best explains why all linguistics, a de­
termined sector inside semiology, is placed under
the authority and superiority of psychology: "To
determine the exact place of semiology is the task of
the psychologist” (p. 33) [p. 16]. The affirmation
of the essential and “natural” bond between the
phone and the sense, the privilege accorded to an
order of signifier (which then becomes the major
signified of all other signifiers) depend expressly,
and in contradiction to the other levels of the Saus-
surian discourse, upon a psychology of conscious­
ness and of intuitive consciousness. What Saussure
does not question here is the essential possibility of
nonintuition. Like Husserl, Saussure determines
this nonintuition teleologically as crisis. The empty
symbolism of the written notation—in mathemati­
cal technique for example—is also for Husserlian
intuitionism that which exiles us far from the clear
evidence of the sense, that is to say from the full
presence of the signified in its truth, and thus opens
the possibility of crisis. This is indeed a crisis of the
logos. Nevertheless, for Husserl, this possibility re­
mains linked with the very moment of truth and the
production of ideal objectivity: it has in fact an es­
sential need for writing." By one entire aspect of his
text, Husserl makes us think that the negativity of
the crisis is not a mere accident. But it is then the
concept of crisis that should be suspect, by virtue of
what ties it to a dialectical and teleological deter­

mination of negativity.On the other hand, to account for “usurpation”
and the origin of “passion,” the classical and very
superficial argument of the solid permanence of the
written thing, not to be simply false, calls forth de­
scriptions which are precisely no longer within the
province of psychology. Psychology will never be
able to accommodate within its space that which
constitutes the absence of the signatory, to say
nothing of the absence of the referent. Writing is the

"Cf. L'origine de la geometric, 1961. [Au.|

. ,1. tred projectto be exterior t0 the Sp1°ken| ’kan’ 1
its rr3tion of principle, pious wish and his-
gtiage- ^o|ence of a speech dreaming its full self-
torlW .? living itself as its own resumption; self-
PrC^n?’.j language, auto-production of a speech
P^'^d alive capable, Socrates said, of helping
d l^a logos which believes itself to be its own
'"L’r being lifted thus above written discourse,
■Xs (speechless) and infirm at not being able to
' ' n(j when one questions it and which, since itsJ
••parentj’s help] is [always] needed" (tou parros aeil
deitai boithou—Phaedrus Z75d) must therefore bet
born out of a primary gap and a primary expatria­
tion, condemning it to wandering and blindness,
to mourning. Self-proclaimed language but actu­
ally speech, deluded into believing itself completely
alive, and violent, for it is not “capable of protect­
ing] or defending] [itself]” (dunatos men amunai
eauto) except through expelling the other, and es­
pecially its own other, throwing it outside and be­
low, under the name of writing. But however impor­
tant it might be, and were it in fact universal or
called upon to become so, that particular model
which is phonetic writing does not exist; no prac­
tice is ever totally faithful to its principle. Even be­
fore speaking, as I shall do further on, of a radical
and a priori necessary infidelity, one can already
remark its massive phenomenon in mathematical
script or in punctuation, in spacing in general,
which it is difficult to consider as simple accessories
of writing. That a speech supposedly alive can lend
itself to spacing in its own writing is what relates it
originarily to its own death.

Finally, the “usurpation” of which Saussure
speaks, the violence by which writing would sub­
stitute itself for its own origin, for that which ought
not only to have engendered it but to have been en­
gendered from itself—such a reversal of power can­
not be an accidental aberration. Usurpation neces­
sarily refers us to a profound possibility of essence.
This is without a doubt inscribed within speech it­
self and he should have questioned it, perhaps even
started from it.

Saussure confronts the system of the spoken lan­
guage with the system of phonetic (and even alpha­
betic) writing as though with the telos of writing.
This teleology leads to the interpretation of all
eruptions of the nonphonetic within writing as
transitory crisis and accident of passage, and it is
r|ght to consider this teleology to be a Western eth-



name of these two absences. Besides, is it not con­
tradictory to what is elsewhere affirmed about an-
guage having “a definite and [far morel stable ora
tradition that is independent of writing (p. 46)
[p. 14], to explain the usurpation by means of writ­
ing’s power of duration, by means of the durability
of the substance of writing? If these two stabili­
ties" were of the same nature, and if the stability of
the spoken language were superior and indepen­
dent, the origin of writing, its "prestige" and its
supposed harmfulness, would remain an inexpli­
cable mystery. It seems then as if Saussure wishes
at the same time to demonstrate the corruption
of speech by writing, to denounce the harm that
rhe latter does to the former, and to underline the
inalterable and natural independence of language.
"Languages are independent of writing" (p. 45)
[p. 24J. Such is the truth of nature. And yet nature is
affected—from without—by an overturning which
modifies it in its interior, denatures it and obliges it
to be separated from itself. Nature denaturing itself,
being separated from itself, naturally gathering its
outside into its inside, is catastrophe, a natural
event that overthrows nature, or monstrosity, a
natural deviation within nature. The function as­
sumed in Rousseau’s discourse bv the catastrophe
(as we shall see), is here delegated to monstrous­
ness. Let us cite the entire conclusion of Chapter VI
of the Course (“Graphic Representation of Lan­
guage ), which must be compared to Rousseau’s
text on Pronunciation:

But the tyranny of writing goes even further.
By imposing itself upon the masses, spelling
influences and modifies language. This hap­
pens only in highly literary languages where
written texts play an important role. Then vi­
sual images lead to wrong [w'cieuses] pro­
nunciations; such mistakes are really patho­
logical. Spelling practices cause mistakes in
the pronunciation of many French words. For
instance, there were two spellings for the sur­
name Lefevre (from latin faber), one popular
and simple, the other learned and etymologi­
cal: Lefevre and Lefebvre. Because v and u
were not kept apart in the old system of writ­
ing, Lefebvre was read as Lefebure, with a b
that has never really existed and a u that was
the result of ambiguity. Now, the latter form is
actually pronounced (pp. 53-54) [p. 31].

Where is the evil? one will perh
what has been invested in the “living, . And
makes such “aggressions” of writing int0|ki
What investment begins by determining thT
stant action of writing as a deformation and a„°n'
gression? What prohibition has thus been tmn8
gressed? Where is the sacrilege? Why should the
mother tongue be protected from the operation of
writing? Why determine that operation as a vio­
lence, and why should the transformation be only a
deformation? Why should the mother tongue not
have a history, or, what comes to the same thing,
produce its own history in a perfectly natural, au­
tistic, and domestic way, without ever being af­
fected by any outside? Why wish to punish writing
for a monstrous crime, to the point of wanting to
reserve for it, even within scientific treatments, a
“special compartment” that holds it at a distance?
For it is indeed within a sort of intralinguistic leper
colony that Saussure wants to contain and concen­
trate the problem of deformations through writing.
And, in order to be convinced that he would take in
very bad part the innocent questions that I have just
asked—for after all Lefebure is not a bad name and
we can love this play—let us read the following.
The passage below explains to us that the “play” is
nor “natural," and its accents are pessimistic: “Mis­
pronunciations due to spelling will probably appear
more frequently and as time goes on, the number of
useless letters pronounced by speakers will proba­
bly increase.” As in Rousseau in the same context,
the Capital is accused: “Some Parisians already
pronounce the t in sept femmes ‘seven women.
Strange example. The historical gap—for it is in­
deed history that one must stop in order to protect
language from writing—will only widen:

Darmsteter foresees the day when even the
last two letters of vingt “twenty” will be pro­
nounced—truly an orthographic monstros­
ity. Such phonic deformations belong to lan­
guage but do not stem from its natural
functioning. They are due to an external in­
fluence. Linguistics should put them into a
special compartment for observation: they
are teratological cases (p. 54; italics added)

[PP- 31—32-]-

It is clear that the concepts of stability, perma
nence, and duration, which here assist thinking t ie
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onships between speech and writing, are too
re lt'nd open to every uncritical investiture. They
l3X Id require more attentive and minute analyses.
T^same is applicable to an explanation according
1 which “most people pay more attention to visual
10 pressions simply because these are sharper and
Xre lasting than aural impressions” (p. 46) (p. 25].
This explanation of “usurpation” is not only em­
pirical in its form, it is problematic in its content, it
refers to a metaphysics and to an old physiology of
sensory faculties constantly disproved by science, as
bv the experience of language and by the body
properas language. It imprudently makes of visibil­
ity the tangible, simple, and essential element of
writing. Above all, in considering rhe audible as the
natural milieu within which language must natu­
rally fragment and articulate its instituted signs.
thus exercising its arbitrariness, this explanation
excludes all possibility of some natural relationship
between speech and writing at the very moment
that it affirms it. Instead of deliberately dismissing
the notions of nature and institution that it con-

-k -..ahr ro be done first, it thusthe notions of nature and instuuuo., -----stantly uses, which ought to be done first, it thus
confuses the two. It finally and most importantly
contradicts the principal affirmation according to
which “the thing that constitutes language [I'essen-
tiel de la langue] is . . . unrelated to the phonic
character of the linguistic sign” (p. at) [p. 7]. This
affirmation will soon occupy us; within it the other
side of the Saussurian proposition denouncing the

“illusions of script” comes to the fore.
What do these limits and presuppositions sig­

nify? First that a linguistics is not general as long as
it defines its outside and inside in terms of deter­
mined linguistic models; as long as it does not rig­
orously distinguish essence from fact in their re­
spective degrees of generality. The system of writing
m general is not exterior to the system of language
m general, unless it is granted that the division be­
tween exterior and interior passes through the inte­
rior of the interior or the exterior of the exterior, to
the point where the immanence of language is es­
sentially exposed to the intervention of forces that
are apparently alien to its system. For the same rea­
son, writing in general is not “image” or “figura­
tion" of language in general, except if the nature,
the logic, and the functioning of the image within
the system from which one wishes to exclude it be
reconsidered. Writing is not a sign of a sign, except
if one says it of all signs, which would be more pro­

foundly true. If every sign refers to a sign, and if
"sign of a sign" signifies writing, certain conclu­
sions—which I shall consider at the appropriate
moment—will become inevitable. What Saussure
saw without seeing, knew without being able to
take into account, following in that the entire meta­
physical tradition, is that a certain model of writing
was necessarily but provisionally imposed (but for
the inaccuracy in principle, insufficiency of fact,
and the permanent usurpation) as instrument and
technique of representation of a system of language.
And that this movement, unique in style, was so
profound that it permitted the thinking, within lan­
guage. of concepts like those of the sign, technique,
representation, language. The system of language
associated with phonetic-alphabetic writing is that
within which logocentric metaphysics, determining
the sense of being as presence, has been produced.
This logocentrism, this epoch of the full speech, has
always placed in parenthesis, suspended, and sup­
pressed for essential reasons, all free reflection on
the origin and status of writing, all science of writ­
ing which was not technology and the history of a
technique, itself leaning upon a mythology and a
metaphor of a natural writing.12 It is this logocen­
trism which, limiting the internal system of lan­
guage in general by a bad abstraction, prevents
Saussure and the majority of his successors11 from
determining fully and explicitly that which is called
“the integral and concrete object of linguistics"

(p. 2.3) [p. 7].But conversely, as I announced above, it is when
he is not expressly dealing with writing, when he
feels he has closed the parentheses on that subject,
that Saussure opens the field of a general gram-

12A play on “epoque" (epoch) and "epoche," the Husserl-
ian term for "bracketting" or “putting out of play" that
constitutes phenomenological reduction. [Tr.] (See Hus­

serl.) [Eds.]11 “The signifier aspect of the system of language can con­
sist only of rules according to which the phonic aspect of
the act of speech is ordered," [N. S.| Troubetzkoy, Prim
cipes de phonologie, tr. fr. [J. Cantincau (Paris, 1949):
Principles of Phonology, tr. Christiane A. M. Baitaxe
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, i9l>9)l, P- -• It *s ln the
"Phonologie et phonetique" of Jakobson and Halle (the
first part of Fundamentals of Language, collected and
translated in Essais de linguistique generate [tr. Nicolas
Ruwet (Paris, 1963)], p. 103) that rhe phonologistic
strand of the Saussurian project seems to be most system­
atically and most rigorously defended, notably against
Hjelmslev’s "algebraic" point of view. [Au./Tr.]



matology. Which would not only no longer be ex­
cluded from general linguistics, but would domi­
nate it and contain it within itself. Then one realizes
that what was chased off limits, rhe wandering out­
cast of linguistics, has indeed never ceased to haunt
language as its primary and most intimate possibil­
ity. Then something which was never spoken and
which is nothing other than writing itself as the ori­
gin of language writes itself within Saussure’s dis­
course. Then we glimpse the germ of a profound bur
indirect explanation of the usurpation and rhe traps
condemned in Chapter VI. This explanation will
overthrow even rhe form of the question to which it
was a premature reply.

The Outside'fahc Inside
The thesis of the arbitrariness of the sign (so grossly
misnamed, and not only for the reasons Saussure
himself recognizes)14 must forbid a radical distinc­
tion between the linguistic and the graphic sign. No
doubt this thesis concerns only the necessity of rela­
tionships between specific signifiers and signifieds
within an allegedly natural relationship between the
voice and sense in general, between the order of
phonic signifiers and the content of the signifieds
(“the only natural bond, the only true bond, the
bond of sound"). Only these relationships between
specific signifiers and signifieds would be regulated
by arbitrariness. Within the “natural” relationship
between phonic signifiers and their signifieds in

general, the relationship between each determined
signifier and its determined signified would be
“arbitrary.”

Now from the moment that one considers the to­
tality of determined signs, spoken, and a fortiori
written, as unmotivated institutions, one must ex­
clude any relationship of natural subordination, anv
natural hierarchy among signifiers or orders of sig­
nifiers. If “writing” signifies inscription and espe­
cially the durable institution of a sign (and that is

14Page ioi. Beyond the scruples formulated by Saussure
himself, an entire system of intralinguistic criticism can
be opposed to the thesis of the “arbitrariness of the
sign.” Cf. Jakobson, “A la recherche de 1’essence du lan­
gage,” [“Quest for the Essence of Language,”] Diogene,
51, and Martinet, La linguistique synchronique [Paris
1965], p. 34. But these criticisms do not interfere—and,

besides, do not pretend to interfere—with Saussure’s
profound intention directed at the discontinuity and im-
motivation proper to the structure if not the origin of
the sign. [Au.]

the only irreducible kernel of the cone
ing), writing in general covers the entire 7™'
guistic signs. In that field a certain sort of ° ° ''n'
signifiers may then appear, “graphic" in .'"Stltutcd
and derivative sense of the word, •ordered^0"'
certain relationship with other instituted—| ’
“written,” even if they are “phdnic”-siKnifi"C,:
The very idea of institution—hence of the arbitr '
ness of the sign—is unthinkable before the possi'
bility of writing and outside of its horizon Quite
simply, that is, outside of the horizon itself, outside
the world as space of inscription, as the opening to
the emission and to the spatial distribution of signs
to the regulated play of their differences, even if
they are “phonic.”

Let us now persist in using this opposition of na­
ture and institution, of physis and nemos (which
also means, of course, a distribution and division
regulated in fact by law) which a meditation on
writing should disturb although it functions every­
where as self-evident, particularly in the discourse
of linguistics. We must then conclude that only the
signs called natural, those that Hegel and Saussure
call “symbols,” escape semiology as grammatology.
But they fall a fortiori outside the field of linguistics
as the region of general semiology. The thesis of the
arbitrariness of the sign thus indirectly but irrevoca­
bly contests Saussure’s declared proposition when I
he chases writing to the outer darkness of language.
This thesis successfully accounts for a conventional
relationship between the phoneme and the graph­
eme (in phonetic writing, between the phoneme,
signifier-signified, and the grapheme, pure signifier),
but by the same token it forbids that the latter be an
“image” of the former. Now it was indispensable to
the exclusion of writing as “external system, that it
come to impose an “image,” a “representation, or
a “figuration,” an exterior reflection of rhe reality of
language.

It matters little, here at least, that there is in fact
an ideographic filiation of the alphabet. This im­
portant question is much debated by historians
of writing. What matters here is that in the syn­
chronic structure and systematic principle of alpha­
betic writing—and phonetic writing in general-
no relationship of “natural” representation, none of
resemblance or participation, no “symbolic re­
lationship in rhe Hegelian-Saussurian sense, no
“iconographic” relationship in the I’eircian sense,
be implied.

st therefore challenge, in the very name
0ne "leanness of the sign, the Saussurian defi-

oftllC3rf'writing as “image”—hence as natural
nir,on I—-of language. Not to mention the fact that
?, honeme is the unimaginable itself, and no visi-
' T P can resemble it, it suffices to rake into account

hat Saussure says about the difference between
tVsyn'bo! and the-sign (p. tot) [pp. 68-69] in
order to be completely baffled as to how he can at
°he same time say of writing that it is an "image" or
“figuration” of language and define language and
writing elsewhere as “two distinct systems of signs”
(p (p. 13]. For the property of the sign is not to
be an image. By a process exposed by Freud in The
Interpretation of Dreams, Saussure thus accumu­
lates contradictory arguments to bring about a
satisfactory decision: the exclusion of writing. In
fact, even within so-called phonetic writing, the
"graphic" signifier refers to the phoneme through a
web of many dimensions which binds it, like all sig­
nifiers, to other written and oral signifiers, within a
“total" system open, let us say, to all possible invest­
ments of sense. We must begin with the possibility
of that total system.

Saussure was thus never able to think that writ­
ing was truly an “image,” a “figuration,” a “repre­
sentation” of the spoken language, a symbol. If one
considers that he nonetheless needed these inade­
quate notions to decide upon the exteriority of
writing, one must conclude that an entire stra­
tum of his discourse, the intention of Chapter VI
(“Graphic Representation of Language”), was not
at all scientific. When I say this, my quarry is not
primarily Ferdinand de Saussure’s intention or mo­
tivation, but rather the entire uncritical tradition
which he inherits. To what zone of discourse does
this strange functioning of argumentation belong,
this coherence of desire producing itself in a near-
oneiric way—although it clarifies the dream rather
than allow itself to be clarified by it—through a
contradictory logic? How is this functioning articu­
lated with the entirety of theoretical discourse,
throughout the history of science? Better yet, how
does it work from within the concept of science it­
self? It is only when this question is elaborated—if
■t is some day—when the concepts required by this
functioning are defined outside of all psychology
(as of all sciences of man), outside metaphysics
(which can now be “Marxist” or “structuralist”);
when one is able to respect all its levels of generality

and articulation—it is only then that one will be
able to state rigorously the problem of the articu­
lated appurtenance of a text (theoretical or other­
wise) to an entire set: I obviously treat the Saus­
surian text at the moment only as a telling example
within a given situation, without professing to use
the concepts required by the functioning of which I
have just spoken. My justification would be as fol­
lows: this and some other indices (in a general way
the treatment of the concept of writing) already give
us the assured means of broaching the deconstruc­
tion of the greatest totality—the concept of the
episteme and logocentric metaphysics—within
which are produced, without ever posing the radi­
cal question of writing, all the Western methods of
analysis, explication, reading, or interpretation.

Now we must think that writing is at the same
time more exterior to speech, not being its “image"
or its “symbol,” and more interior to speech, which
is already in itself a writing. Even before it is linked
to incision, engraving, drawing, or the letter, to a
signifier referring in general to a signifier signified
by it, rhe concept of the graphic [unit of a possible
graphic system] implies the framework of the insti­
tuted trace, as the possibility common to all systems
of signification. My efforts will now be directed to­
ward slowly detaching these two concepts from the
classical discourse from which I necessarily borrow
them. The effort will be laborious and we know a
priori that its effectiveness will never be pure and
absolute.

The instituted trace is “unmotivated” but not ca­
pricious. Like the word “arbitrary” according to
Saussure, it “should not imply that the choice of the
signifier is left entirely to the speaker” (p. rot)
[pp. 68-69]. Simply, it has no “natural attachment”
to the signified within reality. For us, the rupture of
that “natural attachment” puts in question the idea
of naturalness rather than that of attachment. That
is why the word “institution” should not be too
quickly interpreted within the classical system of
oppositions.

The instituted trace cannot be thought without
thinking the retention of difference within a struc­
ture of reference where difference appears as such
and thus permits a certain liberty of variations
among the full terms. The absence of another here-
and-now, of another transcendental present, of
another origin of the world appearing as such, pre­
senting itself as irreducible absence within the pres-



enceof the trace, is not a metaphysicalI formu'a sub

opposition between nature and convention, symbol
and sign, etc. These oppositions have meaning only
after the possibility of the trace. The “unmot,va“d‘
ness” of the sign requires a synthesis in which the
completely other is announced as such without
any simplicity, any identity, any resemblance or
continuity—within what is not it. Is announced as
such: there we have all history, from what meta­
physics has defined as “non-living” up to “con­
sciousness,” passing through all levels of animal or­
ganization. The trace, where the relationship with
the other is marked, articulates its possibility in the >
entire field of the entity [e'tant], which metaphysics
has defined as the being-present starting from the
occulted movement of the trace. The trace must be
thought before the entity. But the movement of the
trace is necessarily occulted, it produces itself as
self-occultation. When the other announces itself as
such, it presents itself in the dissimulation of itself.
This formulation is not theological, as one might
believe somewhat hastily. The “theological” is a
determined moment in the total movement of the
trace. The field of the entity, before being deter­
mined as the field of presence, is structured accord­
ing to the diverse possibilities—genetic and struc­
tural—of the trace. The presentation of the other
as such, that is to say the dissimulation of its “as
such,” has always already begun and no structure of
the entity escapes it.

That is why the movement of “unmotivatedness” .'
passes from one structure to the other when'the - ,
“sign” crosses the stage of the “symbol.” It is in a
certain sense and according to a certain determined
structure of the “as such” that one is authorized to
say that there is yet no immotivation in what Saus-
sure calls “symbol” and which, according to him,
does not at least provisionally—interest semiol­
ogy. The general structure of the unmotivated trace
connects within the same possibility, and they can­
not be separated except by abstraction, the struc­
ture of the relationship with the other, the move­
ment of temporalization, and language as writing.
Without referring back to a “nature,” the immo­
tivation of the trace has always become. In fact,

there is no unmotivated trace: the
nitely its own becoming-unmotivated^fos ” 'ndcfi
language, what Saussure does not say \ aU|S.SUria'
to be said: there is neither symbol nor si™ k
becoming-sign of the symbol. fcn but a

Thus, as it goes without saying, the trace whereof
I speak is not more natural (it is not the mark k
natural sign or the index in the Husserlian sense)
than cultural, not more physical than psychic b o
logical than spiritual. It is that starting from which
a becoming-unmotivated of the sign, and with it all
the ulterior oppositions between physis and its
other, is possible.

In his project of semiotics, Peirce seems to have
been more attentive than Saussure to the irreduci­
bility of this becoming-unmotivated. In his termi­
nology, one must speak of a becoming-unmotivated
of the symbol, the notion of the symbol playing here
a role analogous to that of the sign which Saussure
opposes precisely to the symbol:

Symbols grow. They come into being by de­
velopment out of other signs, particularly
from icons, or from mixed signs partaking of
the nature of icons and symbols. We think
only in signs. These mental signs arc of mixed
nature; the symbol parts of them are called
concepts. If a man makes a new symbol, it is
by thoughts involving concepts. So it is only
out of symbols that a new symbol can grow.
Omne symbolum de symbolo.”

Peirce complies with two apparently incompat­
ible exigencies. The mistake here would be to sacri­
fice one for rhe other. It must be recognized that the
symbolic (in Peirce’s sense: of “the arbitrariness of
the sign”) is rooted in the nonsymbolic, in an ante­
rior and related order of signification: ‘ Symbols
grow. They come into being by development out o
other signs, particularly from icons, or from mixe
signs.” But these roots must not compromise the
structural originality of the field of symbols, the au
tonomy of a domain, a production, and a play: ->o
it is only out of symbols that a new symbol can
grow. Omne symbolum de symbolo.” !

But in both cases, the genetic root-system refers

“Elements of Logic, Bk. II, [Collected Papers, ed. Charles
Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge, Mass., I931"
58), vol. z], p. 169, paragraph joz. [Au.I (See Peirce.)
[Eds.J

to sign. No ground of nonsignification—
from s'g" d ’jnsignificance or an intuition of a
understo^_stretches ouc [o „jve founjatjon
Pr"en'he play and the coming into being of signs.
reties no longer depends on logic. Logic, ac-
Sen’.1. T t0 peirce, is only a semiotic: “Logic, in its
C°r -ral sense, is, as I believe I have shown, only an­
other name for semiotics (semeiotike), the quasi­
necessary, or formal, doctrine of signs.” And logic

the classical sense, logic "properly speaking,”
nonformal logic commanded by the value of truth,
occupies in that semiotics only a determined and
not a fundamental level. As in Husserl (but the
analogy, although it is most thought-provoking,
would stop there and one must apply it carefully),
the lowest level, the foundation of rhe possibility of
logic (or semiotics) corresponds to the project of
the Grammatica speculativa of Thomas d’Erfurt,
falsely attributed to Duns Scotus.’’ Like Husserl,
Peirce expressly refers to it. It is a matter of elabo­
rating, in both cases, a formal doctrine of condi­
tions which a discourse must satisfy in order to
have a sense, in order to “mean,” even if it is false
or contradictory. The general morphology of that
meaning1” (Bedeutung, vouloir-dire) is independent
of all logic of truth.

The science of semiotic has three branches.
The first is called by Duns Scotus grammatica
speculativa. We may term it pure grammar. It
has for its task to ascertain what must be true
of rhe representamen used by every scientific
intelligence in order that they may embody
any meaning. The second is logic proper. It is
the science of what is quasi-necessarily true of
the representamina of any scientific intelli­
gence in order that they may hold good of any
object, that is, may be true. Or say, logic
proper is the formal science of the conditions
of the truth of representations. The third, in
imitation of Kant’s fashion of preserving old
associations of words in finding nomencla­
ture for new conceptions, I call pure rhetoric.

l6Thomas d’Erfurt, thirteenth-century Scholastic philoso­
pher. [Eds.]
John Duns Scotus (ca. 1266-1308), Scholastic philoso­
pher and theologian. [Eds.]

'"I justify the translation of bedeuten by vouloir-dire
[meaning, literally “wish-to-say”] in La voix et le phe­
namine. [Au.]

Its task is to ascertain the laws bv which in
every scientific intelligence one 'sign gives
birth to another, and especially one thought
brings forth another.”

Peirce goes very far in the direction that 1 have
called the de-construction of the transcendental sig­
nified, which, at one time or another, would place a
reassuring end to the reference from sign to sign. 1
have identified logocentrism and the metaphysics of
presence as the exigent, powerful, systematic, and
irrepressible desire for such a signified. Now Peirce
considers the indefiniteness of reference as the crite­
rion that allows us to recognize that we are indeed
dealing with a system of signs. What broaches the
movement of signification is what makes its inter­
ruption impossible. The thing itself is a sign. An
unacceptable proposition for Husserl, whose phe­
nomenology remains therefore—in its "principle of
principles”—the most radical and most critical res­
toration of the metaphysics of presence. The differ­
ence between Husserl’s and Peirce’s phenomenolo­
gies is fundamental since it concerns the concept of
the sign and of the manifestation of presence, the
relationships between the re-presentation and the
originary presentation of the thing itself (truth). On
this point Peirce is undoubtedly closer to the in­
ventor of the word phenomenology: Lambert pro­
posed in fact to “reduce the theory of things to
the theory of signs.” According to the “phaneoro-
scopy” or “phenomenology” of Peirce, manifesta­
tion itself does not reveal a presence, it makes a
sign. One may read in the Principle of Phenomenol­
ogy that “the idea of manifestation is the idea of a
sign.”20 There is thus no phenomenality reducing
the sign or the representer so that the thing signified
may be allowed to glow finally in the luminosity of
its presence. The so-called “thing itself" is always
already a representamen shielded from the sim­
plicity of intuitive evidence. The representamen
functions only by giving rise to an interpretant that
itself becomes a sign and so on to infinity. The self­
identity of the signified conceals itself unceasingly
and is always on the move. The property of the
representamen is to be itself and another, to be pro-

” The Philosophy of Peirce: Selected Writings, [ed. Justus
Buehler (New York and London, 1940)], ch. 7, p. 99.
[Au.]

“Page 93. Let us recall that Lambert opposes phenome­
nology to alctheiology. [Au.]



duced as a structure of reference, to he separated
from itself. The property of rhe representamen is
not to be proper [propre], that is to say absolutely
proximate to itself (prope, proprius). The repre­
sented is always already a representamen. Defini­
tion of the sign:

Anything which determines something else
(its interpretant) to refer to an object to which
itself refers (its object) in the same way, this
interpretant becoming in turn a sign, and so
on ad infinitum. . . . If rhe series of successive
inrerprerants comes to an end, the sign is
thereby rendered imperfect, ar least.’1

I? From the moment that there is meaning there are
nothing bur signs. We think only in signs. Which
amounts to ruining the notion of the sign at the very
moment when, as in Nietzsche, its exigency is rec­
ognized in the absoluteness of its right. One could
call play the absence of the transcendental signified
as limitlessness of play, that is to say as the destruc­
tion of ontotheology and the metaphysics of pres­
ence. It is not surprising that the shock, shaping
and undermining metaphysics since its origin, lets
itself be named as such in the period when, refusing
to bind linguistics to semantics (which all European
linguists, from Saussure to Hjemslev, still do), ex­
pelling the problem of meaning outside of their re­
searches, certain American linguists constantly re­
fer to the model of a game. Here one must think of
writing as a game within language. (The Phae-
drus (177c) condemned writing precisely as play—
paidia—and opposed such childishness to the adult
gravity [spoude] of speech.) This play, thought as
absence of the transcendental signified, is not a play
in the world, as it has always been defined, for the
purposes of containing it, by the philosophical tra­
dition and as the theoreticians of play also consider
it (or those who, following and going beyond
Bloomfield, refer semantics to psychology or some
other local discipline). To think play radically the
ontological and transcendental problematics must
first be seriously exhausted; the question of the
meaning of being, the being of the entity and of the
transcendental origin of the world—of the world­
ness of the world—must be patiently and rigorously
worked through, the critical movement of the Hus- 21 

21 Elements of Logic, Bk. I, i, p. 30a. [Au.]

serlian and Heideggcrian questions must h «
tivcly followed to the very end, and thei .ft ' •
ncss and legibility must be conserved"^
were crossed out, without it the concent^ 1 "
and writing to which -I shall -have recourse 5
remain caught within regional limits and an
piricist, positivist, or metaphysical discourse Th
counter-move that the holders of such 'C
would oppose ro the precritical tradition and to
metaphysical speculation would be nothing but the
worldly representation of their own operation. It is
therefore the game of the world that must be first
thought; before attempting to understand all the
forms of play in the world.22

From the very opening of the game, then, we arc
within the becoming-unmotivated of the symbol.
With regard to this becoming, the opposition of
diachronic and synchronic is also derived. It would
not be able to command a grammatology perti­
nently. The immotivation of the trace ought now to
be understood as an operation and not as a state, as
an active movement, a demotivation, and not as a
given structure. Science of “the arbitrariness of the
sign,” science of the immotivation of the trace, sci­
ence of writing before speech and in speech, gram­
matology would thus cover a vast field within which
linguistics would, by abstraction, delineate its own
area, with the limits that Saussure prescribes to its
internal system and which must be carefully re­
examined in each speech/writing system in the
world and history.

By a substitution which would be anything but
verbal, one may replace semiology by gramma­
tology in the program of the Course in Genera
Linguistics:

I shall call it [grammatology]. . . . Since the
science does not yer exist, no one can say
what it would be; but it has a right to exis-

These Heideggcrian themes obviously refer back co
Nietzsche (cf. La chose [1950], rr. fr. in Essais et confe-
retices^ [tr. Andre Preau (Paris, 195S)], p. -14 (‘‘Das
Ding,” Vortrage und Aufsatze (Pfullingen, i954)J»
Principe de raison (1955—56), tr. fr. [Andre Preau, Paris,
r96zl pp. 24O f. [Der Satz vonl (Pfullingen,
r957)]- Such rhemes are presented also in Eugen Fink

COmme symbole du monde (Spiel als Weltsym-
ol] (Stuttgart, i960), and, in France, in Kosras Axelos,
ers la pensee planetaire ([Paris], 1964), and Einfiihr-

li-r^n e‘n ktinftiges Denken: uber Marx und Heidegger
(Tubingen, 1966). (Au./Tr.) 

|ace staked out in advance. Lin-
rc-i’ce’/.J^ly a part of [that] general sci-
gmst'es is ]aws discovered by [gramma-
C"logyl 'vil1 be aPPlicab,c t0 linSuistics <P- 33)

|p. >61-
advantage of this substitution will not only

'"live to the theory of writing rhe scope needed
bC 'ounter logocentric repression and the subordi-
t0 C „ m linguistics. It will liberate the semiological

roject itself from what, in spite of its greater theo-
rerical extension, remained governed by linguistics,
organized as if linguistics were at once its center
and its teios. Even though semiology was in fact
more general and more comprehensive than lin-
ouistics, it continued to be regulated as if it were
one of the areas of linguistics. The linguistic sign re­
mained exemplary for semiology, it dominated it as
the master-sign and as the generative model: the

pattern [pafroti].

One could therefore say that signs that are
wholly arbitrary realize better than the others
the ideal of the semiological process; that
is why language, the most complex and uni­
versal of all systems of expression, is also
the most characteristic; in this sense linguis­
tics can become the master-pattern for all
branches of semiology although language
is only one particular semiological system
(p. tot; italics added) [p. 68].

Consequently, reconsidering the order of depen­
dence prescribed by Saussure, apparently inverting
the relationship of the part to the whole, Barthes in
fact carries out the profoundest intention of the

Course:

From now on we must admit the possibility
of reversing Saussure’s proposition some day:
linguistics is not a part, even if privileged, of
the general science of signs, it is semiology
that is a part of linguistics.23

This coherent reversal, submitting semiology to a
translinguistics,” leads to its full explication as lin­

guistics historically dominated by logocentric meta­
physics, for which in fact there is not and there

■' Communications, 4 (1964), p. 1. [Au.]

si ou!d not be any meaning except as named”
(ibid.). Dominated by the so-called “civilization of
writing that we inhabit, a civilization of so-called
phonetic writing, that is to say of the logos where
the sense of being is, in its tclos, determined as par-
ousia. The Barthesian reversal is fecund and indis­
pensable for the description of the fact and the
vocation of signification within the closure of this
epoch and this civilization that is in the process of
disappearing in its very globalization.

Let us now try to go beyond these formal and ar­
chitectonic considerations. Let us ask in a more
intrinsic and concrete way, how language is not
merely a sort of writing, “comparable to a system
of writing” (p. 33) [p. 16]—Saussure writes curi­
ously—but a species of writing. Or rather, since
writing no longer relates to language as an exten­
sion or frontier, let us ask how language is a possi­
bility founded on the general possibility of writing.
Demonstrating this, one would give at the same
time an account of that alleged “usurpation” which
could not be an unhappy accident. It supposes on
the contrary a common root and thus excludes the
resemblance of the “image,” derivation, or repre­
sentative reflexion. And thus one would bring back
to its true meaning, to its primary possibility, the
apparently innocent and didactic analogy which

makes Saussure say:

Language is [comparable to] a system of signs
that express ideas, and is therefore compa­
rable to writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes,
symbolic rites, polite formulas, military sig­
nals, etc. Bur it is the most important of all
these systems (p. 33; italics added) [p. 16].

Further, it is not by chance that, a hundred
and thirty pages later, at the moment of explaining
phonic difference as the condition of linguistic value
(“from a material viewpoint”),24 he must again bor­
row all his pedagogic resources from the example of

writing:
■■“‘The conceptual side of value is made up solely of rela­

tions and differences with respect to the other terms of
language, and the same can be said of its material side.
The important thing in the word is not the sound alone
but the phonic differences that make it possible to dis­
tinguish this word from all others, for differences earn’
signification. ... A segment of language can never in the
final analysis be based on anything except its noncoinci­
dence with the rest” (p. 163) [pp. 117-18]. [Au.]
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Without this reduction of phonic matter, the dis­
tinction between language and speech, decisive for
Saussure, would have no rigor. It would be the same
for the oppositions that happened to descend from
it: between code and message, pattern and usage,
etc. Conclusion: “Phonology—this bears repeat­
ing—is only an auxiliary discipline [of rhe science
of language] and belongs exclusively to speaking’
(p. 56) [p. 33]. Speech thus draws from this stock of
writing, noted or nor, that language is, and it is here
that one must meditate upon the complicity be­
tween the two “stabilities.” The reduction of the
phone reveals this complicity. What Saussure says,
for example, about the sign in general and what he
“confirms” through the example of writing, applies
also to language: “Signs are governed by a principle
of general semiology: continuity in time is coupled
to change in time; this is confirmed by orthro-
graphic systems, the speech of deaf-mutes, etc.
(P- in) [p. 16].

The reduction of phonic substance thus does not
only permit the distinction between phonetics on
the one hand (and a fortiori acoustics or the physi­
ology of the phonating organs) and phonology on
rhe other. It also makes of phonology itself an “aux­
iliary discipline.” Here the direction indicated by

premises defining the internal system of lan >
He must now exclude the very thing which had^’
mitted him to exclude writing: sound and its “natu
ral bond” {lien naturel] with meaning. For'ex'
ample: “The thing that constitutes language is, as 1
shall show later, unrelated to the phonic character
of the linguistic sign” (p. 11) [p. 7|. And in a para­
graph on difference:

It is impossible for sound alone, a material
element, to belong to language. It is only a sec­
ondary thing, substance to be put to use. All
our conventional values have the character­
istic of not being confused with the tangible
element which supports them. . . . The lin­
guistic signifier ... is nor [in essence] phonic
but incorporeal—constituted not by its ma­
terial substance but the differences that sepa­
rate its sound-image from all others (p. 164)
[pp. 118 -191. The idea or phonic substance
that a sign contains is of less importance than
the other signs that surround it (p. 166)
[p. no].

Since an identical state ofaffairs is observable

in writing, another system of signs,
use writing to draw some h '
will clarify the whole issue (p. i«5) IP- Pl-

Four demonstrative items, borrowing pattern and
content from writing, follow.-5

Once more, then, we definitely have to oppose
Saussure to himself. Before being or not being
“noted,” “represented," “figured, in a grap n ,
the linguistic sign implies an originary writing.
Henceforth, it is not to the thesis of the arbitrari­
ness of the sign that I shall appeal directly, but to
what Saussure associates with it as an indispensable
correlative and which would seem to me rather to
lay rhe foundations for it: the thesis of difference as
the source of linguistic value.24

What are, from the grammatological point of
view, the consequences of this theme that is now so
well-known (and upon which Plato already re­
flected in the Sophist}?

By definition, difference is never in itself a sen­
sible plenitude. Therefore, its necessity contradicts
the allegation of a naturally phonic essence of lan­
guage. It contests by the same token the professed
natural dependence of the graphic signifier. That is
a consequence Saussure himself draws against the

-'"Since an identical state of affairs is observable in writ­
ing, another system of signs, we shall use writing to
draw some comparisons that will clarify the whole issue.
fn fact:

“t> The signs used in writing are arbitrary; there is no
connection, for example, between the letter t and the
sound that it designates.

“-) The value of letters is purely negative and differ­
ential. The same person can write r, for instance, in dif­
ferent ways: t St t. The only requirement is that the sign
for I not be confused in his script with the signs used for
/, d, etc.

3) Values in writing function only through reciprocal
opposition within a fixed system that consists of a set
number of letters. This third characteristic, though not
identical to the second, is closely related to it, for both
depend on the first. Since the graphic sign is arbitrary, its
form matters little or rather matters only within the limi­
tations imposed by the system.

4) The means by which the sign is produced is com­
pletely unimportant, for it does not affect the system
(this also follows from characteristic 1). Whether I make
the letters in white or black, raised or engraved, with
pen or chisel all this is of no importance with respect

..to 'heir signification" (pp. 165-66) [pp. (Aut
Arbitrary and differential are two correlative qualities" >

(p. 163) [p. r 18], [Au.] 

.. re takes us beyond the phonologism of those
^’’nrofess to follow him on this point: in fact,

k bson believes indifference to the phonic sub-
3 °ce of expression to be impossible and illegiti­

mate He thus criticizes the glossematics of Hjclm-
'k-v which requires and practices the neutralizing of
sonorous substance. And in the text cited above,
fakobson and Halle maintain that the “theoretical
requirement" of a research of invariables placing
sonorous substance in parenthesis (as an empirical
and contingent content) is:

1. impracticable since, as “Eli Fischer-Jorgensen
exposes [it]," “the sonorous substance [is taken
into account] at every step of the analysis.”” But is
that a “troubling discrepancy,” as Jakobson and
Halle would have it? Can one not account for it as a
fact serving as an example, as do the phenomcnol-
ogists who always need, keeping it always within
sight, an exemplary empirical content in the read­
ing of an essence which is independent of it by
right?

— inadmissible in principle since one cannot con­
sider “that in language form is opposed to sub­
stance as a constant to a variable." It is in the
course of this second demonstration that the liter­
ally Saussurian formulas reappear within the ques­
tion of the relationships between speech and writ­
ing; the order of writing is the order of exteriority,
of the “occasional," of the “accessory,” of the
“auxiliary,” of the “parasitic" (pp. 116—17; italics
added) [pp. 16-17], The argument of Jakobson
and Halle appeals to the factual genesis and in­
vokes the secondariness of writing in the colloquial
sense: “Only after having mastered speech does one
graduate to reading and writing.” Even if this com-
monsensical proposition were rigorously proved—
something that I do not believe (since each of its con­
cepts harbors an immense problem)—one would
still have to receive assurance of its pertinence to
the argument. Even if “after” were here a facile
representation, if one knew perfectly well what one
thought and stated while assuring that one learns to
write after having learned to speak, would that suf­
fice to conclude that what thus comes “after” is
parasitic? And what is a parasite? And what if writ­
ing were precisely that which makes us reconsider
our logic of the parasite?

Jakobson and Halle, Fundamentals of Language, (1956),
P- 16. [Tr.]

Of Grammatology

In another moment ol the critique, Jakobson and
Halle recall the imperfection of graphic representa-
tion; that imperfection is due to “the cardinally dis­
similar patterning of letters and phonemes:’’ '

Letters never, or only partially, reproduce the
different distinctive features on which the
phonemic pattern is based and unfailingly
disregard the structural relationship of these
features (p. 116) (p. 17].

I have suggested it above: does not the radical
dissimilarity of the two elements—graphic and
phonic—exclude derivation? Does not the inade­
quacy of graphic representation concern only com­
mon alphabetic writing, to which glossematic for­
malism does not essentially refer? Finally, if one
accepts all the phonologist arguments thus pre­
sented, it must still be recognized that they oppose
a “scientific” concept of the spoken word to a vul­
gar concept of writing. What I would wish to show
is that one cannot exclude writing from the general
experience of “the structural relationship of these
features.” Which amounts, of course, to reforming
the concept of writing.

In short, if the Jakobsonian analysis is faithful to
Saussure in this matter, is it not especially so to the
Saussure of Chapter VI? Up to what point would
Saussure have maintained the inseparability of mat­
ter and form, which remains the most important ar­
gument of Jakobson and Halle (p. 117), [p. 17]?
The question may be repeated in the case of the
position of Andre Martinet who, in this debate, fol­
lows Chapter VI of the Course to the letter.28 And

2SThis literal fidelity’ is expressed:
1. In the critical exposition of Hjelmslev’s attempt

(“Au sujet des fondements de la theorie linguistique de
L. Hjelmslev,” Bulletin de la Societe Linguistique de
Paris, vol. 42, p. 40): “Hjelmslev is perfectly consistent
with himself when he declares that a written text has for
the linguist exactly the same value as a spoken text,
since the choice of the substance is not important. He
refuses even to admit that the spoken substance is primi­
tive and the written substance derived. It seems as if it
would suffice to make him notice that, but for certain
pathological exceptions, all human beings speak, but
few know how to write, or that children know how to
speak long before they learn how to write. I shall there­
fore not press the point" (italics added).

2. In the Elements de linguistique generale [(Paris,
1961); Elements of General Linguistics, tr. Elisabeth
Palmer (London, 1964)!, where all rhe chapters on the
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onlv Chapter VI, from which
dissociates the doctrine of what, in th .
faces the privilege of phonic substance. Aher IhavingcxplaineTwhy “a dead language w.th a per

oaraohv ” that is to say a communication effective
through’the system of a generalized script, could

not have anv real autonomy,” and why nevertheless,
“such a svstem would be something so particular
that one can well understand why linguists want
to exclude it from the domain of their science
(La linguistique syncronique. p. tS; italics added),
Martinet criticizes those who, following a certain
trend in Saussure, question the essentially phonic
character of the linguistic sign: “Much will be at­
tempted to prove that Saussure is right when he an­
nounces that ‘the thing that constitutes language
[I'essentiel de la langue] is . . . unrelated to the
phonic character of the linguistic sign,' and, going
beyond the teaching of the master, to declare that
the linguistic sign does not necessarily have that
phonic character’’ (p. 19).

On that precise point, it is not a question of “go­
ing beyond’’ the master’s teaching but of following
and extending it. Not to do it is to cling to what in
Chapter VI greatly limits formal and structural re­
search and contradicts the least contestable find­
ings of Saussurian doctrine. To avoid “going be-

vocal character of language pick up the words and argu­
ments of Chapter VI of the Course: “[One learns to
speak before learning to read:) reading conies as a re­
flection of spoken usage: the reverse is never true" (ital­
ics added. This proposition seems to me to be thor­
oughly debatable, even on the level of that common
experience which has the force of law within this argu­
ment). Martinet concludes: “The study of writing is a
discipline distinct from linguistics proper, although
practically speaking it is one of its dependencies. Thus
the linguist in principle operates without regard for
written forms” (p. 11) [p. 17]. We see how the concepts
of dependency and abstraction function: writing and its
science arc alien but not independent: which does not
stop them from being, conversely, immanent but not es­
sential. Just enough “outside” not to affect the integrity
of the language itself, in its pure original self-identity, in
its property; just enough “inside" not to have the right
to any practical or epistemological independence. And
vice versa.

3. In "The Word” (already cited): . . it is from
speech that one should always start in order to under­
stand rhe real nature of human language" (p. 55) [p. 54).

4. And finally and above all in “La double articulation
du langage," La linguistique synchronique, pp. 8 f. and
18 f. [Au.j

yond,” one risks returning to a point ,
short. 1 ra*ls

I believe that generalized-writing is not j
idea of a system to be invented, an hypoth .
characteristic or a future possibility. I think o"'
contrary that oral language -already belongs th'
writing. But that presupposes a modification of th’
concept of writing that we for the moment merely
anticipate. Even supposing that one is not given that
modified concept, supposing that one is considering
a system of pure writing as an hypothesis for the
future or a working hypothesis, faced with that
hypothesis, should a linguist refuse himself the
means of thinking it and of integrating its formula­
tion within his theoretical discourse? Does the fact
that most linguists do so create a theoretical right?
Martinet seems to be of that opinion. After having
elaborated a purely “dactylological” hypothesis of
language, he writes, in effect:

It must be recognized that the parallelism be­
tween this “dactylology" and phonology is
complete as much in synchronic as in dia­
chronic material, and that the terminology
associated with the latter may be used for the
former, except of course when rhe terms refer
to the phonic substance. Clearly, if we do not
desire to exclude from the domain of lin­
guistics the systems of the type we have just
imagined, it is most important to modify tra­
ditional terminology relative to the articu­
lation of signifiers so as to eliminate all re­
ference to phonic substance; as does Louis
Hjelmslev when he uses “ceneme” and ccne-
matics” instead of “phoneme” and "phone­
matics.” Yet it is understandable that the
majority of linguists hesitate to modify com­
pletely the traditional terminological edifice
for the only theoretical advantages of being
able to include in the field of their science
some purely hypothetical systems. To make
them agree to envisage such a revolution,
they must be persuaded that, in attested lin­
guistic systems, they have no advantage in
considering the phonic substance of units o
expression as to be of direct interest (pp. -c~
it; italics added).

Once again, we do not doubt the value of these
phonological arguments, the presuppositions e
hind which 1 have attempted to expose above. Once

Of Grammatology it;

. assumes these presuppositions, it would be ab-
°n j [0 reintroduce confusedly a derivative writing,
SUthe area of oral language and within the system
"J this derivation. Not only would ethnocentrism
not be avoided, but all the frontiers within the
•nhere’of its legitimacy would then be confused. It is
not a question of rehabilitating writing in the nar­
row sense, nor of reversing the order of dependence
when iris evident. Phonologism does not brook any
objections as long as one conserves the colloquial
concepts of speech and writing which form the
solid fabric of its argumentation. Colloquial and
quotidian conceptions, inhabited besides—uncon-
tradictorily enough—by an old history, limited by
frontiers that arc hardly visible yer all the more rig­
orous by that very fact.

I would wish rather to suggest that rhe alleged de­
rivativeness of writing, however real and massive,
was possible only on one condition: that the “origi­
nal,” “natural,” etc. language had never existed,
never been intact and untouched by writing, that it
had itself always been a writing. An arche-writing
whose necessity and new concept I wish to indicate
and outline here; and which I continue to call writ­
ing only because it essentially communicates with
the vulgar concept of writing. The latter could not
have imposed itself historically except by the dis­
simulation of the arche-writing, by the desire for
a speech displacing its other and its double and
working to reduce its difference. If I persist in call­
ing that difference writing, it is because, within the
work of historical repression, writing was, by its sit­
uation, destined to signify the most formidable dif­
ference. It threatened the desire tor the living speech
from the closest proximity, it breached living speech
from within and from the very beginning. And as
we shall begin to see, difference cannot be thought
without the trace.

This arche-writing, although its concept is in­
voked by the themes of “the arbitrariness of the
S1gn and of difference, cannot and can never be
recognized as the object of a science. It is that very
thing which cannot let itself be reduced to the form
of presence. The latter orders all objectivity of the
object and all relation of knowledge. That is why
what I would be tempted to consider in the develop­
ment of the Course as “progress,” calling into ques­
tion in return the uncritical positions of Chapter
VI, never gives rise to a new “scientific” concept of
writing.

Can one say as much of the algebraism of Hjelm­
slev, which undoubtedly drew the most rigorous
conclusions from that progress?

The Principes de grammaire generate (1918) sep­
arated out within the doctrine of the Course the
phonological principle and the principle of differ­
ence: It isolated a concept of form which permitted
a distinction between formal difference and phonic
difference, and this even within "spoken” language
(p. 117). Grammar is independent of semantics and
phonology (p. 118).

That independence is the very principle of glos-
sematics as the formal science of language. Its for­
mality supposes that “there is no necessary con­
nexion between sounds and language.”-’ That
formality is itself the condition of a purely func­
tional analysis. The idea of a linguistic function and
of a purely linguistic unit—the glosseme—excludes
then not only the consideration of the substance of
expression (material substance) but also that of the
substance of the content (immaterial substance).
“Since language is a form and not a substance
(Saussure), the glossemes are by definition indepen­
dent of substance, immaterial (semantic, psycho­
logical and logical) and material (phonic, graphic,
etc.).”™ The study of the functioning of language,
of its play, presupposes that the substance of mean­
ing and, among other possible substances, that of
sound, be placed in parenthesis. The unity of sound
and of sense is indeed here, as I proposed above, the
reassuring closing of play. Hjelmslev situates his
concept of the scheme or play of language within
Saussurc’s heritage—of Saussure’s formalism and
his theory of value. Although he prefers to compare
linguistic value to the “value of exchange in the eco­
nomic sciences” rather than to the “purely logico-
mathematical value,” he assigns a limit to this
analogy.

An economic value is by definition a value
with two faces: not only does it play the role
of q constant vis-a-vis the concrete units of
money, but it also itself plays the role of a
variable vis-a-vis a fixed quantity of mer-

2’“On the Principles of Phonematics” (1955), Proceedings
of the Second International Congress of Phonetic Sci­
ences, p. yr. [Au.]

™ Louis Hjelmslev and H. J. Uldall, Etudes de linguistique
structurale organisees an sein du Cercle linguistique de
Copenhauge (Bulletin ri, 35, pp. 13 f.). [Au.J
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rhe game of chess and not economic fact re­
mains for Saussure the most faithful image
a grammar. The scheme of language IS in the
last analysis a game and nothing more.

In the Prolegomena to a Theory of Language
(I943), setting forth the opposition expression!
content, which he substitutes for the difference sig-
nifierlsignified, and in which each term may be con­
sidered from the point of view of form or sub­
stance, Hjelmslev criticizes the idea of a language
naturally bound to the substance of phonic expres­
sion. It is by mistake that it has hitherto been sup­
posed "that the substance-expression of a spoken
language should consist of ‘sounds’:”

Thus, as has been pointed out by the Zwir-
ners in particular, the fact has been over­
looked that speech is accompanied by, and
that certain components of speech can be re­
placed by, gesture, and that in reality, as the
Zwirners say, not only the so-called organs of
speech (throat, mouth, and nose), but very
nearly all the striate musculature cooperate in
the exercise of “natural” language. Further, it
is possible to replace the usual sound-and-
gesrure substance with any other that offers
itself as appropriate under changed external
circumstances. Thus the same linguistic form
may also be manifested in writing, as hap­
pens with a phonetic or phonemic notation
and with the so-called phonetic orthogra­
phies, as for example the Finnish. Here is
a "graphic” substance which is addressed ex­
clusively to the eye and which need not be
transposed into a phonetic "substance” in
order to be grasped or understood. And this
graphic “substance” can, precisely from the
point of view of the substance, be of quite
various sorts?'

Langue et parole" (1943), Essais linguistiques (Copen­
hagen, 1959], p. 77. (Au.]

''Omkring sprogteoriens grundlaeggelse, Copenhagen
1 r94 3 )> PP- 91-93 (translated as Prolegomena to A The­
ory of Language, (by Francis J. Whitfield (2nd edition
Baltimore, 1961)] pp. 103-04.

Cf. also “La stratification du langage" (1954), Essais
linguistiques (Travaux du Cercle linguistique de Copen-
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Refusing to presuppose a “derivation" of sub­
stances following from the substance of phonic ex­
pression, Hjelmslev places this problem outside the
area of structural analysis and of linguistics.

Moreover it is not always certain what is de­
rived and what not; we must not forget that
the discovery of alphabetic writing is hid­
den in prehistory [n.: Bertrand Russell quite
rightly calls attention to the fact that we have
no means of deciding whether writing or
speech is the older form of human expression
(An Outline of Philosophy [London, 1927],
p. 47)], so that the assertion that it rests on
a phonetic analysis is only one of the pos­
sible diachronic hypotheses; it may also be
rested on a formal analysis of linguistic struc­
ture. But in any case, as is recognized by
modern linguistics, diachronic considerations
are irrelevant for synchronic descriptions
(pp. 104-05).

H. J. Uldall provides a remarkable formulation of
the fact that glossematic criticism operates at the
same time thanks to Saussure and against him;
that, as 1 suggested above, the proper space of a
grammatology is at the same time opened and
closed by The Course in General Linguistics. To
show that Saussure did not develop "all the theo­
retical consequences of his discovery,” he writes:

It is even more curious when we consider that
the practical consequences have been widely
drawn, indeed had been drawn thousands of
years before Saussure, for it is only through
the concept of a difference between form ano
substance that we can explain the possibility
of speech and writing existing at the same
time as expressions of one and the same lan­
guage. If either of these two substances, the
stream of air or the stream of ink, were an in-

hague, Xllfroeoll T1,
graphematiesse-'n‘" ?r°,ect and the terminology of a
Pression, are there °f □ ,substance of graphic ex-
[he proposed al»eb£ nted (P- •» The complexity of
the point of vl? ? a,'ms to rcmed>’ rhe fact that, from
substance "C31 W 0 f 'e distinction between form and
sion” (n aq\ H,SfUr<iS tcrrn,nology can lead to confu-
same form of mS CV dernonstrates how “one and the
substances- nJ™’Trcss,on can be manifested by diverse
[Au.] ’ Ph°n,c’ flag-signals, etc.” (p. 49).

c of rhe language itself, it would not
tcgral Par from one to the other with-

Slanguage,”

, kn-dlv the Copenhagen School thus frees a
Un<ioU ch: it becomes possible to direct atten-

l’eld° only to the purity of a form freed from all
!.'°n "^l” bonds to a substance but also to every-
",natUthat in the stratification of language, depends
th'"L substancc of graphic expression. An original
0 d rigorously delimited description of this may
thus be promised. Hjelmslev recognizes that an
“analysis of writing without regard to sound has
not yet been undertaken” (p. 105). While regretting
also that “the substance of ink has not received the
same attention on the part of linguists that they
have so lavishly bestowed on the substance of air,"
H.J. Uldall delimits these problems and emphasizes
the mutual independence of the substances of ex­
pression. He illustrates it particularly by the fact
that, in orthography, no grapheme corresponds to
accents of pronunciation (for Rousseau this was the
misery and the menace of writing) and that, recipro­
cally, in pronunciation, no phoneme corresponds to
the spacing between written words (pp. 13 — 14).

Recognizing the specificity of writing, glosse-
matics did not merely give itself the means of
describing the graphic element. It showed how to
reach the literary element, to what in literature
passes through an irreducibly graphic text, tying
the play of form to a determined substance of ex­
pression. If there is something in literature which
does not allow itself to be reduced to the voice, to
epos or to poetry, one cannot recapture it except by
rigorously isolating the bond that links the play of
form to the substance of graphic expression. (It will
by the same token be seen that “pure literature,”
thus respected in its irreducibility, also risks limit-

Speech and Writing,” 193S, Acta Linguistica 4 (1944):
i x f. Uldall refers also to a study by Dr. Joseph Vachek,
Zum Problem der geschriebenen Sprache” (Travaux du

Cercle linguistique de Prague 8, 1939) in order to indi­
cate "the difference between the phonologic and glos­
sematic points of view.”

Cf. also Eli Fischer-Jorgensen, "Remarques sur les
pnneipes de 1’analyse phonemique,” Recherches struc-
turales, 1949 (Travaux du Cercle linguistique de Prague,
V0‘- 5» PP- Z31. f.); Bertha Sicrtsema, A Study of Clos-
sematics ((The Hague] 1955), (especially ch. VI), and
Hennings Spang-Hanssen, “Glossematics," Trends in
European and American Linguistics, 1930-60 [cd.
Christine Mohrmann (Utrecht,] 1961), pp. 147 f. [Au.] 

mg the play, restricting it. The desire to restrict play
is, moreover, irresistible.) This interest in literature
is effectively manifested in the Copenhagen School “
It thus removes the Rousseauist and Saussurian
caution with regard to literary arts. It radicalizes
the efforts of the Russian formalists, specifically of
the O.PO.IAZ, who, in their attention to the being-
literary of literature, perhaps favored the phono­
logical instance and the literary models that it
dominates. Notably poetry. That which, within the
history of literature and in the structure of a literary
text in general, escapes that framework, merits a
type of description whose norms and conditions of
possibility glossematics has perhaps better isolated.
It has perhaps thus better prepared itself to study
the purely graphic stratum within the structure of
the literary text within the history of the becoming-
literary of literal! ty, notably in its "modernity.”

Undoubtedly a new domain is thus opened to
new and fecund researches. But I am not primarily
interested in such a parallelism or such a recaptured
parity of substances of expression. It is clear that if
the phonic substance lost its privilege, it was not to
the advantage of the graphic substance, which lends
itself to the same substitutions. To the extent that
it liberates and is irrefutable, glossematics still op­
erates with a popular concept of writing. However
original and irreducible it might be, the “form of
expression” linked by correlation to the graphic
“substance of expression” remains very determined.
It is very dependent and very derivative with regard
to the arche-writing of which I speak. This arche-
writing would be at work not only in the form and
substance of graphic expression but also in those of
nongraphic expression. It would constitute not only
the pattern uniting form to all substance, graphic or
otherwise, but the movement of the sign-function
linking a content to an expression, whether it be
graphic or not. This theme could not have a place in
Hjelmslev’s system.

It is because arche-writing, movement of differ-
ance, irreducible arche-synthesis, opening in one
and the same possibility, temporalization as well as
relationship with the other and language, cannot,

14 And already, in a very programmatic manner, in rhe Pro­
legomena (English translation, pp. 114—15). Cf. also
Adolf Stcnder-Petersen, “Esquisse d’unc theorie struc-
turale de la litterature,” and Stevan Johanson, "La notion
de signe dans la glossematiquc et dans I’esthetique,”
Travaux du Cerclelinguistique de Copenhague 5 (1949).
[Au.]



as the condition of all linguistic systems, form a
part of the linguistic system itself and be situate as
an object in its field. (Which does not mean it has

1 a real field elsewhere, another assignable site.)
' concept could in no way enrich the scientific, posi­

tive, and “immanent” (in the Hjelmslevian sense)
description of the system itself. Therefore, the

r founder of glossematics would no doubt have ques­
tioned its necessity, as he rejects, en bloc and legiti­
mately, all the extra-linguistic theories which do not
arise from the irreducible immanence of the linguis­
tic system.” He would have seen in that notion one
of those appeals to experience which a theory
should dispense with.’6 He would not have under­
stood why the name writing continued to be used
for that X which becomes so different from what
has always been called “writing.”

1 have already begun to justify this word, and es­
pecially the necessity of the communication be­
tween rhe concept of arche-writing and the vulgar
concept of writing submitted to deconstruction by
it. I shall continue to do so below. As for the con­
cept of experience, it is most unwieldy here. Like all
the notions I am using here, it belongs to the his­
tory of metaphysics and we can only use it under
erasure [sozzs rature]. “Experience” has always des­
ignated the relationship with a presence, whether
that relationship had the form of consciousness or
not. At any rate, we must, according to this sort of
contortion and contention which the discourse is
obliged to undergo, exhaust the resources of the
concept of experience before attaining and in order
to attain, by deconstruction, its ultimate founda­
tion. It is the oniy way to escape “empiricism” and
the “naive ’ critiques of experience at the same time.
Thus, for example, the experience whose “theory,” i

M Omkring, p. 9 (Prolegomena, p. 8). [Au.]
^Page 14. Which does not prevent Hjelmslev from “ven­

turing to call’’ his directing principle an “empirical prin­
ciple” (p. ix, English translation, p. 11). “But,” he adds,
"we are willing to abandon the name if epistemological
investigation shows it to be inappropriate. From our
point of view this is merely a question of terminology,
which does not affect the maintenance of the principle.”
This is only one example of the terminological conven­
tionalism of a system, which, in borrowing all its con­
cepts from the history of the metaphysics that it would
hold at a distance (form/substance, context/expression,
etc.), believes it can neutralize its entire historical burden
by means of some declaration of intention, a preface or
quotation marks. [Au.]

1 Hjelmslev says, “must be independent” ’
; whole of experience. It always corresno l* nOt thc
; tain type of factual or regional experiet0 “ “r'

cal, psychological, physiological, socioloX'i 'St°r'‘
givmg rise to a science that is itself reHotl T'1’
such, rigorously outside linguistics Th ■ 3"d’
thesizing of regions of experience or of the
of natural experience must discover a fid >, t
scendental experience. This experience is od^c'
cessfole in so far as, after having, like Hjelmslev’
isolated the specificity of the linguistic system and
excluded all the extrinsic sciences and metaphysical
speculations, one asks the question of the transcen­
dental origin of the system itself, as a system of the
objects of a science, and, correlativcly, of the theo­
retical system which studies it: here of rhe objective -
and “deductive” system which glossematics wishes
to be. Without that, the decisive progress accom­
plished by a formalism respectful of the originality
of its object, of “the immanent system of its ob­
jects,” is plagued by a scientificist objectivism, that
is to say by another unperceived or unconfessed
metaphysics. This is often noticeable in the work of
the Copenhagen School. It is to escape falling back
into this naive objectivism that I refer here to a
transcendentality that I elsewhere pur into ques­
tion. It is because I believe that there is a short-of
and a beyond of transcendental criticism. To see
to it that rhe beyond does nor return ro the within is
to recognize in the conrorrion rhe necessity of a
pathway [parcours]. That pathway must leave a
trace in the text. Without that trace, abandoned to

' the simple content of its conclusions, the ultra-
! transcendental text will so closely resemble the pre-
i critical text as to be indistinguishable from it. We
i must now form and meditate upon the law of this

resemblance. What I call the erasure of concepts
■ ought to mark the places of that future meditation.
For example, the value of the transcendental arche
[archie] must make its necessity felt before letting
itself be erased. The concept of arche-trace must
comply with both that necessity and that erasure. It
is in fact- contradictory and not acceptable within
the logic of identity. The trace is not only the disap­
pearance of origin—within the discourse that we
sustain and according to the path that we follow it
means that the origin did not even disappear, that it
was never constituted except reciprocally by a non­
origin, the trace, which thus becomes the origin of
the origin. From then on, to wrench the concept of

from the classical scheme, which would
the Jratet-rom a presence or from an originary non-
Jerivc ,r , . _u ,vnnlH make of it an empirical

of an originary trace
that that concept de­
begins with the trace,
trace?" We must then
of the discourse, the
and the Husserlian

experience. To the ex-
‘en't thatthc of exPerience in general—and
of transcendental experience, in Husserl in particu­
lar-remains governed by the theme of presence, it
participates in the movement of the reduction of the
trace. The Living Present (lebendige Gegenwart) is
the universal and absolute form of transcendental
experience to which Husserl refers us. In the de­
scriptions of the movements of temporalization, all
that does not torment the simplicity and the domi­
nation of that form seems to indicate to us how
much transcendental phenomenology belongs to
metaphysics. But that must come to terms with the
forces of rupture. In the originary temporalization
and the movement of relationship with the outside,
as Husserl actually describes them, nonpresenta­
tion or depresentation is as "originary” as presenta­
tion. That is why a thought of the trace can no
more break with a transcendental phenomenology
than be reduced to it. Here as elsewhere, to pose the
problem in terms of choice, to oblige or to believe
oneself obliged to answer it by a yes or no, to con­
ceive of appurtenance as an allegiance or nonappur-
tenar.ee as plain speaking, is to confuse very differ­
ent levels, paths, and styles. In the deconstruction of
the arche, one does not make a choice.

Therefore, I admit the necessity of going through
the concept of the arche-trace. How does that ne­
cessity direct us from the interior of the linguistic
system? How does the path that leads from Saus-
sure to Hjelmslev forbid us to avoid the originary
trace?

In that its passage through form is a passage
through the imprint. And the meaning of difference
in general would be more accessible to us if the
unity of that double passage appeared more clearly.

As for this critique of the concept of origin in general
(empirical and/or transcendental) we have elsewhere at­
tempted to indicate the schema of an argument (Intro­
duction to Husserl’s L'origine de la geometric, p. 60).
[Au.]

- and 'Vhicn wuuiu ......
< one must indeed speak
111 1 trace Yet we know

Sh te is above all no ongmary
1 has a simple moment
J'enomenological reduction
irence to a transcendental c

In both cases, one must begin from the possibility
or neutralizing the phonic substance.

On the one hand, the phonic element, the term,
the plenitude that is called sensible, would not ap-
pear as such without the difference or opposition
which gives them form. Such is the most evident
significance of the appeal to difference as the reduc­
tion of phonic substance. Here the appearing and
functioning of difference presupposes an originary
synthesis not preceded by any absolute simplicity.
Such would be the originary trace. Without a reten­
tion in the minimal unit of temporal experience,
without a trace retaining the other as other in the
same, no difference would do its work and no
meaning would appear. It is not the question of a
constituted difference here, but rather, before all de­
termination of the content, of the pure movement
which produces difference. The (pure) trace is dif-
ferance. It does not depend on any sensible pleni­
tude, audible or visible, phonic or graphic. It is, on
the contrary, the condition of such a plenitude. Al­
though it does not exist, although it is never a
being-present outside of all plenitude, its possibility
is by rights anterior to all that one calls sign (sig-
nified/signifier, content/expression, etc.), concept or
operation, motor or sensor}’. This difference is there­
fore not more sensible than intelligible and it permits
the articulation of signs among themselves within
the same abstract order—a phonic or graphic text
for example—or between two orders of expression.
It permits the articulation of speech and writing—
in thc colloquial sense—as it founds the meta­
physical opposition between the sensible and the
intelligible, then between signifier and signified, ex­
pression and content, etc. If language were not al­
ready, in that sense, a writing, no derived “nota­
tion” would be possible; and the classical problem
of relationships between speech and writing could
not arise. Of course, the positive sciences of sig­
nification can only describe the work and the fact
of difference, the determined differences and the de­
termined presences that they make possible. There
cannot be a science of difference itself in its opera­
tion, as it is impossible to have a science of the ori­
gin of presence itself, that is ro say of a certain

nonorigin.Difference is therefore rhe formation of form. But
it is on the other hand the being-imprinted of
rhe imprint. It is well-known that Saussure distin­
guishes between the “sound-image" and the objec-

tenar.ee


s0p. cit., p. in. Hjelmslev formulates the same reser­
vations: “It is curious that linguistics, so long on guard
against any suspicion of ‘psychologism,’ seems here,
even if only to a certain extent and in very cautious pro­
portions, co be on its way back to Saussure’s ‘accoustic
image, and equally to ‘concept,’ as long as that word is
interpreted in strict conformity with the doctrine that I
have just elaborated, in short to recognize, with however
many necessary reservations, that, with the two aspects
of the linguistic sign, one is in the presence of the ‘purely
psychological phenomenon’ {Course, p. 2.8) [p. nJ- But
it is rather a partial coincidence of nomenclatures than a
real analogy. The terms introduced by Saussurc, and the
interpretations given in the Course, have been aban­
doned because they can be equivocal, and it is better not
to make the same mistakes again. I too hesitate when I
ask myself how much the researches advocated here may
be considered as belonging to the psychological order:
the reason being that psychology seems to be a disci­
pline whose definition still leaves much to be desired
(“La stratification du langage” Essais linguistiques
Ir954L P- 56). Hjelmslev, posing the same problem, al­
ready evoked those “numerous nuances that the Gene­
van master could be fully aware of, but which he did not
find it useful to insist upon; the motives behind this atti­
tude naturally escape us” (p. 76). [Au.]

tended, opposed to the emitted sound as a
“psychophonctic” phenomenon to the “phys-
iophonetic” fact. It is the psychic equivalent of
an exteriorized sound.,H

tive sound (p. 98) Ip- 66]. He thus gives h
right to “reduce;' in the Pj—^“^e mo^
the sciences of acoustics and physio °g>
ment that he institutes the science of language. 1
sound-image is the structure of the appearing of the
sound [I’apparaitre du son] which is anything but
the sound appearing [le son appara.ssant]. It is the
sound-image that he calls sigmfier reserving the
name signified not for the thing, to be sure (it is re-
duccd by the act and the very ideality of language),
but for the “concept,” undoubtedly an unhappy no­
tion here; let us say for the ideality of the sense. 1
propose to retain the word sign [signal to designate
the whole and to replace concept and sound-image
respectively by signified [signifie] and signifier [s/g-
nificant]." The sound-image is what is heard; not
the sound heard but the being-heard of the sound.
Being-heard is structurally phenomenal and belongs
to an order radically dissimilar to that of the real
sound in the world. One can only divide this subtle
but absolutely decisive heterogeneity by a phenom­
enological reduction. The latter is therefore indis­
pensable to all analyses of being-heard, whether
they be inspired by linguistic, psychoanalytic, or
other preoccupations.

Now the “sound-image," the structured appear­
ing [I’apparaitre] of the sound, the “sensory matter”
lived and informed by dilferance, what Husserl
would name the hyle/morphe structure, distinct
from all mundane reality, is called the “psychic im­
age” by Saussure: “The latter [the sound-image] is
not the material sound, a purely physical thing, but
the psychic imprint of the sound, the impression
that it makes on our senses [la representation que
nous en donne le temoignage de nos sens]. The
sound-image is sensory, and if I happen to call it
material,’ it is only in that sense, and by way of op­

posing it, to the other term of the association, the
concept, which is generally more abstract" (p. 98)
[p. 66], Although the word “psychic" is not perhaps
convenient, except for exercising in this matter a
phenomenological caution, the originality of a cer­
tain place is well marked.

Before specifying it, let us note that this is not
necessarily what Jakobson and other linguists could
criticize as “the mentalist point of view”:

In the oldest of these approaches, going back
to Baudouin de Courtenay and still surviv­
ing, the phoneme is a sound imagined or in-

Although the notion of the “psychic image" thus
defined (that is to say according to-a prephenome
nological psychology of the imagination) is indeed
of this mentalist inspiration, it could be defended
against Jakobson’s criticism by specifying: (i) that
it could be conserved without necessarily affirming
that “our internal speech ... is confined to the dis­
tinctive features to the exclusion of the config-
urative, or redundant features;” (z) that the quali­
fication psychic is not retained if it designates
exclusively another natural reality, internal and not
external. Here the Husserlian correction is indis­
pensable and transforms even the premises of the
debate. Real [reell and not real) component of lived
experience, the hylelmorphe structure is not a real­
ity [Realitdt). As to the intentional object, for ex­
ample, the content of the image, it does not really
(reall) belong either to the world or to lived experi­
ence: the nonreal component of lived experience.
The psychic image of which Saussure speaks must
not be an internal reality copying an external one.
Husserl, who criticizes this concept of ‘ portrait in
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I ” shows also in the Krisis (pp. 63 f.) *> how
menology should overcome the naturalist op-

Phe."° whereby psychology and the other sci-
P°51, of man survive—between "internal" and “ex-
e'"nil” experience. It is therefore indispensable to
'reserve the distinction between the appearing
P j [/(, son apparaissant] and the appearing of
the sound [I’apparaitre du son] in order to escape
the worst and the most prevalent of confusions; and
jt is in principle possible to do it without “attempt-
ling] to overcome the antinomy between invariance
□nd variability by assigning the former to the in­
ternal and the latter to the external experience"
(Jakobson, op. cit., p. nz) [p. tz], The difference
between invariance and variability does not sepa­
rate the two domains from each other, it divides
each of them within itself. That gives enough in­
dication that the essence of the phone cannot be
read directly and primarily in the text of a mundane
science, of a psycho-physiophonetics.

These precautions taken, it should be recognized
that it is in rhe specific zone of this imprint and this
trace, in the temporalization of a lived experience
which is neither in the world nor in “another
world," which is not more sonorous than luminous,
not more in time than in space, that differences ap­
pear among the elements or rather produce them,

Ideen zu einer reinen Phdnomenologie mid phano-
menologischen Philosophic. I. Buch, Gesammelte Werke
(The Hague, 1950), Band 3; Ideas: General Introduc­
tion to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W. R. Bovce (New

4Jork,r93i).[Tr.]Husserliana. Gesammelte Werke, ed. H. L. van Breda
(The Hague, 1950-73), vol. 6. [Tr.] 

make them emerge as such and constitute the texts,
the chains, and the systems of traces. These chains
and systems cannot be outlined except in the fabric
of this trace or imprint. The unheard difference be­
tween the appearing and the appearance [I'appar-
aissant et I apparaitre] (between the “world" and
“lived experience") is the condition of all other dif­
ferences, of all other traces, and it is already a trace.
This last concept is thus absolutely and by rights
“anterior* to all physiological problematics con­
cerning the nature of the engramme [the unit of en­
graving], or metaphysical problematics concerning
the meaning of absolute presence whose trace is
thus opened to deciphering. The trace is in fact the
absolute origin of sense in general. Which amounts
to saying once again that there is no absolute origin
of sense in general. The trace is the difference which
opens appearance [I’apparaitre] and signification.
Articulating the living upon the nonliving in gen­
eral, origin of all repetition, origin of ideality, the
trace is not more ideal than real, not more intelli­
gible than sensible, not more a transparent sig­
nification than an opaque energy and no concept of
metaphysics can describe it. And as it is a fortiori
anterior to the distinction between regions of sen­
sibility, anterior to sound as much as to light, is
there a sense in establishing a “natural” hierarchy
between the sound-imprint, for example, and the
visual (graphic) imprint? The graphic image is not
seen; and the acoustic image is not heard. The dif­
ference between the full unities of the voice remains
unheard. And, the difference in the body of the in­

scription is also invisible.



differance erally neither a word nor a concept A
upon the word sheaf for two reasons 0 I 'nsist
hand, I will not be concerned, as I miehr l" l °nc

with describing a history and narrating iC h'™’
text by text, context by context, demonstrating
economy that each time .mposed this graphic
order; rather, 1 will be concerned with the
system of this economy. On- the other hand th
word sheaf seems to mark more appropriately that
the assemblage to be proposed has the complex
structure of a weaving, an interlacing which permits
the different threads and different lines of mean­
ing—or of force—to go off again in different direc-
tions, just as it is always ready to tic itself up with
others.

Therefore, preliminarily, let me recall that this
discreet graphic intervention, which neither pri­
marily nor simply aims to shock the reader or the
grammarian, came to be formulated in the course of
a written investigation of a question about writing.
Now it happens, I would say in effect, that this
graphic difference (a instead of e), this marked dif­
ference between two apparently vocal notations, be­
tween two vowels, remains purely graphic: it is
read, or it is written, but it cannot be heard. It can­
not be apprehended in speech, and we will see why
it also bypasses the order of apprehension in gen­
eral. It is offered by a mute mark, by a tacit monu­
ment, I would even say by a pyramid, thinking not
only of the form of the letter when it is printed as a
capital, but also of the text in Hegel’s Encyclopedia
in which the body of the sign is compared to the
Egyptian Pyramid. The a of differance, thus, is not
heard; it remains silent, secret and discreet as a
tomb: oikesis. And thereby let us anticipate the de­
lineation of a site, the familial residence and tomb
of the proper1 in which is produced, by differance,
the economy of death. This stone—provided that
one knows how to decipher its inscription is not
far from announcing the death of the tyrant."

'Throughout this book I will translate le propre as the
proper.” Derrida most often intends all the senses or t e
word at once: that which is correct, as in le sens propre
(proper, literal meaning), and that which is ones own,
that which may be owned, that which is legally, correct)
owned—all the links between proper, property, and pro­
priety. [Tr.]

"The last three sentences refer elliptically and playfully co
the following ideas. Derrida first plays on the “silence o
the a in differance as being like a silent tomb, like a pyr^"
mid, like the pyramid to which Hegel compares the bod}

I will speak, therefore, of a letter.
of the first letter, if the alphabet, and most of the

speculations which have ventured into It, are be
bUj' wifi speak, therefore, of the letter a. this initial

letter which it apparently has been necessary to in­
sinuate, here and there, into the writing of the word
difference; and to do so in the course of a writing
on writing, and also of a writing within writing
whose different trajectories thereby find themselves,
at certain very determined points, intersecting with
a kind of gross spelling mistake, a lapse in the disci­
pline and law which regulate writing and keep it
seemly. One can always, de facto or de jure, erase or
reduce this lapse in spelling, and find it (according
to situations to be analyzed each time, although
amounting to the same), grave or unseemly, that is,
to follow the most ingenuous hypothesis, amusing.
Thus, even if one seeks to pass over such an infrac­
tion in silence, the interest that one takes in it can
be recognized and situated in advance as prescribed
by the mute irony, the inaudible misplacement, of
this literal permutation. One can always act as if it
made no difference. And 1 must state here and now
that today’s discourse will be less a justification of,
and even less an apology for, this silent lapse in
spelling, than a kind of insistent intensification of
its play.

On the other hand, I will have to be excused if I
refer, at least implicitly, to some of the texts I have
ventured to publish. This is precisely because I
would like to attempt, to a certain extent, and even
though in principle and in the last analysis this is
impossible, and impossible for essential reasons, to
reassemble in a sheaf the different directions in
which I have been able to utilize what I would call
provisionally the word or concept of differance, or
rather to let it impose itself upon me in its neo-
graphism, although as we shall see, differance is lit-

DiFFtRANCE was first presented as an address before the
Societe franipiise de philosophic, January 27, 1968, pub­
lished simultaneously in the Bulletin de la societe fran-
caise de philosophic, July-September 1968, and in The-
orie d’ensemble, coll. Tel Quel (Paris, 1968). This transla­
tion by Alan Bass is reprinted from Margins of Philoso-
phy(S97z; trans. 1981), by permission of the University
of Chicago Press.

of the sign. “Tomb” in Greek is oikesis, which is akin to
the Greek oikos—house—from which the word “econ­
omy” derives (oikos—house—and nentein—to man­
age). Thus Derrida speaks of the “economy of death” as
the “familial residence and tomb of the proper." Further,
and more elliptically still. Derrida speaks of the tomb,
which always bears an inscription in stone, announcing
the death of the tyrant. This seems to refer to Hegel’s
treatment of the Antigone story in the Phenomenology. It
will be recalled that Antigone defies the tyrant Creon by
burying her brother Polynices. Creon retaliates by having
Antigone entombed. There she cheats the slow death that
awaits her by hanging herself. The tyrant Creon has a
change of heart too late, and—after the suicides of his
son and wife, his family—kills himself. Thus family,
death, inscription, tomb, law, economy. In a later work,
Gias, Derrida analyzes Hegel’s treatment of the Anti­
gone. [Tr.] 

• j tomb that cannot even be made to res-
^r'dfecr, I cannot let you know through my

onatc’ C through cjie speech being addressed at
discourse, French Society of Philosophy,
this nl°^rence I am talking about when I talk

' I can speak of this graphic difference only
ab°ut!’ very indirect discourse on writing, and

-thr°he condition that 1 specify, each time, whether 1
°n 'referring to difference with an e or differance
3™h an a. Which will not simplify things today, and
jeill give us all, you and me, a great deal of trouble.
if at least, we wish to understand each other. In
any event, the oral specifications that I will pro­
vide—when 1 say "with an e” or "with an a"—will
refer uncircumventably to a written text that keeps
watch over my discourse, to a rext that I am holding
in front of me, that I will read, and toward which
I necessarily will attempt to direct your hands and
vour eyes. We will be able neither to do without the
passage through a written text, nor to avoid the
order of the disorder produced within it—and this,
first of all, is what counts for me.

The pyramidal silence of the graphic difference
between the e and the .1 can function, of course,
only within the system of phonetic writing, and
within the language and grammar which is as his­
torically linked to phonetic writing as it is to the en­
tire culture inseparable from phonetic writing. Bur I
would say that this in itself—the silence that func­
tions within only a so-called phonetic writing—
quite opportunely conveys or reminds us that, con­
trary to a very widespread prejudice, there is no
pnonetic writing. There is no purely and rigorously
phonetic writing. So-called phonetic writing, by all

rights and in principle, and not only due to an em-
pineal or technical insufficiency, can function onlv
by admitting into its system nonphonetic “signs”
(punctuation, spacing, etc.). And an examination of
the structure and necessity of these nonphonetic
signs quickly reveals that they can barely tolerate
the concept of the sign itself. Better, the play of dif­
ference, which, as Saussure reminded us, is the con­
dition for the possibility and functioning of every
sign, is in itself a silent play. Inaudible is the differ­
ence between two phonemes which alone permits
them to be and to operate as such. The inaudible
opens up the apprehension of two present pho­
nemes such as they present themselves. If there is no
purely phonetic writing, it is that there is no purely
phonetic phone. The difference which establishes
phonemes and lets them be heard remains in and of
itself inaudible, in every sense of the word.

It will be objected, for the same reasons, that
graphic difference itself vanishes into the night, can
never be sensed as a full term, but rather extends an
invisible relationship, the mark of an inapparent re­
lationship between two spectacles. Doubtless. But,
from this point of view, that the difference marked
in rhe “differ! )nce” between the e and the a eludes
both vision and hearing perhaps happily suggests
that here we must be permitted to refer to an order
which no longer belongs to sensibility. But neither
can it belong to intelligibility, to the ideality which
is nor fortuitously affiliated with the objectivity of
theorem or understanding.’ Here, therefore, we
must let ourselves refer to an order that resists the
opposition, one of the founding oppositions of phi­
losophy, between the sensible and the intelligible.
The order which resists this opposition, and resists
it because it transports it, is announced in a move­
ment of differance (with an a) between two differ­
ences or rwo letters, a differance which belongs nei-

. . not fortuitously affiliated with the objectivity of
thedrein or understanding." A play on words has been
lost in translation here, a loss that makes this sentence
difficult to understand. In the previous sentence Derrida
says that the difference between the e and the a of differ­
ence! differance can neither be seen nor heard. It is not a
sensible—that is. relating to the senses—difference. But,
he goes on to explain, neither is this an intelligible differ­
ence, for the very names by which we conceive of objective
intelligibility are already in complicity’ with sensibility’.
Thedrein—the Greek origin of “theory"—literally means
“to look at,” to see; and the word Derrida uses for
“understanding” here is entendement, the noun form of
entendre, to hear. [Tr.]



everything; and consequently that it h
existence nor essence. It derives from neit*’cr
being, whether present or absent. And °f
pects of differance which are thereby deli . C as‘
not theological, not even in the order o"h
negative of negative theologies, which are S
concerned w,th d.sengag.ng a superessentiality bc
yond the finite categories of essence and existe
that is, of presence, and always hastening to recall
that God is refused the predicate of existence only
in order to acknowledge his superior, inconceivable
and ineffable mode of being. Such a development is
not tn question here, and this will be confirmed
progressively. Differance is not only irreducible to
any ontological or theological—ontotheological—
reappropriation, but as the very opening of the
space in which ontotheology—philosophy—pro­
duces its system and its history, it includes on­
totheology, inscribing it and exceeding it without
return.

For the same reason there is nowhere to begin to
trace the sheaf or the graphics or differance. For
what is put into question is precisely the quest for a
rightful beginning, an absolute point of departure, a
principal responsibility. The problematic of writing
is opened by putting into question the value arkhe.6 *
What I will propose here will not be elaborated
simply as a philosophical discourse, operating ac­
cording to principles, postulates, axioms or defini­
tions, and proceeding along the discursive lines of a
linear order of reasons. In the delineation of dif­
ferance everything is strategic and adventurous.
Strategic because no transcendent truth present out­
side the field of writing can govern theologically the
totality of the field. Adventurous because this strat­
egy is nor a simple strategy in the sense that strategy
orients tactics according to a final goal, a telos or
theme of domination, a mastery and ultimate re-
appropriation of the development of the field. Fi­
nally, a strategy without finality, what might be
called blind tactics, or empirical wandering if the
value of empiricism did not itself acquire its entire
meaning in its opposition to philosophical respon­
sibility. If there is a certain wandering in the trac­
ing of differance, it no more follows the lines o
philosophical-logical discourse than that of its sym-

6The Greek arkhe combines the values of a founding prin­
ciple and of government by a controlling principle (e.g.
archeology, monarchy). [Tr.]

ther to the voice nor to writing in the usual sense,
and which is located, ns the strange space that will
keep us together here for an hour, between speech
and writing, and beyond the tranquil familiarity
which links us to one and the other, occas.onally re­
assuring us in our illusion that they are nvo.

What am I to do in order to speak of the a of dif­
ference? It goes without saying that it cannot be ex­
posed. One can expose only that which at a certain
moment can become present, manifest, that which
can be shown, presented as something present, a
being-present4 in its truth, in the truth of a present
or the presence of the present. Now if differance^
(and I also cross out the “X’) what makes possible
the presentation of the being-present, it is never pre­
sented as such. It is never offered to the present. Or
to anyone. Reserving itself, not exposing itself, in
regular fashion it exceeds the order of truth at a cer­
tain precise point, but without dissimulating itself
as something, as a mysterious being, in the occult of
a nonknowledge or in a hole with indeterminable
borders (for example, in a topology of castration).’
In every exposition it would be exposed to disap­
pearing as disappearance. It would risk appearing:
disappearing.

So much so that the detours, locutions, and syn­
tax in which I will often have to take recourse will
resemble those of negative theology, occasionally
even to the point of being indistinguishable from
negative theology. Already we have had to delin­
eate that differance is not, does not exist, is not a
present-being (on) in any form; and we will be led
to delineate also everything that it is not, that is,

4 As in the past, etre (Sein) will be translated as Being.
Etant [Seiendes) will be either beings or being, depend­
ing on the context. Thus, here etant-present is "being­
present.” For a justification of this translation see Der­
rida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978), Translator’s Introduc­
tion, p. xvii. [Tr.|
... a hole with indeterminable borders (for example, in

a topology of castration)." This phrase was added to “La
Differance" for its publication in the French edition of
this volume and refers to the polemic Derrida had al­
ready engaged (in Positions; elaborated further in le Fac-
teurde la verite) with Jacques Lacan. For Derrida, Lacan's
"topology of castration," which assigns the “hole" or lack
to a place—"a hole with determinable borders"—repeats
the metaphysical gesture (albeit a negative one) of making
absence, the lack, the hole, a transcendental principle that
can be pinned down as such, and can thereby govern a
theoretical discourse. [Tr.]

• | aI1d integral inverse, empirical-logical dis-
n,crr'CaThe concept of play keeps itself beyond this
L0UrS kion, announcing, on the eve of philosophy
0P?°kLnd it, the unity of chance and necessity in

calculations without end.
A]SO> by decision and as a rule of the game, if you

will turning these propositions back on them­
selves, we will be introduced to the thought of dif-
feran'ce by the theme of strategy or the strategem. By
means of this solely strategic justification, I wish to
underline that the efficaciry of the thematic of dif­
ference may very well, indeed must, one day be
superseded, lending itself if not to its own replace­
ment, ar least to enmeshing itself in a chain that in
truth it never will have governed. Whereby, once

again, it is not theological.
1 would say, first off, that differance, which is nei­

ther a word nor a concept, strategically seemed to
me the most proper one to think, if not to master—
thought, here, being that which is maintained in a
certain necessary relationship with the structural

-1 ... irreducible about certain necessary rciunv...^...r -----limits of mastery—what is most irreducible about
our "era.” Therefore 1 am starting, strategically,
from the place and the time in which "we” are, even
though in the last analysis my opening is not justi­
fiable, since it is only on the basis of differance and
its “history” that we can allegedly know who and
where “we” are, and what the limits of an “era”

might be. -----1 .unrd nor amight be.Even though differance is neither a word nor a
concept, let us nevertheless attempt a simple and
approximate semantic analysis that will take us to
within sight of what is at stake.

We know that the verb differer (Latin verb dif­
fer™] has two meanings which seem quite distinct;
for example in Littre they are the object of two sepa­
rate articles. In this sense the Latin differre is not
simply a translation of the Greek diapherein, and
this will not be without consequences for us, link­
ing our discourse to a particular language, and to
a language that passes as less philosophical, less
originally philosophical than the other. For the dis­
tribution of meaning in the Greek diapherein does
not comport one of the two motifs of the Latin dif­
ferre, to wit, the action of putting off until later, of
taking into account, of taking account of time and

In English the two distinct meanings of the Latin differre
have become two separate words: to defer and to differ.

(Tr.]

of the forces of an operation that implies an eco­
nomical calculation, a detour, a delay, a relay, a re­
serve, a representation—concepts that I would
summarize here in a word I have never used but that
could be inscribed in this chain: temporization.
Differer in this sense is to temporize, to take re­
course, consciously or unconsciously, in the tem­
poral and temporizing mediation of a detour that
suspends the accomplishment or fulfillment of “de­
sire or will, and equally effects this suspension
in a mode that annuls or tempers its own effect.
And we will see, later, how this temporization is
also cemporalization and spacing, the becoming­
time of space and the becoming-space of time, the
“originary constitution" of time and space, as meta­
physics or transcendental phenomenology would
say, to use rhe language that here is criticized and

displaced.
The other sense of differer is the more common

and identifiable one: to be not identical, to be other,
discernible, etc. When dealing with differen(ts)(ds),
a word that can be written with a final ts or a final
ds, as you will, whether it is a question of dissimilar
otherness or of allergic and polemic otherness, an
interval, a distance, spacing, must be produced be­
tween the elements other, and be produced with a
certain perseverance in repetition.8

Now the word difference (with an e) can never re­
fer either to differer as temporization or to dif­
ferends as polentas.'* Thus the word differance (with
an a) is to compensate—economically—this loss of
meaning, for differance can refer simultaneously to
the entire configuration of its meanings. It is imme­
diately and irreducibly polysemic, which will not be

‘'The next few sentences will require some annotation, to
be found in this note and rhe next two. In this sentence
Derrida is pointing out that two words that sound ex­
actly alike in French (differents, differends) refer to the
sense of differre that implies spacing, otherness—differ­
ence in its usual English sense. Les differents are different
things; les differends are differences of opinion, grounds
for dispute—whence the references to allergy (from the
Greek alios, other) and polemics. [Tr.]9 However, to continue the last note, difference (in French)
does not convey the sense of active putting off, of defer­
ring {differance in what would be its usual sense in
French; if it were a word in common usage), or the sense
of active polemical difference, actively differing with
someone or something. (“Active" here, though, is not
really correct, for reasons that Derrida will explain be­
low.) The point is that there is no noun-verb, no gerund

for either sense in French. [Tr.]



j522’ an<f ^aro!is'a imply presence as both origin and
, le ‘"ending principle (arkbe-l as that toward
Which one moves (telos. eskhaton). [Tr.J

indifferent to the economy of my discourse here Jn
its polysemia this word, of course, h
ing, must defer to the discourse in w .ch,
its interpretive context; but m a way it defers itself,
or at least does so more readily than any other
word, the a immediately deriving from the present
participle (differant), thereby bringing us close to
the very action of the verb differer, before it has
even produced an effect constituted as something
different or as difference (with an e).'“ In a concep­
tuality adhering to classical strictures “differance
would be said to designate a constitutive, produc­
tive, and original? causality, the process of scission
and division which would produce or constitute
different things or differences. But, because it brings
us close to the infinitive and active kernel of differer,
differance (with an a) neutralizes what the infinitive
denotes as simply active, just as mouvance in our
language does not simply mean the fact of moving,
of moving oneself or of being moved. No more is
resonance the act of resonating. We must consider
that in the usage of our language the ending -ance
remains undecided between the active and the pas­
sive. And we will see why that which lets itself
be designated differance is neither simply active
nor simply passive, announcing or rather recalling
something like the middle voice, saying an opera­
tion that is not an operation, an operation that can­
not be conceived cither as passion or as the action
of a subject on an object, or on the basis of the cate­
gories of agent or patient, neither on the basis of
nor moving toward any of these terms. For the
middle voice, a certain nontransitivity, may be what
philosophy, at its outset, distributed into an active
and a passive voice, thereby constituting itself by
means of this repression.

Differance as temporization, differance as spac­
ing. How are they to be joined?

Let us start, since we are already there, from the
problematic of the sign and of writing. The sign is
usually said to be put in the place of the thing itself,
rhe present thing, “thing” here standing equally for
meaning or referent. The sign represents the present
in its absence. It takes the place of the present.

Such a gerund would normally be constructed from the
present participle of the verb: differant. Curiously then
rhe noun differance suspends itself between the two
senses of differant—deferring, differing. We might say
that it defers differing, and differs from deferring, in and
of itself. [Tr.J

When we cannot grasp or show the thin
present, the being-present, when the pre-8-’SWtC 'hc
be presented, we signify, we go through the d’""0'
of the sign. We take or give signs. We signal'
sign, in this sense, is deferred presence Whetl "e
are concerned with the verbal or the writt "
with the monetary sign, or with electoral delela’
non and political representation, the'circulation of
signs defers the moment in which we can encounter
the thing itself, make it ours, consume or expend it
touch it, see it, intuit its presence. What I am de­
scribing here in order to define it is the classically
determined structure of the sign in all the banality
of its characteristics—signification as the differance
of temporization. And this structure presupposes
that the sign, which defers presence, is conceivable
only on the basis of the presence that it defers and
moving toward the deferred presence that it aims to
reappropriate. According to this classical semiol­
ogy, the substitution of the sign for the thing itself is
both secondary and provisional: secondary due to
an original and lost presence from which the sign
thus derives; provisional as concerns this final and
missing presence toward which the sign in this sense
is a movement of mediation.

In attempting to put into question these traits of
the provisional secondariness of the substitute, one
would come to see something like an originary dif­
ferance; but one could no longer call it originary or
final in the extent to which the values of origin,
archi-, telos, eskhaton, etc. have always denoted
presence—ousa, paroiisia." To put into question
the secondary and provisional characteristics of the
sign, to oppose to them an “originary” differance,
therefore would have two consequences.

i. One could no longer include differance in the
concept of the sign, which always has meant the
representation of a presence, and has been consti­
tuted in a system (thought or language) governed y
and moving toward presence.

z. And thereby one puts into question the au
thority of presence, or of its simple symmetrical op­
posite, absence or lack. Thus one questions tie
limit which has always constrained us, which sti
constrains us—as inhabitants of a language an
a system of thought—to formulate the meaning o

■ in general as presence or absence, in the cate-
Be‘nfs of being or beingness (ousia). Already it ap-
S°f,t that the type of question to which we arc re-
directed is, let us say, of the Heideggerian type, and
that differa"ce seems to lead back to the ontico-
oritological difference. 1 will be permitted to hold
off on this reference. I will note only that between
difference as temporization-temporalization, which
can no longer be conceived within the horizon of
the present, and what Heidegger says in Being and
Time about temporalization as the transcendental
horizon of the question of Being, which must be lib­
erated from its traditional, metaphysical domina­
tion by the present and the now, there is a strict
communication, even though notan exhaustive and 
communication, ------a-
irreducibly necessary one.But first let us remain within the semiological
problematic in order to see differance as temporiza­
tion and differance as spacing conjoined. Most of
the semiological or linguistic researches that domi­
nate the field of thought today, whether due to their
own results or to the regulatory model that they
find themselves acknowledging everywhere, refer
genealogically to Saussure (correctly or incorrectly)
as their common inaugurator. Now Saussure first of
all is the thinker who put the arbitrary character of
the sign and the differential character of the sign at
the very foundation of general semiology, particu­
larly linguistics. And, as we know, these two mo­
tifs—arbitrary and differential—are inseparable in
his view. There can be arbitrariness only because
the system of signs is constituted solely by the dif­
ferences in terms, and not by their plenitude. The
elements of signification function due not to the
compact force of their nuclei but rather to the net­
work of oppositions that distinguishes them, and
then relates them one to another. “Arbitrary and
differential,” says Saussure, “are two correlative

characteristics.”Now this principle of difference, as the condition
for signification, affects the totality of the sign, that
is the sign as both signified and signifier. The sig­
nified is the concept, the ideal meaning; and the
signifier is what Saussure calls the “image,” the

psychical imprint” of a material, physical—for ex­
ample, acoustical—phenomenon. We do not have
to go into all the problems posed by these defini­
tions here. Let us cite Saussure only at the point
which interests us: “The conceptual side of value is
made up solely of relations and differences with re­

spect to the other terms of language, and the same
can be said of its material side . . . Everything that
has been said up to this point boils down to this: in
language there are only differences. Even more
important: a difference generally implies positive
terms between which the difference is set up; but in
language there are only differences without positive
terms. Whether we take the signified or the signifier,
language has neither ideas nor sounds that existed
before the linguistic system, but only conceptual
and phonic differences that have issued from the
system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign
contains is of less importance than the other signs
that surround it."12

The first consequence to be drawn from this is
that the signified concept is never present in and of
itself, in a sufficient presence that would refer only
to itself. Essentially and lawfully, every concept is
inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it
refers to the other, to other concepts, by means of
the systematic play of differences. Such a play, dif­
ferance, is thus no longer simply a concept, but
rather the possibility of conceptuality, of a concep­
tual process and system in general. For the same
reason, differance, which is not a concept, is not
simply a word, that is, what is generally represented
as the calm, present, and self-referential unity' of
concept and phonic material. Later we will look

into the word in general.The difference of which Saussure speaks is itself,
therefore, neither a concept nor a word among
others. The same can be said, a fortiori, of dif­
ferance. And we are thereby led to explicate the re­

lation of one to the other.In a language, in the system of language, there
are only differences. Therefore a taxonomical op­
eration can undertake the systematic, statistical,
and classificatory inventory of a language. But, on
the one hand, these differences play: in language, in
speech too, and in the exchange between language
and speech. On the other hand, these differences
are themselves effects. They have not fallen from
the sky fully formed, and are no more inscribed in a
topos noetos, than they are prescribed in the gray­
matter of the brain. If the word “history” did not in
and of itself convey the motif of a final repression of

“Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics,
trans. Wade Baskin (New York: Philosophical Library,

>959), PP- 1x7-18, ’-o- LTr.J



'Ibid- p. 18. [Tr.j

difference, one could say that only
be “historical” from the outset and in c

What is written as difference, then, will bc^thc
plaving movement that “produces w c
something that is not simply an acttvity-these de­
ferences, these effects of difference. 1 his does not
mean that the difference that produces differences is
somehow before them, in a simple and unmodi-
fied—in-different—present. Differance is the non­
full, non-simple, structured and differentiating ori­
gin of differences. Thus, the name “origin” no
longer suits it.

Since language, which Saussure says is a classifi­
cation, has not fallen from the sky, its differences
have been produced, are produced effects, but they
are effects which do not find their cause in a subject
or a substance, in a thing in general, a being that is
somewhere present, thereby eluding the play of dif­
ference. If such a presence were implied in the
concept of cause in general, in the most classical
fashion, we then would have to speak of an effect
without a cause, which very quickly would lead to
speaking of no effect at all. I have attempted to indi­
cate a way out of the closure of this framework via
the “trace," which is no more an effect than it has a
cause, but which in and of itself, outside its text, is
not sufficient to operate the necessary transgression.

Since there is no presence before and outside
semiological difference, what Saussure has written
about language can be extended to the sign in gen­
eral: “Language is necessary in order for speech to
be intelligible and to produce all of its effects; but
the latter is necessary in order for language to be
established; historically, the fact of speech always
comes first.”11

Retaining at least the framework, if not the con­
tent, of this requirement formulated by Saussure,
we will designate as differance the movement ac­
cording to which language, or any code, any system
of referral in general, is constituted “historically” as
a weave of differences. “Is constituted,” “is pro­
duced,” “is created," “movement,” “historically,”
etc., necessarily being understood beyond the meta­
physical language in which they arc retained, along
with all their implications. We ought to demon­
strate why concepts like production, constitution,
and history remain in complicity with what is at

issue here. But this would take me to f
toward the theory of the represenntion^ r?
circle in which we appear to be enclos d ' hc

utilize such concepts, like many others' Vr ’
their strategic convenience and in order’t°n Z i
take their deconstruction at the currently most 7’
ciswe point In any event it will be understood bv
means of the circle m wh.ch we appear to be™
gaged, that as it is written here, dtffera,tee is no
more static than it is genetic, no more structural
than historical. Or is no less so; and to object to
this on the basis of the oldest of metaphysical
oppositions (for example, by setting some genera­
tive point of view against a structural-taxonomical
point of view, or vice versa) would be, above all, not
to read what here is missing from orthographical
ethics. Such oppositions have nor the least perti­
nence to differance, which makes rhe thinking of it
uneasy and uncomfortable.

Now if we consider the chain in which differance
lends itself to a certain number of nonsynonymous
substitutions, according to the necessity of the con­
text, why have recourse to the “reserve,” to “archi­
writing,” to the “archi-trace,” to “spacing,” that
is, to the “supplement,” or to the pharniakon,
and soon to the hymen, to the margin-mark-
march, etc.14

Let us go on. It is because of differance that the
movement of signification is possible only if each so-
called “present” element, each element appearing
on the scene of presence, is related to something
other than itself, thereby keeping within itself the
mark of the past element, and already letting itself
be vitiated by the mark of its relation to the future
element, this trace being related no less to what is

14 All these terms refer to writing and inscribe differance
within themselves, as Derrida says, according to the
context. The supplement (supplement) is Rousseau s
word to describe writing (analyzed in Of Grammato -
ogy, trans. Gayatri Spivak [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1976]). It means both the missing piece
and the extra piece. The pharniakon is Plato s word or
writing (analyzed in “Plato’s Pharmacy” in Dissemina­
tion, trans. Barbara Johnson [Chicago: University o
Chicago Press, 1981]), meaning both remedy and poi 1
son; the hymen (Vhymen) comes from Derrida s analysis
of Mallarme’s writing and Mallarme’s reflections on
writing (“The Double Session” in Dissemination) an
refers both to virginity and to consummation; marge
marque-marche is the series en differance that .a
applies to Sollers’s Nombres (“Dissemination” in Dis­
semination). [Tr.j

future than to what is called the past, and
“,ledring What is called the present by means of
iTverv relation to what it is not: what it abso-
^VTnor, nor even a past or a future as a modi-
'■UJ yresent.’ An interval must separate the present
I Pwhat ir is not in ordcr for present to be
tself but this interval that constitutes it as pres-
•nt must, by the same token, divide the present in
and of itself, thereby also dividing, along with the
present, everything that is thought on the basis of
the present, that is, in our metaphysical language,
every being, and singularly substance or the sub­
ject. In constituting itself, in dividing itself dynam­
ically, this interval is what might be called spacing,
the becoming-space of time or the becoming-time of
space (temporization). And it is this constitution of
the present, as an "originary” and irreducibly non-
simple (and therefore, stricto sensn nonoriginary)
synthesis of marks, or traces of retentions and pro­
rentions (to reproduce analogically and provision­
ally a phenomenological and transcendental lan­
guage that soon will reveal itself to be inadequate),
that I propose to call archi-writing, archi-trace, or
differance. Which (is) (simultaneously) spacing
(and) temporization.

Could nor this (active) movement of (the produc­
tion of) differance without origin be called simply,
and without neographism, differentiation? Such a
word, among other confusions, would have left
open the possibility of an organic, original, and ho­
mogeneous unity that eventually would come to be
divided, to receive difference as an event. And above
all, since it is formed from the verb “to differenti­
ate," it would negate the economic signification of
the detour, the temporizing delay, “deferral.” Here,
a remark in passing, which I owe to a recent reading
of a text that Koyre (in 1934, in Revue d’histoire
et de philosophic religieuse, and reprinted in his
Etudes d’histoire de la pensee philosophique) de­
voted to “Hegel in Jena.” In this text Koyre gives
long citations, in German, of the Jena Logic, and
proposes their translation. On two occasions he en­
counters the expression differente Beziehung in
Hegel’s text. This word (different), with its Latin
root, is rare in German and, I believe, in Hegel, who
prefers verschieden or ungleich, calling difference
Unterschied and qualitative variety Verschieden-
heit. In the Jena Logic he uses the word different
precisely where he treats of time and the present.
Before getting to a valuable comment of Koyre’s, let

us look at some sentences from Hegel, such as
Koyre translates them: “The infinite, in this sim­
plicity, is, as a moment opposed to the equal-to-
itself, the negative, and in its moments, although it
is (itself ) presented to and in itself the totality, (it is)
what excludes in general, the point or limiti but in
its own (action of) negating, it is related imme­
diately to the other and negates itself by itself. The
limit or moment of the present (der Gegen-ivart),
the absolute this of time, or the now, is of an abso­
lutely negative simplicity, which absolutely excludes
from itself all multiplicity, and, by virtue of this, is
absolutely determined; it is not whole or a quan­
tum which would be extended in itself (and) which,
in itself, also would have an undetermined moment,
a diversity which, as indifferent (gleichgultig) or ex­
terior in itself, would be related to an other (auf ein
anderes bezoge), but in this is a relation absolutely
different from the simple (sondern es ist absolut dif­
ferente Beziehung).'' And Koyre most remarkably
specifies in a note: “different Relation: differente
Beziehung. One might say: ‘differentiating rela­
tion.’” And on the next page, another text of
Hegel’s in which one can read this: “Diese Bezie­
hung ist Gegemuart, als eine differente Beziehung
(This relationship is [the] present as a different rela­
tionship).” Another note of Koyre’s: “The term dif­
ferent here is taken in an active sense.”15

Writing "differant"'1' or "differance" (with an a)
would have had the advantage of making it possible
to translate Hegel at that particular point—which
is also an absolutely decisive point in his discourse—

15 Alexandre Koyre, "Hegel a lena,” in Etudes d’histoire de
la pensee philosophique (Paris: Armand Colin, 1961),
pp. 153-54. In his translation of “La differance” (in
Speech and Phenomena [Evanston: Northwestern Uni­
versity Press, 1973]), David Allison notes (p. 144) that
the citation from Hegel comes from “Jensener Logik,
Metaphysik, und Naturphilosophic” in Samtliche Werke
(Leipzig: F. Meiner, 1925), XVIII, 202. Allison himself
translated Hegel’s text, and I have modified his transla­
tion. (Tr.[

"'The point here, which cannot be conveyed in English, is
that Koyre’s realization that Hegel is describing a “differ­
entiating relation," or "different" in an active sense, is
precisely what the formation of differance from the par­
ticiple differant describes, as explained in notes 9 and to
above. And that it is the present that is described as dif­
fering from and deferring itself helps clarify Derrida’s
argument (at the end of the essay) that presence is to be
rethought as the trace of the trace, as differance differed-
and-deferred. [Tr.j



without further notes or specifications. And the
translation would be, as it always must be, a trans­
formation of one language by another. I contend,
of course, that the word differance can also serve
other purposes: first, because it marks not only the
activity of “originary” difference, but also rhe tem­
porizing detour of deferral; and above all because
differance thus written, although maintaining rela­
tions of profound affinity with Hegelian discourse
(such as it must be read), is also, up to a certain
point, unable to break with that discourse (which
has no kind of meaning or chance); bur it can oper­
ate a kind of infinitesimal and radical displace­
ment of it, whose space I attempt to delineate else­
where but of which it would be difficult to speak 
briefly here.

Differences, thus, are "produced"—deferred—
by differance. But what defers or who defers? In
other words, what is differance? With this question
we reach another level and another resource of our
problematic.

What differs? Who differs? What is differance?
If we answered these questions before examining

them as questions, before turning them back on
themselves, and before suspecting their very form,
including what seems most natural and necessary
about them, we would immediately fall back into
what we have just disengaged ourselves from. In
effect, if we accepted the form of the question, in its
meaning and its syntax (“what is?” "who is?" “who
is it that?”), we would have to conclude that dif­
ferance has been derived, has happened, is to be
mastered and governed on the basis of the point of a
present being, which itself could be some thing,
a form, a state, a power in the world to which all
kinds of names might be given, a what, or a present
being as a subject, a who. And in this last case, no­
tably, one would conclude implicitly that this pres­
ent being, for example a being present to itself, as
consciousness, eventually would come to defer or to
differ: whether by delaying and turning away from
the fulfillment of a "need” or a “desire,” or by dif­
fering from itself. But in neither of these cases
would such a present being be “constituted” by this
differance.

Now if we refer, once again, to semiological dif­
ference, of what does Saussure, in particular, re­
mind us? That “language [which only consists of
differences] is not a function of the speaking sub­
ject." This implies that the subject (in its identity

with itself, or eventually in its consciousness of its
identity with itself, its self-consciousness) is in­
scribed in language, is a “function" of language, be­
comes a speaking subject only by making its speech
conform—even in so-called “creation,” or in so-
called “transgression”—to the system of the rules of
language as a system of differences, or at verv least
by conforming to the general law of differance, or
by adhering to the principle of language which
Saussure says is “spoken language minus speech.”
“Language is necessary for the spoken word to be
intelligible and so that it can produce all of its
effects.”17

If, by hypothesis, we maintain that the opposi­
tion of speech to language is absolutely rigorous,
then differance would be not only the play of dif­
ferences within language but also the relation of
speech to language, the detour through which I
must pass in order to speak, the silent promise 1
must make; and this is equally valid for semiology
in general, governing all rhe relations of usage to
schemata, of message to code, etc. (Elsewhere 1 have
attempted to suggest that this differance in lan­
guage, and in rhe relation of speech and language,
forbids the essential dissociation of speech and lan­
guage that Saussure, at another level of his dis­
course, traditionally wished to delineate. The prac­
tice of a language or of a code supposing a play of
forms without a determined and invariable sub­
stance, and also supposing in the practice of this
play a retention and protention of differences, a
spacing and a temporization, a play of traces—all
this must be a kind of writing before the letter, an
archi-writing without a present origin, without
archi-. Whence the regular erasure of rhe archi-,
and the transformation of general semiology into
grammatology, this latter executing a critical labor
on everything within semiology, including the cen­
tral concept of the sign, that maintained meta­
physical presuppositions incompatible with the

motif of differance.}
One might be tempted by an objection: certainly

the subject becomes a speaking subject only in its
commerce with the system of linguistic differences,
or yet, the subject becomes a signifying (signifying
in general, by means of speech or any other sign)
subject only by inscribing itself in the system of dif­
ferences. Certainly in this sense the speaking or sig-

Saussurc, Course in General Linguistics, p. 37- [’T’r.J

. subject could not be present to itself, as
kine. or signifying, without the play of lin-

spe3tic or semiological differance. But can one
Conceive of a presence, and of a presence to it-
"jfofthe subject before speech or signs, a presence
o itself of the subject in a silent and intuitive

consciousness?Such a question therefore supposes that, prior to
the sign and outside it, excluding any trace and any
differance, something like consciousness is pos­
sible. And that consciousness, before distributing
its signs in space and in the world, can gather itself
into its presence. But what is consciousness? What
does “consciousness” mean? Most often, in the
very form of meaning, in all its modifications,
consciousness offers itself to thought only as self­
presence, as the perception of self in presence. And
what holds for consciousness holds here for so-

;n Mneraj just as £1^called subjective existence in general. Just as the
category of the subject cannot be, and never has
been, thought without the reference to presence as
hypokeitnenon or as ottsia, etc., so the subject as
consciousness has never manifested itself except
as self-presence. The privilege granted to conscious­
ness therefore signifies the privilege granted to the
present; and even if one describes the transcenden­
tal temporality of consciousness, and at the depth at
which Husserl does so, one grants to the “living
present” the power of synthesizing traces, and of in­

cessantly reassembling them.This piivilege is the ether of metaphysics, the ele­
ment of our thought that is caught in the language
of metaphysics. One can delimit such a closure to­
day only by soliciting1" the value of presence that
Heidegger has shown to be the ontotheological de­
termination of Being; and in thus soliciting the
value of presence, by means of an interrogation
whose status must be completely exceptional, we
are also examining the absolute privilege of this
form or epoch of presence in general that is con­
sciousness as meaning” in self-presence.

The French solliciter, as the English solicit, derives from
an Old Latin expression meaning to shake the whole, to
make something tremble in its entirety. Derrida com­
ments on this later, but is already using “to solicit" in

^this sense here. [Tr.]‘Meaning” here is the weak translation of votdoir-dire,
which has a strong sense of willing (voluntas) to say, put­
ting the attempt to mean in conjunction with speech, a
crucial conjunction for Derrida. (Tr.)

Thus one comes to posit presence—and specifi­
cally consciousness, the being beside itself of con­
sciousness—no longer as the absolutely central
form of Being but as a “determination” and as an
“effect.” A determination or an effect within a sys­
tem which is no longer that of presence but of dif­
ferance, a system that no longer tolerates the op­
position of activity and passivity, nor that of cause
and effect, or of indetermination and determina­
tion, etc., such that in designating consciousness as
an effect or a determination, one continues—for
strategic reasons that can be more or less lucidly de­
liberated and systematically calculated—to operate
according to the lexicon of that which one is de­

limiting.Before being so radically and purposely the ges­
ture of Heidegger, this gesture was also made by
Nietzsche and Freud, both of whom, as is well
known, and sometimes in very similar fashion, put
consciousness into question in its assured certainty
of itself. Now is it not remarkable that they both
did so on the basis of the motif of differance?

Differance appears almost by name in their texts,
and in those places where everything is at stake. I
cannot expand upon this here; I will only recall that
for Nietzsche “the great principal activity is un­
conscious,” and that consciousness is the effect of
forces whose essence, byways, and modalities are
not proper to it. Force itself is never present; it is
only a play of differences and quantities. There
would be no force in general without the difference
between forces; and here the difference of quantity
counts more than the content of the quantity, more
than absolute size itself. “Quantity itself, therefore,
is not separable from the difference of quantity. The
difference of quantity is the essence of force, the re­
lation of force to force. The dream of two equal
forces, even if they are granted an opposition of
meaning, is an approximate and crude dream, a sta­
tistical dream, plunged into by the living but dis­
pelled by chemistry.”20 Is not all of Nietzsche’s
thought a critique of philosophy as an active indif­
ference to difference, as the system of adiaphoristic
reduction or repression? Which according to the
same logic, according to logic itself, does not ex­
clude that philosophy lives in and on differance,
thereby blinding itself to the same, which is not the

•"Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche et la philosophic (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1970), p. 49. [Au.]



identical. The same, precisely, is differance (with an
a) as the displaced and equivocal passage ol one dif­
ferent thing to another, from one term of an oppo­
sition to the other. Thus one could reconsider all
the pairs of opposites on which philosophy is con­
structed and on which our discourse lives, not in
order to see opposition erase itself but to see what
indicates that each of the terms must appear as the
differance of the other, as the other different and
deferred in the economy of the same (the intelligible
as differing-deferring the sensible, as the sensible
different and deferred; the concept as different and
deferred, differing-deferring intuition; culture as
nature different and deferred, differing-deferring;
all the others of physis—tekhne, nomos, thesis, so­
ciety, freedom, history, mind, etc.—as physis differ­
ent and deferred, or as physis differing and defer­
ring. Physis in differance. And in this we may see
the site of a reinterpretation of mimesis in its al­
leged opposition to physis). And on the basis of this
unfolding of the same as differance, we see an­
nounced the sameness of differance and repetition
in rhe eternal return. Themes in Nietzsches work
that are linked to the symptomatology that always
diagnoses the detour or ruse of an agency disguised
in its differance; or further, to the entire thematic of
active interpretation, which substitutes incessant
deciphering for the unveiling of truth as the presen­
tation of the thing itself in its presence, etc. Figures
without truth, or at least a system of figures not
dominated by the value of truth, which then be­
comes only an included, inscribed, circumscribed
function.

Thus, differance is the name we might give to the
“active,” moving discord of different forces, and of
differences of forces, that Nietzsche sets up against
the entire system of metaphysical grammar, wher­
ever this system governs culture, philosophy, and
science.

It is historically significant that this diaphoristics,
which, as an energetics or economics of forces,
commits itself to putting into question the primacy
of presence as consciousness, is also the major
motif of Freud’s thought: another diaphoristics,
which in its entirety is both a theory of the figure
(or of the trace) and an energetics. The putting into
question of the authority of consciousness is first
and always differential.

The two apparently different values of differance
are tied together in Freudian theory: to differ as dis-

cernibility, distinction, separation, diastem, spacing.
and to defer as detour, relay, reserve, temporization

i. The concepts of trace {Spur), of breaching
{Bahnung)/' and of the forces of breaching, from the
Project on, are inseparable from .the concept of dif­
ference. The origin of memory, and of the psyche as
(conscious or unconscious) memory in general, can
be described only by takingJ.nto account-the differ­
ence between breaches. Freud says so overtly. There
is no breach without difference and no difference
without trace.

-• All the differences in the production of un­
conscious traces and in the processes of inscription
{Niederschrift) can also be interpreted as moments
of differance, in the sense of putting into reserve. Ac­
cording to a schema that never ceased to guide
Freud’s thought, the movement of the trace is de­
scribed as an effort of life to protect itself by defer­
ring the dangerous investment, by constituting a re­
serve (Vorrat). And all the oppositions that furrow
Freudian thought relate each of his concepts one to
another as moments of a detour in the economy of
differance. One is but the other different and de­
ferred, one differing and deferring the other. One is
the other in differance, one is the differance of the
other. This is why every apparently rigorous and ir­
reducible opposition{for example the opposition of
the secondary to the primary) comes to be qualified,
at one moment or another, as a “theoretical fiction.”
Again, it is thereby, for example (but such an ex­
ample governs, and communicates with, every­
thing), that the difference between the pleasure
principle and the reality principle is only differance
as detour. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle Freud
writes: “Under the influence of the ego’s instincts of
self-preservation, the pleasure principle is replaced
by the reality principle. This latter principle does
not abandon the intention of ultimately obtaining
pleasure, but it nevertheless demands and carries
into effect the postponement of satisfaction, the
abandonment of a number of possibilities of gaining

‘Derrida is referring here to his essay “Freud and the
Scene of Writing”in Writing and Difference. “Breach­
ing” is the translation for Bahnung that I adopted there:
it conveys more of the sense of breaking open (as in the
German Bahnung and the French frayage) than the
Standard Edition’s “facilitation.” The Project Derrida re­
fers to here is the Project for a Scientific Psychology
(I^95)s in which Freud attempted to cast his psychologi­
cal thinking in a neurological framework. [Tr.J

Or perhaps simply into writing itself. Or, better
into taking account of its consumption of writing

For the economic character of differance in'no

way implies that the deferred presence can alwavs
be found again, that we have here onlv an invest­
ment that provisionally and calculatedly delays the
perception of its profit or the profit of its perception.
Contrary to the metaphysical, dialectical, “Hegel-
ian interpretation of the economic movement of
differance, we must conceive of a play in which

n Derrida is referring here to the reading of Hegel he pro­
posed in “From Restricted to General Economy: A He­
gelianism Without Reserve,” in Writing and Difference.
In that essay Derrida began his consideration of Hegel as
the great philosophical speculator; thus all the economic
metaphors of the previous sentences. For Derrida the
deconstruction of metaphysics implies an endless con­
frontation with Hegelian concepts, and the move from
a restricted, “speculative” philosophical economy—in
which there is nothing that cannot be made to make
sense, in which there is nothing other than meaning—to
a “general” economy—which affirms that which ex­
ceeds meaning, the excess of meaning from which there
can be no speculative profit—involves a reinterpreta­
tion of rhe central Hegelian concept: the Aufhebung.
Aufhebung literally means “lifting up”; but it also con­
tains the double meaning of conservation and negation.
For Hegel, dialectics is a process of Aufhebung: every
concept is to be negated and lifted up to a higher sphere
in which it is thereby conserved. In this way, there is
nothing from which the Aufhebung cannot profit. How­
ever, as Derrida points out, there is always an effect of
differance when the same word has two contradictory
meanings. Indeed it is this effect of differance—the ex­
cess of the trace Aufhebung itself—that is precisely what
the Aufhebung can never aufheben: lift up, conserve,
and negate. This is why Derrida wishes to constrain the
Aufhebung to write itself otherwise, or simply to write
itself, to take into account its consumption of writing.
Without writing, the trace, there could be no words with

double, contradictory meanings.As with differance, the translation of a word with a
double meaning is particularly difficuir, and touches
upon the entire problematics of writing and differance.
The best translators of Hegel usually cite Hegel’s own
delight that the most speculative of languages, German,
should have provided this most speculative of words as
the vehicle for his supreme speculative effort. Thus
Aufhebung is usually best annotated and left untrans­
lated. (Jean Hyppolyte, in his French translations of
Hegel, carefully annotates his rendering of Aufheben as
both suppritner and depasser. Baillics’s rendering of
Aufhebung as “sublation” is misleading.) Derrida, how­
ever, in his attempt to make Aufhebung write itself
otherwise, has proposed a new translation of it that does
take into account the effect of differance in its double
meaning. Derrida’s translation is la releue. The word
comes from the verb relever, which means to lift up, as

d the temporary tolerxzon of un- (
<3tisWclion a" n on the long indirect road (Auf- i

Insure « 3Pscl>M pleaS“ouChing upon rhe pom: of greatest
Hcre n the verv enigma of differa-.ce. on pre-

obscurity, on djvjdes its very concept by means
cisely that We must not hasten to decide.
of a strange^ J(-,„„/w„e0KS/y. on the one

^difference as the economic detour which, in
he element of the same, always aims at com.ng
hack to the pleasure or the presence mat have been

red by (conscious or unconscious calculation,
% on the other hand, differance as me relation to

an impossible presence, as expenditure without re­
serve, as the irreparable loss of presence, the ir­
reversible usage of energy, that is, as the death in-
srinct, and as the entirely other relationship that
apparently interrupts every economy? It is evi-'
jent—and this is the evident itself—mat the eco­
nomical and the noneconomical, the same and the
entirely other, etc., cannot be thought together. If
differance is unthinkable in this way. perhaps we
should not hasten to make it evident, in the philo­
sophical element of evidenriality which would make
short work of dissipating the mirage and illogical—'
ness or differance and would do so with the infal­
libility of calculations that we are well acquainted
with, having precisely recognized their place, neces­
sity, and function in the structure of differance.
Elsewhere, in a reading of Bataille, I have attempted
to indicate what might come of a rigorous and, in a
new sense, “scientific” relating of the “restricted
economy” that takes no part in expenditure with­
out reserve, death, opening itself to nonmeaning,
etc., to a general economy that takes into account
the nonreserve, that keeps in reserve the nonreserve,
if it can be put thus. I am speaking of a relationship
between a differance that can make a profit on its
investment and a differance that misses its profit,
the investiture of a presence that is pure and with­
out loss here being confused with absolute loss,
with death. Through such a relating of a restricted
and a general economy the very project of philoso­
phy, under the privileged heading of Hegelianism, is
displaced and reinscribed. The Aufhebung—la re­
eve —is constrained into writing itself otherwise.

"The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works (London: Hogarth Press, 1950 [hereafter cited as

S£)), vol. 18, p. IO. [Tr.]



ing present as an originary and unceasin
S>s—a synthesis constantly directed ba l/ Synth<:-
gathered in on itself and gathering—'tsclf.
traces and protentionai openings. The altcri^"?"’1
“unconscious” makes us concerned not wirhk
zons of modified—past or future-presents k
with a “past” that has never been present’
which never will be, whose future to come Im
never be a production or a reproduction in th
form of presence. Therefore the concept of trace i
incompatible with the concept of retention, of the
becoming-past of what has been present. One can
not think the trace—and therefore, differance—on
the basis of the present, or of the presence of the
present.

A past that has never been present: this formula
is the one that Emmanuel Levinas uses, although
certainly in a nonpsychoanalytic way, to qualify the
trace and enigma of absolute alterity: the Other.2*
Within these limits, and from this point of view at
least, the thought of differance implies the entire
critique of classical ontology undertaken by Levinas.
And the concept of the trace, like that of differance
thereby organizes, along the lines of these different
traces and differences of traces, in Nietzsche’s sense,
in Freud’s sense, in Levinas’s sense—these “names
of authors” here being only indices—the network
which reassembles and traverses our “era” as the
delimitation of the ontology of presence.

Which is to say the ontology of beings and being­
ness. It is the domination of beings that differance
everywhere comes to solicit, in the sense that sol-
licitare, in old Latin, means to shake as a whole, to
make tremble in entirety. Therefore, it is the deter­
mination of Being as presence or as bcingness that is
interrogated by the thought of differance. Such a
question could not emerge and be understood un­
less the difference between Being and beings were
somewhere to be broached. First consequence: dif­
ferance is not. It is not a present being, however ex­
cellent, unique, principal, or transcendent. It gov­
erns nothing, reigns over nothing, and nowhere
exercises any authority. It is not announced by any
capital letter. Not only is there no kingdom of dif­
ferance, but differance instigates the subversion o
every kingdom. Which makes it obviously threaten­
ing and infallibly dreaded by everything within us

**On Levinas, and on the translation of his term autrtii by
“Other," see “Violence and Metaphysics," note 6, in
Writing and Difference. (Tr.)

whoever loses wins, and in which one loses an
wins on every turn. If the displaced Prescn”t‘°"
mains definitively and implacably postponed It is
not that a certain present remains absent o, hiddn
Rather, difference maintains our relationship with
that which we necessarily misconstrue and which
exceeds the alternative of presence and absence. A
certain alterity—to which Freud gives the meta­
physical name of the unconscious—is definitively
exempt from every process of presentation by means
of which we would call upon it to show itself in per­
son. In this context, and beneath this guise, rhe un­
conscious is nor, as we know, a hidden, virtual, or
potential self-presence. It differs from, and defers,
itself; which doubtless means that it is woven of dif­
ferences, and also that it sends out delegates, repre­
sentatives, proxies; but without any chance that the
giver of proxies might "exist," might be present, be
“itself" somewhere, and with even less chance that
it might become conscious. In this sense, contrary
to the terms of an old debate full of the metaphysi­
cal investments that it has always assumed, the “un­
conscious" is no more a “thing” than it is any other
thing, is no more a thing than it is a virtual or
masked consciousness. This radical alterity as con­
cerns every possible mode of presence is marked by
the irreducibility of the aftereffect, the delay. In
order to describe traces, in order to read the traces
of “unconscious” traces (there are no “conscious”
traces), the language of presence and absence, the
metaphysical discourse of phenomenology, is inade­
quate. (Although the phenomenologist is not the
only one to speak this language.)

The structure of delay (Nachtrdglichkeit) in effect
forbids that one make of temporalization (tempor-
ization) a simple dialectical complication of the liv-

does Aufheben. But relever also means to relay, to relieve,
as when one soldier on duty relieves another. Thus the
conserving-and-negating lift has become la releve, a
lift in which is inscribed an effect of substitution and

difference, the effect of substitution and difference in­
scribed in the double meaning of Aufhebung. A. V. Mil­
ler s rendering of Aufhebung as “supersession” in his re­
cent translation of the Phenomenology comes close to
relever in combining the senses of raising up and re­
placement, although without the elegance of Derrida's
maintenance of the verb meaning “to lift" {heben, lever)
and change of prefix {auf-, re-). Thus we will leave la re­
live untranslated throughout, as with differance. For
more on la releve, see below "Dusia and Gramme,"
note r 5; “The Pit and the Pyramid," note 16; and "The
Ends of Man," note 14. [Tr.]

■ a kingdom, the past or future presence
th;'I‘)cSirjom And it is always in the name of a
of a k'ngth3t one may reproach differance with
|ting<Jorn reign, believing that one sees it aggran-
'^Sf with a capital letter.

A fferance, for these reasons, settle down
C3n division of the ontico-ontological differ­

ing ‘ch as jt is thought, such as its “epoch”
ence’ ticular is thought, "through,” if it may still
in p;ir ,,.«ed such, Heidegger’s uncircumventable
be expr^
"'^erel no simple answer to such a question.

In a certain aspect of itself, differance is certainly
kut the historical and epochal unfolding of Being or
“ the ontological difference. The a of differance

marks the movement of this unfolding.
And yet, are not the thought of the meaning

or truth of Being, the determination of differance
as the ontico-ontological difference, difference
thought within the horizon of the question of Be­
ing, still intrametaphysical effects of differance?
The unfolding of differance is perhaps not solely the
truth of Being, or of rhe epochality of Being. Per­
haps we must attempt to think this unheard-of
thought, this silent tracing: that the history of Be­
ing, whose thought engages the Greco-Western
logos such as it is produced via the ontological dif­
ference, is but an epoch of the diapherein. Hence­
forth one could no longer even call this an “epoch,”
rhe concept of epochality belonging to what is
within history as the history of Being. Since Being
has never had a “meaning,” has never been thought
or said as such, except by dissimulating itself in be­
ings, then differance, in a certain and very strange
way, (is) “older” than the ontological difference or
than the truth of Being. When it has this age it can
be called the play of the trace. The play of a trace
which no longer belongs to the horizon of Being,
but whose play transports and encloses the mean­
ing of Being: the play of the trace, or the differance,
which has no meaning and is not. Which does not
elong. There is no maintaining, and no depth to,

this bottomless chessboard on which Being is put
into play.

Perhaps this is why the Heraclitean play of the
’e,‘ diapheron heautoi, of the one differing from it­

self, the one in difference with itself, already is lost
ike a trace in the determination of the diapherein as

ontological difference.
To think the ontological difference doubtless re­

mains a difficult task, and any statement of it has 

remained almost inaudible. Further, to prepare be­
yond our logos, for a differance so violent that it
can be interpellated neither as the epochality of
Being nor as ontological difference, is not in any
way to dispense with the passage through the truth
of Being, or to “criticize," “contest,” or misconstrue
its incessant necessity. On the contrary, we must
stay within the difficulty of this passage, and repeat
it in the rigorous reading of metaphysics, wherever
metaphysics normalizes Western discourse, and not
only in the texts of the “history of philosophy." As
rigorously as possible we must permit to appear/
disappear the trace of what exceeds the truth of
Being. The trace (of that) which can never be pre­
sented, the trace which itself can never be pre­
sented: that is, appear and manifest itself, as such,
in its phenomenon. The trace beyond that which
profoundly links fundamental ontology and phe­
nomenology. Always differing and deferring, the
trace is never as it is in the presentation of itself. It
erases itself in presenting itself, muffles itself in res­
onating, like the a writing itself, inscribing its pyra­
mid in differance.

The annunciating and reserved trace of this move­
ment can always be disclosed in metaphysical dis­
course, and especially in the contemporary dis­
course which states, through the attempts to which
we just referred (Nietzsche, Freud, Levinas), the
closure of ontology. And especially through the
Heideggerean text.

This text prompts us to examine the essence of
the present, the presence of the present.

What is the present? What is it to think the pres­
ent in its presence?

Let us consider, for example, the 1946 text en­
titled Der Spruch des Anaximander (“The Anaxi­
mander Fragment").25 In this text Heidegger recalls
that rhe forgetting of Being forgets the difference
between Being and beings: “. . . to be the Being of
beings is the matter of Being (die Sache des Seins).
The grammatical form of this enigmatic, ambiguous
genitive indicates a genesis (Genesis'), the emer­
gence (Herkunft) of what is present from presenc-
ing (des Antvesenden aus dem Antvesen). Yet the es­
sence (Wesen) of this emergence remains concealed
(verbogen) along with the essence of these two

2i Martin Heidegger, Holzwege (Frankfurt: V. Kloster-
mann, 1957). English translation ("The Anaximander
Fragment") in Early Greek Thinking, trans. David Far­
rell Kreil and Frank Capuzzi (New York: Harper and
Row, 1975). All further references in the text. [Tr.]



words. Nor only that, bur even the very relation be­
tween presencing and what is present (Anwesen
und Anwesendem)remains unrhought. From early
on it seems as though presencing and what is pres­
ent were each something for itself. Presencing itself
unnoticcably becomes something present .. . The
essence of presencing (Das Wesen des Anwesens),
and with it the distinction between presencing and
what is present, remains forgotten. The oblivion of
Being is oblivion of the distinction between Being
and beings" (p. 50).

In recalling the difference between Being and be­
ings (the ontological difference) as the difference
between presence and the present, Heidegger ad­
vances a proposition, a body of propositions, that
we are not going to use as a subject for criticism.
This would be foolishly precipitate; rather, what we
shall try to do is to return to this proposition its
power to provoke.

Let us proceed slowly. What Heidegger wants to
mark is this: the difference between Being and be­
ings, the forgotten of metaphysics, has disappeared
without leaving a trace. The very trace of difference
has been submerged. If we maintain that differance
(is) (itself) other than absence and presence, if it
traces, then when it is a matter of the forgetting of
the difference (between Being and beings), we would
have to speak of a disappearance of the trace of the
trace. Which is indeed what the following passage
from “The Anaximander Fragment” seems to im­
ply: “Oblivion of Being belongs to the self-veiling
essence of Being. It belongs so essentially to the des­
tiny of Being that the dawn of this destiny rises as
the unveiling of what is present in its presencing.
This means that the history of Being begins with the
oblivion of Being, since Being—together with its es­
sence, its distinction from beings—keeps to itself.
The distinction collapses. It remains forgotten. Al­
though the two parties to the distinction, what is
present and presencing (das Anwesende und das
Anwesen), reveal themselves, they do not do so as
distinguished. Rather, even the early trace (die frilbe
Spur) of the distinction is obliterated when presenc­
ing appears as something present (das Anwesen wie
ein Anwesendes erscheint) and finds itself in the
position of being the highest being present (in einem
hoebsten Anwesenden)" (pp. 50—51).

Since the trace is not a presence but the simu­
lacrum of a presence that dislocates itself, displaces
itself, refers itself, it properly has no site—erasure 

belongs to its structure. And not only the era
which must always be able to overtake it (with*'
which it would not be a trace but an indestructibl' ’
and monumental substance), but also the ' -
which constitutes it from the outset as a trace
which situates it as the change of site, and makes it
disappear in its appearance, makes it emerge from
itself in its production. The erasure of the early
trace (die frith e Spur) of difference is therefore the
“same” as its tracing in the text of metaphysics.
This latter must have maintained the mark of what
it has lost, reserved, put aside. The paradox of such
a structure, in the language of metaphysics, is an in­
version of metaphysical concepts, which produces
the following effect: the present becomes the sign of
the sign, the trace of the trace. It is no longer what
every reference refers to in the last analysis. It be­
comes a function in a structure of generalized refer- |
ence. It is a trace, and a trace of the erasure of the / 
trace.

Thereby the text of metaphysics is comprehended.
Still legible; and to be read. It is not surrounded but
rather traversed by its limit, marked in its interior
by the multiple furrow of its margin. Proposing all
at once the monument and the mirage of the trace,
the trace simultaneously traced and erased, simulta­
neously living and dead, and, as always, living in its
simulation of life’s preserved inscription. A pyra­
mid. Not a stone fence to be jumped over but itself
stonelike, on a wall, to be deciphered otherwise, a
text without voice.

Thus one can think without contradiction, or at
least without granting any pertinence to such a con­
tradiction, what is perceptible and imperceptible in
the trace. The “early trace” of difference is lost in an
invisibility without return, and yet its very loss is
sheltered, retained, seen, delayed. In a text. In the
form of presence. In the form of the proper. Which
itself is only an effect of writing.

Having stated the erasure of the early trace, Hei­
degger can therefore, in a contradiction without
contradiction, consign, countersign, the sealing of
the trace. A bit further on: “However, the distinc­
tion between Being and beings, as something for­
gotten, can invade our experience only if it has aJ“
ready unveiled itself with the presencing of what is
present (mit dem Anwesen des Anwesenden); only
if it has left a trace (eine Spur gepragt hat) which
remains preserved (gewahrt bleibt) in the language
to which Being comes” (p. 51).

therefore, dissimulated, in these names. It does not
appear in them as the trace “itself.” But this is be­
cause it could never appear itself, as such. Heideg­
ger also says that difference cannot appear as such:
“Lichtung des Unterschiedes kann deshalb auch
mcht bedeuten, dass der Unterschied als der Unter-
schied erscheint. ’ There is no essence of differance;
it (is) that which not only could never be appropri­
ated in the as such of its name or its appearing, but
also that which threatens the authority of the as
such in general, of the presence of the thing itself in
its essence. That there is not a proper essence26 of
differance at this point, implies that there is neither

2h Differance is not a “species” of the genus ontological
difference. If the “gift of presence is the property of Ap­
propriating (Die Gabe von Anwesen ist Eigentiim des
Ereignens)" (“Time and Being,” in On Time and Being,
trans. Joan Stambaugh, New York: Harper and Row,
1971; p. 2.2.], differance is not a process of propnation in
any sense whatever. It is neither position (appropriation)
nor negation (expropriation), but rather other. Hence it
seems—but here, rather, we are marking the necessity of
a future itinerary—that differance would be no more a
species of the genus Ereignis than Being. Heidegger:
“. . . then Being belongs into Appropriating (Dann
gehort das Sein in das Ereignen). Giving and its gift re­
ceive their determination from Appropriating. In that
case, Being would be a species of Appropriation (Ereig­
nis), and not the other way around. To take refuge in
such an inversion would be too cheap. Such thinking
misses the matter at stake (Sie denkt am Sachuerhalt
vorbei). Appropriation (Ereignis) is not the encompass­
ing general concept under which Being and time could
be subsumed. Logical classifications mean nothing here.
For as we think Being itself and follow what is its own
(seinern Eigenen folgen), Being proves to be destiny’s gift
of presence (gewahrte Gabe des Geschickes von An-
wesenheit), the gift granted by the giving (Reichen) of
time. The gift of presence is the property’ of Appropriat­
ing (Die Gabe von Anwesen ist Eigentum des Ereig­
nens)." (On Time and Being, pp. 2.1-12.).Without a displaced reinscription of this chain (Being,
presence, -propriation, etc.) the relation between general
or fundamental onto-logy and whatever ontology mas­
ters or makes subordinate under the rubric of a regional
or particular science will never be transformed rigor­
ously and irreversibly. Such regional sciences include
not only political economy, psychoanalysis, semiolin-
guistics—in all of which, and perhaps more than else­
where, the value of the proper plays an irreducible
role—but equally all spiritualist or materialist meta­
physics. The analyses articulated in this volume aim at
such a preliminary' articulation. It goes without saying
that such a reinscription will never be contained in theo­
retical or philosophical discourse, or generally in any
discourse or writing, but only on the scene of what I
have called elsewhere the text in general (1972.). [Au.J

on while meditating on Anaximan- t
ctill furt5ier^, ’ which he translates as Branch

.,r’s t° ’ writes this: “Enjoining order
J'! und Buch verfiigend) usage dehvers

-.nd^'Cenr being (Anwesende) the while mto
to - released. But accompanying this process
"■^'“nstant danger that lingering will petrify
is "he c0 Spence (in das blosse Beharren ver-
in‘° "^Thus usage essentially remains at the same

distribution (Aushdndigung: dismainte-
lin,C ! of presencing (des Anwesens) into disorder

tin-fue). Usage conjoins the dis (Der Branch

linden u" 1Ldas Un-)" (P-54)-And it is at the moment when Heidegger recog-
•s usage as trace that the question must be

iskcd- can we, and to what extent, think this trace
and die dis of differance as Wesen des Seins? Does
not die dis of differance refer us beyond the history
of Being, and also beyond our langauge, and every-
diing that can be named in it? In the language of
Being, does it not call for a necessarily violent trans­
formation of this language by an entirely other

language?Let us make this question more specific. And to
force the “trace” out of it (and has anyone thought
that we have been tracking something down, some­
thing other than tracks themselves to be tracked
down?), let us read this passage: “The translation of
to khreon as ‘usage’ has not resulted from a preoc­
cupation with etymologies and dictionary mean­
ings. The choice of the word stems from a prior
crossing over (Uber-setzen; trans-lation) of a think­
ing which tries to think the distinction in the es­
sence of Being (im Wesen des Seins) in the fateful
beginning of Being’s oblivion. The word ‘usage’ is
dictated to thinking in the experience (Erfahrung)
of Being’s oblivion. What properly remains to be
thought in the word ‘usage’ has presumably left a
trace (Spur) in to khreon. This trace quickly van­
ishes (alsbald verschwindet) in the destiny of Being
which unfolds in world history as Western meta­

physics” (p. 54).How ro conceive what is outside a text? That
which is more or less than a text’s own, proper mar­
gin.- For example, what is other than the text of
Western metaphysics? It is certain that the trace
which “quickly vanishes in the destiny of Being
(and) which unfolds ... as Western metaphysics”
escapes every determination, every name it might
receive in the metaphysical text. It is sheltered, and
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a Being nor truth of the play of writing such as it
^Tmm^'differance remains a metaphysical name,

and all the names that it receives in our langauge
are still, as names, metaphysical. And this is partic­
ularly the case when these names state the deter­
mination of difference as the difference between
presence and the present (Anvesen/Amuesend),
and above all, and is already the case when they
state the determination of difference as the differ­
ence of Being and beings.

“Older” than Being itself, such a difference has
no name in our language. But we “already know ’
that if it is unnameable, it is not provisionally so,
not because our language has not yet found or re­
ceived this name, or because we would have to seek
it in another language, outside the finite system of
our own. It is rather because there is no name for it
ar all, not even the name of essence or of Being, not
even that of “difference,'' which is not a name,
which is not a pure nominal unity, and unceasingly
dislocates itself in a chain of differing and deferring
substitutions.

“There is no name for it”: a proposition to be
read in its pletitnde. This unnameable is not an in­
effable Being which no name could approach: God,
for example. This unnameable is the play which
makes possible nominal effects, the relatively uni­
tary and atomic structures that arc called names,
the chains of substitutions of names in which, for
example, the nominal effect difference is itself en­
meshed, carried off, reinscribed, just as a false entry
or a false exit is still part of the game, a function of
the system.

What we know, or what we would know if ir were
simply a question here of something to know, is that
there has never been, never will be, a unique word,
a master-name. This is why the thought of the letter
a in difference is not the primary prescription or
the prophetic annunciation of an imminent and as
yet unheard-of nomination. There is nothing keryg-
matic about this “word," provided that one per­

ceives its decapita(liza)tion. And that one
question the name of the name. PUtS ‘nt“

There will be no unique name, even if ir
name of Being. And we must think this Zk*' '
nostalgia, that is, outside of the myth of a L
maternal or paternal language, a lost native counCly
of thought. On the contrary, we must affirm this ' '
the sense in which Nietzsche puts affirmation in?
play, in a certain laughter and a certain step of th
dance. e

From rhe vantage of this laughter and this dance
from the vantage of this affirmation foreign to all
dialectics, the other side of nostalgia, what I will
call Heideggerian hope, comes into question. I am
not unaware how shocking this word might seem
here. Nevertheless 1 am venturing it, without ex­
cluding any of its implications, and I relate it to
what still seems to me to be the metaphysical part
of “The Anaximander Fragment’’: the quest for the
proper word and the unique name. Speaking of the
first word of Being (das frith e Wort des Seins: to
khreon), Heidegger writes: “The relation to what is
present that rules in the essence of presencing itself I
is a unique one (ist eine einzige), altogether in­
comparable to any other relation. It belongs to the
uniqueness of Being itself (Siegehort zur Einzigkeit
des Seins selbst). Therefore, in order to name the es­
sential nature of Being (das wesende Seins), lan­
guage would have to find a single word, the unique
word (ein einziges, das einzige Wort). From this we
can gather how daring every thoughtful word (den-
kende Wort) addressed to Being is (das deni Sein
zugesprochen wird). Nevertheless such daring is
not impossible, since Being speaks always and every­
where throughout language” (p. 51)-

Such is the question: rhe alliance of speech and
Being in the unique word, in the finally proper
name. And such is the question inscribed in t e ,
simulated affirmation of differance. It bears (on)
each member of this sentence: “Being I speaks / a -
ways and everywhere / throughout / language. (

Michel Foucault
1926-1984

T
hese two texts represent a juncture in Foucault’s thought between his

earlier “archeological” studies and his later “genealogical” ones. This is
not to imply a definite break but rather a development in which the later work
expands the range of concern established in the earlier. Foucault’s earlier “ar­
cheological” studies—for example, his treatment of madness and the asylum—
deal with historical systems of institutional and discursive practices. In those
studies he unearths such systems as if they were autonomous wholes, avoiding
questions of truth or meaning and rejecting wholesale the methods of hermeneu­
tics and the idea of a meaning behind discursive practices. Archeology is “a task
that consists of not—of no longer—treating discourses as groups of signs (sig­
nifying elements referring to contents or representations) but as practices that
systematically form the objects of which they speak.” Although this project
clearly has a connection to structuralism, Foucault came to proclaim his differ­
ence from the structuralists. This difference became clearer as he adopted the
concerns of what he called “genealogy,” a term he adopted from Nietzsche. Ge­
nealogy asks the question of how such discourses function, and it led Foucault to
questions of power. Structuralism, itself, he came to regard as a discursive prac­
tice interwoven with pow'er. Foucault acknowledges that any analytical proce­
dure is a product of the power relations that are immanent in it. This would have
to apply to his own procedures. For Foucault, who argues that the day of the
human subject (or as he calls it “man”) as conceived in post-Kantian philosophy
is over, power has no “origin” but is a diffusion through society, and knowledge
at any given time is a projection of the prevailing relations of power, locatable
only as an immanence everywhere. Genealogy thus goes beyond the concept of
autonomous discourse to deal with historical situations (there are no other for
Foucault) in which discursive practices are interwoven with social practices.
Foucault is silent, however, on where discourse stops and social practices begin.
The term “practices” emphasizes the radically historical view, marking him off
from structuralism, that Foucault always holds. Practices are seen not as acts of
individual subjects or as objective social structures but as the results of the diffu­
sion of power.

Knowledge is governed by power relations. What is allowed (knowledge) and
what is not allowed (the “unthought”) are generated in relation to systems of
authority, rules, hierarchy, and discipline, the last term including the interesting
combination of a body of knowledge and practice and the results of training,
suppression, and repression. Foucault’s late work was principally concerned with
the problem of the subject and power, the subject being taken in the sense of



that

non is open co doubt. It is simply a question of
which view gives the simplest view of the nature of
rhe proposition. Holding, then, that a Dicent does
not assert, I naturally hold that an Argument need
not actually be submitted or urged. 1 therefore de­
fine an argument as a sign which is represented in
its signified interpretant not as a Sign of that inter-
prAant (the conclusion) (for that would be to urge
or Ikbmit it) but as if it were a Sign of the Interpre­

tant or perhaps as if it were a Sign of the state of the
universe to which it refers, in which the premisses
arc taken for granted. I define a dicent as a sign rep­
resented in its signified interpretant as if it were in a
Real Relation to its Object. (Or as being so, if it is
asserted.) A rheme is defined as a sign which is rep­
resented in its signified interpretant as if it were a
character or mark (or as being so).

According to my present view, a sign may appeal
to its dynamic interpretant in three ways:

tst, an argument only may be submitted to
its interpretant, as something the rea­
sonableness of which will be acknowl­
edged.

and, an argument or dicent may be urged

the interpretant by an act of insis-

3rd, argument or dicent may be and a theme 1

can only be, presented to the interp". '
tant tor contemplation.

Finally, in its relation to its.immediate interpretant'^
I would divide signs into three classes as follows: '

tst, those which are interpretable in thoughts
or other signs of the same kind in infi- .. |
nite series, I

and, those which are interpretable in actual S
experiences,

3rd, those which are interpretable in quali-
ties or feelings or appearances.

Now if you think on the whole (as I do) that •_
there is much valuable truth in all this, I should be
gratified if you cared to append it to the next edi- -7
tion of your book, after editing it & of course cut-
ting out personalities of a disagreeable kind espe­
cially if accompanied by one or more (running or
other) close criticisms; for 1 haven’t a doubt there is
more or less error involved. . . .

■■
 /

Ferdinand de Saussure
18^7-1913

T
he notion of the arbitrary relation of signifier to signified, or the “arbi­

trary nature of the sign,” as Ferdinand de Saussure puts it, was not
invented by him; the issue was raised as early as Plato’s Cratylus. However, de
Saussure is generally regarded as having developed the idea, which has had
subsequent important implications for, first, linguistic and, later, anthropologi­
cal and psychoanalytical and literary theory. This idea and the correlative one of
the differential nature of language provides the ground for the modern move­
ment known as structuralism (see Barthes, CTSP, pp. 1195-99). A structure is a
system of differences, to be studied independently of what it or its parts might
refer to outside the system. In structuralist linguistics, one studies words re­
garded as units solely by virtue of their difference from other words. Thus a word
is known by what it is not more than by what it is; the system is totally “nega­
tive,” even though, as de Saussure also argues, the combination of words is a
“positive fact.” In the Course in General Linguistics, de Saussure introduced a
synchronic or atemporal treatment of language in contrast to his other mainly
historical and diachronic studies. Another important distinction made by de
Saussure but not discussed in this selection (it is mentioned by Claude Levi-
Strauss} is that between langue and parole, langue being the system of language
in general, parole any particular usage within it. In a piece of structuralist liter­
ary criticism, a literary text is a parole.

De Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics was not published in the author’s
lifetime, nor did he leave behind him a manuscript or even notes that might be
gathered into a text. Rather, the book is a reconstruction by his students from
their own notes of lectures he gave at the University of Geneva between 1906 and
1911. As a result, there has been some criticism of the text by linguists, and at
least one has gone so far as to describe the text as by the Pseudo-Saussure. In­
deed, as Emile Benveniste points out in his essay “The Nature of the Linguistic
Sign,” there is some confusion in the Course about the extent to which the sign
is arbitrary. Despite all of this, the Course has been immensely influential, one of
the most important texts representing the advent of the linguistic world. In a
variety of fields, analogies of the differential sign have been dominant. Thus we
find in the anthropological work of Levi-Strauss the assertion that the true units
of a myth are “bundles” of “relations” or, in Saussurean terms, differences. Even
among his so-called postructuralist critics de Saussure remains a major influ­
ence. In Of Grammatology, which ushered in the poststructuralist movement by
subjecting the Course to critique, Jacques Derrida merely extends de Saussure’s
thought to logical conclusions that de Saussure did not anticipate.

De Saussure is often regarded as having established linguistics as a science by
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. „ importance of the concept of reference, to view language as anminimizing tne . h notion has often been tbe basis of complaint

independent sys; • .Qn Other views of tbe relation of language to exter-
about the st™c . [n recent years the Saussurean view has tended to be most
nality abound, b theorists. This has not been the case, however, among
popular am°"& (i ^sts in America and England.
philosophers he(J re]atively little in his lifetime: about 600 pages in essays

De Saussure p inscriptions and Lithuanian dialects. Course in
°n SUCh/ Un^istics (19*5) first aPPeared in EnSlish translation in '959. De

\ writings are found in French in Recueil des publications scientifiquejaUeSUJ 'suiisstir! (I9’’-)- See Rulon S. Wells, -‘De Saussure’s System of Lin-
deE. .. a (1947) and the introduction by Manuel Mourette-Lema to
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COURSE IN GENERAL
LINGUISTICS

Nature of the Linguistic Sign

i. Sign, Signified, Signifier
Some people regard language, when reduced to its
elements, as a naming-process only—a list of words,
each corresponding to the thing that it names. For
example:

course IN general linguistics is a translation by Wade
Baskins of Cours de linguistique generate (1913). The
selection reprinted here is done so by permission of The
Philosophical Library, copyright 1959.

This conception is open to criticism at several
points. It assumes that ready-made ideas exist be­
fore words; it does not tell us whether a name is vo­
cal or psychological in nature (arbor, for instance,
can be considered from either viewpoint); finally, it
lets us assume that the linking of a name and a thing
is a very simple operation—an assumption that is
anything but true. But this rather naive approach
can bring us near the truth by showing us that the
linguistic unit is a double entity, one formed by the
associating of two terms.

We have seen in considering the speaking-circuit
that both terms involved in the linguistic sign are
psychological and are united in the brain by an as­
sociative bond. This point must be emphasized.

The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a
name, but a concept and a sound-image. The latter
is not the material sound, a purely physical thing,
but the psychological imprint of the sound, the im­
pression that it makes on our senses. The sound­
image is sensory, and if I happen to call it “mate­
rial,” it is only in that sense, and by way of opposing
it to the other term of the association, the concept,
which is generally more abstract.

The psychological character of our sound-images
becomes apparent when we observe our own speech.
Without moving our lips or tongue, we can talk to
ourselves or recite mentally a selection of verse. Be­
cause we regard the words of our language as
sound-images, we must avoid speaking of the pho­
nemes” that make up the words. This term, which

sts vocal activity; is applicable to the spoken
only, to the realization of rhe inner image in

"°r irse. We can avoid that misunderstanding by
dlS?i°king ot the sollt1(is and systoles of a word pro-
5Jed we remem^er r^ac r^c names refer to the

sound',rTia®e’ • 1 ...The linguistic sign is then a two-sided psychologi­
cal entity that can be represented by the drawing:

The two elements are intimately united, and each
recalls the other. Whether we try to find the mean­
ing of the Latin word arbor or the word that Larin
uses to designate the concept “tree,” it is clear that
only the associations sanctioned by that language
appear to us to conform to reality; and we disregard
whatever others might be imagined.

Our definition of the linguistic sign poses an im­
portant question of terminology. I call the combina­
tion of a concept and a sound-image a sign, bur in
current usage rhe term generally designates only a
sound-image, a word, for example (arbor, etc.).
One tends to forget that arbor is called a sign only
because it carries the concept “tree,” with the result
that the idea of the sensory part implies the idea of
the whole.

Ambiguity would disappear if the three notions
involved here were designated by three names, each
suggesting and opposing the others. I propose to re­
tain the word sign [sfgwe] to designate the whole
and to replace concept and sound-image respec­
tively by signified [signifie] and signifier [signifi-

the last two terms have the advantage of indi­
cating the opposition that separates them from each
other and from the whole of which they are parts.
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As regards sign, if I am satisfied with it, this is
simply because I do not know of any word to re­
place it, the ordinary language suggesting no other.

The linguistic sign, as defined, has two primordial
characteristics. In enunciating them I am also posit­
ing the basic principles of any study of this type.

1. Principle I: The Arbitrary Nature of the Sign
The bond between the signifier and the signified is
arbitrary. Since I mean by sign the whole that re­
sults from the associating of the signifier with the
signified, I can simply say: the linguistic sign is
arbitrary.

The idea of “sister" is not linked by any inner re­
lationship to the succession of sounds s-d-r which
serves as its signifier in French; that it could be
represented equally by just any other sequence is
proved by differences among languages and by the
very existence of different languages: the signified
“ox” has as its signifier b-o-f on one side of the
border and o-k-s (Ochs) on the other.

No one disputes the principle of the arbitrary na­
ture of the sign, but it is often easier to discover a
truth than to assign to it its proper place. Principle I
dominates ail the linguistics of language; its conse­
quences are numberless. It is true that not all of
them are equally obvious at first glance; only after
many detours does one discover them, and with
them the primordial importance of the principle.

One remark in passing: when semiology becomes
organized as a science, the question will arise
whether or not it properly includes modes of ex­
pression based on completely natural signs, such as
pantomime. Supposing that the new science wel­
comes them, its main concern will still be the whole
group of systems grounded on the arbitrariness of
the sign. In fact, every means of expression used in
society is based, in principle, on collective behavior
or—what amounts to the same thing—on conven­
tion. Polite formulas, for instance, though often im­
bued with a certain natural expressiveness (as in the
case of a Chinese who greets his emperor by bowing
down to the ground nine times), are nonetheless
fixed by rule; it is this rule and not the intrinsic
value of the gestures that obliges one to use them.
Signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than
the others the ideal of the semiological process; that
is why language, the most complex and universal of
all systems of expression, is also the most charac-



teristic; in this sense linguistics can become the
master-pattern for all branches of semiology al­
though language is only one particular semiological

system.The word symbol has been used to designate the
linguistic sign, or more specifically, what is here
called the signifier. Principle I in particular weighs
against the use of this term. One characteristic of
the symbol is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is
not empty, for there is the rudiment of a natural
bond between the signifier and the signified. The
symbol of justice, a pair of scales, could not be re­
placed by just any other symbol, such as a chariot.

The word arbitrary also calls for comment. The
term should not imply that the choice of the sig­
nifier is left entirely to the speaker (we shall see be­
low that the individual does not have rhe power to 
change a sign in any way once it has become estab­
lished in the linguistic community); I mean that it is
unmotivated, i.e. arbitrary in that it actually has no
natural connection with the signified.

In concluding let us consider two objections that
might be raised to the establishment of Principle I:

r) Onomatopoeia might be used to prove that
the choice of the signifier is not always arbitrary.
But onomatopoeic formations are never organic ele­
ments of a linguistic system. Besides, their number
is much smaller than is generally supposed. Words
like French fouet ‘whip’ or glas ‘knell’ may strike
certain ears with suggestive sonority, but to see that
they have not always had this property we need only
examine their Latin forms (fouet is derived from
fagus ‘beech-tree,’ glas from classicum ‘sound of a
trumpet’). The quality of their present sounds, or
rather the quality that is attributed to them, is a for­
tuitous result of phonetic evolution.

As for authentic onomatopoeic words (e.g., glug­
glug, tick-tock, etc.), not only are they limited in
number, but also they are chosen somewhat ar­
bitrarily, for they are only approximate and more or
less conventional imitations of certain sounds (cf.
English bow-bow and French ouaoud}. In addition,
once these words have been introduced into the lan­
guage, they are to a certain extent subjected to the
same evolution—phonetic, morphological, etc.—
that other words undergo (cf. pigeon, ultimately
from Vulgar Latin pipio, derived in turn from an
onomatopoeic formation): obvious proof that they
lose something of their original character in order 

to assume that of the linguistic sign in general-'
which is unmotivated.

z) Interjections, closely related to onomatopoeia I
can be attacked on the same grounds and come no
closer to refuting our thesis. One is tempted to sec
in them spontaneous expressions of reality dictated
so to speak, by natural forces. But for most interjec- -
tions we can show that there is no fixed bond be­
tween their signified and their signifier. We need
only compare two languages on this point to sec
how much such expressions differ from one lan­
guage to the next (e.g. the English equivalent of
French die! is ouch.’). We know, moreover, that many
interjections were once words with specific mean­
ings (cf. French diable! ‘darn!’ mordieu! ‘golly!’
from mart Dieti ‘Gods death, etc.).

Onomatopoeic formations and interjections are
of secondary importance, and their symbolic origin
is in part open to dispute.

3. Principle II: The Linear Nature of the Signifier
The signifier, being auditory, is unfolded solely in
time from which it gets the following characteris­
tics: (a) it represents a span, and (b) the span is
measurable in a single dimension; it is a line.

While Principle II is obvious, apparently linguists
have always neglected to state it, doubtless because
they found it too simple; nevertheless, it is funda­
mental, and its consequences are incalculable. Its
importance equals that of Principle I; the whole
mechanism of language depends upon it. In contrast
to visual signifiers (nautical signals, etc.) which can
offer simultaneous groupings in several dimensions,
auditory signifiers have at their command only rhe
dimension of time. Their elements are presented in
succession; they form a chain. This feature becomes
readily apparent when they are represented in writ­
ing and the spatial line of graphic marks is substi­
tuted for succession in time.

Sometimes the linear nature of the signifier is not
obvious. When I accent a syllable, for instance, it
seems that I am concentrating more than one sig­
nificant element on the same point. Bur this is an
illusion; the syllable and its accent constitute only
one phonational act. There is no duality within the
act but only different oppositions to what precedes

and what follows.

linguistic Value

as Organized Thought Coupled

''ieitbS°""d,e that language is only a system of pure val-
: enough to consider the two elements in-

UC?’ d in its functioning: ideas and sounds.
^psychologically our thought—apart from its ex-

ssion in words—is only a shapeless and indis-
Prt.t niass. Philosophers and linguists have always
"creed in recognizing that without the help of signs
we would be unable to make a clear-cut, consistent
distinction between two ideas. Without language,
thought is a vague, uncharted nebula. There are no
pre-existing ideas, and nothing is distinct before

the appearance of language.Against the floating realm of thought, would
sounds by themselves yield predelimited entities?
No more so than ideas. Phonic substance is neither
more fixed nor more rigid than thought; it is not a
mold into which thought must of necessity fit bur a

— distinct partsm«“- —mold into which thought muse _____plastic substance divided in turn into distinct parts
to furnish the signifiers needed by thought. The lin­
guistic fact can therefore be pictured in its total­
ity—i.e. language—as a series of contiguous sub­
divisions marked off on both the indefinite plane of
jumbled ideas (A) and the equally vague plane of
sounds (B). The following diagram gives a rough

idea of it:

The characteristic role of language with respect
to thought is not to create a material phonic means
for expressing ideas but to serve as a link between
thought and sound, under conditions that of neces­
sity bring about the reciprocal delimitations of
units. Thought, chaotic by nature, has to become
ordered in the process of its decomposition. Neither
are thoughts given material form nor are sounds

transformed into mental entities; the somewhat
mysterious fact is rather that “thought-sound" im­
plies division, and that language works out its units
while taking shape between two shapeless masses.
Visualize the air in contact with a sheet of water; if
the atmospheric pressure changes, the surface of the
water will be broken up into a series of divisions,
waves; the waves resemble the union or coupling of

thought with phonic substance.Language might be called the domain of articula­
tions, using the word as it was defined earlier. Each
linguistic term is a member, an articulus in which
an idea is fixed in a sound and a sound becomes the

sign of an idea.Language can also be compared with a sheet of
paper: thought is the front and the sound the back;
one cannot cut the front without cutting the back at
the same time; likewise in language, one can nei­
ther divide sound from thought nor thought from
sound; the division could be accomplished only ab­
stractedly, and the result would be either pure psy­

chology or pure phonology.Linguistics then works in the borderland where
the elements of sound and thought combine; their
combination produces a form, not a substance.

These views give a better understanding of what
was said before about the arbitrariness of signs. Not
only are the two domains that are linked by the lin­
guistic fact shapeless and confused, but the choice
of a given slice of sound to name a given idea is
completely arbitrary. If this were not true, the no­
tion of value would be compromised, for it would
include an externally imposed element. But actually
values remain entirely relative, and that is why the
bond between the sound and the idea is radically

arbitrary.The arbitrary nature of the sign explains in turn
why the social fact alone can create a linguistic sys­
tem. The community is necessary if values that owe
their existence solely to usage and general accep­
tance are to be set up; by himself the individual is

incapable of fixing a single value.In addition, the idea of value, as defined, shows
that to consider a term as simply the union of a cer­
tain sound with a certain concept is grossly mis­
leading. To define it in this way would isolate the
term from its system; it would mean assuming that
one can start from the terms and construct the sys­
tem by adding them together when, on the con-



trary, it is from the interdependent whole that one
must start and through analysis obtain its elements.

To develop this thesis, we shall study value suc­
cessively from the viewpoint of the signified or con­
cept, the signifies and the complete sign.

Being unable to seize the concrete entities or
units of language directly, we shall work with words.
While the word does not conform exactly to the
definition of the linguistic unit, it ar least bears a
rough resemblance to rhe unit and has the advan­
tage of being concrete; consequently, we shall use
words as specimens equivalent to real terms in a syn­
chronic system, and the principles that we evolve
with respect to words will be valid for entities in
general.

2. Linguistic Value from a Conceptual Viewpoint
When we speak of the value of a word, we generally
think first of its property of standing for an idea,
and this is in fact one side of linguistic value. But
if this is true, how does value differ from signi­
fication? Might the two words be synonyms? I
think not, although it is easy to confuse them, since
the confusion results not so much from their simi­
larity as from the subtlety of the distinction that
they mark.

From a conceptual viewpoint, value is doubtless
one element in signification, and it is difficult to see
how signification can be dependent upon value and
still be distinct from it. But we must clear up the
issue or risk reducing language to a simple naming­
process.

Let us first take signification as it is generally
understood and as it was pictured previously. As the
arrows in the drawing show, it is only the counter­
part of the sound-image. Everything that occurs
concerns only the sound-image and the concept
when we look upon the word as independent and
self-contained.

But here is the paradox: on the one hand the con­
cept seems to be the counterpart of the sound­

image, and on the other hand the sign itself is in
turn the counterpart of the other signs of language.

Language is a system of interdependent terms
in which the value of each term results solely from
the simultaneous presence of the others, as in the
diagram:

How then, can value be confused with signification
ue. the counterpart of the sound-image? It seems
trnposstble to liken the relations represented here by
horizontal arrows to those represented above by
vertical arrows. Putting it another wav—and again
taking up the example of the sheet of paper that is
cut in two—it is clear that the observable relation
between the different pieces A, B, C, D, etc. is dis­
tinct from the relation between the front and back
of rhe same piece as in A/A', B/B', etc.

To resolve the issue, let us observe from the outset
that even outside language all values are apparently
governed by the same paradoxical principle. They
are always composed:

(i) of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for
the thing of which the value is to be determined; and

(z) of similar things that can be compared with
the thing of which the value is to be determined.

Both factors are necessary for the existence of a
value. To determine what a five-franc piece is worth
one must therefore know: (i) that it can be ex­
changed for a fixed quantity of a different thing,
e.g. bread; and (z) that it can be compared with a
similar value of the same system, e.g. a one-franc
piece, or with coins of another system (a dollar,
etc.). In the same way a word can be exchanged for
something dissimilar, an idea; besides, it can be
compared with something of the same nature, an­
other word. Its value is therefore nor fixed so long
as one simply states that it can be "exchanged for a
given concept, i.e. that it has this or that significa­
tion: one must also compare it with similar values,
with other words that stand in opposition to it. Its
content is really fixed only by the concurrence of
everything that exists outside it. Being part of a sys­
tem, it is endowed not only with a signification but
also and especially with a value, and this is some­
thing quite different.

A few examples will show clearly that this is true.

French mouton can have the same sig-
1vfoJcrnn 3S English sheep but not the same value,
«”fic3L*s for several reasons, particularly because in
,1llJ t rig of a Piece °f meat ready t0 be served on
sPL'a k|e English uses mutton and not sheep. The
lbtf' ence in value between sheep and mouton is

- to the fact that sheep has beside it a second

^jie the French word does not.
"Within the same language, all words used to ex-

related ideas limit each other reciprocally;
P onyms like French redouter ‘dread’ craindre
•fear,’ and avoir peur ‘be afraid’ have value only
through their opposition: if redouter did not exist,
all its content would go to its competitors. Con­
versely, some words are enriched through contact
with others: e.g. the new element introduced in de­
crepit (un vieillard decrepit) results from the co­
existence of decrepi (un mur decrepi). The value of
just any term is accordingly determined by its en­
vironment: it is impossible to fix even the value of
the word signifying "sun” without first considering
its surroundings: in some languages it is not pos­
sible to say “sit in the sun."

"...... ”",c ■’rmlies to any term
sible to say sit in un. ......

Everything said about words applies to any term
of language, e.g. to grammatical entities. The value
of a French plural does not coincide with that of a
Sanskrit plural even though their signification is
usually identical; Sanskrit has three numbers in­
stead of two (my eyes, my ears, my arms, my legs,
etc. are dual); it would be wrong to attribute the
same value to the plural in Sanskrit and in French;
its value clearly depends on what is outside and

around it.around it.If words stood for pre-existing concepts, they
would all have exact equivalents in meaning from
one language to the next; but this is not true. French
uses louer (tine maison) ‘let (a house)’ indifferently
to mean both "pay for” and “receive payment for,”
whereas German uses two words, mieten and ver-
mieten; there is obviously no exact correspondence
of values. The German verbs schatzen and urteilen
share a number of significations, but that corre­
spondence does not hold at several points.

Inflection offers some particularly striking ex­
amples. Distinctions of time, which are so familiar
t0 us, are unknown in certain languages. Hebrew
docs not recognize even the fundamental distinc­
tions between the past, present, and future. Proto­
Germanic has no special form for the future; to say
that the future is expressed by the present is wrong,
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for the value of the present is not the same in Ger­
manic as in languages that have a future along with
the present. The Slavic languages regularly single
out two aspects of the verb: the perfective repre­
sents action as a point, complete in its totality; the
imperfective represents it as taking place, and on
the line of time. The categories are difficult for a
Frenchman to understand, for they are unknown in
French; if they were predetermined, this would not
be true. Instead of pre-existing ideas then, we find
in all the foregoing examples values emanating
from the system. When they are said to correspond
to concepts, it is understood that the concepts are
purely differential and defined not by their positive
content but negatively by their relations with the
other terms of the system. Their most precise char­
acteristic is in being what the others are not.

Now the real interpretation of the diagram of the
signal becomes apparent. Thus

means that in French the concept “to judge” is
linked to the sound-image juger; in short, it sym­
bolizes signification. But it is quite clear that ini­
tially the concept is nothing, that is only a value de­
termined by its relations with other similar values,
and that without them the signification would not
exist. If I state simply that a word signifies some­
thing when I have in mind the associating of a
sound-image with a concept, I am making a state­
ment that may suggest what actually happens, but
by no means am I expressing the linguistic fact in

its essence and fullness.

3. Linguistic Value from a Material Viewpoint
The conceptual side of value is made up solely of re­
lations and differences with respect to the other
terms of language, and the same can be said of its
material side. The important thing in the word is
not the sound alone but the phonic differences that
make it possible to distinguish this word from all

others, for differences carry signification.
This may seem surprising, but how indeed could



i Since one vocal image is nothe reverse be poss _ what ir js commis-
better suited than th u a
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X except its noncoincidence
with the rest. Arbitrary and different are two cor-

"''ZXoon of linguistic signs clearly illustrates

this. It is precisely because the terms a and b as
such are radically incapable of reaching the level of
consciousness-one is always conscious of only the
a/b difference—that each term is free to change ac­
cording to laws that are unrelated to its signifying
function. No positive sign characterizes the genitive
plural in Czech zen; still the two forms zena: zen
function as well as the earlier forms zena: zenb; zen
has value only because it is different.

Here is another example that shows even more
clearly the systematic role of phonic differences: in
Greek, ephen is an imperfect and esten an aorist al­
though both words are formed in the same way; the
first belongs to the system of the present indicative
of pheini‘1 say,’ whereas there is no present *stemi;
now it is precisely the relation phemi: ephen that
corresponds to the relation between the present and
the imperfect (cf. deihnumi: edeikniln, etc.). Signs
function, then, not through their intrinsic value but
through their relative position.

In addition, it is impossible for sound alone, a
material element, to belong to language. It is only a
secondary thing, substance to be put to use. All our
conventional values have the characteristic of not
being confused with the tangible element which
supports them. For instance, it is not the metal in a
piece of money that fixes its value. A coin nominally
worth five francs may contain less than half its
worth of silver. Its value will vary according to the
amount stamped upon it and according to its use
inside or outside a political boundary. This is even
more true of the linguistic signifier, which is not
phonic but incorporeal—constituted not by its ma­
terial substance but by the differences that separate
its sound-image from all others.

The foregoing principle is so basic that it applies
to all the material elements of language, including
phonemes. Every language forms its words on the
basis of a system of sonorous elements, each ele­
ment being a clearly delimited unit and one of a
fixed number of units. Phonemes arc characterized
not, as one might think, by their own positive
quality but simply by the fact that they arc distinct.

Phonemes are above all else on. ■
negative entities. PPosing, relative, anjW

Proof of this is the latitude that snaL l ’ ‘<
tween points of convergence in rh P kcrs have be-
distmet sounds. In French, for of
of a dorsal r does not prevent many sp’elk""^ USC »
using a tongue-tip trill; languane i/„. . fro"> I
disturbed by it;. language r. 8 c ,n the least • ’
sound be different and not, as o'i7 °'’k’ that the ’
that it have an invariable quality I™8, e'"’38'"'’
nounce the French r like German J il^T ‘
etc but in German I could not use r instead J J
for German gwes recognition to both dements and ■
must keep them apart. Similarly, in Russian there k
no latitude or t in rhe direction of f (palatalized r)
or the result would be the confusing of two sounds

differentiated by the language (cf. govorif ‘speak’ ■
and govent ‘he speaks’), but more freedom may be
taken with respect to th (aspirated t) since this
sound does not figure in the Russian system of
phonemes.

Since an identical state of affairs is observable in
writing, another system of signs, we shall use writ­
ing to draw some comparisons that will clarify the
whole issue. In fact:

t) The signs used in writing are arbitrary; there is
no connection, for example, between the letter t
and the sound that it designates.

z) The value of letters is purely negative and dif­
ferential. The same person can write t, for instance,
in different ways: The only requirement is that the
sign for t not be confused in his script with rhe signs
used for I, d. etc.

3) Values in writing function only through re­
ciprocal opposition within a fixed system that con­
sists of a set number of letters. This third character­
istic, though not identical to the second, is closely
related to it, for both depend on the first. Since rhe
graphic sign is arbitrary, its form matters little or
rather matters only within the limitations imposed
by the system.

4) The means by which the sign is produced is
completely unimportant, for it does nor affect the
system (this also follows from characteristic i).
Whether I make the letters in white or black, raised
or engraved, with pen or chisel—all this is of no im­
portance with respect to their signification.

4. The Sign Considered in Its Totality
Everything that has been said up to this point boils
down to this: in language there are only differences.

c. imp°rtiint: a di£ference generally implies
Ev‘:" nlOtcrms between which the difference is set
poS't'VC I language there are only differences with-
up; terms. Whether we take the signified or
<’W7nifier, language has neither idea nor sounds
the s'8-sted before the linguistic system, but only
th’1 7a| and phonic differences that have issued
tdie system. 'The idea or phonic substance that
fr0'1’ contains is of less importance than the other
’ ,hat surround ir. Proof of this is that the value
s'®n5[crm mav be modified without either its mean-
° , or its sound being affected, solely because a
neighboring term has been modified.

gut the statement that everything in language is
negative is true only if the signified and the signifier
,re considered separately; when we consider the
sjgn in its totality, we have something that is positive
in its own class. A linguistic system is a series of dif­
ferences of sound combined with a series of differ­
ences of ideas; but the pairing of a certain number
of acoustical signs with as many cuts made from the
mass of thought engenders a system of values; and

I-—I. roa„ rkp 
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this system serves as the effective link between the
phonic and psychological elements within each
sign. Although both the signified and the signifier
are purely differential and negative when consid­
ered separately, their combination is a positive fact;
it is even the sole type of facts that language has, for
maintaining the parallelism between the two classes
of differences is the distinctive function of the lin-Ul U1UGIC11UU3 13 L11V UIJUUV.U..V .---------------- -

guistic institution.
Certain diachronic facts are typical in this re­

spect. Take the countless instances where alteration
of the signifier occasions a conceptual change and
where it is obvious that the sum of the ideas distin­
guished corresponds in principle to the sum of the
distinctive signs. When two words are confused
through phonetic alteration (e.g. French decrepit
from decrepitus and decrepi from crispus), the
ideas that they express will also tend to become
-onfused if only they have something in common.
Or a word may have different forms (cf. chaise
‘chair’ and chaire ‘desk’). Any nascent difference
will tend invariably to become significant but with­
out always succeeding or being successful on the
first trial. Conversely, any conceptual difference
perceived by the mind seeks to find expression
through a distinct signifier, and two ideas that arc
no longer distinct in the mind tend to merge into
the same signifier.

When we compare signs—positive terms—with

each other, we can no longer speak of difference;
the expression would not be fitting, for it applies
only to the comparing of two sound-images, e.g. fa­
ther and mother, or two ideas, e.g. the idea ‘‘father’’
and the idea ‘‘mother’’; two signs, each having a
signified and signifier, are not different but only dis­
tinct. Between them there is only opposition. The
entire mechanism of language, with which we shall
be concerned later, is based on oppositions of this
kind and on the phonic and conceptual differences
that they imply.

What is true of value is true also of the unit. A
unit is a segment of the spoken chain that corre­
sponds to a certain concept; both are by nature
purely differential.

Applied to units, the principle of differentiation
can be stated in this way: the characteristics of the
unit blend with the unit itself. In language, as in any
semiological system, whatever distinguishes one
sign from the others constitutes it. Difference makes
character just as it makes value and the unit.

Another rather paradoxical consequence of the
same principle is this: in the last analysis what is
commonly referred to as a "grammatical fact” fits
the definition of the unit, for it always expresses an
opposition of terms; it differs only in that the op­
position is particularly significant (e.g. the forma­
tion of German plurals of the type Nacht: Nachte).
Each term present in the grammatical fact (the sin­
gular without umlaut or final e in opposition to the
plural with umlaut and -e) consists of the interplay
of a number of oppositions within the system. When
isolated, neither Nacht nor Nachte is anything:
thus everything is opposition. Putting it another
way, the Nacht: Nachte relation can be expressed
by an algebraic formula alb in which a and b are
not simple terms but result from a set of relations.
Language, in a manner of speaking, is a type of al­
gebra consisting solely of complex terms. Some of
its oppositions are more significant than others; but
units and grammatical facts are only different names
for designating diverse aspects of the same general
fact: the functioning of linguistic oppositions. This
statement is so true that we might very well ap­
proach the problem of units by starting from gram­
matical facts. Taking an opposition like Nacht:
Nachte, we might ask what are the units involved
in it. Are they only the two words, the whole series
of similar words, a and d, or all singulars and plu­

rals, etc.?Units and grammatical facts would not be con-



fused if linguistic signs were made up of something
besides differences. But language being what it is,
we shall find nothing simple in it regardless of our
approach; everywhere and always there is the same
complex equilibrium of terms that mutually condi­
tion each other. Putting it another way, language is
a form and not a substance. This truth could not
be overstressed, for all the mistakes in our termi­
nology, all our incorrect ways of naming things that
pertain to language, stem from the involuntary sup­
position that the linguistic phenomenon must have
substance.

SYNTAGMATIC AND ASSOCIATIVE
RELATIONS

t. Definitions

In a language-state everything is based on relations.
How do they function?

Relations and differences between linguistic terms
fall into two distinct groups, each of which gener­
ates a certain class of values. The opposition be­
tween the two classes gives a better understanding
of the nature of each class. They correspond to two
forms of our mental activity, both indispensable to
the life of language.

In discourse, on the one hand, words acquire re­
lations based on the linear nature of language be­
cause they are chained together. This rules out the
possibility of pronouncing two elements simultane­
ously. The elements are arranged in sequence on the
chain of speaking. Combinations supported by lin­
earity are syntagms. The syntagm is always com­
posed of two or more consecutive units (e.g. French
re-lire ‘re-read,’ contre tons ‘against everyone,’ la
vie hnmaine ‘human life,’ Dieu est bon ‘God is
good,’ s’il fait beau temps, nous sortirons ‘if the
weather is nice, we’ll go out,’ etc.). In the syntagm a
term acquires its value only because it stands in op­
position to everything that precedes or follows it, or
to both.

Outside discourse, on the other hand, words ac­
quire relations of a different kind. Those that have
something in common are associated in the mem­
ory, resulting in groups marked by diverse relations.
For instance, the French word enseignement ‘teach­
ing’ will unconsciously call to mind a host of other
words (enseigner ‘teach,’ renseigner ‘acquaint,’ etc.;

apprentissagc

education
etc.

etc.

\ clement
justement

\ etc’c)
changement

armement

enseigner

enseignons y
etc.

something in common; through its grasp of the na­
ture of the relations that bind the terms together,
the mind creates as many associative series as there
are diverse relations. For instance, in enseignement
‘teaching,’ enseigner ‘teach,’ enseignons‘(we) teach,'
etc., one element, the radical, is common to every
term; the same word may occur in a different series
formed around another common element, the suffix
(cf. enseignement, armement, changement, etc.); or
the association may spring from the analogy of the
concepts signified (enseignement, instruction, ap-
prentissage, education, etc.); or again, simply from
the similarity of the sound-images (e.g. enseigne­
ment and justement ‘precisely’). Thus there is at
times a double similarity of meaning and form, at
times similarity only of form or of meaning. A word
can always evoke everything that can be associated
with it in one way or another.

Whereas a syntagm immediately suggests an order
of succession and a fixed number of elements, terms
in an associative family occur neither in fixed num­
bers nor in a definite order. If we associate painful,
delightful, frightful, etc. we are unable to predict the
number of words that the memory will suggest or the
order in which they will appear. A particular word is
like the center of a constellation; it is the point of
convergence of an indefinite number of co-ordinated

terms.But of the two characteristics of the associative
series—indeterminate order and indefinite num­
ber—only the first can always be verified; the sec­
ond may fail to meet the test. This happens in the
case of inflectional paradigms, which are typical of
associative groupings. Latin dominus, domiiii, do­
mino, etc. is obviously an associative group formed
around a common element, the noun theme domin-,

but the series

3' Associative Relations
Mental association creates other groups besides
those based on the comparing of terms that have

is not indefinite as in the case of
changement, etc.; the number of cases ts definite.

or armement ‘armament’ cha
ment, etc.; or education *’i anSe>»ent ‘ F

discourse^ Those formed outside ‘ I
supported by linearity. Their C ar«'no<
they are a part of the‘nnXXX'
up the language of each speaker. Thev^ I
ciative relations. ey arc assn. •

The syntagmatic relation is in praesenti„ > •’
based on two or more terms that occur in an Hf' ‘
senes. Against this, the associative relation^ '■ ’•
terms in absentia in a potential mnemonic seri«' I

From the associative and syntagmatic viewn0;„, ‘-
a linguistic unit is like a fixed part of a buildin JV ‘
a column. On the one hand, the column has a a-o
tain relation to the architrave that it supports-
arrangement of rhe two units in space suggests the
syntagmatic relation. On the other hand, if the cob !
umn is Doric, it suggests a mental comparison of I
this style with others (Ionic, Corinthian, etc.) a|.
though none of these elements is present in space:
the relation is associative.

Each of the two classes of co-ordination calls for
some specific remarks.

2. Syntagmatic Relations
The examples have already indicated that the no­
tion of syntagm applies not only to words but to '
groups of words, to complex units of all lengths ‘
and types (compounds, derivatives, phrases, whole K
sentences). .c3S

It is not enough to consider rhe relation that ties
together the different parts of syntagms (e.g. French
contre ‘against’ and tons ‘everyone’ in contre tons,
contre and maitre ‘master’ in contremaitre ‘fore- -.;
man’), one must also bear in mind the relation that
links the whole to its parts (e.g. contre tons in op- ?
position on the one hand to contre and on the other
tons, or contremaitre in opposition to contre and ;
maitre).

An objection might be raised at this point. The
sentence is rhe ideal type of syntagm. But it belongs
to speaking, not to language. Does it not follow ,.
that the syntagm belongs to speaking? I do not
think so. Speaking is characterized by freedom of
combinations; one must therefore ask whether or . ..
not all syntagms are equally free.

It is obvious from the first that many expressions - v 

f
uatie. These are the pat phrases in

10 hLn,np7is prohibited by usage, even if we
any Cht their meaningful elements (cf. a quoi

» sin8|e °“t the use?’ jllons done! ‘nonsense!’).

K ho’<! ‘"X true, though to a lesser degree, of
°utJiik I fhc s3l,'t like prendre la mouche ‘take offense
d ' ^flrcsi‘°nier ta „,ain a quelqu’un ‘force someone’s

no, * c^l’ „pre une lance ‘break a lance,’ or even
till; I f r0! . Ij fete, etc.) ‘have (a headache, etc.),’ a
I-teoi'"','1 (‘oins, etc.) -by dint of (care, etc.),’ que

I !c'“ seinble? ’how do you feel about it?’ pas
>c<'5 r oin de ■ ■ ■ ‘there’s no need for. . . ,’ etc.,

■ c characterized by peculiarities of significa-
E. whir*1 a These idiomatic twists cannot be im-
g (ion or are furnished by tradition. There are
P L,0Vl^ords which, while lending themselves per-
j— J|v to analysis, are characterized by some mor-

ChC,'|ugical anomaly that is kept solely by dint of
g ,.c (cf- difficult^ ‘difficulty’ beside facilite ‘facil­

ity’ etc., and mourrai ‘[I] shall die’ beside dormirai

■||| shall sleep').g There are further proofs. To language rather than
l0 speaking belong the syntagmatic types that are
built upon regular forms. Indeed, since there is
nothing abstract in language, the types exist only if
language has registered a sufficient number of speci­
mens. When a word like indecorable arises in
speaking, its appearance supposes a fixed type, and
this type is in turn possible only through remem­
brance of a sufficient number of similar words be­
longing to language (unpardonable ‘unpardonable,’
intolerable ‘intolerable,’ mfatigable ‘indefatigable,’
etc.). Exactly the same is true of sentences and
groups of words built upon regular patterns. Com­
binations like la terre tourne ‘the world turns,’ que
nous dit-il? ‘what does he say to you?’ etc. corre­
spond to general types that are in turn supported in
the language by correct remembrances.

But we must realize that in the syntagm there is
no clear-cut boundary between the language fact,
which is a sign of collective usage, and the fact that
dongs to speaking and depends on individual
reedom. In a great number of instances it is hard to

Cass a combination of units because both forces
avc combined in producing it, and they have com-
med in indeterminable proportions.

enseignement
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Against this, the words have no fixed order of suc­
cession, and it is by a purely arbitrary act that the
grammarian groups them in one way rather than in
another; in the mind of speakers the nominative 

case is by no means the first one in the declension,
and the order in which terms are called depends on
circumstances. Edmund Husserl

1859-1938

E
dmund Husserl is generally acknowledged as the founder of modern phe-
t nomenology. His early philosophical work included a major treatise on

the philosophy of arithmetic (a work that drew sharp criticism from Gottlob
Frege} in which he articulated a theme dominant throughout his philosophical
career: concepts are commonly defined according to their extensions, not their
content. Definitions so derived obscure the'irnportahce’'of’the'mode or manner of
perceiving and thinking by concentrating attention exclusively on agreement (or
disagreement) about the extension of terms. Husserl’s position is that everything-
“riven" in perceprioj is necessarily constituted in_and_th rough ajspecific mode of
consciousness and that the philosophical exploration and critique of cognition

-• cannot be restricted to merely logical or empirical considerations.
Itfhis later work, Husserl emphasized the importance of intention—in the

sense that every thought is a thought of something and therefore actively intends
its object. In Ideas, he traced the development of a distinctive philosophical out­
look achieved by a process of reduction: one removes from consideration all the
content of a thought or perception that could be represented as external or ex­
tensional. What remains is not nothing but rather the pure stream of thinking or
perceiving itself, in which all intentional objects are constituted.

According to Husserl, this reduction to the intentional core of perception and
cognition (which he calls the "epoche”) brings the “natural standpoint” to a cri­
sis, just as it creates a phenomenological standpoint, from which cognition ap­
pears as the pure function or activity of the ego or self. Husserl does not, how­
ever, propose an empirical or psychologistic account of the ego. For Husserl, the
ego discovered through the phenomenological epoche is not empirical but

transcendental.
In the selection below, an essay written for The Encyclopedia Britannica (14th

edition), Husserl offers a global account of phenomenology as, first, a radical
ternative to ordinary empirical psychology and, second, the basis for a univer­

sal philosophical method. He sees the latter aspect of phenomenology as deriv-
ng from Descartes’ program of universal doubt, with the difference that Husserl

universalizes the methodology of the epoche or “bracketing” to locate a tran-

coS'to as the universal power of consciousness.While Husserl’s influence on European philosophy has been significant and
‘despread, both in the development of phenomenological method and in the

5”’er8ence of existentialism, his impact on English-speaking philosophy and phi-
sophers has been relatively slight. This may be partly attributable to the fact
nt (like Hegel before him) he presumed that introspective meditation was a


