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Translator’s Note

Many of these essays have been translated before. Although all the translations
in this volume are “new”” and “my own”—the quotation marks serving here,
as Derrida might say, as an adequate precaution—I have been greatly assisted
in my work by consulting:

"Différance,’” trans. David Allison, in Speech and Phenomena (Evanston: North-
western University Press, 1973).

"QOusia and Grammeé,”’ trans. Edward Casey, in Phenomenology in Perspective, ed.
F. Joseph Smith (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1970).

“The Ends of Man,” trans. Edouard Morot-Sir, Wesley C. Puisol, Hubert L.
Dreyfus, and Barbara Reid, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 30, no. 1
(1969).

Form and Meaning,” trans. David Allison, in Speech and Phenomena.

The Supplement of Copula,” trans. James S. Creech and Josué Harrari, The
Georgia Review 30 (1976).

“White Mythology,” trans. F. C. T. Moore, New Literary History 6, no. 1 (1974).

"Signature Event Context,” trans. Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman, Glyph:
Johns Hopkins Textual Studies 7 (1977).

Although I read it after completing the work on this volume, I believe that
Philip Lewis’s ““Vers la traduction abusive” (in Les fins de I'homme—a partir du
travail de Jacques Derrida, Paris: Galilée, 1981) contains the criteria by which all
translations of Derrida will be judged.

ALAN Bass
New York City
July 1982

vii






Tympan

The thesis and antithesis and their proofs therefore rep-
resent nothing but the opposite assertions, that a limit
is (eine Grenze ist), and that the limit equally is only a
sublated (aufgehobene [relevé]) one; that the limit has a be-
yond with which however it stands in relation (in Bezie-
hung steht), and beyond which it must pass, but that in
doing so there arises another such limit, which is no
limit. The solution of these antinomies, as of those pre-
viously mentioned, is transcendental, that is.

The essence of philosophy pro-
vides no ground (bodenlos) pre-
cisely for peculiarities, and in
order to attain philosophy, it is
necessary, if its body expresses
the sum of its peculiarities, that
it cast itself into the abyss a corps
perdu (sich a corps perdu hinein-
zustiirzen).

Hegel, The Difference between the
Fichtean and Schellingian Systems
of Philosophy

Hegel, Science of Logic

The need for philosophy can be
expressed as its presupposition
if a sort of vestibule (eine Art von
Vorhof) is supposed to be made
for philosophy, which begins
with itself.

Ibid.



To tympanize'—philosophy.

Being at the limit: these words do not yet form
a proposition, and even less a discourse. But there
is enough in them, provided that one plays upon
it, to engender almost all the sentences in this
book.

Does philosophy answer a need? How is it to be
understood? Philosophy? The need?

Ample to the point of believing itself intermi-
nable, a discourse that has called itself philosophy—
doubtless the only discourse that has ever in-
tended to receive its name only from itself, and
has never ceased murmuring its initial letter to
itself from as close as possible—has always, in-
cluding its own, meant to say its limit. In the fa-
miliarity of the languages called (instituted as)
natural by philosophy, the languages elementary
to it, this discourse has always insisted upon as-
suring itself mastery over the limit (peras, limes,
Grenze). It has recognized, conceived, posited, de-
clined the limit according to all possible modes;
and therefore by the same token, in order better
to dispose of the limit, has transgressed it. Its own
limit had not to remain foreign to it. Therefore it
has appropriated the concept for itself; it has be-
lieved that it controls the margin of its volume and
that it thinks its other.

Philosophy has always insisted upon this: think-
ing its other. Its other: that which limits it, and
from which it derives its essence, its definition, its
production. To think its other: does this amount
solely to relever’ (aufheben) that from which it de-
rives, to head the procession of its method only

”And I have cho-
sen, as the sign be-
neath which to place
them, the entirely
floral and subterra-
nean name of Perse-
phong, which is thus
extracted from its
dark terrestrial
depths and lifted to
the heavens of a
chapter heading.

The acanthus leave
copied in school
when, for better or
for worse, one learns
to use the fusain,
the stem of a morn-
ing glory or other
climbing plant,
the helix inscribed
on the shell of a snail,
the meanders of the
small and the large
intestine,
the sandy serpentine
excreted by an earth
worm,
the curl of childish
hair encased in a
medallion, the pu-

trid simulacrum

1. Translator’s note (hereafter abbreviated as “TN"). In French, tympaniser is an
archaic verb meaning to criticize, to ridicule publicly. I have transliterated it here.
2. TN. On Derrida’s translation of the Hegelian term aufheben as relever, see below,
“La différance,”” note 23, for a system of notes. There is an untranslatable play of
words here: “Penser son autre: cela revient-il seulement & relever (aufheben) ce dont

elle reléve . . .

X
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by passing the limit? Or indeed does the limit,
obliquely, by surprise, always reserve one more
blow for philosophical knowledge? Limit/passage.

In propagating this question beyond the precise
context from which I have just extracted it (the
infinity of the quantum in the greater Logic and the
critique of the Kantian antinomies), almost con-
stantly, in this book, I shall be examining the rel-
evance® of the limit. And therefore relaunching in
every sense the reading of the Hegelian Aufhebung,
eventually beyond what Hegel, inscribing it,
understood himself to say or intended to mean,
beyond that which is inscribed on the internal ves-
tibule of his ear. This implies a vestibule in a del-
icate, differentiated structure whose orifices may
always remain unfindable, and whose entry and
exit may be barely passable; and implies that the
text—Hegel’s for example—functions as a writing
machine in which a certain number of typed and
systematically enmeshed propositions (one has to
be able to recognize and isolate them) represent
the “conscious intention’ of the author as a reader
of his “own” text, in the sense we speak today of
a mechanical reader. Here, the lesson of the finite
reader called a philosophical author is but one
piece, occasionally and incidentally interesting, of
the machine. To insist upon thinking its other: its
proper* other, the proper of its other, an other
proper? In thinking it as such, in recognizing it, one
misses it. One reappropriates it for oneself, one
disposes of it, one misses it, or rather one misses
(the) missing (of) it, which, as concerns the other,

drawn by a slight
pressure of the fin-
gers from a peére-la-
colique,*

the marblings that
bloom on the edges
of certain bound
books,

the curved wrought
iron, “modern style,”
of the Métro entries,
the interlace of em-
broidered figures on
sheets and pillow
cases,

the kiss-curl pasted
with grease on the
cheekbone of a pros-
titute in the old days
of Casque d'or,

the thin and browner
braid of the steel ca-
ble, the thick and
blcnder one of the
string cable,

the cerebral convo-
lutions exemplified
by, when you eat it,
mutton brains,

the corkscrewing of
the vine, the image

*7TN. A pére-la-colique is a small porcelain toy representing an old man sitting on
a toilet seat. When a certain product is put into it, it excretes.

3. TN. Relevance is not the English “relevance” but a neologism from the trans-
lation of aufheben as relever. Like Aufhebung it is a noun derived from a gerund.

4. TN. Le propre is one of the key terms of this book. In French, propre can mean
both “proper” and “own,” as here with son propre autre, its own other, the other
proper toit. | have sometimes given simply “’proper,” and sometimes *“own, proper”’
(e.g. “its own, proper other”). See also “La différance,” note 1.

xi
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always amounts to the same. Between the proper
of the other and the other of the proper.

If philosophy has always intended, from its
point of view, to maintain its relation with the non-
philosophical, that is the antiphilosophical, with
the practices and knowledge, empirical or not, that
constitute its other, if it has constituted itself ac-
cording to this purposive entente with its outside,
if it has always intended to hear itself speak, in the
same language, of itself and of something else, can
one, strictly speaking, determine a nonphilosoph-
ical place, a place of exteriority or alterity from
which one might still treat of philosophy? Is there
any ruse not belonging to reason to prevent phi-
losophy from still speaking of itself, from borrow-
ing its categories from the logos of the other, by
affecting itself without delay, on the domestic page
of its own tympanum (still the muffled drum, the
tympanon, the cloth stretched taut in'order to take
its beating, to amortize impressions, to make the
types (typoi) resonate, to balance the striking pres-
sure of the typtein, between the inside and the
outside), with heterogeneous percussion? Can one
violently penetrate philosophy’s field of listening
without its immediately—even pretending in ad-
vance, by hearing what is said of it, by decoding
the statement—making the penetration resonate
within itself, appropriating the emission for itself,
familiarly communicating it to itself between the
inner and middle ear, following the path of a tube
or inner opening, be it round or oval? In other
words, can one puncture the tympanum of a phi-
losopher and still be heard and understood by
him?

To philosophize with a hammer. Zarathustra be-
gins by asking himself if he will have to puncture
them, batter their ears (Muss man ihnen erst die
Ohren zerschlagen), with the sound of cymbals or
tympani, the instruments, always, of some Diony-

xii

of what later will be—
once the juice has
been bottled—the
corkscrew (itself pre-
figuring the endless
screw of drunken-
ness),

the circulation of the
blood,

the concha of the ear,
the sinuous curves
of a path,
everything that is
wreathed, coiled,

flowered, gar-
landed, twisted, ar-
abesque,

the spur (which for
my purposes here |
will imagine in a spi-
ral) of an espadon,
the twists of a ram'’s
horn,

all this I believe un-
covered in the name
of Persephone, po-
tentially, awaiting
only an impercepti-
ble click to set it off
like the ribbon of steel
tightly wound on it-
self in the midst of
the pinions of a clock-
work or the spring in
the closed-cover box
from which the
bristly-bearded devil
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sianism. In order to teach them “to hear with their
eyes” too.

But we will analyze the metaphysical exchange,
the circular complicity of the metaphors of the eye
and the ear.

But in the structure of the tympanum there is
something called the “luminous triangle.”” It is
named in Les Chants de Maldoror (1), very close to
a "‘grandiose trinity.”

But along with this triangle, along with the pars
tensa of the tympanon, there is also found the han-
dle of a “hammer.”

In order effectively, practically to transform what
one decries (tympanizes), must one still be heard
and understood within it, henceforth subjecting
oneself to the law of the inner hammer?® In relaying
the inner hammer, one risks permitting the noisiest
discourse to participate in the most serene, least
disturbed, best served economy of philosophical
irony. Which is to say, and examples of this meta-
physical drumming are not lacking today, that in
taking this risk, one risks nothing.

From philosophy—to separate oneself, in order
to describe and decry its law, in the direction of
the absolute exteriority of another place. But ex-
teriority and alterity are concepts which by them-
selves have never surprised philosophical discourse.
Philosophy by itself has always been concerned with
them. These are not the conceptual headings un-

has not yet emerged.

Therefore, essen-
tially, in question is
a spiraled name—or
more broadly: a
curved name, but
whose gentleness is
not to be confused
with the always more
or less lenitive char-
acter of that which
has been dulled,
since—quite to the
contrary—what is
piercing and pene-
trating about it is
confirmed by the
rapprochement to be
made between the
syllables that com-
pose its name and
the syllables forming
the civil status of the
insect called [in
French] perce-oreille
(ear-piercer) [and in
English, “earwig”].
For not only do “‘Per-

5. The hammer, as is well known, belongs to the chain of small bones, along with

the anvil and the stirrup. It is placed on the internal surface of the tympanic mem-
brane. It always has the role of mediation and communication: it transmits sonic
vibrations to the chain of small bones, and then to the inner ear. Bichat recognized
that it has another paradoxical function. This small bone protects the tympanum
while acting upon it. “Without it, the tympanum would be affected painfully by
vibrations set up by too powerful sounds.” The hammer, thus, can weaken the
blows, muffle them on the threshold of the inner ear. The latter—the labyrinth—
includes a vestibule, the semicircular canals, a cochlea (with its two spirals), that is, two
organs of balance and one organ of hearing. Perhaps we shall penetrate it more
deeply later. For the moment, it suffices to mark the role of the middle ear: it tends
to equalize the acoustic resistance of the air and the resistance of the labyrinthine
liquids, to balance internal pressures and external pressures.

xiii
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der which philosophy’s border can be overflowed;
the overflow is its object. Instead of determining
some other circumscription, recognizing it, prac-
ticing it, bringing it to light, forming it, in a word
producing it (and today this word serves as the
crudest “"new clothes” of the metaphysical dene-
gation which accommodates itself very well to all

sephone” and “perce-
oreille’” both begin
with the same allu-
sion to the idea of
"piercing” (less de-
cided in Persephone,
because of the s

these projects), in question will be, but according
to a movement unheard of by philosophy, an other
which is no longer its other.

But by relating it to something to which it has
no relation, is one not immediately permitting one-
self to be encoded by philosophical logos, to stand
under its banner?® Certainly, except by writing this
relationship following the mode of a nonrelation-
ship about which it would be demonstrated si-
multaneously or obliquely—on the philosophical
surface of the discourse—that no philosopheme
will ever have been prepared to conform to it or
translate it. This can only be written according to
a deformation of the philosophical tympanum. My
intention is not to extract from the question of
metaphor—one of the most continuous threads of
this book—the figure of the oblique. This is also,
thematically, the route of Dissemination.” We know
that the membrane of the tympanum, a thin and

which imparts some-
thing undulating and
grassy, chimerical
and fleeting, to the
name, to the extent
that one might be
tempted, by execut-
ing an easy meta-
thesis, to call her the
Fay Person . . .), but
the one and the other
end with an appeal
to the sense of hear-
ing, which is overtly
in play, for the in-
sect, due to the
enunciation of the
word “ear” (that is,

6. Without an inventory of all the sexual investments which, everywhere and at
all times, powerfully constrain the discourse of the ear, | shall give an example here
to indicate the topics of the material left in the margins. The horn that is called
pavillon (papillon) is a phallus for the Dogon and Bambara of Mali, and the auditory
canal a vagina. [TN. Pavillon in French has multiple meanings. Here, the reference
is to the end of the horn called the bell in English; it also designates the visible part
of the ear. Further, both senses of pavillon just given derive from its older sense of
“military tent,” because of such tents’ conic shape. Finally, pavillon can also mean
flag or banner, as in the sentence above that ends with the phrase "stand under
its banner (pavillon).”’] Speech is the sperm indispensable for insemination. (Con-
ception through the ear, all of philosophy one could say.) It descends through the
woman’s ear, and is rolled up in a spiral around the womb. Which is hardly very
distant from Arianism (from the name Arius, of course, a priest from Alexandria,
the father of Arianism, a heretical doctrine of the conception in the Trinity), from
homoousios, and from all the records of the Nicene Council.

7.Cf. especially “La double séance’” [“The Double Session,” in Dissemination,
trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).]

xiv
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transparent partition separating the auditory canal
from the middle ear (the cavity), is stretched
obliquely (loxds). Obliquely from above to below,
from outside to inside, and from the back to the
front. Therefore it is not perpendicular to the axis
of the canal. One of the effects of this obliqueness
is to increase the surface of impression and hence
the capacity of vibration. It has been observed,
particularly in birds, that precision of hearing is in
direct proportion to the obliqueness of the tym-
panum. The tympanum squints.

Consequently, to luxate the philosophical ear, to
set the loxds in the logos to work, is to avoid frontal
and symmetrical protest, opposition in all the
forms of anti-, or in any case to inscribe antism and
overturning,® domestic denegation, in an entirely
other form of ambush, of lokhos, of textual maneu-
vers.

Under what conditions, then, could one mark,
for a philosopheme in general, a limit, a margin
that it could not infinitely reappropriate, conceive
as its own, in advance engendering and interning
the process of its expropriation (Hegel again, al-
ways), proceeding to its inversion by itself? How
to unbalance the pressures that correspond to each

of the organ by
means of which au-
ditory sensations
penetrate into us),
and less directly in
play for the goddess
by means of the suf-
fix phone, also found
in “telephone” and
’gramophone,” the
latter being an in-
strument for which
is more appropriate
than the former the
very euphonic end-
ing that beautifully
defines it as a musi-
cal mechanism.

The insect whose
principal work is to
gnaw on the inside
of fruit pits in order
to take subsistence
and

from them,

8. On the problematic of overturning and displacement, see Dissemination and
Positions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980). To luxate, to tympanize phil-
osophical autism is never an operation within the concept and without some carnage
of language. Thus it breaks open the roof, the closed spiral unity of the palate. It
proliferates outside to the point of no longer being understood. 1t is no longer a tongue.

Hematographic music.
"’Sexual jubilation is a choice of glottis,
of the splinter of the cyst of a dental root,
a choice of otic canal,
of the bad auricular ringing,
of a bad instillation of sound,
of current brocaded on the bottom carpet,
of the opaque thickness,

the elect application of the choice of the candelabra of chiselled string,

in order to escape the prolific avaric obtuse music
without ram, or age, or ramage,
and which has neither tone nor age.”
ARTAUD (December 1946)

Xv
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other on either side of the membrane? How to
block this correspondence destined to weaken,
muffle, forbid the blows from the outside, the
other hammer? The “hammer that speaks’” to him
“who has the third ear” (der das dritte Ohr hat).
How to interpret—but here interpretation can no
longer be a theory or discursive practice of philos-
ophy—the strange and unique property of a dis-
course that organizes the economy of its
representation, the law of its proper weave, such
that its outside is never its outside, never surprises
it, such that the logic of its heteronomy still reasons
from within the vault of its autism?

For this is how Being is understood: its proper.
It assures without let-up the relevant movement of
reappropriation. Can one then pass this singular
limit which is not a limit, which no more separates
the inside from the outside than it assures their
permeable and transparent continuity? What form
could this play of limit/passage have, this logos
which posits and negates itself in permitting its
own voice to well up? Is this a well-put question?

The analyses that give rise to one another in this
book do not answer this question, bringing to it
neither an answer nor an answer. They work,
rather, to transform and deplace its statement, and
toward examining the presuppositions of the ques-
tion, the institution of its protocol, the laws of its
procedure, the headings of its alleged homogene-
ity, of its apparent unicity: can one treat of philos-
ophy itself (metaphysics itself, thatis, ontotheology)
without already permitting the dictation, along
with the pretention to unity and unicity, of the
ungraspable and imperial totality of an order? If
there are margins, is there still a philosophy, the
philosophy?

No answer, then. Perhaps, in the long run, not
even a question. The copulative correspondence,
the opposition question/answer is already lodged

xvi

which occasionally,
so they say, perfo-
rates human tym-
panums with its
pincers, has in com-
mon with the
daughter of Demeter
that it too buries it-
self in a subterra-
nean kingdom. The
deep country of
hearing, described in
terms of geology
more than in those
of any other natural
science, not only by
virtue of the cartila-
ginous cavern that
constitutes its organ,
but also by virtue of
the relationship that
unites it to grottoes,
to chasms, to all the
pockets hollowed out
of the terrestrial crust
whose emptiness
makes them into re-
sonating drums for
the slightest sounds.

Just as one might
worry about the idea
of the tympanum, a
fragile membrane
threatened with per-
forations by the min-
ute pincers of an
insect—unless it had



Tympan

in a structure, enveloped in the hollow of an ear,
which we will go into to take a look. To find out
how it is made, how it has been formed, how it
functions. And if the tympanum is a limit, perhaps
the issue would be less to displace a given deter-
mined limit than to work toward the concept of
limit and the limit of the concept. To unhinge it on
several tries.

But what is a hinge (signifying: to be reasoned
in every sense)?

Therefore, what legal question is to be relied
upon if the limit in general, and not only the limit
of what is believed to be one very particular thing
among others, the tympanum, is structurally
oblique? If, therefore, there is no limit in general,
that is, a straight and regular form of the limit?
Like every limus, the limes, the short cut, signifies
the oblique.

But indefatigably at issue is the ear, the distinct,
differentiated, articulated organ that produces the
effect of proximity, of absolute properness, the
idealizing erasure of organic difference. It is an
organ whose structure (and the suture that holds
it to the throat) produces the pacifying lure of or-
ganic indifference. To forget it—and in so doing
to take shelter in the most familial of dwellings—
is to cry out for the end of organs, of others.

But indefatigably at issue is the ear. Not only the
sheltered portico of the tympanum, but also the
vestibular canal.® And the phoneme as the “’phe-

already been broken
by too violent a
noise—it is equally
permissible to fear
for the vocal cords,
which can be broken
instantaneously

when, for example,
one screams too
loudly, subjecting
them to excessive
tension (in the case
of anger, grief, or
even a simple game
dominated by the
sheer pleasure of
shrieking), so that
one’s voice gets
“broken.” An acci-
dent my mother
sometimes warned
me against, whether
she actually believed
that it could happen,
or whether—as1tend
to believe—she used
the danger as a sca-
recrow that might
make me less noisy,

9. “Anatomical term. Irregular cavity that is part of the inner ear. Genital vesti-
bule, the vulva and all its parts up to the membrane of the hymen exclusively. Also
the name of the triangular space limited in front and laterally by the ailerons of the
nymphs [small lips of the vulva], and in back by the orifice of the urethra; one
enters through this space in practicing a vestibular incision. E. Lat. vestibulum, from
the augmentative particle ve, and stabulum, place in which things are held (see
stable), according to certain Latin etymologists. Ovid, on the contrary, more rea-
sonably, it appears, takes it from Vesta because the vestibule held a fire lit in the
honor of Vesta [goddess of the proper, of familiarity, of the domestic hearth, etc.].
Among the moderns, Mommsen says that vestibulum comes from vestis, being an
entryway in which the Romans left the toga (vestis).”” Littré.

xvii
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nomenon of the labyrinth” in which Speech and at least for a while.
Phenomena, from its epigraph and very close to its Marginal to Perse-
false exit, had introduced the question of writing. phone and perce-or-
One might always think, of course, in order to ceille, soldered
reassure oneself, that “labyrinthic vertigo”” is the together by a cement
name of a well-known and well-determined dis- of relationships
ease, the local difficulty of a particular organ. hardened—in broad

This is—another tympanum. daylight—by their

Lodged in the vestibule, the labyrinthic receptors of balance are named vestibular
receptors. These are the otolithic organs (utricle and saccule) and the semicircular
canals. The utricle is sensitive to the head’s changes of direction, which displace
the otoliths, the ear’s stones, small calcified granulations modifying the stimulation
of the ciliary cells of the macula (the thick part of the membraneous covering of the
utricle). The function of the saccule in the mechanisms of balance has not yet been
definitely ascertained. The semicircular canals, inside the labyrinth, are sensitive
to all the movements of the head, which create currents in the liquid (endolymph).
The reflex movements which result from this are indispensable for assuring the
stability of the head, the direction and balance of the body in all its movements,
notably in walking upright.

Tympanum, Dionysianism, labyrinth, Ariadne’s thread. We are now traveling
through (upright, walking, dancing), included and enveloped within it, never to
emerge, the form of an ear constructed around a barrier, going round its inner
walls, a city, therefore (labyrinth, semicircular canals—warning: the spiral walkways
do not hold) circling around like a stairway winding around a lock, a dike (dam)
stretched out toward the sea; closed in on itself and open to the sea’s path. Full
and empty of its water, the anamnesis of the concha resonates alone on a beach.
[TN. There is an elaborate play on the words limagon and conque here. Limagon (aside
from meaning snail) means a spiral staircase and the spiral canal that is part of the
inner ear. Conque means both conch and concha, the largest cavity of the external
ear.] How could a breach be produced, between earth and sea?

By means of the breach of philosophical identity, a breach which amounts to
addressing the truth to itself in an envelope, to hearing itself speak inside without
opening its mouth or showing its teeth, the bloodiness of a disseminated writing
comes to separate the lips, to violate the embouchure of philosophy, putting its
tongue into movement, finally bringing it into contact with some other code, of an
entirely other kind. A necessarily unique event, nonreproducible, hence illegible
as such and, when it happens, inaudible in the conch, between earth and sea,
without signature.

Bataille writes in “The Structure of the Labyrinth”: ’Emerging from an incon-
ceivable void in the play of beings as a satellite wandering away from two phantoms
(one bristling with beard, the other, sweeter, its head covered with a chignon), it
is first of all in the father and mother who transcend it that the minuscule human
being encounters the illusion of sufficiency. (. . .) Thus are produced the relatively
stable gatherings whose center is a city, similar in its primitive form to a corolla
enclosing like a double pistil a sovereign and a king. (. . .) The universal god
destroys rather than’supports the human aggregations which erect its phantom.
He himself is only dead, whether a mythical delirium proposes him for adoration
like a cadaver pierced with wounds, or whether by his very universality he becomes
mfo're than any other incapable of opposing to the loss of being the breached walls
of ipseity.”
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If Being is in effect a process of reappropriation,
the ”gg,estion of Being” of a new type can never
be percussed without being measu\red—against the
absolutely coextensive question of the proper.
Now this latter question does not permit itself to
be separated from the idealizing value of the very-
near, which itself receives its disconcerting powers
only from the structure of hearing-oneself-speak.
The proprius presupposed in all discourses on econ-
omy, sexuality, language, semantics, rhetoric, etc.,
repercusses its absolute limit only in sonorous rep-
resentation. Such, at least, is the most insistent
hypothesis of this book. A quasi-organizing role
is granted, therefore, to the motif of sonic vibration
(the Hegelian Erzittern) as to the motif of the prox-
imity of the meaning of Being in speech (Heideg-
gerian Nihe and Ereignis). The logic of the event
is examined from the vantage of the structures of
expropriation called timbre (tympanum), style, and
signature. Timbre, style, and signature are the same
obliterating division of the proper. They make
every event possible, necessary, and unfindable.

What is the specific resistance of philosophical
discourse to deconstruction? It is the infinite mas-
tery that the agency of Being (and of the) proper
seems to assure it; this mastery permits it to in-
teriorize every limit as being and as being its own
proper. To exceed it, by the same token, and there-
fore to preserve it in itself. Now, in its mastery and
its discourse on mastery (for mastery is a signifi-
cation that we still owe to it), pwer
always seems to combine two types.

On the one hand, a hierarchy: the particular sci-
ences and regional ont(;ré'é;';s are subordinated to
general ontology, and then to fundamental ontol-
ogy." From this point of view all the questions that
solicit Being and the proper upset the order that
submits the determined fields of science, its formal

names, a durable su-
ture is thus formed
between the throat
and the tympanum,
which, the one as
much as the other,
are subject to a fear
of being injured, be-
sides both belonging
to the same cavern-
ous domain. And in
the final analysis
caverns become the
geometric place in
which all are joined
together: the
chthonian divinity,
the insect piercer of
pits, the matrix in
which the voice is
formed, the drum
that each noise comes
to strike with its
wand of vibrating air;
caverns: obscure
pipe-works reaching
down into the most
secret part of being
in order to bring even
to the totally naked
cavity of our mental
space the exhala-
tions—of variable
temperature, con-
sistency, and orna-
mentation—that are

10. The putting into question of this ontological subordination was begun in Of
Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978).
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objects or materials (logic and mathematics, or se-
mantics, linguistics, rhetoric, science of literature,
political economy, psychoanalysis, etc.), to philo-
sophical jurisdiction. In principle, then, these
questions are prior to the constitution of a rigorous,
systematic, and orderly theoretical discourse in
these domains (which therefore are no longer sim-
ply domains, regions circumscribed, delimited,
and assigned from outside and above).

On the other hand, an envelopment: the whole
is implied, in the speculative mode of reflection
and expression, in each part. Homogenous, con-
centric, and circulating indefinitely, the movement
of the whole is remarked in the partial determi-
nations of the system or encyclopedia, without the
status of that remark, and the partitioning of the
part, giving rise to any general deformation of the
space.

These two kinds of appropriating mastery, hi-
erarchy and envelopment, communicate with each
other according?complicities we shall define. If
one of the two types is more powerful here (Ar-
istotle, Descartes, Kant, Husserl, Heidegger) or
there (Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel), they both follow
the movement of the same wheel, whether it is a
question, finally, of Heidegger's hermepeutical cir-
cle or of Hegel’s ontotheological circle. (“White
Mythology” deviates according to another wheel.)
For as long as this tympanum will not have been
destroyed, (the tympanum as also a hydraulic
wheel, described minutely by Vitruvius)," which

propagated in long
horizontal waves
after rising straight
up from the fermen-
tations of the outside
world.

On the one hand,
therefore, is the out-
side; on the other
hand, the inside; be-
tween them, the cav-
ernous.

A voice is usually
described as ‘cavern-
ous’ to give the idea
that it is low and
deep, and even a bit
too much so. For ex-
ample: a basse taille,**
in relation to a basse
chantante with a
higher register and
also more supple
line, whereas that of
the basse taille rather
would seem more
proper—in that it
seems rough, as if
hewn with an ax—to
the stone breaker, the

**TN. The basse-taille is the voice called in English and Italian the basso profundo,

while the basse chantante is the voice usually called “bass” (between bassoe profundo
and baritone). Leiris is playing on the taille in basse-taille, from the verb tailler mean-
ing to hew, to cut, to chisel, etc.

11. In De Architectura Vitruvius described not only the water clock of Ctesibius,
who had conceived aquarum expressiones automatopoetasque machinas multaque delici-
arum genera (“First he made a hollow tube of gold, or pierced a gem; for these
materials are neither worn by the passage of water nor so begrimed that they
become clogged. The water flows smoothly through the passage, and raises an
inverted bowl which the craftsmen call the cork or drum (quod ab artificibus phellos
sive tympanum dicitur). The bowl is connected with a bar on which a drum revolves.
The drums are wrought with equal teeth” (On Architecture, translated and edited
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cannot be achieved by means of a simply discursive chiseler of funerary
or theoretical gesture, for as long as these two marbles, to the miner
types of mastery will not have been destr(-')}.ééri'n with his pick, to the
their essential familiarity—which is also that of gravedigger, the
phallocentrism and logocentrism™—and for as long ditchdigger, and (if

Po—

by Frank Granger, New York: Putnam, 1934; Book IX, C. VIII, p. 259). One ought
to cite all the ‘‘corks or drums’ which follow. Vitruvius also describes the axle of
the anaphorical clock, ex qua pendet ex una parte phellos (sive tympanum) qui ab aqua
sublevatur ("On one end hangs a cork or drum raised by the water,” ibid., p. 263),
and the famous hydraulic wheel which bears his name: a drum or hollow cylinder
is divided by wedges which are open on the surface of the drum. They fill up with
water. Reaching the level of the axle, the water passes into the hub and flows out.

Instead of the wedges of Vitruvius’ tympanum, Lafaye’s tympanum has cylindrical
partitions following the developables of a circle. The angles are economized. The
water, entering into the wheel, no longer is lodged in the angles. Thus the shocks
are reduced, and so, by the same token, is the loss of labor. Here, | am reproducing
the perhaps Hegelian figure of Lafaye’s tympanum (1717).

el

12. This ecorché (Dissemination too was to “‘skin the ear’’), bares the phallogocentric
system in its most sensitive philosophical articulations. [TN. An ecorché (from the
verb ecorcher, to skin) is a model of a human or animal without its skin used to teach
the techniques of life drawing.] Therefore, it pursues the deconstruction of the
triangulocircular structure (Oedipus, Trinity, Speculative Dialectics) already long
since begun, and does so explicitly in the texts of Dissemination and of Positions.
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as even the philosophical concept of mastery will
not have been destroyed, all the liberties one
claims to take with the philosophical order will
remain activated a tergo by misconstrued philo-
sophical machines, according to denegation or pre-
cipitation, ignorance or stupidity. They very quickly,
known or unknown to their “authors,” will have
been called back to order.

Certainly one will never prove philosophically that

I can refer to a social
situation which,
strictly speaking, is
no longer a profes-
sion) to the monk,
pursued with
weighty steps, down
along cloistered cor-
ridors and through

one has to transform a given situation and proceed
to an effective deconstruction in order to leave ir-
reversible marks. In the name of what and of
whom in effect? And why not permit the dictation
of the norm and the rule of law a tergo (viz. the
tympanotribe)? If the displacement of forces does
not effectively transform the situation, why de-
prive oneself of the pleasure, and specifically of
the laughter, which are never without a certain
repetition? This hypothesis is not secondary. With
what is one to authorize oneself, in the last analysis,
if not once more with philosophy, in order to dis-
qualify naiveté, incompetence, or misconstrual, in
order to be concerned with passivity or to limit
pleasure? And if the value of authority remained
fundamentally, like the value of the critique itself,
the most naive? One can analyze or transform the
desire for im-pertinence, but one cannot, within
discourse, make it understand pertinence, and that

the years, by the slow
voyage toward an
internal prey.

Of this basse taille,
with the idea at-
tached to it, like a
stone around its
neck, of steps fash-
ioned in the ground,
as if in order to go to
the basement or step
by step to descend a
certain number of
meters below sea-
level (...) to open
up a passageway
through the organs
by

burrowing

This structure, the mythology of the proper and of organic indifference, is often
the architectural figure of the tympanum, the part of a pediment included in the
triangle of the three cornices, sometimes shot through with a circular opening called
an oculus. The issue here is not one of paying it the tribute of an oracular denegation
or of a thesis without a strategy of writing that the phallogocentric order manipulates
at every turn in its conceptual argumentation and in its ideological, political, and
literary connotations. The issue, rather, is to mark the conceptual holds and turns
of writing that the order cannot turn inside out in order to get its gloves back on
or to start up once more. Here, margin, march, and demarcation pass between
denegation (plurality of modes) and deconstruction (systematic unity of a spiral).

Speaking of the ecorché, there are then at least two anatomy lessons, as there are
two labyrinths and two cities. In one of them, a brain dissection, the surgeon’s
head remains invisible. It seems to be cut off by the painter with a line. In fact, it
was burned, in 1723, along with a quarter of the painting.
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one must (know how to) destroy what one de-
stroys.

Therefore, if they appear to remain marginal to
some of the great texts in the history of philosophy,
these ten writings in fact ask the question of the
margin. Gnawing away at the border which would
make this question into a particular case, they are
to blur the line which separates a text from its
controlled margin. They interrogate philosophy
beyond its meaning, treating it not only as a dis-
course but as a determined text inscribed in a gen-
eral text, enclosed in the representation of its own
margin. Which compels us not only to reckon with
the entire logic of the margin, but also to take an
entirely other reckoning: which is doubtless to re-
call that beyond the philosophical text there is not
a blank, virgin, empty margin, but another text,
a weave of differences of forces without any pres-
ent center of reference (everything—"history,”
“politics,” “‘economy,” “sexuality,” etc.—said not
to be written in books: the worn-out expression
with which we appear not to have finished step-
ping backward, in the most regressive argumen-
tations and in the most apparently unforeseeable
places); and also to recall that the written text of
philosophy (this time in its books) overflows and
cracks its meaning. P AN 1 ﬁjg,\\

To philosophize a corps perdu.” How did Hegel
understand that?

Can this text become the margin of a margin?
Where has the body of the text gone when the
margin is no longer a secondary virginity but an
inexhaustible reserve, the stereographic activity of
an entirely other ear?

through the canal of
a wound narrow but
deep enough to in-
volve the innermost
muscles; whether it
is that of an artist
from the opera, cut
from the heart of the
rock, or fashioned in
the most supple steel
if it is that of a singer,
emerging from the
moist earth of a hot-
house or stretched
out in breaking glass
filament if that of one
of the creatures more
readily called cantra-
trices than chanteuses
(even though canta-
teurt is an unknown
species); or whether
it is the most vulgar
voice, issuing from
the most insignifi-
cant being for the
most insipid ballad
or most trivial re-
frain, mysterious is
the voice that sings,
in relation to the
voice that speaks.
The mystery—if

t Cantatrice has the sense of an opera singer, a diva (a hothouse, glass-breaking
voice), while chanteuse is simply a female singer. There is no masculine form cantateur

corresponding to cantatrice.

13. TN. See the second epigraph above for Hegel’s use of the expression 4 corps

perdu. It means impetuously, passionately.
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Overflows and cracks: that is, on the one hand
compels us to count in its margin more and less
than one believes is said or read, an unfolding due
to the structure of the mark (which is the same
word as marche," as limit, and as margin); and on
the other hand, luxates the very body of statements
in the pretensions to univocal rigidity or regulated
polysemia. A lock opened to a double understand-
ing no longer forming a single system.

Which does not amount to acknowledging that
the margin maintains itself within and without.
Philosophy says so too: within because philosoph-
ical discourse intends to know and to master its
margin, to define the line, align the page, envel-
oping it in its volume. Without because the margin,
its margin, its outside are empty, are outside: a
negative about which there seems to be nothing
to do, a negative without effect in the text or a
negative working in the service of meaning, the
margin relevé (aufgehoben) in the dialectics of the
Book. Thus, one will have said nothing, or in any
event done nothing, in declaring “against” phi-
losophy that its margin is within or without, within
and without, simultaneously the inequality of its
internal spacings and the regularity of its borders.
Simultaneously, by means of rigorous, philosoph-
ically intransigent analyses, and by means of the
inscription of marks which no longer belong to
philosophical space, not even to the neighborhood
of its other, one would have to displace philoso-
phy’s alignment of its own types. To write other-
wise. To delimit the space of a closure no longer
analogous to what philosophy can represent for
itself under this name, according to a straight or
circular line enclosing ‘a homogenous space. To
determine, entirely against any philosopheme, the

we wish at any price,
for the purposes of
discourse, to give a
figure of speech to
that which by defi-
nition cannot have
one—can be repre-
sented as a margin,
a fringe surrounding
the object, isolating
it at the same time as
it underlines
presence, masking it
even as it qualifies it,
inserting it into an

its

untied harlequin of
facts with no identi-
fiable cause at the
same time as the par-
ticular color that it
dyes the object ex-
tracts it from the
swampy depths in
which ordinary facts
are mixed up. Mus-
ical elocution, com-
pared to ordinary
elocution, appears to
be endorsed with a
similar irisation, a
fairy’s coat, which is
the index of a con-
nivance between that
which could seem to

14. TN. Derrida often plays on the series marque, marche, marge (mark, step,

margin).
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intransigence that prevents it from calculating its
margin, by means of a limitrophic violence im-
printed according to new types. To eat the margin
in luxating the tympanum, the relationship to itself
of the double membrane. So that philosophy can
no longer reassure itself that it has always main-
tained its tympanum. The issue here is the main-
tenant [maintaining, now]: it travels through the
entire book. How to put one’s hands [mains] on
the tympanum and how the tympanum could es-
cape from the hands of the philosopher in order
to make of phallogocentrism an impression that he
no longer recognizes, in which he no longer re-
discovers himself, of which he could become con-
scious only afterward and without being able to say
to himself, again turning on his own hinge: [ will
have anticipated it, with absolute knowledge.

This impression, as always, is made on some
tympanum, whether resonating or still, on the
double membrane that can be struck from either
side.

As in the case of the mystic writing pad, I am
asking in terms of the manual printing press the
question of the writing machine which is to upset
the entire space of the proper body in the unlimited
enmeshing of machines-of-machines, hence of
machines without hands.” The question of the
machine is asked one more time, between the pit
and the pyramid, in the margins (of the Hegelian
text).

In terms of the printing press, therefore, the
manual press, what is a tympan? We must know
this, in order to provoke within the balance of the
inner ear or the homogenous correspondence of
the two ears, in the relation to itself in which phi-
losophy understands itself to domesticate its march,

be only a human
and the
rhythms of the fauna
and flora, thatis, the
rhythms of the min-
eraldomain in which
every velleity of ges-
ture is transcribed

voice

into a frozen form.
And when from spo-
ken language—
which is sufficiently
enigmatic itself, since
itis only from the in-
stant in which it is
formulated, in
external fashion or
not, that thought
takes on its reality—
one comes to sung
language, what one
encounters before
one is an enigma of
the second degree,
seeing that the closer
one is in a sense to
the corporal struc-
tures (of which each
note emitted has the
appearance of being
the direct fruit) and,
consequently, the
more certain one is
of apparently stand-

15. As concerns the metaphysical concept of the machine, see, for what is ques-
tioned here, the piece on Hegel (“The Pit and the Pyramid,” below); “Freud and
the Scene of Writing,” in Writing and Difference; and Of Grammatology.
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some dislocation without measure. And, if the
Hegelian wound (Beleidigung, Verletzung) always
appears sewn up again, to give birth, from the lesion
without suture, to some unheard-of partition.

In terms of the manual printing press, then,
there is not one tympan'® but several. Two frame-
works, of different material, generally wood and
iron, fit into one another, are lodged, if one can
put it thus, in one another. One tympan in the
other, one of wood the other of iron, one large and
one small. Between them, the sheet of paper.
Therefore, in question is an apparatus, and one of
its essential functions will be the regular calcula-
tion of the margin. This apparatus is lowered onto
the marble on which the inked form is found. A
crank rolls the carriage under the platen, which is
then, with the aid of the bar, lowered onto the
small tympan. The carriage is rolled. The tympan
and the frisket are lifted ("’Frisket. Printing term.
The piece of the hand-operated press ‘that the
printer lowers onto the sheet, both to keep it on
the tympan and to prevent the margins and spaces
from being soiled.” Littré), and the sheet is then
printed on one of its sides. From a treatise on ty-
pography: “The large tympan is a wood chassis
with a piece of silk stretched over it; the points,
the margin, and successively each of the sheets to
be printed are placed on the tympan. The lever to
which the frisket is attached is made of iron. The
large tympan is attached to the drum in its lower
part, that is to the right-hand end of the press; it
is held by a double hinge called the couplets of the

" tympan. It is ordinarily of the same width as the
drum. In each of the bars that extend along its
width, the large tympan is pierced by two holes,

ing on firm ground,
one finds oneself, in
truth, in the grasp of
the ineffable, the
melodic line present-
ing itself as the
translation,
purely sonorous id-
iom, of that which
could not be said by
means of words. And
even more so when
the source of the
song, rather than
being a

in a

human
mouth (that is, an
organ with which we
are more or less fa-
miliar), is a mechan-
ical device adding to
what is already
strange in musical
speech the surprise
of being reproduced;
one is then face to
face with a mystery
in the almost pure
state. (. . .) I myself
possessed a phono-
graph (. . .) not only
were there no pro-
visions for using it as
a recording device,

16. TN. In French all the words whose senses Derrida plays on throughout this
essay are tympan. In English they are all tympanum, with the single exception of
the printing term, which is tympan (as in French). I have kept the original French

title—tympan—of this essay.
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one in the middle, the other two-thirds up, into
which the screws of the points fit. The small tympan
is a frame formed by four bands of rather thin iron,
with a sheet or parchment glued underneath, or
more usually a piece of silk flattened onto the four
sides of the chassis. Itis fitted into the large tympan,
to which it is attached at the top by two thin,
pointed nails, which penetrate between the wood
and the silk, at the bottom by a hook, and at the
sides by clasps. The platen falls directly onto the
small tympan when it is lowered by the bar. The
sheets of cloth (satin, or merino if a less dry impres-
sion is desired), the cardboard, and the carriage
are inserted between the silk of the large and the
small tympans. The tympans require careful main-
tenance, and must be renewed as soon as they
have begun to deteriorate.”

Will the multiplicity of these tympanums permit
themselves to be analyzed? Will we be led back,
at the exit of the labyrinths, toward some topos or
commonplace named tympanum?

It may be about this multiplicity that philosophy,
being situated, inscribed, and included within it,
has never been able to reason. Doubtless, philos-
ophy will have sought the reassuring and absolute
rule, the norm of this polysemia. It will have asked
itself if a tympanum is natural or constructed, if
one does not always come back to the unity of a
stretched, bordered, framed cloth that watches
over its margins as virgin, homogenous, and neg-
ative space, leaving its outside outside, without
mark, without opposition, without determination,
and ready, like matter, the matrix, the khéra, to
receive and repercuss type. This interpretation will
have been true, the very history of the truth such
as it is, in sum, recounted a bit in this book.

But certainly that which cannot be presented.in
the space of this truth, that which cannot lend itself
to being heard or read, or being seen, even if in

Xxvii

but it could only be
used for the cylin-
ders of small or me-
dium format, not for
the large ones, such
as those that could
be heard on the other
gramophone, which
was fitted with bi-
zarre accessories that
tended to clutter up
all the closets in the
house, along with a
vast series of ‘rolls’
(as we called the cyl-
inders) that my father
had recorded him-
self, and the still vir-
gin wax rolls that had
yet to be engraved.
When you wanted
to listen to a roll of
the medium format
on the junior appa-
ratus, which was
freely available to me,
you had to increase
the size of the cylin-
drical motor; you ob-
tained this result with
the aid of a metal
tube adapted to the
motor, which could
take only the small-
est cylinders unless
its diameter had been
increased to the de-
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the “luminous triangle’” or oculus of the tym-
panum, is that this thing, a tympanum, punctures
itself or grafts itself. And this, however one writes
it, resists the concepts of machine or of nature, of
break or of body, resists the metaphysics of cas-
tration as well as its similar underside, the dene-
gation of modern Rousseauisms, in their very
academic vulgarity.

Will it be said, then, that what resists here is the
unthought, the suppressed, the répressed of phi-
losophy?-In order no longer to be taken in, as one
so often-is today, by the confused equivalence of
these three notions, a conceptual elaboration must
introduce into them a new play of opposition, of
articulation, of difference. An introduction, then,
to différance. If there is a here of this book, let it be
inscribed on these steps.

It has already begun, and all of this refers, cites,
repercusses, propagates its rhythm without mea-
sure. But it remains entirely unforeseen: an inci-
sion into an organ made by a hand that is blind
for never having seen anything but the here-and-
there of a tissue.

What is then woven does not play the game of
tight succession. Rather, it plays on succession. Do
not forget that to weave (tramer, trameare) is first
to make holes, to traverse, to work one-side-and-
the-other of the warp. The canal of the ear, what
is called the auditory meatus, no longer closes after
being struck by a simulated succession, a second-
ary phrase, the echo and logical articulation of a
sound that has not yet been received, already an
effect of that which does not take place. "Hollow
time, / a kind of exhausting void between the
blades of cutting / wood, / nothingness calling
man’s trunk / the body taken as man’s trunk,” such
is the “tympanon” of the Tarahumaras.

sired proportions by
means of the addi-
tion just described.
Linked to the horn}
by a short rubber
tube analogoué to the
joints of gas ovens
and of a brick-red-
dish color, a dia-
phragm of the type
ordinarily called
“sapphire’’—a small
round box with a
bottom made of a
thin sheet of mica or
some analogous ma-
terial which bore the
tiny hard appendix
that was supposed
to transmit the vibra-
tions inscribed in the
wax cylinder to the
sensitive  mem-
brane—a diaphragm
which, when taken
apart, could fitin toto
in the palm of your
hand, did its best to
transform into sound
waves the oscilla-
tions communicated
to by the roll, which
seemed to be marked
all over its surface
(in a helicoid too tight

}l.e. the bell-shaped horn, in French pavillon. See above, note 6, translator’s

interpolation.
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This already enervated repercussion, of a kind to show anything
that has not yet sounded, this timbered time be- gther than the nar-
tween writing and speech, call for/themselves a
coup de donc.

As soon as it perforates, one is dying to replace

it by some glorious cadaver. It suffices, in sum,
barely, to wait. the original waves

row, dense stripes)
by the furrow of
varying depth that

Prinsengracht, eight-twelve May 1972 had dug into it.”

Michel Leiris§

§Michel Leiris, Biffures (Paris: Gallimard), pp. 85ff.
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Différance

Address given before the Société frangaise de philosophie, 27 January 1968, published
simultaneously in the Bulletin de la société frangaise de philosophie, July-September 1968, and
in Théorie d’ensemble, coll. Tel Quel (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1968).
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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 to be believed.

Iwillspeak, therefore, of the lettera, thisinitial letter whichitapparently has been
necessary to insinuate, 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 discipline 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 infraction in silence, the
interest that one takes in it can be recognized and situated in advance as pre-
scribed by the mute irony, the inaudible misplacement, of this literal permuta-
tion. One can always act as if it made no difference. And I 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 1
would call provisionally the word or concept of différance, or rather to let it
impose itself upon me in its neographism, although as we shall see, différance
is literally neither a word nor a concept. And I insist upon the word's%?;
two reasons. On the one hand, I will not be concerned, as I might have been,
with describing a history and narrating its stages, text by text, context by context,
demonstrating the economy that each time imposed this graphic disorder; rather,
I will be concerned with the general system of this economy. On the other hand,
the 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 meaning—or of force—to go off again
in different directions, just as it is always ready to tie itself up with others.

Therefore, preliminarily, let me recall that this discreet graphic intervention,
which neither primarily 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, | would say in effect, that this graphic difference
(a instead of ¢), this marked difference between two apparently vocal notations,
between two vowels, remains purely graphic: it is read, or it is written, but it
cannot be heard. It cannot be apprehended in speech, and we will see why it
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also bypasses the order of apprehension in general. It is offered by a mute mark,
by a tacit monument, 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 différance, thus, is not heard; it remains silent, secret and discreet as a
tomb: oikésis. And thereby let us anticipate the delineation of a site, the familial
residence and tomb of the proper' in which is produced, by différance, 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.?
T~ And it is a tomb that cannot even be made to resonate. In effect, I cannot let
you know through my discourse, through the speech being addressed at this
moment to the French Society of Philosophy, what difference I am talking about
when I talk about it. I can speak of this graphic difference only through a very
indirect discourse on writing, and on the condition that I specify, each time,
{whether I am referring to difference with an e or différance with an a. Which will
not simplify things today, and will 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 provide—when I say “with an ¢ or “with an a”—will
refer uncircumventably to a written text that keeps watch over my discourse, to
a text that I am holding in front of me, that I will read, and toward which I
necessarily will attempt to direct your hands and your 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 a can
function, of course, only within the system of phonetic writing, and within the
language and grammar which is as historically linked to phonetic writing as it
is to the entire culture inseparable from phonetic writing. But I would say that
this in itself—the silence that functions within only a so-called phonetic writing—

1. TN. Throughout this book 1 will translate le propre as ‘’the proper.”” Derrida most often
intends all the senses of the word at once: that which is correct, as in le sens propre (proper,
literal meaning), and that which is one’s own, that which may be owned, that which is
legally, correctly owned—all the links between proper, property, and propriety.

2. TN. The last three sentences refer elliptically and playfully to the following ideas.
Derrida first plays on the “silence” of the a in différance as being like a silent tomb, like
a pyramid, like the pyramid to which Hegel compares the body of the sign. “Tomb” in
Greek is oikésis, which is akin to the Greek oikos—house—from which the word “economy”
derives (oikos—house—and nemein—to manage). 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. 1t 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, Glas, Derrida analyzes Hegel's
treatment of the Antigone.
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quite opportunely conveys or reminds us that, contrary to a very widespread
prejudice, there is no phonetic writing. There is no purely and rigorously pho-
netic writing. So-called phonetic writing, by all rights and in principle, and not
only due to an empirical or technical insufficiency, can function only by admitting
into its system nonphonetic “signs” (punctuation, spacing, etc.). And an ex-J
amination 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 difference, which, as Saussure reminded us, is the condition for the
possibility and functioning of every sign, is in itself a silent play. Inaudible is
the difference 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 phiné. 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 relationship between two spectacles.
Doubtless. But, from this point of view, that the difference marked in the
“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 not fortuitously affiliated with the objectivity of thedrein or
understanding.’ Here, therefore, we must let outselves refer to an order that!
resists the opposition, one of the founding oppositions of philosophy, between
the sensible and the intelligible. The order which resists this opposition, and
resists it because it transports it, is announced in a movement of différance (with ;
an a) between two differences or two letters, a différance which belongs neither |
to the voice nor to writing in the usual sense, and which is located, as the I
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,
occasionally reassuring us in our illusion that they are two.

What am I to do in order to speak of the a of différance? It goes without saying
that it cannot be exposed. One can expose only that which at a certain moment
can become present, manifest, that which can be shown, presented as something

3. TN.”. .. 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 ¢
and ‘the a of différenceldifférance 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
difference, for the very names by which we conceive of objective intelligibility are already
In complicity with sensibility. Theorein—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.
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present, a being-present’ in its truth, in the truth of a present or the presence
of the present. Now if différance 3 (and 1 also cross out the “}<’) what makes
possible the presentation of the being-present, it is never presented 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 certain 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 dis-
appearing as disappearance. It would risk appearing: disappearing.

So much so that the detours, locutions, and syntax in which I will often have
to take recourse will resemble those of negative theology, occasionally even to
fthe point of being indistinguishable from negative theology. Already we have
had to delineate that différance 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, everything; and consequently that it has neither existence nor essence. It

erives from no category of being, whether present or absent. And yet those
« aspects of différance which are thereby delineated are not theological, not even
in the order of the most negative of negative theologies, which are always
concerned with disengaging a superessentiality beyond the finite categories of
essence and existence, 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
M question here, and this will be confirmed progressively. Différance is not only
irreducible to any ontological or theological—ontotheological—reappropriation,
but as the very opening of the space in which ontotheology—philosophy—
produces its system and its history, it includes ontotheology, inscribing it and
exceeding it without return.

For the same reason there is nowhere to begin to trace the sheaf or the graphics
of différance. For what is put into question is precisely the quest for a rightful
beginning, an absolute point of departure, a principal responsibility. The prob-
lematic of writing is opened by putting into question the value arkhé.* What I

4. TN. As in the past, {tre (Sein) will be translated as Being. Etant (Seiendes) will be either
beings or being, depending on the context. Thus, here élant-present is “’being-present.”
For a justification of this translation see Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), Translator’s Introduction, p. xvii.

5. TN. ”. . . a hole with indeterminable borders (for example, in a topology of castra-
tion).”’ Thls phrase was added to “’La Différance” for its publication in the French edition
of this volume and refers to the polemic Derrida had already engaged (in Positions; elab-
orated further in le Facteur de la verité) 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.

6. TN. The Greek arkhé combines the values of a founding principle and of government
by a controlling principle (e.g. archeology, monarchy).
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will propose here will not be elaborated simply as a philosophical discourse,
operating according to principles, postulates, axioms or definitions, and pro-
ceeding along the discursive lines of a linear order of reasons. In the delineation /
of différance everything is strategic and adventurous. Strategic because no t;a_l;-
scendent truth present outside the field of writing can govern theologically the
totality of the field. Adventurous because this strategy is not 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 reappropriation of the development of \
the field. Finally, a strategy without finality, what might be called blind tactics, l
or empirical wandering if the value of empiricism did not itself acquire its entire
meaning in its opposition to philosophical responsibility. If there is a certain
wandering in the tracing of différance, it no more follows the lines of philosoph-
ical-logical discourse than that of its symmetrical and integral inverse, empirical-
Iogical discourse. The concept of play keeps itself beyond this opposition, an-
nouncing, on the eve of philosophy and beyond it, the unity of chance and
necessity in calculations without end.

Also, by decision and as a rule of the game, if you will, turning these prop-
ositions back on themselves, we will be introduced to the thought of différance
by the theme of strategy or the strategem. By means of this solely strategic
justification, I wish to underline that the efficacity of the thematic of différance
may very well, indeed must, one day be superseded, lending itself if not to its
own replacement, at least to enmeshing itself in a chain that in truth it never
will have governed. Whereby, once again, it is not theological.

I would say, first off, that différance, which is neither a word nor a concepf
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 limits of mastery—what is most irreducible about our “era.”
Therefore I am starting, strategically, ffom the place and the time in which "“we
are, even though in the last analysis my opening is not justifiable, since it is
only on the basis of différance and its “history” that we can allegedly know who
and where “we” are, and what the limits of an “era” might be. J

Even though différance is neither a word nor a concept, let us nevertheless
attempt a simplé and approximate semantic analysis that will take us to within
sight of what is at stake.

We know that the verb différer (Latin verb differre) has two meanings which -
seem quite distinct;” for example in Littré they are the object of two separate
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, linking our discourse
to a particular language, and to a language that passes as less philosophical,
less originally philosophical than the other. For the distribution of meaning in

7. TN. In English the two distinct meanings of the Latin differre have become two separate
words: to defer and to differ.
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the Greek diapherein does not comport one of the two motifs of the Latin differre,
to wit, the action of putting off until later, of taking into account, of taking
account of time and of the forces of an operation that implies an economical
calculation, a detour, a delay, a relay, a reserve, a representation—concepts that
I would summarize here in a word I have never used but that could be inscribed
in this chain: temporization. Différer in this sense is to temporize, to take recourse,
consciously or unconsciously, in the temporal and temporizing mediation of a
detour that suspends the accomplishment or fulfillment of “desire” 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 temporalization and
spacing, the becoming-time of space and the becoming-space of time, the “or-
iginary constitution’” of time and space, as metaphysics or transcendental phe-
nomenology would say, to use the language that here is criticized and displaced.
The other sense of différer 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 polemical otherness, an interval, a
distance, spacing, must be produced between the elements other, and be pro-

[ duced with a certain perseverence in repetition.®
Now the word différence (with an e) can never refer either to différer as tem-
porization or to différends as polemos.’ Thus the word différance (with an a) is to
compensate—economically—this loss of meaning, for différance can refer simul-
taneously to the entire configuration of its meanings. It is immediately and
irreducibly polysemic, which will not be indifferent to the economy of my dis-
course here. In its polysemia this word, of course, like any meaning, must defer
to the discourse in which it occurs, its interpretive context; but in a way it defers
itself, or at least does so more readily than any other word, the a immediately
deriving from the present participle (différant), thereby bringing us close to the
very action of the verb différer, before it has even produced an effect constituted
\is something different or as différence (with an e)." In a conceptuality adhering

8. TN. The next few sentences will require some annotation, to be found in this note
and the next two. In this sentence Derrida is pointing out that two words that sound
exactly alike in French (différents, différends) refer to the sense of differre that implies spacing,
otherness—difference in its usual English sense. Les différents are different things; les
différends are differences of opinion, grounds for dispute—whence the references to allergy
(from the Greek allos, other) and polemics.

9. TN. However, to continue the last note, différence (in French) does not convey the
sense of active putting off, of deferring (différance 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 below.) The point is that there is no noun-verb, no
gerund for either sense in French. ‘

10. TN. Such a gerund would normally be constructed from the present participle of
the verb: différant. Curiously then, the noun différance suspends itself between the two
senses of différant—deferring, differing. We might say that it defers differing, and differs
from deferring, in and of itself.

8



Différance

to classical strictures “différance’” would be said to designate a constitutive, pro-
ductive, and originary causality, the process of scission and division which would
produce or constitute different things or differences. But, because it brings ust
close to the infinitive and active kernel of différer, différance (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 befween the active and the
passive. And we will see why that which lets itself be designated différance is
neither simply active nor simply passive, announcing or rather recalling some-
thing like the middle voice, saying an operation that is not an operation, an
operation that cannot be conceived either as passion or as the action of a subject
on an object, or on the basis of the categories 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.

Différance as temporization, différance as spacing. 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, the
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. When we
cannot grasp or show the thing, state the present, the being-present, when the
present cannot be presented, we signify, we go through the detour of the sign.
We take or give signs. We signal. The sign, in this sense, is deferred presence,
Whether we are concerned with the verbal or the written'sign, with the monetal%
sign, or with electoral delegation 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
describing here in order to define it is the classically determined structure of the
sign in all the banality of its characteristics—signification as the différance of
temporization. And this structure presupposes that the sign, which defers pres-
ence, 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 semiology, 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 différance; -
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—ousia, par-
ousia." To put into question the secondary and provisional characteristics of the

ll._ TN. Ousia and parousia imply presence as both origin and end, the founding principle
(arkhe-) as that toward which one moves (telos, eskhaton).
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sign, to oppose to them an “originary” différance, therefore would have two
consequences.
" "1. One could no longer include différance in the concept of the sign, which
always has meant the representation of a presence, and has been constituted
ln a system (thought or language) governed by and moving toward presence.
2. And thereby one puts into question the authority of presence, or of its
] simple symmetrical opposite, absence or lack. Thus one questions the limit
' which has always constrained us, which still constrains us—as inhabitants of
a language and a system of thought—to formulate the meaning of Being in
.general as presence or absence, in the categories of being or beingness (ousia).
Already it appears that the type of question to which we are redirected is, let
us say, of the Heideggerian type, and that différance seems to lead back to the
ontico-ontological difference. I 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 Hei-

degger sayé‘rmt temporallzahon as the ﬁ'éﬁscendental ho-

metaphysxcal dommatlon by the pregr_r}lag thg now, thm:}_ com-
munication, even though niot an-exhaustive and irreducibly necessary one.

But first let us remain within the semiological problematic in order to see
différance as temporization and différance as spacing conjoined. Most of the se-
miological or linguistic researches that dominate 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 (cor-
¥ectly 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, particularly linguistics.
And, as we know, these two motifs-—arbitrary and differential—are inseparable
in his view. There can be arbitrariness only because the system of signs is
constituted solely by the differences 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 network 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 signified
is the concept, the ideal meaning; and the signifier is what Saussure calls the
“image,” the “psychical imprint” of a material, physical—for example, acoust-
ical—phenomenon. We do not have to go into all the problems posed by these
definitions 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
respect 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
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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.””*

The first consequence to be drawn from this is that the signified concept is
never present in and of itself, in a sufficient presence tht 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, différance, is thus no longer simply
a concept, but rather the possibility of conceptuality, of a conceptual process and
system in general. For the same reason, différance, 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 différance. And we
are thereby led to explicate the relation of one to the other.

In a language, in the system of language, there are only differences. Therefore
a taxonomical operation can undertake the systematic, statistical, and classifi-
catory 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 noétos, 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 difference, one could say
that only differences can be “historical” from the outset and in each of their
aspects.

What is written as différance, then, will be the playing movement that “pro-
duces”—by means of something that is not simply an activity—these differences,
these effects of difference. This does not mean that the différance that produces
differences is somehow before them, in a simple and unmodified—in-different—
present. Différance is the non-full, non-simple, structured and differentiating |
origin of differences. Thus, the name "origin” no longer suits it.

Since language, which Saussure says is a classification, 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 différance.

12. TN. Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New
York: Philosophical Library, 1959), pp- 117-18, 120.
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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 indicate 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,

\j§ not sufficient to operate the necessary transgression. )

Since there is no presence before and outside semiological difference, what

fSaussure has written about language can be extended to the sign in general:
“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.”*

-Lr Retaining at least the framework, if not the content, of this requirement for-
mulated by Saussure, we will designate as différance the movement according
to which language, or any code, any system of referral in general, is constituted
“historically” as a weave of differences. “Is constituted,” “is produced,” “is
created,” “movement,” “historically,” etc., necessarily being understood beyond
the metaphysical language in which they are retained, along with all their im-
plications. We ought to demonstrate why concepts like production, constitution,
and history remain in complicity with what is at issue here. But this would take
me too far today—toward the theory of the representation of the “circle” in

fwhich we appear to be enclosed—and I utilize such concepts, like many others,
only for their strategic convenience and in order to undertake their deconstruc-
tion at the currently most decisive point. In any event, it will be understood,
by means of the circle in which we appear to be engaged, that as it is written
here, différance 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 generative 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 not the least pertinence to différance, which makes the thinking of it uneasy
and uncomfortable.

Now if we consider the chain in which différance lends itself to a certain number
of nonsynonymous substitutions, according to the necessity of the context, why
have recourse to the “reserve,” to "“archi-writing,” to the "archi-trace,” to "’spac-
ing,” that is, to the “supplement,” or to the pharmakon, and soon to the hymen,
to the margin-mark-march, etc."

13. TN. Ibid., p. 18.

14. TN. All these terms refer to writing and inscribe différance within themselves, as
Derrida says, according to the context. The supplement (supplément) is Rousseau’'s word
to describe writing (analyzed in Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak [Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976]). It means both the missing piece and the extra piece. The
pharmakon is Plato’s word for writing (analyzed in “Plato’s Pharmacy” in Dissemination,
trans. Barbara Johnson [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981]), meaning both remedy
and poison; the hymen (I'ltymen) comes from Derrida’s analysis of Mallarmé’s writing and
Mallarmé's reflections on writing (““The Double Session”* in Dissemination) and refers both
to virginity and to consummation; marge-marque-marche is the series en différance that Derrida
applies to Sollers’s Nombres ("' Dissemination’’ in Dissemination).
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Let us go on. It is because of différance that the movement of signification s
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 called the future than to what is called the past, and constituting what
is called the present by means of this very relation to what it is not: what it
absolutely is not, not even a past or a future as a modified present. An interv _4
must separate the present from what it is not in order for the present to be itself,
but this interval that constitutes it as present must, by the same token, divide
the present in and of itself, thereby also dividiiig, along with the present, every-
thing that'is thought on the basis of the present, that is, in our metaphysical
language, every being, and singularly substance or the subject. In constituting 1
itself, in dividing itself dynamically, this interval is what might be called spacing,
the becoming-space of time or the becommg-tlme of space (temporization). And
it is this constitution of the present, as an “originary” and irreducibly nonsimple
(and therefore, stricto sensu nonoriginary) synthesis of marks, or traces of reten-
tions and protentions (to reproduce analogically and provisionally a phenom-
enological and transcendental language that soon will reveal itself to be
inadequate), that I propose to call archi- wntmg, archi-trace, or différance. Which
(is) (snmultaneously) spacing (and) temporization. J

Could not this (active) movement of (the production of) différance without
origin be called simply, and without neographism, differentiationySuch a word,
among other confusions, would have left open the possibility of an organic,
original, and homogeneous 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 differentiate,” 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 Koyré (in 1934, in Revue d'histoire et de philosophie réligieuse,
and reprinted in his Etudes d'histoire de la pensée philosophique) devoted to “Hegel
in Jena.” In this text Koyré gives long citations, in German, of the Jena Logic,
and proposes their translation. On two occasions he encounters the expression
differente Beziehung in Hegel's text. This word (different), with its Latin root, is
rare in German and, [ believe, in Hegel, who prefers verschieden or ungleich,
calling difference Unterschied and qualitative variety Verschiedenheit. 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 Koyré’s, let us look at some sentences
from Hegel, such as Koyré translates them: "The infinite, in this simplicity, 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 limit; but in its own (action of) negating, it is related
immediately to the other and negates itself by itself. The limit or moment of the
present (der Gegen-wart), the absolute ‘this’ of time, or the now, is of an absolutely
negative simplicity, which absolutely excludes from itself all multiplicity, and,
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by virtue of this, is absolutely determined; it is not whole or a guantum which
would be extended in itself (and) which, in itself, also would have an undeter-
mined moment, a diversity which, as indifferent (gleichgultig) or exterior in itself,
would be related to an other (auf ein anderes beziige), but in this is a relation
absolutely different from the simple (sondern es ist absolut differente Beziehung).”
And Koyré most remarkably specifies in a note: “different Relation: differente
Beziehung. One might say: ‘differentiating relation.’ “ And on the next page,
another text of Hegel’s in which one can read this: " Diese Beziehung ist Gegenwart,
als eine differente Beziehung (This relationship is [the] present as a different rela-
tionship).” Another note of Koyré’s: ““The term different here is taken in an active
sense.”"

Writing “différant”'® or “'différance’”’ (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—without further notes or specifi-
cations. And the translation would be, as it always must be, a transformation
of one language by another. I contend, of course, that the word différance can
also serve other purposes: first, because it marks not only the activity of “ori-
ginary” difference, but also the temporizing detour of deferral; and above all
because différance thus written, although maintaining relations of profound af-
finity 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); but it can operate a kind of infinitesimal and radical displacement of
it, whose space [ attempt to delineate elsewhere but of which it would be difficult
to speak briefly here.

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

™" What differs? Who differs? What is différance?

If we answered these questions before examining them as questions, before
turning them back on themselves, and before suspecting their very form, in-
cluding what seems most natural and necessary about them, we would im-
mediately fall back into what we have just disengaged ourselves from. In effect,

15. TN. Alexandre Koyré, “Hegel a lena,” in Etudes d'histoire de la pensée philosophique
(Paris: Armand Colin, 1961), pp. 153-54. In his translation of ““La différance” (in Speech
and Phenomena [Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973]), David Allison notes (p.
144) that the citation from Hegel comes from “Jensener Logik, Metaphysik, und Natur-
philosophie’” in Simtliche Werke (Leipzig: F. Meiner, 1925), XVIIl, 202. Allison himself
translated Hegel's text, and | have modified his translation.

16. TN. The point here, which cannot be conveyed in English, is that Koyré’s realizat »n
that Hegel is describing a “differentiating relation,” or “’different” in an active sense, is
precisely what the formation of différance from the participle différant describes, as explained
in notes 9 and 10 above. And that it is the present that is described as differing 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 différance differed-and-deferred.
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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 différance 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, notably, one would,
conclude implicitly that this present being, for example a being present to itself,
as consciousness, eventually would come to defer or to differ: whether by de-
laying and turning away from the fulfillment of a “need” or a “desire,” or by
differing from itself. But in neither of these cases would such a present being
be “constituted” by this différance.

Now if we refer, once again, to semiological difference, of what does Saussure,
in particular, remind us? That “language [which only consists of differences] is
not a function of the speaking subject”” This implies that the subject (in its
identity with itself, or eventually in its consciousness of its identity with itself,
its self-consciousness) is inscribed in language, is a “function” of language,
becomes 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 very least by conforming to the general law of
différance, 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.””"

If, by hypothesis, we maintain that the opposition of speech to language is"
absolutely rigorous, then différance would be not only the play of differences
within language but also the relation of speech to language, the detour through
which [ must pass in order to speak, the silent promise I must make; and this
is equally valid for semiology in general, governing all the relations of usage to
schemata, of message to code, etc. (Elsewhere I have attempted to suggest that,
this différance in language, and in the relation of speech and language, forbids
the essential dissociation of speech and language that Saussure, at another level
of his discourse, traditionally wished to delineate. The practice of a language
or of a code supposing a play of forms without a determined and invariable
substance, and also supposing in the practice of this play a retention and pro-
tention 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 the archi-, and the trans-

r "formation of general semiology into grammatology, this latter executing a critical

dabor on everything within semiology, including the central concept of the sign,

that maintained metaphysical presuppositions incompatible with the motif of
différance.)

17. TN. Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, p. 37.

-
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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 differences.
Certainly in this sense the speaking or signifying subject could not be present
to itself, as speaking or signifying, without the play of linguistic or semiological

“ différance. But can one not conceive of a presence, and of a presence to itself of
the subject before speech or signs, a presence to 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 différance, something like consciousness is possible.
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 “con-
sciousness”’ mean? Most often, in the very form of meaning, in all its modifi-
cations, 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-called subjective existence in general. Just as the category of the subject cannot
bBe, and never has been, thought without the reference to presence as hupokei-
menon or as ousia, etc., so the subject as consciousness has never manifested
'Titself except as self-presence. The privilege granted to consciousness therefore
! signifies the privilege granted to the present; and even if one describes the
transcendental 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 incessantly reassembling them.

This privilege is the ether of metaphysics, the element of our thought that is
caught in the language of metaphysics. One can delimit such a closure today
only by soliciting the value of presence that Heidegger has shown to be the
ontotheological determination of Being; and in thus soliciting the value of pres-
ence, 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 consciousness as meaning® in self-presence.

" Thus one comes to posit presence—and specifically consciousness, the being
beside itself of consciousness—no longer as the absolutely central form of Being
but as a “determination” and as an “effect”” A determination or an effect within
a system which is no longer that of presence but of différance, a system that no
longer tolerates the opposition of activity and passivity, nor that of cause and
effect, or of indetermination and determination, etc., such that in designating

18. TN. 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 comments
on this later, but is already using *to solicit” in this sense here.

19. TN. ““Meaning’ here is the weak translation of vouloir-dire, which has a strong sense
of willing (voluntas) to say, putting the attempt to mean in conjunction with speech, a
crucial conjunction for Derrida.
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consciousness as an effect or a determination, one continues—for strategic rea-
sons that can be more or less lucidly deliberated and systematically calculated—
to operate according to the lexicon of that which one is de-limiting. 1
Before being so radically and purposely the gesture 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 différance? 5
Différance 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 unconscious,” 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
relation 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 statistical
dream, plunged into by the living but dispelled by chemistry”"* Is not all of
Nietzsche’s thought a critique of philosophy as an active indifference to differ-
ence, as the system of adiaphoristic reduction or repression? Which according
to the same logic, according to logic itself, does not exclude that philosophy,
lives in and on différance, thereby blinding itself to the same, which is not the
identical. The same, precisely, is différance (with an a) as the displaced and
equivocal passage of one different thing to another, from one term of an op-
position to the other. Thus one could reconsider all the pairs of opposites on
which philosophy is constructed 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 différance 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, dif-
fering-deferring intuition; culture as nature different and deferred, differing-
deferring; all the others of physis—tekhneé, nomos, thesis, society, freedom, history,
mind, etc.—as physis different and deferred, or as physis differing and deferring.
Physis in différance. And in this we may see the site of a reinterpretation of mimésis
in its alleged opposition to physis). And on the basis of this unfolding of the
same as différance, we see announced the sameness of différance and repetition
in the eternal return. Themes in Nietzsche’s work that are linked to the symp-
tomatology that always diagnoses the detour or ruse of an agency disguised in

19;8) Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche et la philosophie (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
p- 49.
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its différance; or further, to the entire thematic of active interpretation, which
substitutes incessant deciphering for the unveiling of truth as the presentation
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 becomes only an
included, inscribed, circumscribed function.

7 Thus, différance 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, wherever 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 différance are tied together in Freudian

theory: to differ as discernibility, distinction, separation, diastem, spacing; and
to defer as detour, relay, reserve, temporization.

1. The concepts of trace (Spur), of breaching (Bahnung),”* and of the forces of
breaching, from the Project on, are inseparable from the concept of difference.
The origin of memory, and of the psyche as (conscious or unconscious) memory
in general, can be described only by taking into account the difference between
breaches. Freud says so overtly. There is no breach without difference and no
difference without trace.

2. All the differences in the production of unconscious traces and in the pro-
cesses of inscription (Niederschrift) can also be interpreted as moments of
différance, in the sense of putting into reserve. According to a schema that never
ceased to guide Freud's thought, the movement of the trace is described as an
effort of life to protect itself by deferring the dangerous investment, by consti-

, tuting a reserve (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 différance. One is but the other different and deferred, one differing and

. deferring the other. One is the other in différance, one is the différance of the

- other. This is why every apparently rigorous and irreducible opposition (for ex-

ample 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 example governs, and communicates with, everything),

21. TN. Derrida is referring here to his essay “’Freud and the Scene of Writing” in Writing
and Difference. *’Breaching” 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 refers to here is the Project
for a Scientific Psychology (1895), in which Freud attempted to cast his psychological thinking
in a neurological framework.
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that the difference between the pleasure principle and the reality principle is
only différance 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 num-
ber of possibilities of gaining satisfaction and the temporary toleration of un-
pleasure as a step on the long indirect road (Aufschub) to pleasure.”'#

Here we are touching upon the point of greatest obscurity, on the very enigma
of différance, on precisely that which divides its very concept by means of a
strange cleavage. We must not hasten to decide. How are we to think simulta?®
neously, on the one hand, différance as the economic detour which, in the element
of the same, always aims at coming back to the pléasiire o the presence that
have been deferred by (conscious or unconscious) calculation, and, on 't'l'iébt'l'{erl
hand, q:‘[férance as the relation to an impossible presence, as expenditure withouti
reserve, as the irreparable loss of presence..the irreversible usage of energy, that;
is, ‘asthe death instinct, and as the entirely other relationship that apparentlyj
interrupts every economy? It is evident—and this is the evident itself—th