THE SPATIAL ARTS: AN INTERVIEW
WITH JACQUES DERRIDA

PETER 'BRUNETTE AND DAVID WILLS

wiLLs: We shall start with an indiscreet question, a question on com-
petence. You have mentioned more than once what you call your “in-
competence’’ in various areas of your work. For example, in your
interview with Christopher Norris on architecture’ you declare yourself
“technically incompetent” in that field; in our discussions on cinema
you have said the same thing, but none of that has stopped you from
writing in a number of areas outside of your training. 1t is as if you
would like to define the limits of what you contribute to each domain
without knowing exactly where t& place those limits.

perrIipA: | shall try to make my responses as straightforward as possible.
fn the first place, when I say that 1 am incompetent I say it frankly,
sincerely, because it is true, because I don’t know a lot about architec-
ture, and as far as film goes my knowledge i only of the most average

and general kind. [ like cinema very much; I have scen many films, but
in comparison with those Who know the history of cinema and the

theory of film, I am, and T say this without being coy, incompetent. The
same holds true for painting, and it is even more true for music. With
respect to other domains [ could say the same thing with as much sin-
cerity. I feel very incompetent also in the literary and philosophical fields,
even though the nature of my incompetence is different. My training is
in philosophy, so 1 can’t seriously say that 1 am incompetent in that
domain. However, 1 feel quite unequipped when confronted by a phi-
losophet’s work, even the work of those philosophers I have studied at
length. But that is another order of incompetence.

Now, in terms of my competence in philosophy, [ have been able to
devise a certain program, a certain matrix of inquiry that permits me to

begin by asking the question of competence in general terms — that is

to say, to inquire into how competence is formed, the processes of le-
g_igmization, of institutionalization, and so on, in all domains, then to
advance in different domains not only by admitting my incompetence
very sincerely but also by asking the question of competence, that is to
say, what defines the limits of my domuain, the limits of a corpus, the
legitimacy of the questions, and so on. Each time that T confront a

“Jaeques Derrida, in Discussion with Christopher Noris," in Deconstriction: Ormnibus
Volume, ed. A, Papadakis, C. Cooke, and A. Benjamin (New York: Rizzoli, 1989),
p- 72.
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domain that is foreign to me, one of my interests or investments cONCerns
precisely the legitimacy of the discourse, with what right one speaks,
how the object is constituted — questions that are actually philosophical
in origin and style. Even if, within the field of phitosophy, | have worked
to elaborate deconstrictive questions concerning it, that deconstruction
of philosophy carries with it a certain number of questions that can be
asked in different fields, Moreover, each time 1 was trying to discover
what in 2 determined fickd liberates it from philosophical authority. That
is to say, [ have learned from philosophy that it is a hegemonic discourse,
structurally hegemonic, considering all discursive regions to be depen-
dent upon it. And by means of a deconstruction of this hegemonic ges—
ture we can begin to see in each field, whether it be what we call
psychology, logic,, politics, or the arts, the possibility of ernancipation
from the hegemotiy and authority of philosophical discourse.

So, each time I approach a literary work, or a pictorial or architectural
work, what interests me is this same deconstructive force with regard to
philosophical hegemony. It’s as if that is what carries my analysis along.
As a result, one can always find the same gesture on my part, even
though each time 1 try to respect the singularity of the work. That
gesture consists of finding, or in any case looking for, whatevet in the
W°”wwgpw
philosophical discourse on it. The safiie Gperation can be found or rec-
ognized in the different discourses I have developed concerning partic—
ular works; yet 1 have always tried to do it by respecting the individual
signature of an Artaud, say, or an Eisenman.

Obviously, because we are starting an interview on the ‘‘visual arts,”
the general question of the spatial arts is given prominence, for it is within
a_certain experience of spacing, of space, that resistance to philosophical
authority can be produced. In other words, Tesistance to Jogocentrism has
a Detter chance of appearing in these types of art. {Of course, W¢ would
need to ask the question of what art is, also.) So much for competence: It
is an incompetence that gives or tries to give itself a certain prerogative,
that of speaking within the space of its own incompetence.

Now, it is also necessary to say — maybe as a sort of general precaution
for everything that will follow — that I have never personally taken the
initiative to speak about anything in these domains. Each time 1 do, it
is because I have been invited to do so; because of my incompetence, I
would never have taken the initiative to write about architecture or
drawing unless the occasion or invitation had originated elsewhere. That
goes for everything I have done; I don’t think that 1 would have ever
written anything if [ hadn’t in some way been provoked to do it. Of
course, you may then ask: What is a provocation? Who is the other?
So, it's 2 mixture, an intersection of chance and necessity.

BRUNETTE: In relation to that, how do you feel now that your work has
begun to move out to the law, tq_ﬁ%__’_}ﬁtﬂ:wm? Do you have
any misgivings about the way your thought — econstruction, whatever
— has been changed, molded in different ways?

DERRIDA: It is very difficult to determine; there is feedback, but each
time it comes back in a different form. I can’t find a general rule for it;



in a certain way it surprises me. I am, for example, a lite surprised by~ THE SPATIAL ARTS:
the extent to which deconstructive schemas can be put into play or ~ DERRIDA
invested in problematics that are foreign to me, whether we are speaking

about architecturé, cinema, or legal theory. But my surprise is only a

half-surprise, because at the same time the program as [ perceived or

conceived it made that necessary. If someone had asked me twenty years

ago whether I thought deconstruction should interest people in domains

that were foreign to me, such as architecture and law, as a matter of

principle my response would have been yes, it is absolutely indispensable,

but at the same time [ never would have believed it could happen. Thus,

when faced with this | experience a mixture of surprise and nonsurprise.

Obviously, I am obliged, up to a certain point, not to transform, but

rather to adjust or deform my discourse, in any case to respond, to
comprehend what is happening. That isn't always casy. For example, in

the case of legal theory, I read some texts, people tell me things, but at

the same time [ don't know it from the inside; I see something of what

is happening in “critical legal studies,” 1 can follow the conceptual out-

line of what is happening in that field. And when I rca%{g CRARPS
film, 1 understand, but at the same time only passively; [ can’t reproduc

it or write about it in turn,

m‘: of such things, and this frustrates me — it
really isn’t possible for me to appropriate such work — but at the same
time what gratifies me is that such work is being done by people who
are themselves competent and who speak from within a specific field,
with its own givens, and its own relations to the nature of the ficld, to
the political-institutional situation. Thus, what you do is determined for
the most part by the specific givens of your intellectual field and also by
all sorts of things pertaining to the American scene, to your institutional
profile, and so on. All of that is foreign to me, and it keeps me on the
edge of things, but at the same time it is extremely reassuring and grat-
ifying, for real work is being done. T am a part of that work, but it is
being done in other places.

wiLLs: To extend that still further, let me ask you about one of your
texts that I admire the most, The Post Card,’ and its relation to tech-
nology; less the relation between technology and the thought of Hei-
degger, and more about what you say in “Envois” and elsewhere, for
example, about high technology. For example, every time I hear talk of
a computer virus and read how more and more programs are written to
defend against such attacks, it seems to me we have an example of lo-
gocentrism in all its obstinacy being confronted by what we might call
the unavoidability of adestination. That is a very basic question and one
that is central to your work, But although scholars have now seen, for
example, the fundamentally *‘architectural” side to your work, I think
there remains this whole area of relations between thought and com-
munication, in the most basic sense, where your ideas have hardly even # s(w e
begun to be taken up. Would you comment on that? /l‘,.7

*The Post Card: From Sucrates to Frend and Beyond, trans, Alan Bass (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987).
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DERRIDA: Yes, you're right, and paradoxically the question is more -

timately connected with my work. I often te

1 myself, and I must have

N _ i - [ have
written it somewhere — I am sure 1 wrote 1t somewhere — that all

done, to summarize it very reductively, is dominated by the thou ht. of
a virus, what could be calleda pmwM‘“g

e

many things. 1 have written about this in a recent text on drugs.’ The
virus is in part a parasite that destroys, that introduces disorder into com-
munication. Even from the biological standpoint, this is what happens

with a virus; it derails a mechanism of the

communicational type, 165

coding and decoding. On the other hand, it is something that is neither
living nor nonliving; the virus is not a microbe. And if you follow these

two threads, that of a parasite which disrupts

destination from the com-~

municative point of view — disrupting writing, inscription, and the cod-
ing and decoding of inscription — and which on the other hand is neither
alive nor dead, you have the matrix of all that I have done since | begal

riting. In the text just referred to I allude to the possible intersection
between AIDS and the computer virus as two forces capable of dis-
rupting destination. Where they are concerned, one can no longet follow
the tracks, neither those of subjects, nor those of desire, nor the sexual,
and so on. If we follow the intersection between AIDS and the computer
virus as we now know it, we have the means to comprehend, not OIIﬂY
from a theoretical point of view but also from the sociohistorical point
of view, what amounts to a disruption of absolutely everything on the
planet, including police agencies, commerce, the army, questions ©
strategy. All those things encounter the limits on their control, as W€

as the extraordinary force of those limits. It i

s as if all th

suggesting for the past twenty-five years is prescribed by the idea_of

destinerrance - . ~the supplement, the pharmakon Al the undecidables =

it’s the ihg. 1t also gets transiated, not only technologicall
also technologicopoetically.

y but

$RUNETTE Lets talk about the idea of the “thereness” of the visual ob-
ject, in painting, sculpture, and architecture, what might be called a
feeling of presence. In “+R.” you refer to 2 painting “taking the breat

away, a stranger to all discourse doomed to the presumed mutism

of the

thing itself, [it] restores in authoritarian silence an order of prescnce" '
15 there some kind of phenomenological presence that words don’t .have.
that has to be dealt with in the visual object? IM,ME:‘
mediate area because it is sort of present like a visual object, yet 1t has

B

to be read through like words?

 De read tores T Y o
pERRIDA: These are profound and difficult questions. Obviously the spa-
tial work of art presents itself as silent, but its mutism which_p_g_gd_‘.‘-‘?-‘?ﬁ

an effect of full presence, can as always be int

expreted in a contradictoTy

frion. But RfstTet me distinguish between mutism and, let’s say, @€
turnity. Taciturnity is the silence of something that can speak, whereas

we call mutism the silence of a thing that can’ speak. Now,

the fact

R hétorique de la drogue,” in Points de suspension: Lntretiens (Paris: Galilée, 1992), PP

24147,

4R (Into the Bargain),” in The Truth in Painting, trans. G. Bennington and T-

{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987}, p. 156

McLeod



that a spatial work of art doesn't speak can be interpreted in two ways.
On the one hand, there is the idea of its absolute mutism, the idea that
it is completely foreign or heterogeneous to words, and one can see in
this 2 limit on the basis of which resistance is mounted against the au-
thority of discourse, against discursive hegemony. There exists, on the
side of such a mute work of art, a place, 2 real place from the perspéctivc
of which, and in which, words find their imit. And thus, by going to
this place, we can, in effect, observe at the same time a weakness and a
desire for authority or hegemony on the part of the discourse, notably
when it comes to classifying the arts — for example, in terms of the
hierarchy that makes the visual arts subordinate to the discursive or mu-
sical arts.

But on the other hand, and this is the other side of the same expe-
rience, we can always refer to the experience that we as speaking beings
— [ don’t say “subjects’ — have of these silent works, for we can always
receive them, read them, or interpret them as potential discourse. That
‘is to say, these silent works are in fact already talkative, full of virtual
digcourses, and from that point of view the silent work becomes an evett
more authoritarian discourse — it becomes the very place of 2 word that
is all the more powerful because it is silent, and that carries within it, as
does an aphorism, a discursive virtuality that is infinitely authoritarian,
in a sensc theologically authoritarian. Thus it can be said that the greatest
logocentric power resides in a work’s silence, and liberation from this
authority resides on the side of discourse, a discourse that is going to
relativize things, emancipate itself, refuse to kneel in front of the au-
thority represented by sculpture, of architecture, It is that very authority
that will try in some way to capitalize on, in the first place, the infinite
power of a vircual discourse — there is always more to 54y, and it is we
who make it speak more and mare — and, in the second place, the effect
of an untouchable, monumental, inaccessible presence — in the case of
architecture this presence is almost indestructible, or in any case mimes
indestructibility, giving the overpowering effect of a speaking presence.
Thus there are two interpretations — one is always between the two,
whether it is a question of sculpture, architecture, or painting.

Now, film is a very particular case: first, because this effect of presence
is complicated by the fact of movement, of mobility, of sequentiality, of
temporality; second, because the relation to discourse is very compli-
cated, without even speaking about the difference berween silent film
and sound film, for even in silent film the relation to the word is very
complicated. Obviously, if there is speciﬁwm@ﬂg
it W@T’That Ts to say that even the most talkative
cifiema supposes a reinscription of the word within a specific cinematic
element not governed by the word. If tMsomething specific in
cinema or in video — without speaking of the differences berween video
and television — it is_the form in which discourse is put into play, in-
scwdww work. So from
that point of view we can find in film the means to rethink or refound
all the relations between the word and silent art, such as they came t©
be stabilized before the appearance of cinema. Before the advent of cin-
ema there was painting, architecture, sculpture, and within them one
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could find structures that had institutionalized the relation between dis-
course and nondiscourse in art. If the advent of cinema allowed for
something completely new, it was the possibility of another way of play-
ing with the hierarchies. Now here 1 am not speaking of cinema 1M
general, for I would say that there are cinematic practices that reconsti-
tute the authority of the discourse, while others try to do things more
closely resembling photography or painting — still others that play dif-
ferently with the relations among discourse, discursivity, and nondiscur-
sivity. 1 would hesitate to speak of any art, but in particular of cinem?
from that point of view. 1 think that there is probably more differenc®
among _different works, different styles of cinematic work, wi_E_h__r_B_S’EE‘-:t
to the point just made about decourse and nondiscourse, than there 13
between cinema and photography. In that case it is probable that we ar¢
dealing with many very different arts within the same technological me~
dium — if we define the cinema on the basis of its technical apparatus

o . 3 . . knDW re
and thus perhaps there Js no unity I ihe rmematicatt. ont )
what you think, but a given “inemanic method may be closer to 3 certain &y

type of literature than to another cinematic method. And thus we neeé

to ask whether or not identifying an art — presuming we can spcak. of
cinema as though we knew what art was — proceeds from the technical
medium, that is to say, whether it proceeds from an apparatus such fls a
camera that is able to do things that can't be done by writing or painUnE:,
Does that suffice to identify art, or in fact does the specificity of a given

film depend in the end less on the technical medium and more on “js

affinity with a give;n'_'pterary workZrather than with another film? 1 don't
know. These are, for me, questions that have no answers. But at the
same time, ] feel strongly that one should not reduce the imporEEEE_Ef

the film apparatus.

prunETTE: What would you reply to somebody who was recalcitrant
about the application of deconstruction to the visual arts, somebody Wh‘:"
would say deconstruction is fine for words, the written, because what 18
there is never what is signified, whereas in a painting everything is always
there, and thus deconstruction is not applicable?

pErRIDA: For me that is a complete misreading. I would almost take the

opposite stance, 1 would say that the most effective dcconstructioljl 15
that which is not limited to discursive texts and certainly not Lo philo-
sophical texts, even though personally — 1 speak of myself as ON¢ agent
among others of deconstructive work — and for reasons related to MY
own history, 1 feel more at ease with philosophical and literary Lexts.
And it may be that a certain general theoretical formalization of 1€
deconstructive possibility has more affinity with discourse. But the most
effective deconstruction, and 1 have said this often, is one that deals with
the nondiscursive, or with discursive institutions that don't have the form
of a written discourse. Deconstructing an institution obviously involves
discourse, but it also concerns something quite other than what ar¢ called
texts, books, someone's signed discourse, someone’s teachings. And be-
yond an institution, the academic institution, for example, deconstruc—

‘tion is operating, whether we like it or know it or not, in fields that

have nothing to do with what is specifically philosophical or discursive,

{Qﬂ:b:



whether it be politics, the army, the economy, or all the practices said
to be artistic and which are, at least in appearance, nondiscursive ot
foreign to discourse.

Now, because there cannot be anything, and in particular any art,
that isn’t textualized in the sense [ give to the word “gext’’ — which goes
beyond the purely discursive — there is text as soon as deconstruction is
engaged in fields said to be artistic, visual or spatial. There is text because
there is always a little discourse somewhere in the visual arts, and also
because ever if there is no discourse, the =Ffect of spacing aiready implies

M. For this reason, the expansion of the concept of text is

strategically decisive here. So the works of art that are the most over-
whelmingly silent cannot help but be caught within a network of dif-
&W“Jhwgﬂﬂimﬁ And as soon
as there i a textual structure, although T wouldn’t go as far as to say that
deconstruction is within it, on the other hand it isn’t outside of it either
— it isn't elsewhere. In any case, to be quite categorical, 1 would say that
the idea that deconstruction should confine itself to the analysis of the
discursive text — 1 know that the idea is widespread — is really either a
gross misunderstanding or a political strategy designed to limit decon-
struction to matters of language. Deconstruction starts with the decon-
struction of logocentrism, and thus to want to confine it to linguistic
phenomena is the most suspect of operations.

sruneTTE The effect of presence that always strikes me, and this is
perhaps totally idiosyncratic, is the presence of the artist’s body — for
example, in the impasto in Van Gogh. When I see a Van Gogh I im~
mediately feel his body somehow in a way that T don’t with writing. In
any ‘‘trait,” any brushstroke, there is a certain presence of the artist. No?

pERRIDA: 1 understand what you mean and share your feeling com-
pletely. As a matter of fact, for me the body is not absent when 1 read
Plato or Descartes. Having said that, clearly it is there in a different
manner, whereas when we look at a painting by Van Gogh, the manner
in which the work is, | would say, haunted by the body of Van Gogh
is itrefutable, and ! think that this reference to what you call the body
makes up part of the work, and the experience of the work. But obvi-
ously 1 wouldn’t translate that as you have just done. [ would say that
there is an undeniable provocation we can identify in what is painted
and signed Van Gogh, and that it is all the more violent and undeniable
by virtue of not being present. Thww_gﬂﬁy
Gogh that haunts his paintings is -1 the more violently implicated and
involved in the act of painting to_the extent that it was not present

“during the act g the act, for the body itself is ruptured, or, {et’s say, rivén by
nonpresence, by tmmth itself, of being sitn-
ply Van Gogh. So what I would call the body — I am happy to talk
about the body from that point of view — isn't a presence. The body is,
how should I say, an experience in the most unstable [voyageur] sense of
the term; it is an experience of frames, of dehiscence, of dislocations. So
[ see a dislocated Van Gogh, one who is dislocated in the process of
performing something. celate to Van Gogh in terms of his signature =
I don't mean signature in the sense of attaching his name, but in the
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sense that he signs while painting — and my refation to or experience of
the signature of Van Gogh is A1l the more violent both for him and for
me because it also involves my own body — I suppose that when you
speak of the body you are speaking also of your own — and all the more
ineluctable, undeniable, and passionate. 1 am given over to the body of
Van Gogh as he was given over to the experience. Even more S0 because
those bodies are not present. Presence would mean_death, 1€ presence,
were possible, in the full sense of a being that is there where it is, that
wathers [se rassemble] there where 1t is, if that were possible, there would
be neither Van Gogh nor the work of Van Gogh, nor the experience
we can have of the work of Van Gogh. If al these experiences, works,
or signatures are possible, it is to the extent that presence hasn’t suc-
ceeded in being there and in assembling there. Or, if yon wish, the
thereness, the being there |Pérre-ld], only exists on the basis of this work
of traces that dislocates itself.

Given that the work is defined by bis signature, my experience of
the signature of Van Gogh is possible only if | myself countersign, that
is to say, if in turn my body becomes involved with it. This doesn’t
happen in an instant; it is a thing that can last, that can start again; there
is the enigma of the remainder, namely, that the work remnains, but
where? What does it mean to remain in this case? The work is in 2
museum; it waits for me. What is the relation between the original and
the nonoriginal? There is no question that is more topical or more sé~
rious, despite appearances. But | can’t take it up here. In any case, the
question is different for each “art.” And this structural specificity of the
relation original-reproduction could — at least this is the hypothesis I'm?
advancing — provide the principle of a new classification of the arts-
These questions, as you well know, disrupt the category of presence 23
it is normally understood. We imagine that the body of Van Gogh
present, and that the work is present, but these are only provisional an
insecure attempts to stabilize things; they represent an anxiety, an 117
ability to make things cohere,

But if you were to ask me the same question regarding cinema, hf)w
would you formulate it? In the case of Van Gogh we can say there 1% a
work that is apparently immobile, that hangs in a museum, waiting for
me, that the body of Van Gogh was there, et cetera, But in the case o
a film, the work is essentially kinetic, cinematic, and thus mobile; the
signatory is mediated by a considerable number of persons, machine®
and actors (which also sign the work), and it is difficult to know whose
body we are dealing with when we look at it. For Van Gogh we can
say that he was an individual with his brush, but in the case of filim
what is the equivalent, where is the body in that case?

BRUNETTE: What would be the equivalent in a painting for the types of
signature effect that you explore, say, in terms of Francis Ponge’s pOetW
in Signsponge?’

pERRIDA: Obviously, what seems at first glance to distinguish the prob-
lematic of the signature for discursive or literary works is that 1n suc

. : . . n
works what we currently call the signature 13 3 discarsive act, a narmne !

 Signéponge/Signsponge, trans, Richard Rand (New York: Columbia University Press, 1 984):



the general sense of the word “signature,” a name belonging to dis~
course, even though 1 have shown that in fact the name no longer
belongs to language. It does function in the linguistic system as one of
its elements, but as a foreign body. Nevertheless, it is something that is
pronounced, that can be transcribed into phonetic writing, and which
thus seems to have privileged relations with elements of discourse. On
the other hand, in a wwmnm—
sical one, the signature cannot be both inside and outside of the work.
Ponge can play with his name inside and outside of a poem, but in 2
sculpture the signature is foreign to the work, as it is in painting. In
music it is more complicated, because one can also play with the sig-
nature, one can inscribe it as, for example, Bach did. One can transcribe
the equivalent of the name in the work, as when Bach wrote his name
with letters representing the notes. So one can sign the musical work
from the inside just as Ponge can sign his name within a poem. In the
case of painting, it isn’t possible. There are cases in which painters in-
scribed their names in their work, but not in a place where one normally
signs, thus playing with the outside. But one still has the impression that
the body is foreign, that it is an element of discursivity or textuality

within the work. It is apparently heterogeneous; Wc can’t transpose the ‘4

problematic of the literary signature into the field of the visual arts.
However, for me the effect of the signature can't be reduced to the
effect of the patronym. We can say that there is a signature every time
a particular work isn’t limited to its semantic content. Let's return to the
literary work and to the signature as an act of commission. One needs
to do more than write one’s name to sign. On an immigration form you
write your name and then you sign. Thus the signature is something
other than merely writing down one’s own name. It is an act, a perfor-
mative by which one commits to something, by which one confinns.in
awmw _that
it is I who has done it. Such a performativity is absolutely heterogeneous;
it is an exteriotr remainder to whatever in the work signifies something.
There is a work there — 1 affirm it, I countersign. There is a “thereness”’
[étre-13] to the work which is more or less ‘tT{'c set of analyzable semantic

elements. An event has taken lace.
Thus there will be a signature every time that an event occurs, every

time there is the production of a work, whose occurrence is not limited
to what can be semantically analyzed. That is its significance: a work
which is more than what it signifies, that is there, that remains there.
So, from this point of view, the work then has a name. It receives its
name. In the same way that the signature of the author isn't limited to
the name of the author, so the identity of the work isn't necessarily
identified with the title it reccives in its catalogue. It is given a name,
and that naming takes place once only, and thus there is a signature for
every spatial or visual work of art, which is finally nothing other than
its own existence, its “thereness,” its nonpresent existence, that of the
work as remainder. This means that one can repeat it, review it, walk
around it: [E's there. It's there, and even if it doesn’t mean anything,
even if it isn't exhausted by the analysis of its meaning, by its thematics

and semantics, it is there in addition to all that it means. And this excess
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obviously provokes discourse ad infinitum; that is what critical d?scou
consists of. A work is always inexhaustible from that point of v1ewt;

So the signature is not to be confused either with the #me Uk t
author, with the patronym of the suthor, or with the type © work, |
it is nothing other than the event of the work in itself, 12 N
attests in a certain way — here 1 come back to what 1 wa saymgdahcr
the body of the author — to the fact that someone did that, and the
what it remains. The author is dead — we don’t even knowW VI T
he is — but it remains. Nevertheless, and here the entire Pohmfomstlt‘
tional problem is involved, it cannot be countersigneds hat ® t:, ;]
attested to as signature, unless there is an institutional space 1 W e .
can be received, legitimized, and so on. There needs “? be 2 ;oc
“community” that says this thing has been done — we doP teven X
by whom, we don’t know what it means = however, We 3t¢ BOE
put it in a museum or in some archive; we are going t© consldt:::‘ e
work of art. Without that political and social countersig“?ture. 1t wor
not be a work of art; there wouldn't be a signature. In my op}nloﬂ. ¢
signature doesn’t exist before the countersignature, which relies onhs
ciety, conventions, institutions, processes of 1egitimizati°“' Thus, ¢ :
is no signed work before the countersignature. That goes for ev::
most extraordinary masterpieces, Michelangelo, for example- If thtre;
no countersignature, the sigrature doesn’t exist. That means that
countersignature precedes the signature. The signatut® does mot €
béfore the countersignature.

wiLLs: Are there any nonsigned works, then?

DERRIDA: No.

. ignature?
wiLLs: The idea of a work represents a type of counteTSIEn

. . inary orco
pERRIDA: Absolutely. There are nonsigned works in the ordina™y
anonymous autho

ventional sense, that Is to say, works produced by X  es w1
Society recognizes that the patronym of the author ¥ somet;lmf-

known: it doesn’t know which social subject has pfoduced, the lw01.
That is true. But such a work exists only to the extent th_at s m‘ini
to the extent that one says there is a work. There js a signatiic |
don’t know which one, we don’t know the name of t?‘e pcrsonBW
produced it — but the work itself is the attestation of a signatre: ::
is only the attestation of a signatute on the basis of that co'unte:rslgna tit:
that s, that people come and say there we have sofﬂem"“g{mtems

there’s a temple, a painting, 2 film.

BRUNETTE: Yes. Medieval and Renaissance art his
time just trying to establish the corpus in terms of
to be countersigned by the institution of art history b€

establish what it is, what the “oeuvre” of Miche!aﬂg‘:lo 185

o ‘ nly after
pERRIDA: But that task of attributing a work can start OMY

receivers or addressees have identified the work as ? \Yorkdth\?(; “:
being attributed, and thus it is considered to be already V8O i i:
know by whom, but it is already signed because W€ 1?3_ve Cou-nters;
it. Otherwise, if we don’t recognize it, if we say chat it is n°F nere

. ned — at
and we toss it — that can happen, that must have happe

porians spend a lot
authorship, and it |
fore one can €\

who she —
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moment it’s all over, there is no signature, Thus it all starts with the
countersignature, with the receiver, with what we call the receiver, The
origin of the work ultimately resides with the addressee, who doesn’t
yet exist, but that is where the signature starts. In other words, when
someone signs a work, we have the impression that the signature is her
or his initiative. It is there that it starts; she or he produces this thing
and then signs. But that signature is already produced by the future
perfect of the countersignature, which will have come to sign that sig-
nature. When [ sign for the first time, that means that I am writing
something that [ know will have been signed only if the addressees come
to countersign it. Thus the temporality of the signature is always this
future perfect that naturally politicizes the work, gives it over to someone
else, that is to say, to society, to an institution, to the possibility of the
signature. And [ think that it is necessary here to say *‘political” and
“institution” and not simply ‘‘someone else,” because if there is only a
single one, if there is hypothetically only one countersignatory, there is
no signature. And with that we move from the private to the public. A
work is only public; there is no private work. Supposing I sign some-
thing, a letter, for example; it will be received and countersigned by a
possible addressee, but it won't be a work unless a third person, “'society”
as a whole, will have countersigned it in a virtual sense. It doesn’t work
with only two. [ don't know if you would agree with me here, but for
me there is no private work of art, and what we have just finished
analyzing in terms of the signature must occur in a public and thus in a
political space. But it is perhaps true that this concept of “publicness”
[ publicité] no longer belongs to a rigorous opposition between the public
and the private.

wiLts: What you write about photographs, painting, and architecture
often relies on the word, or, let's say, on a word. For example, at the
beginning of “Right of Inspection™ there is a voice which affirms that
“only the words interest me,’* and later on, another voice which objects,
that you — granted, we don’t know who “you’ is — “‘you only develop
a lexicon.” We can easily establish this lexicon: There are the plays on
“(de)part(ed)” in that text, for example; thete is “now” [maintenant] in
the piece on Bernard Tschumi;” there is “subjectite” for Artaud.” So,
what is the place of the nonverbal in your discourse? 1 have the im-
pression, in view of what you have said, that it has a lot to do with the
idea of mutism, but by the same token you speak in your text on
Laporte” of a musical effect as “‘a remainder that cannot be assimilated
by any discourse.” How does all that fit together?

DORRIDA: It is necessary to respond on two levels. It is gruc that only
\f_g_r_(l&‘-__iﬂgg_l_"g_s_t__:_rle. It is true, for reasons that have to do in part with my
own history and archaeology, that my investment in language is stronger,
older, and gives me more enjoyment than my investment in the plastic,

*‘Right of Inspection,” trans. David Wills, At & Text 32(1989): 19-97.

"Poine de folie — Maintenant I'architecture,” trans, Kate Linker, Architectural Association
Files 12(1986):4—19.

“‘Forcener le subjectile,” in Paule Thévenin and Jacques Derrida, Anfonin Artaud: Dessing
et portraits (Paris: Gallimard, 1986), pp. s5—rtos.

**Ce qui reste 3 force de musique,” in Psyché, p. 101,
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PETER BRUNETTE & visual, or spatial arts, You know that I love words, 1 have the greatest
DAVID WILLS  desire to express myself in words. For me it involves desire and the body;
in my case the relation of the body to words is as important as it is with

painting. That is my story, the history of my investments and drives. !

am often reproached: *“You only like words, it is only your lexicon that

interests you.” WWMMWM

nonverbal appears in the verbal. That is to say that | make the words

function in such a way that at a certain moment they no longer belong

to discourse, to what regulates discourse — hence the homonyms, the

frapmented words, the propet names that do not essentially belong 0

language. By treating words as proper names, ong. disrupts the usual order

yreres of discourse, the authority of discursivity. And if | love words it s als©
Aées because of their ability to cscape their proper form, whether they interest

me as visible things, letters representing the spatial visibility of the word,

or as something musical or audible. That is to say, 1 am also interested

in words, paradoxically, to the extent that they are nondiscursive, for

that’s how they can be used to explode discourse. That is what happens

in the texts to which you allude: Not always, but in most of my texts

there is a point at which the word functions in a nondiscursive manner

Al of a sudden it disrupts the order and rules, but not thanks to me.

e pay attention_to the power that words, and sometimes the synl:zl_n:_t_ifj}1
borda’ possibilities as well, have to disrupt the normal usage of discourse, the
[ B-du lexicon and syntax.

obvious that with a word like {subjectile”]1 can only produce or rath-

er recognize the effects of destabilization within the French language. or

at least 1 give French priority. On the one hand, 1 really like Frenclh

and have a great investment in it, while on the other hand I mistreat 1t

in a certain manner in order to make it come out of itself. Thus, 1 €X

plain myself with the bodies of words — here | think that one can truly

speak of “the body of a word,” with the reservations mentioned €31~

lier, that it is a body that is not present to itself — and it is the ‘body

of 2 word that interests me to the extent that it doesn’t belong ©

discourse. i

So 1 am very much in love with words, and as someone who 15 .m

love with words I treat them as bodies that contain their own perversi?y

— a word 1 don't like too much because it is too conventional - let’s 52Y

the regulated disorder of words. As soon as that occurs, languag® 15

opened 6 the nonverbal arts. For this reason it is especially in dealing

with painting and photography, for example, that I take risks with su¢

verbal adventures as “subjectile”” or with a number of other words 11

“Right of Inspection.” It is when words start to go crazy in that Wway

l and no_longer behave properly in regard to discoursw
Werd, orim,, MOLE rapport with the other arts, and conversely thiig,ygals‘k&)&’—me
[ (FPTRTIN app_a_ri"atly nondiscursive arts such as photography and painting core”
C T han n. Spond to alinguistic scene. But such words are reﬁtmm

fover their signatory — this 18 evident in the case of Artaud, even in the case
. J of the photographer Plissart. SThere are words that work on them

43 T . .
ﬁ Sther they know it or not; they are in the process of letting thernselves

horn-
ved o be constructed by ®ords.

157 sx m all this works throuih the body of a language. It is

20 1—“-"“\1#\9(,' w T Cma ) p"--(hbobrr*(w‘,



wiLLs: To take the matter a litde further, let’s discuss music, which is
predominantly nonverbal. 1 note that you haven’t as yet written anything
on music, but | have the impression that the word “come™ |viens], dis-
cussed in “Of an Apocalyptic Tone,” has a thoroughly musical reso-
nance.” I can't think of any other way to describe it and so wonder if
there isn’t a musical force [une fore de musique| in that word.

DERRIDA: In 2 certain manner — and here my fesponse will be a little
naive — one can say the same thing about it. The most naive response
is that music is the object of my strongest desire, and yet at the same
time it remains completely forbidden. [ don’t have the competence, |
don’t have any truly presentable musical culture. Thus my desire remains
completely paralyzed. [ am even more afraid of speaking nonsense in
this area than in any other. Having said that, the tension in what | read
and what T write, and in the treatment of the words I just spoke about,
probably has something to do with a nondiscursive sonority, although |
don’t know whether I would call it musical. It has something to do with
tone, timbre, voice, something to do with the voice — because contrary
to the nonsense that circulates in this regard, nothing interests me more
than the voice, more precisely the nondiscursive voice, but the voice all
the same.

So, since you mention the word “‘come” |viens], it seems to me that
1 was trying to say that what counted was not the word “come,” the
semantics, the concept of “to come,” but that the thought of “‘to come”
or the event itself depended on the uttering (profération), on the perfor-
tmative call of “come,” and that this is not exhausted by its meaning.
Addressing the other, I say the “coming” to the other. I say “come,"
but T mean an event that is not to be confused with the word “come”’
as it is said in language. It is something that can be replaced by a sign,
by an “Ah,” by a cry, that means “come.” It is not itself a full presence;
it is differential, that is to say, it is relayed through the tone and the
gradations or gaps of tonality. So, these gaps, this tonal differential, is
evidently there, and that is what interests me.

To return to the naiveté of my tesponse, when I write, the most
difficult thing, what causes me the most anguish, mostly in the begin-
ning, is to find the right tone. Ultimately, my most serious problem is
not deciding what I want to say. Each time begin a text, the anguish,
the sense of failure, comes from the fact that I am unable to establish a
voice. T ask myself whom I am talking to, how I am going to play with
the tone, the tone being precisely that which informs and establishes the
relation. It isn’t the content, it's the tone, and since the tone is never
present to itself, it is always written differentially; the question is always
this differentiality of tone. Within each note there is a differential, but
when one writes a text designed to last, whether it be a discursive text,
a cinematic text, or whatever, the question is one of tone, of changes
in tone. So [ imagine that when I write settle my problems of tone by
looking for an economy — [ can’t find another word — an economy that
consists in always pluralizing the tone, in writing in tnany tones, SO as

““Of an apocalyptic tone recently adopeed in philosophy.” trans. f. P. Leavey, Senrcia
23(1982):63-97.
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not to allow myself to be confined to 2 single interlocutor of a single
moment. 1 think in the end that what interests me the most in the X
| read and in the texts 1 write is precisely that. All of this merits further
analysis, but that's it, how it chifts, moves from one phrase to another,
from one tone to another. Such analyses are rarely performed = | haven'’t
read a lot of work on the subject — but it remains an important guestion.
And it would be an analysis of the pragmatic type, one that doesn’t
consist of deternyining what something means, what its thesis, theme, Of
theorem is, for that is not s0 interesting nor s0 essential; what is more
important is the tone, and to know to whom it is addressed 10 order to
produce what effect. Obviously that can change from one sentence 0
the next or from one page to the next.

And since you are asking about my texts, 1 would say that what they
have in the final analysis that is most analogous o spatial, architectural,
and theatrical works is their acoustics and their voices: 1 have writteft
many texts with several voices, and iD them the spacing 18 visible. There
are several people speaking, and this necessarily implies a dispersion ©
selves. But even when it jsn't marked in the text by new paragraphs, Y
grammatical or grammatically determined shifts from one person to an~
other, such effects are evident in many of my texts: Al of a sudden, the
person changes, the voice changes, and it all gets spam’s
reactions, their libidinal investments, positive or negative, their rejection
or hatred, can probably be best explained in terms of tone and voice
more than in terms of the content of what { actually say. They can put
up with the fact that I take this of that position, but what really upsets
them is this spatializat he fact that one N0 longer
is dealing with, who signs, how it all comes t0 ether [se rassembicl;
is what disturbs them, what scares them. And this effect of spntialization

Mast upsel s what distarbs B ————
s (e = m my texts a8 well as in others’ exts — sometimes scares them even

(4
Forton ) W odan

MM afr-f.\
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more than do spatial works themselves, because even spatial works that
should produce this effect still give the impression of a kind of gathcring
[mssemblement}. \We can say the work is there, it's a terrible thing, it's
unbearable, it's menacing, butin fact it's within a frame, OT IS made ©

stone, or it's in a fim that begins and ends; there is 2 simulacrum of
u sd thus the possibility of mastery, the possibility of protection
for spectator or addressee, But there are rypes of texts which don’t end
or begin, or dispers¢ their voices, which say different things, and which
as a result hinder this gathering. One can listen but can’t manage ©
objectify the thing. S0, with my work, there are those who like it and
those who don'’t. Bu uestion of space, of the

think that it is always 2 g
the

nonmastery of spacing, and not only of the “oice or something i
voices.

wiLLs: Could the idea of tone be related 0 something more pertineﬂt
to the visual arts, the question of beauty?

perripa: The question of beauty is very difficult. 1 don't know. Naturally
we could evoke the canonical disconrses on beauty and speak of Kant, and
so forth, but that wouldn't be interesting here. Personally, ] can’t treat
beauty as a separate effect, although I'm sensitive to ity whether iU's 3 mat-



ter of beauty within art or outside of art. In neither case can I separate it THE SPATIAL ARTS:
from the experience of the body we spoke of earlier, and thus from theex-  DERRIDA
pericnce of desire; naturally, it is libidinalized. For the reasons I just men-
tioned, [ am probably more sensitive to what works through the voice, the
beauty of tonalities. It is for that reason finally that I must say — still in the
naive register — that I am rarely overwhelmed by the beauty of pictorial ot
architectural works; that is to say, they don't excite me. I rarely have my m
breath taken away by a painting. On the other hand, that does sometimes
happen with music or when I hear the spoken word or read texts =By hs- bead, !
tening to the voice, that is — and it off cri}ppcns in the cinema, but only 3
t6 the extent that it comes from what works through the voice as desire [ce /
qyi_gir_s_____m'r travaille Ia voix]. it can Rappen with silent film, but only B8~ .
cause silent film is never silent.

Thus, 1 would say that for me the experience of beauty, if there is
one, is inseparable from the relations to and the desire for the other, to R A 7y
the extent that it works through the voice, through something of a tonal
differential — to_be more specific, through the voice as something that <

intensifies desire all the more because it separates it irom the body. There Fr Wb,)
is an effect of interruption, of suspension. One can make Tove with a

voice but without making love. The voice separates. And thus it is a - ) ‘
matter of whatever there is in the voice that provokes desire; it is a dif- Ul
ferential vibration that at the same time interrupts, hinders, prevents ac- i 3
cess, maintains a distance. For me, that is beauty. We speak of beauty e Amen
in front of something that is at once desirable and inaccessible, something Co, .
that speaks to me, that calls me, but at the same time tells me it is tha<lhe
inaccessible. ‘Then 1 can say it is beautiful, it exists beyond, has an effect Rﬂi

of transcendence, is inaccessible. Thus [ can’t consume it — it isn't con-

sumable; it's a work of art. That is the definition of a work of art, that

it is not consumable. Beauty is something that awakens my desire by

saying “‘you will not consume me.” It is a joyful work of mourning,

although neither work nor mourning. Om
sumhat’s why [ would have more trouble D ernp. —.
saying that a painting or piece of architecture was beautiful. I could say

it was, but I wouldn’t be captured by it, I wouldn't be moved by the Pvur <
same feeling of beauty. However, | can be moved in the case of a finite Rl theehrs
discourse, where there are beings who speak, or even in the case of texts, be.

a poem for instance, where there are effects of the voice that call and

give themselves by refusing themselves, All you can say is that it's beau- (_ﬁ Wﬂ
tiful, and that you are not responsible. It can happen only with you - e
as is the case with the signature we discussed eatlier — and at the same 3”

time you have nothing to do with it.{Thus you are dead; it does without cot
you [se passe de tof]. There is a voice that says that that Can happen o

with you [ne pent se passer qu'avec toi], but it happens without m

passe de tof]. That is beauty; it's sad, mourning. We could in another prekancts
context have a more scholarly discussion on beauty, but I am trying to U&_

say something else here.

BRUNETTE: In the “Fifty-two Aphorisms”"' you talk a lot about the re-
fation of architecture to thinking or thought, the analogue between dis- 6’ 2. M

"'““Fifty-two Aphorisms for a Foreword,” in Omnibus, p. 69.

23



M :
tentia

PETER BF.UNETTE & course and all the spatia\ arts. What about the relation of line, form, and
DAVID WILLS color to thinking? When you sy the “spatial arts” rather than the visual
; aaﬁ,__t}_oes that change anything? Is the fogocentric predominance of the

<——=‘k 1 (eye) 0 vision denied when you put these works in the realm of the

3 spatial?
5 (*‘Mf- ' DERRIDA! There-is an clement of chance in my use of the word “yisual”
s, — 1 don't knowW how to adjust ™Y Jiscourse to your expectations = but
" if in fact 1 do s3Y “gpatial” mMOTE readily than wyisual," 1 would give the
el /o following reason: 1t is becausé 1 am not Sur€ that space 18 essentially
bl IS m y {livré 4] the 1ook. Obviousys when 1 3y spatial arts, that
permits i , Ton to link these arts with

o general

e because $
{r‘u_ encc ety OL?’@E_C_ELESI exampl y the ViSiDIes an
invisible — this takes u$ back to the ext 1 mentioned pefore we g0t
(e [,&91" _ A started, 00 plindness” —~ the invisible, for me, is not simply the opposite
— of d\_r_i_si_t_Dn. This is difficult to explain, but in that text 1 tried to show that
% B\ﬁ*' Vidible the pamnter OF the drawer is blind, that she of he Writes draws, of paints
-

a5 a blind person. that the hand that paints and draws i ¢he hand of 2
blind person ~ it js an expenence of blindness. Thus the visual arts are
also arts of the plind. For that reason 1 would speak of the spatial arts:
1t more conveniently Jllows me 0 link it with the notions of text, }
-”> spacing, an 5o on.
-—Nﬂ’fﬁg second part of your question. Obviously, the word
“thought” doesn't work for me in that context, except 0 the extent
that 1 can, 28 3 matter of 0sages count on 2 distinction made elsewhere
ophy. Philoso hy_is only 2 mode of thought, and thus it 18 the extent
to which_thou ht cxceeds hilosophy that TpeTests us nere. This pre- .
sumes that there are ptactical arts of spac¢ that exceed philosophy, that
resist philosophical jogocentrism, and that are net stmply natural, or, a8
some wotld call them, animal activities ~ are ot simply of the order of
;nseant needs- At this point it is necessary 'O say that there i thought,
something that proﬁuces sense without belonging © TFe order of sense:

that exceeas Filcsophical —AiscouTse and questions pﬁﬂ‘osoph‘?’“, it po-

of philosophy. © at goes beyon philos-

. - onC .
ophy. This_does not mean th mmaker nas the means of
at she OF 5 €
u

‘e questiQpin hilosophy, but W Farer

/ \o something that cannot b masterea oy P ffosopny- 3, there is

C thotignt twre. : =7 advance, a0 architectural or
pictotia‘l event, whether it be 3 particular work or a new school or \

architectural style or a new type of artistic event thought i involved,

and not only in the sense 1 have just described. 16 involves thought 1

the sm?mory of the history and tradition of the work, or ©

art in gencral. But that does not mean that avtists know historys O that

} filmmakers must know the history of film, but the fact that they inau-

gurate comething, that they produce 3 type of work that was not possible,

1 pgemioirs of the Blind, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michaeh Naas (Chicag® University
of Chvcago Press, i press). .
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let’s say, twenty years earlier, assumnes that in their work the memory of
the history of film is nevertheless recorded, and therefore that it is in-
terpreted, it is thought. What T call thought is just that; it is interpreted.
Hence when [ speak of thought at work in architecture, as could also
be said with respect to painting or the fine arts, I am making a distinction
between thought and philosophy. I am referring to something in excess
of the philosophical, something not only of the order of an earthquake,
or an animal instinct, as well as to self-interpretation [auito-interprétation),
interpretation of one’s own memory.

What 1 call thoughe is a polemical gesture with respect to current
interpretations according to which the production of an architectural or
a cinematic work is, if not natural, at least naive in terms of critical or
theoretical discourses, which are always essentially phifosophical, as if
thought had nothing to do with the work, as if it didn’t think, whereas
elsewhere the theoretician or interpreter or philosopher does think. So
the idea is to indicate in a polemical fashion that thinking is going on
in the experience of the work, that is to say, that thought is incorporated
in it — there is 2 provocation to think on the part of the work, and this
provocation to_think s irredacible.” Obviously, this is charged with
meaning because it assumes a ot of things, such as the Heideggerian
distinction between philosophy and thought. It is Heidegger's words I
am using when [ say that philosophy is only 2 mode of thought ~ it is
almost a direct quotation from Heidegger that I have appropriated — but
at the same time [ use it in a way that is anti-Heideggerian. In order to
really interpret what I say about architectural thought, it is necessary first
to understand the reference to Heidegger, and second to understand that
the entire text about architecture is anti-Heideggerian. It is an argument
against the Heideggerian notion of habitation, of the work of art as
habitation. My objection to Heidegger, in fact, often begins with the
spatial arts. 'That is because [ think that the hierarchization of the arts he
practices in his discourse on art and painting, or on poetry, repeats a
classical philosophical gesture, and that is exactly what I argue against.
Thus it is not only an argument against Heidegger that I then apply to
the domain of art; it is in fact on the basis of the spatial arts, or starting

with the question of space, that | qhestion Heidegger, in particular in

the dommainof-thearchitecturaamd-winr e says about habitation,

wiLLs: Can we come back to your text on photography, “Right of
Inspection,” with Marie-Frangoise Plissart? [ am referring to what you
told me once concerning the problem of its translation, the fact that the
piece was not accepted by an American publisher.

DERRIDA: The question of that translation is complicated. First, it is a
very difficult book to translate, notably in terms of the problematic we
discussed earlier, the way it plays on French words, but more than that,
because [ try to show that the photographs themselves proceed from a
kind of implicit play in French that is untranslatable, that it is as if this
photographic work could be produced only in the French language — as
if not only my text but also the photographs were untranslatable, 1 am
reminded of what happened in the case of the Japanese translation of
the text. Because of the differences between the left-to-right linearity of

THE SPATIAL ARTS:
DERRIDA
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PETER BRUNETTE &  Western writing and the right-to-left, vertical progression of Japancse,
DAVID WILLS  and the fact that a similar linearity of gazes occurs both within a pho-
tograph and from one photograph to the next, it was not possible to
reproduce the photographs in the weorrect” order in the Japanese text.
In fact, the publisher reversed the original order of the photographs, but
that only confused Japanese ceaders, because the gazes still failed to match
from one photograph to the other. What I called the text’s untranslat-
ability therefore became a fact in Japanese.

So, first of all, it is very difficult to granslate for reasons that are given
in the text itself. Having said that, however, if it appeared in English
only in Australia, 1 itnagine that was also for ‘other reasons — 1 don’t
kow which, I have only hypotheses formed after speaking with various
people. It seems that in spite of everything, in the field of American
academic publishing the “ohscenity” of the photographs became an 18-
sue. That is to say that my American publishers, respectable university
presses, either did not want to publish it or did not want to associate
my name with photographs of lesbian lovemaking, and so forth, and
thus said it didn’t interest them. For instance, | was informed by one of
them, through the intermediary of an editor who claimed to know
something about photography, that the photographs weren't interesting.
I don’t know what his evaluation is worth, if it was sincere or not, [ am
not able to judge, 1 don't know what to think of it. Maybe he was right,
but the work consisted of more than just the photographs. In this case
there was a reluctance that | can’t explain. 1 can only conjecture that
resistance to this type of image in the field of academic publishing is
greater than | thought. 1 was very naive, because in my confused eval-
uation of what is happening in the United States 1 did not'think it was
possible that this sort of prudishness would be so prevalent. From that
point of view this country rerains very enigmatic to me. An almost
unfettered sort of freedom coexists closely with the most ridiculous of
prohibitive moralities: the proximity of the two is very difficule to
comprehend.

BRUNETTE: | want now to ask something concerning the so—called neg-
ativity of deconstruction. At the end of the ‘‘Fifty-two Aphorisms” you
make a call for not dcstroyi-ﬁg_tﬁings, for Ainding something affirmative:
““The bascless ground |le sans-fond] of a “Jeconstructive’ and affirmative :
Loen 4 ofcRitecture can cauise qertigonbut It 15 not The void iz wide; it 1§ not —
the gaping and TFaotic remminder, the hiatus of destruction.” You point

to this affirmative place in your work, but you never name it. Can this

Qw\au ) place be named?
pERRIDA: If's not a place; it’s not a place that really exists. It’s a “come”

{viens]; it is what 1 call an affirmation that is not positive. It doesn’t exist,
it isn’t present, 1 always distinguish affirmation from the position of a

14
rb) w1 positivity. Thus it is an Jffirmation that is very risky, uncertain, improb~
V2N Loqles able; it entirely escapes the space of certainty.
Before coming back to that, since you quoted that passage, | can say
"(“d‘ /G ij & that 1 insist on this point in the text on architecture for two reasons.
— first, because in fact people can say that deconstructive architecture is
o absurd because architecture constructs. So it is necessary to explain what

20



the term means in the text, that “deconstructive architecture’ refers
precisely to what happens in terms of “gathering” [in Englishj, the being
together [étre ensemble), the assembly, the now [maintenant], the main-
taining. Déconstruction does not consist simply of dissociating or dis-
articulating or destroying, but of affirming a certain “being together,” a
certain maintenant; construction is possible only to the extent that the
foundations themselves have been deconstructed. Affirmation, decision,
invention, the coming about of the constructim is not possible unless the
philosophy of architecture, the history of architecture, the foundations
themselves have been questioned. If the foundations are assured, there
is no construction; neither is there any invention. Invention assumes an
undecidability; it assumes that at a given monient there is nothing. We
found on the basis of nonfoundation. Thus deconstruction is the con-
dition of construction, of true invention, of a real affirmation that holds
something together, that constructs. From this point of view, only de-
construction, only a certain appeal to or call by [appel de] deconstruction,
can really invent architecture.

So the passage you cite was meant to respond to those who are
frightened by the idea of a deconstructive architecture, those who
think it ridiculous, but in the second place it was also meant to re-
spond to discourses within the architectural field that are a little neg-
ativist, discourses such as Eisenman’s, for example. A letier I wrote to
him on that subject was recently published.” In his theoretical discus-
sion of his work he often presents a discourse of negativity that is very
facile ~ he speaks of the architecture of absence, the architecture of
nothing [du rie], and 1 am skepti i ’ ence and
negativity. This also_applies to_certain other architects like Libeskind. [
understand what motivates their remarks, but they are not careful
enough. In speaking of their own work they are too easily inclined to
speak of the void, negativity, absence, with theological overtones also,
and sometimes Judeo-theological overtones. No architecture can be
called Judaic, of course, but they resort to a kind of Judaic discourse,
a negative theology on the subject of architecture. Thus my allusion is
to be understood in that sense.

Now what is this call? I don't know. If I knew, nothing would ever
happen. The fact is, in order for what we conveniently call deconstruc-
tion to get off the ground [sc mcttre enr mouvement), that call is necessary.

It says “come,” but come where, I don’t know. Whete this call comes
from, and from whom, I don’t know. That doesn't simply mean that |
am ignorant; it is heterogeneous to knowledge. In order for that call to
exist, the order of knowledge must be breached. If we can identify,
objectify, recognize the place, from that moment on there is no call. In
order for there to be a call, and for the beauty we spoke of eatlier to
exist, the orders of determination and of knowledge must be exceeded.
It is in relation to nonknowledge that the call is made. Thus [ do not
have a response. I can't tell you “this is it.”” [ truly don’t know, but this
“I don’t know” doesn’t just result from ignorance, or skepticism, or
nihilism, or obscurantism. This nonknowledge is the necessary condition

“CA Letter to Peter Eisenman,” Assemblage, no, 12(August 1990):7~13.
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for something to happen, for responsibility to be taken, for a decision
to be made, for an event to take place.

It is necessary that we be unable to respond to that question, and
each event — whether it consist of an event in someone’s life or an event
such as 2 work of art — each event takes place there where there was no
place, where we didn’t know the place was, takes (the) place where
thete was no place. It provides the venue and in doing so prescribes that
the venue not be known in advance, that it not be programmable. Af-
terward we can imagine or determine the programs, we can do the
analysis. If an art form appears at such and such a moment, it is because
the historical, ideological, and technical conditions render it poss%le, and
thus after the fact we can determine the place of waiting, as it were,
“the expectation,” the structure of waiting, the structure of reception
[structure d’accueil]. If we could do this in an exhaustive fashion, it would
mean that nothing had happened. 1 believe that it is always necessary to
take the analysis of the historical, political, economic, and ideological
conditions, to take that analysis as far as possible, including the history
of the specific art form. But if the analysis of all those conditions is
exhaustive, to the point where the work is ultimately only there to fill
a hole, then there is no work. If there is a work, it is because, even
when all the conditions that could become the object of analysis have
been met, something still happens, something we call the signature, the
work, if you wish. If all the conditions necessary to produce, let’s say,
A la recherche du temps perdu have been met, and we can analyze those
conditions in general and in the specific case, and if that analysis in fact
no longer needs the work, then it is because nothing has happened. If
there is a work, it means that the analysis of all the conditions only
served to, how shall T say, mmn an absolutely
undetermined place, for something that is at once useless, supplementary,
and finally irreducible to those conditions.

BRUNETTE: Let me ask you a question about the future of what might
be calied an alternative deconstructive critical practice. It seems that if
people write in a more conventional deconstructive mode, they say that
it's already been done. But if it’s more autobiographical and self-
foregrounding, or relies more on chance and puns, they become hostile.
It's too narcissistic, they say, or it’s okay when Derrida does it or when
Barthes used to do it, because they’re Derrida and Barthes, but when
others do it, it's self-indulgent. Given the enormous institutional con-
straints on discourse, do you think there is any future for that kind of

practice?
DERRIDA: Ifit is ““that kind of practice” then it won't have a chance. Its

chance is that it will be transformed, that it will be disfigured. It's obvious
that if it were an identifiable and regulated practice, the same thing being

_recognized each time, then it would not have a chance. It would be

stillborn, dead from the start. If it has a chance, it is to the extent that
it moves on, that it gets transformed, that it is not immediately recog-
nized, that it is recognized without being recognized. We must be able
to recognize it, but it is also necessary that in the process of this rec-
ognition, something else happens in the form of a contraband [en contfre-



bande|. People must be able to recognize it and at the same time
recognize that they are dealing with something they can’t identify, some-
thing they don’t know. So it takes or it doesn’t; there’s no general rule,
To put it i1 rither formalist terms, I would posit the paradox as follows:
The chances that X — let's call it deconstruction, but it could be anything
— will proliferate and last are inversely proportional to the fact of its
being recognized as X, that is to say, directly proportional to the pos-
sibility of its producing effects that cannot be continuously reproduced
in deconstruction. Thus it needs to be transformed, to move elsewhere.

BRUNETTE; 1o you have any comment on Gregory Ulmer’s attempt, in
his recent book Teletheory: Grammatology in the Age of Video," to develop
an alternative critical practice, what he calls “mystory™?

DERRIDA: With respect to Greg Ulmer, his work seems to me to be very
interesting, very necessary; it opens another space that we can evaluate
in a different manner. We can evaluate it with regard to deconstruction
— I am personally unable to do that ~ or with regard to what I do, and
people may or may not be in agreement about it. But there needs to be
discussion about these objects — television, telepedagogy, and so forth —
and such questions will produce a new discourse that a lot of people,
myself included, won’t understand. Already I am not sure that I under-
stand Greg Ulmer very well, or not sure [ have worked enough on him
to know what he means. | see it from afar, I see it in outline, but it's
already beyond me. That means_that the object called deconstruction
has moved elsewhere and that under its name something s happening
that has 75 Telation o tlie word, And so it gets displaced and deformed.
TIat s The condition for the foture. If there is to be a future, it is on
the condition that it not be “‘that,” that it be elsewhere. [t is clear that
the production of new technological capabilities ~ in communications,
for instance — such as I could never possibly have imagined, will displace
things completely. The political situation is changing radically; the same
goes for computers, for biology, and all of that will necessarily produce
discourses that are not totally translatable in the code or language of the
deconstruction of twenty years ago, or ten years ago, or of the present
time. That is the future, by definition. If there is a future, we can say
nothing about it.

1% tertns of what [ can predict from what is close at hand, during the
coming years the war over deconstruction will probably continue to rage
in the American academy. In my opinion the war reserves arc far from
depleted. I don’t know how much longer it will go on, but the political
argument will continue to fuel the debate. It is not only the affairs of
the past, those of Heidegger or de Man, that are raising the stakes. For
a certain time the temperature will remain fairly high, and for political
reasons, but that doesn’t only relate to things that are difficult to inter-
pret, such as the case of de Man, but to the whole framework that the
detractors of deconstruction operate within, There will be a great deal
of uncertainty that will increase the tension, especially because of what
is now happening in the geopolitical sphere, notably what we call the

“Gregory Ulmer, Teletheory: Grammatology fn the Age of Video (New York: Routledge,
1989).
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democratization process in the Eastern countries; all that will make the
interpretive machines very restive. And, as always, the polarization will
increase the tension, for there definitely is polarization around decon-
struction — those who say it is reactionary and those who say it is rev-
olutionary, conservative or not conservative,

wiLLs: Do you think it works in the same way in France?

pERRIDA: No, in France it is more complicated. There are always sim-
ilarities, but in France there exist different milieus. In the United States,
deconstruction is restricted to the academic milieu, even though that
milien is not a homogeneous field. As it happens, these things are starting
to overflow the academic field. Someone told me that a colloquium that
involved deconstruction recently took place in the army or navy. The
other day Hillis Miller told me he had received a call from Phyilis Frank-
lin at the MLA, who had had a request from a senator for information
on deconstruction. So it is clear they want to know what is going on.
In general, though, American intellectual culture is restricted to the ac-
ademic field. Things are different in France. The university milicu is not
the same as the cultural milieu or the literary milieu.

BRUNETTE: [ was thinking of the university milieu, because when French
university professors come here and we tell them we are interested in
your work, they have a tendency to say that, yes, deconstruction was
something important that happened fifteen or twenty years ago, but they
claim not to understand why it still interests us.

DERRIDA: That is both true and false. It is true that deconstruction ap-
peared in a certain form at a certain time in France, and that there was
a delay in its transmission. There was a process of assimilation and thus
apparently of digestion and evacuation that occurred in France between
1966-7 and 1972—3, and from that point of view it is said to be finished.
At the same time, it often amounts to disavowal.or resentment in terms
of something that, in my opinion, has #ot yet arrived in France. I can
say that in many respects it has not yet amrived in France, So it is true
and false, and deserves a detailed analysis. It is also necessary to bear in
mind the subject position of French mtellectuals who come here, who
have their interests, who have a certain background, who want to see
things in a certain way. In general it makes them nervous, for obvious
reasons, that deconstruction interests people here. That concerns me a
lot, because I'm right in the middle of it, and it often comes home to
me that way.

BRUNETTE: [ have a related question that is a bit more difficult, perhaps
because it’s more fundamental, but it's a question that is very important
to me in my own intellectual life. The problem is that I find that I am
unable to listen to a lecture on almost any subject, no matter how expert,
since I've been “ruined” by deconstruction.

DERRIDA: So am [,

srunerTe: All thinking, at least at present, seems to depend upon the
making of distinctions, the ordering of hierarchies. As soon as someone
giving a lecture divides his or her topic into three parts, say, 1 imme-
diately see how number one could really be considered part of number



three, or that number two and number one actually overlap. So, given
the fact that deconstruction seems to threaten the production of knowl-
cdge in such a fundamental way, [ wonder if you were not being a little
naive when at the end of the Limited Inc.'" interview you did with Gerald
Graff you said that what bothered you the most was that people seem
to deliberately mistead your work and seem to be so irresponsible when
they discuss it. But since your ideas are so threatening to the production
of knowledge as it is presently constituted, isn't their response in some
ways understandable? And if it is true that deconstruction blocks the
production of knowledge, where can we go next? This is perhaps a very
naive question, but I feel I have to ask it: What's next?

The second part of the question is what you think the outlook is,
institutionally speaking, for the future of deconstruction in America. Will
it continue to exist, and if so, will it begin to take different forms beyond
what might be called the *Yale school” undecidability, the finding of
aporia in texts? I'm thinking, for example, of Glas, the performative text
that tries to *“‘go beyond” logocentrism. Do you think there is any future
for that in the American academy?

pERRIDA: There are a lot of questions there. To come back to what we
were discussing before we started the interview, it just so happens that
yesterday and the day before | was at a colloguium on the Holocaust,
and I spoke for two and a half hours on a text by Benjamin, dealing
with the 1, 2, 3 distinctions, and so forth. I spent my time demonstrating
how this text of Benjamin’s, “Critique of Violence,”"® which produces
a series of distinctions like that between “founding violence™ and *con-
serving violence,” itself constantly deconstructs its own conceptual op-
positions. So [ spent my time delineating Benjamin's distinctions, then
questioning them. For me, a reading is bearable W
wiTK. THat said, I don’t believe that deconstruction is essentially or sole ¥y
that which, as you said, destroys the production of knowledge, No. Or
rather, it does and it doesn’t, On the one hand it can in fact disturb or
block a certain type of work; on the other hand it indirectly produces
knowledge — indirectly it provokes work. Those who consider them-
selves deconstructionists and those who are opposed to it all work in
their own manner, and I think this accelerates the production of knowl-
edge. For example, the New Historicism, which presents itself as a pro-
ducer of knowledge, appears in a field that is all the same marked by
deconstruction. While being sensitive to the fact that deconstruction can
paralyze the tranquil, positive accumulation of knowledge, on the other
hand it’s also productive.

Then you ask what’s next. Frankly, I don't know. I'm not here to
sing the praises of deconstruction; nevertheless, I believe that the face
that deconstruction is not limited to what you call the *“Yale school”
effect has already been confirmed. In saying that, I am not speaking of
my own work. What is happening in architecture, in law schools, and

“Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc., trans. S. Weber and ). Mehiman (Evanston, Il North-
westerts University Press, 1088). )

"Walter Benjamin, “'Critique of Violence," in Reflections: Lssays, Aphotisis, Antebiagraplical
Witings, trans, Bdmund Jepheott, ed. Peter Demetz (New York: Harcourt Brace Jova-
novich, 1978}, pp. 277-300.
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s0 on, shows that deconstruction has not been limited to that context.
Even supposing that at a given moment — though that was never true —
it came together in the so-called Yale group, that’s over. And it always
was, even at Yale. So it can’t remain there. But it is necessary to distin-
guish between the fate of the word “deconstruction,” or deconstruc-
tionist theory, or a so-called school — which never existed — and other
things that, without the name or without reference to the theory, are
able to develop as deconstruction. For me, deconstruction does not limit
itself to a discourse on the theme of deconsiim c-
tion 18 to be found at work [il y « la déconstruction d I’oeuvre],Jt is at work

in Plato, it is inthe American_and Soviet military commands

[les états-mafors), it is at work in the economic crisis. Thus deconstruction
does not need deconstruction, it does not need a theory or a word. Now
if we restrict the thing, if we limit it to the discursive and institutional
effect that has developed throughout the world, but mostly in the United
States, and in the academy, and we ask “What's next?”, then I don’t
know. We're used to changes in fashions and schools and theories and
hegemonies. We are not going to use the word indefinitely, One day we
will think back that during the sixties, seventies, and eighties there was
a thing [un truc) called deconstruction that was represented by . .. I don’t
have any illusions about that, no more than about our own longevity.
We know that, generally speaking, we live for sixty to seventy years and
then we die. In that sense, “*deconstruction,” as a word, or a theme, will
disappear. What will happen before its disappearance, or what will hap-
pen after, 1 don’t know. | really don’t know. [ find that it has already
had a rather long life, precisely because it was never a theory able to be
contained within a discipline, neither philosophical nor literary, and so
forth. It follows a different temporal rhythm and hence takes more time
to move into architecture and other fields. And it gets deformed; it is a
rather monstrous phenomenon, each time different and thus unidenti-
fiable. Obviously, if certain people want to identify it by the type of
literary theory that was developed at Yale, which is a reductive gesture,
then it is easier to find its limits. But it is more like a virus; it is a form
of virus, of which we will lose the trace. It is inevitable that at a given
moment the trace identifiable within the name “deconstruction” will be
lost; that is obvious, The word will wear itself out. Beyond the word
“deconstruction” or other words associated with it, this process will be
a little different; it may take longer. There will continue to be little
organisms with their independent lives, whose trajectories we may be
able to follow, but that is true for anything that happens in a culture.
How does one follow the trace of philosophy through history? T don’t
know.

Laguna Beach, California Translated by Laurie Volpe
April 28, 1990



