
Dialogue Disrupted: Derrida, Gadamer and the Ethics of 
Discussion 

Chantelle Swartz and Paul Cilliers 

Department of Philosophy 
University of Stellenbosch 

Stellenbosch7600 
South Africa 

E-mail: ccsw@sun.ac.za> 

Ahstract 
This essay gives an account o f  tlte exchanprs hetu3et.n J;tcqucs Dcrrida and 
Ili~ns-(icorg (indamcr at the Goelhe lnst i t~~lc in Paris in April 19x1. Manv com- 
~iicn~ators perceivc ofthis encounter as an "improhahlc dchate." citinp Dcrridn's 
~ns~rainnliznlion. or. in deconslntative lcnns. dcconcentmtion o f  (i;!dilnier's 
openine tcxt as the Innin rcason fur its "impmhahility." An analysis o f  tlic qttes- 
tions that Dcrrirln pose< concerning "commu~iication" as an axiotn from \c,hich 
we derive dccidahle lntlh hrings 11s to rhc ccntrlll fcaturc of this discussion: Hau, 
docs one cngapc the "other" in convcrsalian in tlic lifht o f  the pruhlcrns pcnnin- 
inp to ~ticnningli~l commanicatiott? The essay soegests that the lirst muntl o f  cx- 
changes hetween Dcrrida and Ciadarner is ;I good enaniple o f  the violcncc tliat is 
prcvalcnl (and perhaps inevitahlc) in all aci~dcrnic discossions. Finally a morc 
"ethical" approach 1,) discussion. hascd nn Dcrrirla's pnstulttlion o f  a "friend- 
ship." is su~gcsted. It challmgcs the lhcrnimcutic scarcli for consens[ls. whcrchy 
lltc "otltei' IS cnnlracted into fraternity. hut c:lnnut clirii~natc clcnlents o f  bio- 
lcnce cr~ntpletcly. 

In t roduct ion:  Improbable Dialogue 

I s  it certain that to the word comrnrr~ticnriort corresponds ;I con- 
cept that is unique, rizorously conlrollahlc. and transmittable: i n  
a word, comtnt~nicable'! 

(Derrida I9XRa: I )  

I n  Apr i l  1981. Jacques Derrida and llans-Cieorg Gatlamer were presented with rlie op- 
portunity "to engage the other in diillogttc nnd t o  dchate face-to-face" (Michelfelder & 
Palmer 1989: 2). This evenl is documented in Dialn,yrrc orrd D~c,nrr,rtr~~u.tk>f~: TIK, 
(inrlir!nrr-Drrrida E~~cotr r r ler  (011 cir)'. Gatlamer's m;tin contribution is called fi,.~r nrrd 
/rrrrr/)rc~fotiorr (21;SI). Derrida responds to tliis wi th 7%rw Q~~r.cf~~~rr .c  11, Ho r r .~ -G ' ro r~  
Gadanrer (52-54)". Dcrrida's main contrihuticm is entitled /rrrc,r/)refbrp Siprratrrr~~,r 
I.Virr=sclre~Hei~f~~,yp~~rJ: 7iro Qtrc2.cri(~~t~. 111 tliis 1 ~ x 1  he does not mention the n;l!ne of 
Gadamer once. Se\,eral commentaries are nlso sunnlied i n  the hook. Most of them 

- - , . 
I Sonlc oflllc lcrla collectecl lhcrc also appcnrcd clrc\rhcrc. Wc \rill arc ilw cnllcclion nf hlichrlkldcr B 

Pnlrncr as ntlr cenlral puinl ol'rcfcrcoce. 
2 In rcnllty 1)cmirla lrl~ls fownrd filicclt qscslirn~s a, (iadstncr in thc spacr ofno morc llian two pages. 



seem to tliink that the "dehate" between Derrida and Cii~ila~ner never really took place, 
th:~t n "gcn~~inc dchatc" did not unfold, that i t  was a "non-dii~los~~e" or ;In "improhablc 
encountei' (45). According lo these conunenti~tors. Derrid:its ~~~iu ' i l l ingness to adhere 
to the preconditions o f  dialogue, as explicated by Gi~d;~mer in Tr.r-I rrriti I ~ r r t ~ , p r r t ~ i / i r ~ ~ r ,  
and uf'cuurse in Tr~rrlr o 1 ~ 1  Mc.rhod (10751, is the main reason for the '-improbability" 
of tlie encounter. I n  this regard. Derrida is :~cct~scd o f  w i l l i ~ l l y  i!ntlcrniining :ind 
marginalizing Ciadnmer's texl in oriicr to ensure n l ier~i~enet~t ic ibilurc.' 

It is necessary to qt~estion from the outset the possibility o iany "encounter" between 
dec~~ns t r~~c l i on  and 'Iier~iieneutics'." According to Derriil:~ (I9XXa). Iiermeneutic inter- 
pretation is based on the mistaken assumption that ihought. as representinion. precedes 
and governs comm~~nication. [)erivative 01'this helicf are tlie equ:~lly mistaken presup- 
positions o i t l i e  simplicity o f  the origin, the logical sequcncc o f  all t ~ ~ c i n g .  Iiornoge- 
nous analyses and the adlierelice to the authority o i t l i e  category oi"com~lir~nicatioo" 
(4). 'These notions src indicative o f  the pursi~it ofdinlogues that wi l l  bring ti11111 con- 
sensus; i n  Derrida's wor~ls, "the horizon o f  intelligibility and ml th  thar is me;~ning- 
ful. such that i~ltimatcly general agreement may, in principle. be attained" (7).  

It would he ahsurd to deny tlie existence o f  tlie "encounter" as such. but one cot~k l  
see that Derrida would liave so~ne reservations ahout the aim o f  tlie symposium. 
n ;~~nc ly  to providc ;In opportunity i'or " 'humieneutics' ;~nd 'decunstr~~crion': t\vo ternis 
tliat name two bodies or  thought. two sets o f  tests, \vliicli today hear the signaturcs 
'Cii~damcr' and 'Derrida"' to engage [each] other in dialogue" ( MiclielYelder S: Palmer 
19X9: 1-21. One o f  lhese reservations is tlie notion o f  a conliontation "in the sense o f  ii 
face-to-f:~ce cl;~sli, declared. involving two identitiable interlocutors or ndversnrics. 
two 'discourses' 11131 wollld be identical with iliemselves ;~nd localizable" (Derrid:~ 
I9XX;l: 32). Fnr Derrida. deconstruction has no essential characteristics. tlie meaning 
of' wliicli can be deterlninetl univocally. l i e  argucs that deconslrtlction "does not exist 
somewhere. pnre. prope~-. self-identicill. outside o f  its inscriptions i n  ~.ontlictual and 
diiTerentiated contexts, it is only w l ~ i ~ t  i t  does and u,h:~t is done with it, Illere where it 
t;~kes pli~ce." (141 ) In  other words. there are many deconstrucri~~ns. and dcconstruc- 
ti(111s are alw;~ys sul*ected to more devonstructions. Since "rlcconstrt~ction" i s  at any 
givcn moment never ~i icrely  he sun1 tot:~l o f  a set o f  chnr~~cteristics - 11it "rncaning" of 

3 !\ li'u ycan hcli>m 1111s cncc~~lnlcr. Julin Scarlc lcvcllud a ri~lillar charge ogitihsl Dcnhla $$.11I1 rcli.ru!si. 
1~ l l ~ c  lsllrr's rrrpt,!lsr. JL. hurlilr'r l i r ,>v I,, i Jo  Tl,i,rg.v ll'ill, Ili,,il.s I T I ~  cttvuolllcr i s  dcc.ott~u~~lr.il ,n 
IDerrido l 9 X s i b )  11, R~.it'.r~,ri,8$ 77w l l i l ? ~ ~ ~ i ~ t ~ c c ~ . v  .I i(~7d1. 10 I)(,wi~icd. S~iar11. iIL1771 iarytlcl l l~il l llcrr~dia 
Ih;td "i!~isun~lc~\l~ra~tl ;t!ld li~irrliil~cl ,Zu\li!!'s posilnm ill s~l.c~.ill lpoiltl< $ ! L I ~  l l l t ts  ll lc c c ~ ! ~ f r ~ ~ ~ ~ l o I ! ~ ~ t ~  [llc- 
l\vccn Dcmdk, ;and AUSIIII~ ~!e \e r  q t ~ i I c  lakes III~~L'c.. 1 I'JS) 11, l . i t ~ > i l t , < i  1,rv. r)crr~cb.~ I I ' IXSt i l  C<~IIICC~~I~ ll~#I 
hy nrgaing iig;iinal 1hc cn is lc l~rc  nl;, co!>lkrnl;$llua thcl~vccn IIICIII. SCBTIC lbijr iilrady ~~>il,~nitlud lhin~rcll' 
lo Ihc c ~ i r l c o c c  ol.lllal 'v?lcollnl?r.'' If Ihcr~' bad hccll no ~nc0llll1i.r - i3 ' ' ~ ~ ~ ~ F I I c I ~ I I I I ~ v ~ ' '  II1crc ~ , ~ l l l d  
hr lln llun~: lhnl I I U F ~ C . ~  IU Ihc arpicd ag:lil,sl inr rcjcclrd. :\rrl8rding lo tDr.rrid;&. Sv;t~lc's stlggcslion lhal 
II1c CIICIIIIII~CT IICVCT (/liir@ (nnlu: lllil n c ~ c r l  100k P~~cL. .  '-(PCIIS 1 1 1 ~  SI)OCC t i l l  llli. w r y  tljillg 111:iI h110111tl 

nol. l ~ ~ l ~ l t t l  ~~CIC~II;VC lakc!) pli,ce: llltls I I1)cmidaI prl in! fixrl in l l lc  <I<wr" 1Drntd.h IL)RS;! Ih l .  11) (or- 
der LrSc;~rlc IMI>I~~;!IC :xn >,ll>~ck $ig:[it~sl IDcn~k~'s rcu1111g <>1~..3tkst1~3, XBIIIC Iijr111 ~ ~ ~ c c ~ ~ t l r ~ ~ ~ ~ l ~ ~ l t t ~ n  II:NI 
It, lh;lvc 1:lhi.n pl;$rc. Hy it~rirlitlg Il lat s r~ rn lh~n l ;~ l~~~n  II:IS no1 l :~kra )rlncc. Scarti. ir in itfccl pruducing 
ill,  CllCULIIIlYr. 

I I1 is possihlc lo ihllcrprcl lhcrmcnculics rind 'dccr,nstn~~.ci<>li' ill s~lul, ;b way lllnr clnu cml,basires Ihc .sl,n,- 

lirrt,t~.i b c l u ~ c c ~ ~  ihcm. or nlhur. lhin rlnc could comc 10 sin~ilur conclas~on~ usins cilhcr ;as a po~~rl afdc- 
panurn lrcc c.g. C'aplllo 1'1x7). In Illis plpcr avc rrish lo sho\v III;~. 01 Itas1 ns till. ins i)vrrida nnd 
(iruli~lncr Ihcmsclvcr arc co~~ccn~cd, and \\ 1111 slrcilic rcicrcncc lo  lhcir vncounlcr in I blk I. Ihr~u arc filn- 
c 1 ~ ~ 1 1 ~ ~ ~ ~ 1 : ~ l  c ~ ~ l l ' ~ r c t ~ c ~ ~  183 IIICI~ <tralcgicb ~ ~ ~ i n l c r ~ ~ r c l : t l ~ ~ ~ ! ~ .  
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to delimit the exact or final meaning. I t  fi,llows horn illis "~~ndecidability" that one's 
onderstanding of what tlie other i s  saying i s  never complete. This lack o f  pure under- 
stallding subvens any attempts at unnlvelling rhc n.r~rh. and no :l~nount r l f  "sincerity" 
w i l l  ever guarantee :I "genvine" dialogue. 

I f  hoth partners are adamant about the mlth claims o f  tlicir respective positions on a 
particular subject matter, i t  i s  possihle to feign sincerily in valuing the other's position 
as ;In equ:ll contributor to "the tn~th." Relating to this point. Ci:id:tiner h:~s a r g ~ ~ e d  that 
I~er~~ieneut ic understanding does not preclude disagreement, ;is long as the dialogl~e 
partners agree to disagree (Warnke 1987: 102-103). 'The problc~nalic aspect nf'tliis po- 
sition is that it boils clown to a way ol'appuasing others in order to l ~ t ~ l d  on to one's 
own point o f  view. Sucli an attitude does not bring ilic partncl-s closer to ;I supposed 
"tn~th." but serves ;I political purpose, nnmely to protect and rcinlilrce their uriginol 
positions. Thus. Ciadanier's reverence fur "sincere" participation i n  a di:~logue o\er- 
l o o h  the underlying power relations that characterise our "encotlnters" het\veen each 
otlicr. Our truth claims are never devoid o f  some ilnderlying intercsr or value tIi:tt we 
:~dhere to. I t  follows t11:lt when one appeals to some point o f  view, i t  is to tlie erolusion 
o f  some other poinl(sl of view. 

Derrida would q~reslinn (iadamer's artempt to merge different poinls ot'vie\r, into de- 
cidable meaning. since this t i~sion presupposes the stable unity o f  ;I text. :2cconling to 
Derrid;~. every new interpretation causes n break and a restrucu~ring o f  the text. In  
other words. there is no single correct way o f  interpreting ;I text tli;~t witl~stands other. 
different readings. Every diFerent reading has the potenti;~l ol' $1 dill;-rent meaning 
and. therefore. another truth'. I n  the G:~di~meri:~n dialogc~e, respect for the other's c:i- 
p x i l y  to contribute to the meaning of tile text does nnt include a strong enough recog- 
nition ol'tlis "otherness" o f  the other, w h e r ~ ~ s  this rcc~igni t io~i  would he the p~rcondi-  
tion o f  any Derrideiln "d i ;~ lo~ i~c. "  

The central question tliat becomes apparent f?c>ni this analysis o f  the lirst round ut' 
exchanges between Derridd and Gada~ner rel;~tes to Iiuw one engages the "other" i n  
cliscussion in the light o f l he  prohletns pertaining lo "meaningli~l co~iuiiunicution.' Ai- 
ter investigating t l ~ e  "failed encounter." attention wi l l  be pilid to tlie (Derridean) notion 
of' an "ethic o f  discussion" \vliicli may lead to an ;~lterti;~tive tnode o f  engaging in 
philosophical dialogue, a mode which attempts to acknowledge otherness. 

The "Encounter" 

The proceedings at tlie I9X I encounter is started ol'f by G?td;11iier. I ~ l e  provides an his- 
torical account o f  tlie development o f  her~nmeutics. and then turns his attention to 
Derrida'!: cl;iim that i t  is Nietzschc. not Heidcgger. n.ho was more r;~dical in his at- 
tempts to l ies philosophy o f  logocentrism :ind metaphysical concepts such as "heing" 
and "trt~th." (iad;tmcr echoes the lleideggerinn position that Nieesclie rlot only liiils in 
overcoming metaphysics. hut is himself a metaphysical thinker. While det'ending his 
ow11 liern~eneutic pro,jecl. eldarner also defends lleidegger up to the moment when 
the latter turns to "qc~asipoeticel language in nrder to escape the l:~nguage ofmetaphys- 
ics." which Ciadarner views as a mistake ( in hlichelkl(ler ct I'alnier 1080: 23.  ?-I). 
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Gadamer's point o f  departure in Terl ,rrid / n t~~r [~ r r~o r inn  is tliat man is blessed wit l i  
the onique ;tbility to understand. Since we share the cap:sity to understand. tlie tlniver- 
SHI claim of  Iiertneneutics i s  "beyond any douht" and the hernieneutic standpoint i s  
"the standpoint o f  every reader" (Gatlamer in Michelfelder Rr Palmer 19x9: 21. 31). 
How this understanding takes place is tnodelled on the nct of' conversation. The fact 
that we engage with others in tlialogue frees us from our own bias and puts the nar- 
rowness o f  our own truth claims at risk. By encountering alternative perspectives i n  
dialogue witli others. our own i~nderstanding. as well as that orthe other, is relieved o f  
the pre.iitdice inherent in our truth claims. I n  this endeavour to find ~neaning. the en- 
counter with others wi l l  thcrefnre lead t o n  hetter and mutoal understanding. Gadamer 
contends. h o ~ ~ e v e r ,  tliat understanding wi l l  not be attained unless a fitndamental pre- 
condition is realised. namely the good i~,ill or the partners in tlialogue to try to under- 
stand one another (33). Thus. dialogue partners mtlst take some critical distance from 
their own prejudice to really "hear" what the other hns to say. 

Gi~datner favours the immediacy of conversation over engaging i n  diillosue wit l i  
written texts. since tlie ibrmer makes "proper understanding" possihlc tlirousli the 
"give-and-take" o f  discussion. Partners in conversation liave tlie opportunity to c la r i l j  
or defend their intended meanings on the basis o f  some or other response (34). The rc- 
lationship hetween text i ~ n d  reader is analogous to the relationship hetween partners in 
conversation. Llnderstantling a text entails an overcolning o r  what is "alienating" or 
olher i n  :I text so that the "horizon o f  tlie text and the horizon of the reader is dis- 
solved" (111. Tlios, like different standpoints of dialogue partners. the separate per- 
spectives o l  II text tlnd interpreter must merge to achieve the process o f  i~nderstanding. 

Since 1)errida arsues arainst the lienneneutic cotnpulsion l o  find a "linal troth." 
Gadamer's remarks could trigger an account of "the deep connection, existing hetween 
tlie liermeneutic search Sor meaning ant1 the prqiect o f  metaphysics'' (Miclielfelder 8r 
Palmer 19SL): 3). I{c~wever. trite to l i~r tn.  1)errida (ocuses neither exclusively nor pri- 
marily on wliat appears to be central or paramount. hut on tliat which appears "mnr- 
ginal." In  this specilic encounter. lie responds by way o f  ;I "deconcentration" (Derridi~: 
I9SSs. 44) o f  (iatlamer's text. Indeed. our o f a  thirty page apology ib r  the "universal- 
ity" o f  hermeneutics. Derrida chooses one line - "Both partners must have tlie goocl 
w i l l  to try In  understand each nther" (Ciadarner in Michelfelder L% Palnier 10x9: 33). 
This "must" is used to uncover tlie metaphysical presuppositions embedded in G i l d i t -  
mer's dialogic model ol't~nderstanding.~ 

One could say that there is something pntmnising in the way that Ciadarner presents 
his "dialogue partner." and tlie re;tder. u,ith n lesst)n on tlie workings and trierit tofhet-- 
meneulics. N o  wonder then that 1)errida wks  in his lirst naraeranli o r  his first resnonse . - .  
8 ,\I I l l i s  pninl il is inlp,rl;lnl la nolr lllf imponanrc of Dcmida's illr<,rx~.,,nl: Tmtord o,, i:thil- r , /  I> i , rcv\~ 

rirm lo I.#!!rrned 11rc Ibr lllir di.icussio~~. Ricliar<l Kcnrnry guc.5 m far as lo suggesl I l ia !  I)crridn'r 
:lli~~,~lr,rrl is  uithcr a contr;al~clion nf ILc pr,rition hc nsrun~cs in the Lkrrirla-Gada~ncr cneaanlrr. lo ail. 
"a philosophy of 'dialopuc' IS  inip<tsrihlc." or ;t s~~bslanlinl rcvision of lhis vicar to makc i t  compalihlc 
u,illt ";)!I cl l i ic  o f  discussioa" IKcrnlcv 1W3: 7). 11 slloulrl hc mnud ihal at no point during lhc 
Dumida-(iabnwr r o n l i o ~ ~ l a l i o ~ ~  does IDcrridit r~plicitly dcny thr pnwihilily ol'a philosophy of dinlupc. 
Is thc .lhc~r~~n>)d t)cm~Jil prc~l~~n~initntl~ T C ~ C I S  to 1 1 1 ~  alt~vciltic)n wi~h Searlc. hui i t  is  a lso "sn ir~vitnlinn 
lo dccinhcr lhc mlrr. thc convcnticmr. lhc urcr which dominntc thc nrodr~nir macr and thr int~:llcrtsal 
i~tslt1ut;ans ill which u'c dcharr. ailln ;>lf$vn but ulsu will? osaelvcs~' 1 1 9 X X ~ c .  l i2 l .  Sincc lhcrc cn.vrn~ 



whether "anything was taking place here other than improbable dekttes"" ( i n  
Michelfelder Rr Palmer 1989: 521. Ironically. Gadamer w o ~ ~ l d  latcr concur with this 
sen~iment. ~hough ibr  different reasons. For Gadi~~iier. tlie dialogue between himself 
a n  Derrida is ~lnsuccsssli~l because Derrid;~ reli~ses to i~ndcrstanci him. In  fact. 
Derrida reli~ses to ilnderstand Gatktmer i n  tlie way that lie wants to be understood. 
wliich is his (Gadanier's) own way. What is really happening liere can be glmnetl kon i  
examining the three questions Derrida poses to Gada~iier in inore detilil. 

QIIC,.V!~<II~ I 

-'l-low could anyone not be ternpled to acknowledge how extremely e\,icle~it this axiom 
is?" asks Denitla 1.52) with rekrence to (;adanierqs appeal to gootl wi l l  (and his abso- 
lute com~nitmcnt to the desire for cc~nsensus in understanding). Derrida is ol'coursc in- 
\joking otie ol'the most fitliiiliar "truths" of'ethics. namely the Kantian clailli that only 
tlie g11nc1 u.ill determines what is gciorl. Specilically then. the lirsk nf'his "three ques- 
lions" to Gatlamer is: "Doesn't this ilnconditional ilniom nevertheless presuppose that 
tlie 11.il1 is the fhnn o f  th i~t  uncondition:~Iity. its last rcson. its ulti~nate deterniin:ltion'!" 
( 5 2 ) .  Derrida is suggesting tliilt by making "good will" the precondition to undcrstsnd- 
inp - "its very necessi ty"  Gadamer is reverting to "the meti~pliysics o f t l ie  wil l" (53). 

Silnon ( i n  Michelfelder & Palmer 1989: 168) points out that i t  does not make sense 
to speak o fa  "good will" to understand tlie other since the use o f  thc concept o f  "will" 
presupposes a given. in liis words. "a w i l l  as something common to all. so that one al- 
ready knows, without one's interpretation, what 'wi l l '  is." Derrida questions Gada- 
mcr's assumption o f  a ~~r r i r r r . .~n l  wi l l  to underst:~nd. which is hnsed on the i ~ ~ i l i ~ . i r l r ~ r r l  
subject's detrnnination to "will" ~~nderstanding. The notion o f  inrli\;idual autononiy is. 
as Shusternian ( i n  ivlichell'elder Rr Palmer I9S9: 716) noles. essential III the Kantian. 
and indccd the whole Enlightenmcnr traditian. a tr:ldition "that C;;lda~iier's theme o f  
tr;lditional authority and snliditrity is meant to oppose." G;ldamer sliould thereftire he 
quite concerned about this question. 

Cadatner's counter-argument rests on tlie assumption that Derrida's reading o f  the 
good wi l l  to uoderstanding delibcrittely under~nincs his u\r,n i dc i  oFhgood \r.ill" in or- 
~ l c r  to avoid any consensus between them. Ciada~iier thus argues Illat li is icleit c ~ f  "good 
will" is related to what Plato called "(,IIIII~IIP;.\ ~k .~r ( , l r (> i , "  11181 is. :I desire not 10 pro\'e 
that one i s  right by  identifying the wcnknesses of wh;lt the other has to sily. hut rather 
to strc.ngtlien the nlller's poitit o f  vie\\ (55). As Forget ( in Miclielfe1dc.r X: Palmer 
1489: 132) suggests. Ciadarner does not perceive o f  "good will" as lia\.ing ally essen- 
tial ties to ethics "or any sort o f  voluntnrisrn." Instenti. Gndnnicr's reference to "_coed 
will" is "nothing Inore than an observation" (Gndamrr in Micliell'elder X: PPaiier 1'489: 
55) tiom wliich Derrida glimpses a decline into llle lang~~ztgc ol'nietapliysics. Ciadarner 
insists that lie "wil l  make ;in ell'un [to understand 1)erridn's criticisrnj. as anyone 
would do who wzlnts to ~~ndcrstand another person or wants to he ~~ndzrsto(>d by an- 
other" (55). Fi~nhermore. he "cannot believe that Derrida w o i ~ l d  actually disagrcc with 

~lemic dirct<ssiom~r i s  :dsa rclcv;anl lo this dcb:lc. I1 is in LIE .I/l<,riv,e,d dlnl t)cnida lrlcs lo ~'~cdacciusl 
lilllc r l ~ c  \,inlc~lce and 111c smhiguily" I 1131 of lhcsc cncuunlcn. including 118s own ihr  an i8 lp i r  o1'1llr. 
"viots~~cr." mmn~ i t t c r l  by Llrrridil in hi, anmuntcr with Ciadsmcr xv i l l  111crclbrc nlro bc iotinmcd b) th<s 
n,urL. "'\lra~gh~fbnx,ard' Ibrn~ uf'discossion" I 11-11 on rhc pl~ilosopl~icol. r l l~~cnl and political .nio~nnl>cr 
ot' acvdc~~ l i c  d~acussion t 113) ~n ordcr lo five 0 stronger n ~ t ~ ~ n u l c  fi,r Ocrr<J.$'.; fiml rcr]?nnhr t o  
(iod;mr.r. 



me about [what I mean by good will to understanding]." since "whoever opens his 
nioutli wants to hc understoocl: otherwise. one would neither speak nor write." 155) 

liere is evidence that (iadamer invokes a notion of understanding based on consen- 
sus. The fact that Derrida di.~~~,qwr.v with liiiii is perceived hy Ciadarner as unurilling- 
ness to iordt~r:rrc~rrrl him. Ci;idnmcr believes, however. tllat Derrid;! t;icilly iiglres lo 
sonie consensus between theni since lie direcls liis questions directly to (;adamer. thus 
assuming that (iadamer is willing to understand hini (55). In this vein. Kearney 11903: 
6 )  charges Ilerrida with "a will to overpower Gadamer through delihernte misunder- 
standing." Forget ( 135) echoes this sentiment when he suggests that Derrida'!, insis- 
tence tliat tliere are no "true" readings o f a  text, that misundersvan~ling in discourse is 
unavoid;~ble. belies tlic fict that lic too wants to he read and understood. Derri(1;l's rc- 
sponse lo this kind of argument can be found in the .-1lieri1,oril. Here Derrida (IYXRa: 
146) criticises the "use and abuse" of the argument that, since the deconstructionist is 
"sopposed not to helieve in tnitli. stability. or the unity of meaning, in inten!:ion or 
'meaning-to-say' " lie has no grounds upon whicl~ to demand that his own text shot~l(l 
he intcrprrted correctly. If Derrid:~ dirl not want to he reud or undersrood. there would 
indeed be no need to write. or sign liis texts. More pertinently. if Derridn only believed 
in the inevitxhle presence of misunderstanding. on what grnunds could lie charge 
someone, for example. Searle. that he 11% misread or misunderstood hini'! Derrida 
writes that Li~irirctl Irtc was concerned with analysing "tlie brutality with which. he- 
neath an otten quite ~iianifest exterior, Searle had read me, or rather avoided reading 
me and trying to i~nderstand" ( I  13). This citation. although not referred to by Kearney, 
would serve as n discli~ilner to the possihility of' only misunderstanding. Derridi~ is not 
"misllnderstanding" Gadniner in some way lhat can he corrected. He is making a stand 
against the implicit nssumptions in Ciadanier's text. He wants to make thetn explicit 
and oppose thmi. N o  consensus is possible on tliis level. 

Derrida does, lhowevcr, cavtion that language and intcrpretation are prohlematic: 
otherwise, there wnuld he no reason to :/ivrrr.r.~ anything. In fact. language is more 1h;ln 
problematic. "which is to say, perhaps of nn order otlier tl~iin prnhlemnticity" (120). 
The possihility of a misinterpret;~tion can tl~erefi~re not he dismissed. Derrida adds: 
"That we may or may not he in  agreement on this suh,ject attests by itself to this more 
than problematic prohlemnticity" 1120'). 

He does, however. reject the possihility of a prtrr ~nisiinderstanding. Evidence of 
this is to be found in tlie following exaniple: 

Whatever the disagreements between Seerle and myself may have been, for in- 
stance, no one doubted tliat I had understotld at least tlie English grammar and 
vocabulary of his sentences. Without th~t ncr debatc would have hegun. Which 
does not a~notlnt to s;~ying that all possihility nl'misunderstandings on my part 
is excluded a priori. but that they would have to he. one can hope at least. of 
another or~ler. (146) 

This "other ordei'  is in Derridenn ternis ;I way of arresting "mistinderstanding" hy the 
workings of rl;lt~runce: misi~nderstanding is always alre;~dy possible hut never totally 
inevitable or "pure." Furthermore. Det~ida suggests the ilnportance of il 'minim:~l con- 
sensus'. Hr writes: "[No] research is possible in a co~miiunity (I'or example. academic) 
without the prior search ibr [a] minitiial consensus and without discussion around tliis 
minim;!l consensus." This "minimnl consensus" is of an order that u.ill be detel-mined 



by a paniculi~r contcxt. for insrance. "this or th i~t  nat ion~~l  culttlre, in tlie university or 
o i~ ts i~ le  the university, in school or elsewhere. on television, in the press. or in a spe- 
cialised colloqi~iom" since Derrida does not believe in the "possibility o f  an absolute 
detennination o f  the 'minimal"' (145). Unlike Ciadarner. Derrid;~ believes that the 
"nonns o f  minitnal intelligibility" are not absolute and ah historical. but nierely "more 
stable than others" (147). Crucially, Derrida points out that there is a "right track" and 
better way to interpl-eting a text (146). To  be on the right track does not signify a rend- 
ing that is huyond all equi\focation. hut instead rcrers 111 "interpretations [that] are 
prohahilistically dominant and conventionally :~cknt~\\,ledged to grant ;~ccess to what 
[tlie writer] thought lie Incant and to what readers For the most part tlloi~ght they could 
onderstand." ( 11-11 Derrida's insistence on the possibility of a right track challmfes the 
delinition o f  "deconstruction" as the p t~ th  to relativism and intleter~iiinis~n. \rIiich lie 
argues "is,/irl,r(. (tIi:~t's right: fi~lse, not true) i l~ltl feeble: i t  supposes a bail (thi~t 's right: 
blrtl, not good) and feehle reatling o f  numerous texts. first o f :~ I l  minc, which therefore 
 nus st tinally he read or reread" ( 146). 

What is tlie difference between a bat1 rending and a misuiiderstandin~'? 'fhe possibil- 
i ty of a "bi~d reading'' \rould also suggest the possibility o f  ;I "g._oud reird~ng." Does 
Derr id i~ claim that n " b l l c l  reatling" is a re;lding thal does not correspond with what his 
text intends, h r  if this is the case, then liis detractors would question his argunient in 
hvour of "undecidability." In this rcg:~nl. tlicy wo t~ ld  illign Derrid~l's insistence on a 
"good reeding" \\,it11 the Gada~nerian notion that "reading and ondersrimding mrdn that 
\\,lint is :~nnounced is led hirck to its original authenticity" ((iadilmer in Michelfelder S: 
I'almer 1989: 35). 

What Derrida actually argues against is the liermenel~tist search l i ~ r  the hidden 
"truth" ol'tests, The argument t i ~ r  r~ndecidability tloes not imply [lint meaning is inde- 
tertninnte. Undecidability implies that meaning can never be c o r r r ~ ~ l ~ ~ r t ~ .  'This 1n:lkes po- 
sitions of totirlisation. fitltilment and plenilude impossible to maintain ( 1 16). Mcilning 
is nevcr pitrely undecidable. I n  fi~ct. Der ida would argue irgi~inst either complete un- 
decidability, or complete decidability. Ilndecidahility liinges on the "rlerer,~ni~~~rru os- 
cilltrtion between possibilities" 1148). i n  other words, the t ru t l~  is "un~lecidablc" he- 
cause there are distinct and also limited possibilities of meaning that compete among 
each other from which one makes a limited choice. When one interprets. unc risks 
these finite and deter~nin:~te possibilities. He assens that when lie "puts ratlictllly into 
question" sitch notions as "tr-utli." "refhence" ant1 "stable contexts ol'inte~pretation." 
he is not contesting that there i.7 and that tlicre .shrrrih/ hc truth. reference and stable 
contests of interpretation. In  the matter o f  tlie "st;~bility" o f  an interpretalive context, 
Derricl;~ points to the "essence" (docs this not suggest so~nething intrinsic. true or sta- 
ble'!) ofslability. u4iich is "always provisional and linite" (150). In  other words. there 
is no ahs(~Ii~te stalrility; in Fact, stability is by ilefinitinn always destabilirahle. 

The ~iieaning an interpreter attaches to lhis/hur rcading o f  the test is based on a 
choice hetween finite possibilities, and thus also on exclusion. Ilowcvc~-. who or \vlial 
dcterniincs whether something is "validly" a possible niraning'l Derrida writes that the 
possibilities are "lliyhly ~ICIPI?II~II~~/ in strictly ~ i r / i r re~ l  sitl~atiuns'' ( 148). '1.0 this cnd. 
nn interpreter must understand, write and even tr;lnslate the v x t  o f  tlie i~uthor. ~ i i l ~ s t  
know the hody ol'thr author's work as well as possible, including 811 the contexts that 
detcrmine i t ,  be they the literary. philosophicill and rhetorical traditions. the history r> i  
the ;mtlior's lang~~age. society, history. etc. (1441. A "goad re;~dinp" remains "true" to 



the context of  a text - Derrida is adamant that the interpretative experience shi~rild not 
take the form of a relativism where one can say ‘:jest anything at all" (145). Bell 
(1995: 382) points to the f;lct that the logic of remaining true to the text implies whnt 
Derrida calls "protrhcols ol' reading'' that will liinction as guard-rails to prevent any 
re~~d ing  whatsoever lion1 heing advanced. Derrida does not tell us what these protocols' 
are, lie confesses th:~t he hi~s nc1t yet foon(l any protocols that satisfy him (Bell 1905: 
382. SchriU 1490: 118). Now il'these protocols of reading, which are to judge whether 
a reading is a good reatling or a had reatling. cannot he detined, we are "left wonder- 
ing whether any '~f~/c~rr.,nir.,ln/r <~icilln/ir>r.,f' will do" (Bell: 382). Furtlierniore. will these 
"protocols" or standards {rf reatling remain the snme, or would tliey also be "struc- 
tured" hy the movements of d~ii:rcr.,~rcc~? In the case of the latter scenario, such proto- 
cols of reading could hardly ft~nction as standard criteria. since they would he as 
transformationnl as reading itself Any suggestion of the same protocols of reading 
performing a general, evaluative function invokes connotations of a inutliality between 
texts, which belies Derridn's suggestion. \vitIi reference to his "second" qi~estion to 
Ciadanier. of a radic:11 break and ; ~ n  ovcrall re-stnlcturing of the context. If Derrida had 
to address this ostensihle dilenmla. his response \vould reflect his deconstructionist ap- 
proach to principles. \vhich will he discussed in the li~llowing section. 

Deftwe we turn to Derrida's next "question," two iniporlant implications that emerge 
Srom tliis ~Iiscilssion of' Derrid:is lirst question to Ciadamer should be noted. I'irstly. 
Gi~damer's presiipposition of :I common i~nderstanding hoils down t o  a will to power 
and as si~ch scrvcs as >I "means <if mnking one's own understanding prevail" (Simon in 
Michelfelder & Palmer 198'1: 165). In other words. Gadamer's nntion of the will to un- 
derstand the other dismisses the "otherness" of' the other. As his "other." Derrit:la will 
only show "good will" towards (iadanier if he ~~nderstands him in the same w:ly that 
Ciadamer ~~nderstantls lri~~fsclf: Judging from Derrida's response he does not presup- 
pose such "good will." l'lie challenge of acknou,ledging otherness while at the same 
time trying to ~~nderstand \\.ill be the k a u ~ r e  of [)elrida's third question. The second 
key aspect oftlie lirst question to Ci;ldamer is an i~nponant Derridez~n assumption: the 
context o f a  text deter~iiines lo a large degree the possibilities or me:~nings. The next 
section looks at the matter of'contexl. 

QIIC.YI~OIJ 2 
In his second critical question Derrida lhighliglits the issue ofthe context ofinterpreta- 
lion. Derriil;~ (h4ichelf'elder & Palmer 1989: 5.3) asks: "Wliiit to do ahout good u,ill - 
the condition for consensus even in disagreement - if one wants to integrate a p5yclio- 
analytic hermeneutics inlo a general Iiertiieneulics'~' According to him, Ciadamer as- 
sumes that "good will" in psycho;~nalysis cnri~ils nierely a continual enlargernenl of the 
context of interpretation. whereas lin Derrid:~ this would involve a discontinuolls re- 
stmcturing of the context. 

Ciadamer ( i n  Michclfelder & Palmer 1989: 56) claims that he has not been under- 
stooil if i t  is supposecl that he wants to integrate a psychoanalytic hermeneutics into ii 
general her~nenelltics. since he. too. considers this "as a breach. a nr/>trr.,rt,. and not an- 
other ~netliotl for iintlerslanding the same thing.'' Shostermnn's (217) re,joinder is sig- 
nificant: if understanding is always dependent on n chansing context, as Ciadamer now 
claims. how I ~ L I S I  his reader reconcile tliis with the idea, inspired by the concept of 
"good will." that people in diCferent contexts share thc same understanding? Cenninly. 
Derritla's question highlights a valitl concern, especially if one takes into account 



Gatlanier's notion o f  a '.filsion o f  horizons."' W l i i ~ t  is the besis ol' the possibility o f  a 
fusion ofhor iz t~ns? Shustennan points out that such a possibility is ensured by the ihct 
t h i t  different IILII-irons are already implici t ly joined. and Ilitls not l ~ ~ l l y  distinct, i n  w h i ~ t  
Ciadarner has called "the depths o f  tr;~dition" I ?  17).'" 

Cul ler (1991: 153) indicates that "[the] appeal to consensus and convention - truth 
as what is validated b y  our accepted methods o lval idat ion - works to Irellt t l ie norm as 
I'oundation - [and] nornis are produced by acts o f  exclusion." I n  Derridv's (19XXa: 
146) o\vn "definilion" o f  dccolistruction, thc deconstructio~iisf never contests o r  de- 
str<iys l l ie value o l t ru th ,  but only rcinscrihes thesc balues "in more powerftll. larger, 
more stratilietl tests" (146) in order to take into account the l i n~ i t s  of objective science 
itnd theory, which i s  inevitably based 011 a series o f  exclusions o f  possihle borderline 
cases that seriously itnderniine detemiinacy I I XI.  

The prist ice o r  exclusion highlights two ilnponant fealures with rcrilrds l o  tl ie - - - 
~nean ing  generated in communication. Firstly. since l angua~e  is Tor Derrido an open 
system (Cill iers 1998a: 43). the distinction between "inside" and "outside" is problem- 
atic. In order- to bc recognisable as such. a system ( fo r  instance, a l a ~ i g ~ ~ a g e  system) 
must be boundcd i n  some way. We fi.ame 21 systein by describing i t  in 51 ccnain way 
ICi l l iers 2001: 140. 141 ),which signifies a meta-lwei [hilt is. in the case of'n language 
system. not characteristic ol'langllage itself. Hence, the buunda~y is not a n a t u r ~ ~ l  thing 
and not something that can be described ol?jectively. r h i s  brings 11s to Ll~e sccond fea- 
ture ot ' the pr i~ct ice o f  exclusion. nilmely that i t  in\,olves a rhokr.. Cul ler (120) wsrites 
11ia1 exclusicm :IS a strategic pnrl o f  the theorist's eorle:~\.our to account for rneaning. 
entails specilLing the necessary features ol'the context. the nitture of the wor~ls.  per- 
sons. and circumstances required. I n  this regard. Derrida (14XIIa: 130) argues that 
there is i l lways something "political" i n  communication: "[One] cannot do  anything. 
least o f  all speak, without detemiining ( i n  a manner th;it is not only theoreliual, but 
practical and perfonnativc) a context." Any  meaning derived from the t e s ~  is t i ~ r  Der- 
r idn ct~ntcnt-bound. When Derrida argues ihat no meaning can he (Ietmm?ined 11111 o f  
context. when hu  writes "there is nothing outside tlic text." i t  does not, as Kearney 
( 1993: 3)  argues. amount to "textui~l solipsism." When Del-rids rclkrs to "text" he is 
not exclusi\~ely rel'crring to written works. Derrida (19883: 1-18) proposes t k i t  "tuxt" 
iinplies al l  referents, o r  structures that are sy~nholised by a word l ike "real." "liistori- 
cal." "ideologici~l." "socio-institi~tioni~l," "ideal," ctc. D e n i d i ~  dues not mean that these - - - - - - - 
I In  liw u r r r l  lrrrcr/~,,ror;<~n. (iaduii,c~ l i t ,  Michcliclder B Palmer IVxs: -1 I I \r nlcr: "\Vl,cn l l ~ u  inlcrprclcr 

u\crconlcs ull;tl is ulimlntlng ill lllc I n 1  11 is all cl,tcrillg inlo Ihc uumnlllnic:al<?!! in 51lch a Wag Ilia1 Illc 
~cnaion bc~a:ccn llrc hon~atl of l t ~ e  Icr l  nnd tl~c Ihorin~o u i l l r c  ru:atrr ;arc i l~si, l \uct.  I 11;~vr. rallcd ltbir a 
'lisaio~~ of Ihorirun\' 1 ' 1 ~  rcpnmlcd horimns. l lkc dill'crcnl s~:~~I~I~~~!IIs. n)cl.gu r r~ lh EIC~I <~llicr... 111 l i ! , r l !  
otrd bli,,holl. (iorlilzncr (1'175: ?Ill tisrurls Illill lllc ;ln ol'n,nvcrs;lli<,s rc~ltrircs II1811 osc Jtcr 11131 1" 111 

~rul-nrguc lllc otliur prrson. ha1 Ihnl onc rc:ally eonridcm lhc uctgh1 o f ~ t ~ r .  <>lb~.l'r uplnius. t.>~ch parlicl- 
pan1 lnkcr coptt8aoocr niihu slrsnglhs and !VCII~IIVIECI 011hc1r 111~11 its WCII ill t > l b ~ r \  (.~CII.S. 'Tl>tls. IItc li- 
o;ri iporitiuri \ s < I I  br o n ~  that sll puniuipsnl. bvill nfrcc ~ l l l on  ias hr~r~sclos~r 111 Ilw .'I~uIII" llliln :illy o l ' l l i ~  
~uirial positions t\&'an,kc 1'1X7: 101 1. l l l c  collninillion , n u l ; l  gclilltnv conrcrs;!li~~o is :i cinllic&l p+iilwo. a 
sllnrcd undunm~tding o l  lhu sul?ir'el m:!ller. (ind;lmer pm;njl:tlcb Ihc ph~lrc "lilriun nl ' ln~rin~l~s" lo dc- 
srnhc the rcl~li~v#~sllil> ~CLIYCCII pnmlcm 1c.g. rrildcr and ;ik~tliorl if, ct,t~vuniition "in %vh#ct~ r<,rncllling i s  
cxprcascd rhur >h no1 nnty mine or my eulbors lhuc conmmrri' [Wnrllku luS1, 350). 

Ill Tlwru I?; sonlc alnhigu~ly abuul O;al;tmur's posilion on lhc firsinn uf horiro~,~. Shorlcnnnn's rattling 
lvnds lowarcllc a strong undcrslilnding o i  "it~sioo." Cisdn~ncr lhr~nsulf somctimrs i~lsistr oo huclx$ig ltlc 
lension hu1wcr.n ditfi.rcnt hori~nas ;jlivc (scc u g  Ci;,dumrr I ' l i S .  273). \Vc il-el Ihnt ll\c gcncral lulior 01' 
III\ wnli~le h:w a inosl3tgia fi?r cotwcrgmlcc 
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referents are reserved to or disclaimed by or circumscribed in a book. What it does 
mean, however. is that these referents are talked about within an "interpretative expel-i- 
ence." When one. for instance. refers to that which is invoked by tlie referent "ideol- 
ogy," it is trdced from a stri~cture in which it is differentiated from other referenrs such 
21s "semantic." "historical." "symbolic," etc. Tltl~s "meaning" is not inherent to tlie 
text: i t  does not exist in n text as something static and decid;~hle. This is not to suggest 
that there is 110 meaning in a text. The meaning one gleans from a text is the choice 
one makes bctwecn numbers of different referents, each invoking a different intcrpre- 
t:~tion. Denida argues that such an interpretation assumes meaning only insofar as it is 
a "movement o f  differential referring" ( 1410, in other words, n~ei~ning th;lt is differ- 
ence. deferral and also the act of dilt'ering. Meaning is not extra-testu:~l. it is rontex- 
tual, in other words. meaning is only derived from a particular context. Another way 
of formulating this important notion is that meaning is a local pltenonienon that is 
valid in a particular frame crftime and spnce (Cilliers 199Xa: 124). A context is. how- 
ever, never saturated will! meaning since it changcs with every other interpretative ex- 
perience. Context itsell; then. tnust not be understood ;IS pure, given. lixed, etc. In tlie 
same way that meaning is only meaninp-as-d~/Ii:r~z~~cc~. there is always already a con- 
text, thol~pli that contcxt can never claini a totality. 

By no\\, the exasperated her~neneut will point to the only "thing" (hut what i q  'it"!) 
that seems to escape this endless play of rii[fi:ra~~co. namely di(li;rti~'lmrc(, itself. l ' o  bor- 
row Simon's (in Michelfelder & Palmer 198'): 132) phrase. can one glimpse an "entire 
metaphysical machinery" behind this position of </illh.rrnce'? Derrida claims that dill('- 
rnncc "'is' in itself notliing outside of  different determinations" (IOX8a: 149). In other 
words, one cannot think of iii[ji:r.nrrcc as some or other stable "posilion." Di[!?r.clncu is 
the finite to-and-lio between deterntined and dift'erent possibilities of  meaning or ac- 
tion within strictly defined situations, tlie interpretation of  whiclt results in our dcci- 
sions, and hence cli(~ices of action or meaning. Therefore, while diffirnnce "ocver 
comes to a full stop anywhere, absolutely" and thus cunno! be neatly pinned into :i 

definition, it "is" neither negativity nor notltingness, as  indelennini~cy \would he 1149). 
Instead. dilii:,oncr structures (for lack crfa het~er - what? word7 does "word" not pre- 
suppose sume "thing" that "is"?) the "play" between possihilities to such an extent that 
meaning is never purely undecidable. 

This does not mean that one cannot take the stnbility of interpretative contexts into 
account. A "good reading" submits lo a stability thal is "true" in n tcmponry and lint- 
ited ( ie .  not eternal nntl absolute) manner. which takes into account the norms of the 
context. its historicity and its referents, he i t  ethical, political. institutional. etc. Ac- 
cording to Derridn. ;I "deconstructive" way of thinking context "is neither a philo- 
sophical position nor a critique of finite contexts. which it analyses without cl;liming 
any absolute overview" (137). Thinking decotistructively about context is in itselfcon- 
textual. Since the context of interpretation does not ntake any claims to any "truth" 
outside of that context, an intcrpretativc context cannot simply be merged with another 
contcxt without tnking the historicity out of it. thus rendering i t  a universal truth. 

Does this mean that different interpretative contexts hive nothing to snl. to each 
other'! Does the "unstable stability" ofcon~exts  preclude, or as Kearney (1993: 5)  sug- 
gests. undermine. tlie possibility ( ~ f  agreement or consensus? Another way oTe,:press- 
ing this concern is with reference to the nostalgia for a unifying tnetanarrative (((illiers 
199%~: 114-115). which perceives of the ahsence of an external check on any dis- 



course as leading to fragti1ent:ltion. anarchy and men~iinglessness. According to this 
\*iew. i f  knowledge cannot he grounded ol~,iectively, eilch (lis~.ourse wi l l  become inde- 
pendent of ;ill others. leading to lhe closure and isol;ltion o f  discursive communities. 
To this Derrida would ansu,er. as lie does in Tile Priwcif)lc u l 'Rrruo~l :  Tire L/rt i~.osit~. 
I r r  Tile EI~L'Y (?/'/IT Pr~/)ilr: '.What is tilealit by conimunity and itistiuttioti lnllst he re- 
thot~glit" (Derrida 1983: 16). In  this text Derritla proposes a "comniunity ol'thought" 
that woold raise new questions i n  order to underst;~nd an institution's history as well as 
tlie specitic nomis. the fitndanlental axiomatics. rhetoric. rites and prticcdi~rcs that con- 
stitute that institi~tioti (15-16). These new modes ol'qitestioning, Derridn explains. arc 
also "a new relation to language and tr;alitions, a new rrfliurr~rri,~~~, atid new ways ol' 
taking responsibility." (15) Tlie new responsibilities are described in tetms ol'a double 
gesturc: they must at once kecp alive the memory of tradition and make :In opcning to- 
ward the furore ( 16- 171. 

Two itnportant aspects o f  Derrida's notion o f  responsihility should he noted. Firstly. 
we need to take into itccount the notion o f  a "dou~ble gestilre." The "encounter" he- 
tween Derrida and Ciad~umer is not between two prominent. distinct philosophical tra- 
ditions. i t  is i~hout the sttttus of the metaphysical tradition. something o f  \r,Iiich decon- 
struction is a pal-[ but, simultaneously also its other. Althouglt deconstruction uses the 
1;lnguage o f  mcti~pliysics, its otltelness is signified by  its subversiun o f  tlti~t traditic~n. 
Thus, tlte deconstr~tctionist writes two 1;tngu:iges simultaneously. one i l fhnn; l t ive the 
r~tl ier suh\.ersive. Hy accepting tlie danger o f  trying to overcolne mdaphysics. tlie de- 
constructionist has heed herself to unsettle the traditional binary oppositions. the 
"dead metaphors" that function as tlnchallenged truths and demonstrate 111s power re- 
lations produced hy, and tlie limits o f  lilnguage withirl, that tradition." Secondly, Der- 
rida's interpretation o f  the tlow ol t i tne io ;I systetn d i fk rs  from iri~ditiott;~l interpreta- 
tions that i;~vour the present. Tlie notion OI'(/~/T?ITIIIL.L' retiii~ids LIZ lltal not only 111s past 
hut also tlic future. whatever this may be. has to be considered when we try to cstah- 
lish meaning. We have to take responsihility for tlie unknownhle liltttre. Ilowever. \vc 
cunnot simply fall bnck on universal principles. This would deny the complexity ofthe 
world. Conversely. we can alsc~ not r r i l r~~t .  everylhing. T11is w o i ~ l d  be an e\,asion of our 
responsibility. Derrida (1088: 17) explains that tlic I-esponsihility t l ~ 1 1  he is trying to 
situate. 11crc with regilr(ls to a tlni\;ersity system, still places him "tl~irlrin the itniversity. 
;!long with its melnory and tratlition, tlie irnperati\,e ol' professional rigour and compe- 
tence." Derrida takes principles seriously. I t  can be argued lhnl llerrida's approach to 
principles is suclt that we treat them O.T ifthey are universal rules. but we need to re- 
rnotiv;ltc the legititn.~cy ot'these nlles evely time we use theln ICilliers IOYX:  1391. 

The central problelnatic o f  Derrida's "second question" is n challenge to tlie hertne- 
tierlric pc~sti~latiolt nf a f i~sion olltorizons. A t  slake is tlie implication of' Derrida's con- 
tention that there is no "definitive" context. nanicly, a new, residing of ;I text cannot 
merely be incorporated \vithin at1 already "exisling" context. ' l l ~ i s  point i s  one o f  the 
~ ~ -- 

I I !3> \vny d'~~x:~r~~pIc, l)cmid:~ t 10$%,1: 381 ~,rila & t l w c ~ l  lhia rchp<>oac t o  JL A~lst i t15 I l c ~ ~ r  tv I),, Tl,iy:.$ l l '~I1~ 
If;,rdr 1I1;11 ihc cnnri<lcrs I h i ~ n ~ c I t ~ l ~  hr: "in 111;111y ICIPCCIS q l t i l ~  CIOSC I<> . \ ~~ r l i r l .  hnlll 1 1 1 1 c ~ . s l ~ t l  ;and ill- 
dcbfcil to l~ir  pmhlc~~>;ttir." ;~nd ihcn. cmcictlly. IIL. ;tdrls: -~I IL.~!  I 'ID rilibc t~t~~,hli<u~h or i + j cc t i~~~~ .  it i* ill- 
\,a)% ;tt puinlr uhcrc I rucog~!ise in .Aoslin'r IIICUT? pr~>~ippo8ili~)tlh SVIIICII ilrc 11111~1 lcllil~itlal% mld l l ic 
I , ,  t l  s s i 1 i n  c ,  I , , ; , , , /  l y l  l ' l i , , , "  1)~.rri'Iil illilllll.llll~ Ill*, 
~ I ~ c ~ ~ ~ ~ s ~ r t ~ c I i ~ ~ r ! ~  'Iu no1 :,llcr~~pI 10 cwcrcc>!t~c LIIC I ~ I c ~ ~ ~ I ~ ~ ~ I c : ~ ~  ~r:s<tilc<>~>. hincc 1 l ~ ; ~ l  \\I?icl, tries L C ?  <>cap< 
~mul;!physic* i s  iilrcady ~~nplicil u,ithin 11. l l l i> t  III IT it, l i t>i lc> IIICIGP~I~SICI i s  C~IB~I,LI IIIICIL.~~' l i n~~ ly  
\v i th iu t l> i> i  trztdttitn~ 



main differences between Derrida and Gadamer: the latter is still too concerned with a 
l i~s ion ofperspecti\,es to rcalise ;I radical "break" i n  the context. whereas Derrida per- 
ceives of an-other reading :IS n restructuring o f  the context. Different rererents would 
"stn~cture" the text dillerently - a continuing process that cannot be completed. 

Bearing i n  mind Dcrrickl's rejection o f  decision-mnking based only on c;~lculatian. 
one can assume that the protocols of reading (mentioned in tlie previous section) 
would not be nbstrnct n ~ l e s  that one blindly adheres to. On what grounds does one em- 
ploy a particular set o f  "quiisi-protocols" i n  order to establish whether or not sumr- 
thing. for instance. a specilic interpretation o f a  text. is good'! The answer to this ques- 
tion points once again to tlie possihility of a minimal consensus. which i s  a key aspect 
o f  Derricki's "third" question. 

Ql~e.stiofr 3 
The third question continues the critique of(iadalnerts claim that the underlying stnlc- 
lure nfunderstanding ("Verstehen") is a "gond will." leading to tlie possihility o f  con- 
sensus. Ilerrida ( i n  Michelfeldcr & Palmer 1089: 53) asks whether "the precondition 
for 1i~1:srchcrr. far from being the continuity o f  r[r/i[iort [what Caikimer would call con- 
sensus or m~ttual understanding]. is not rather the intern~ption o f  rop/)or/. a certain 
rop jx~r r  o f  interruption. the suspending o f  ;!I1 niecliatiun." Derrida's questinn is a criti- 
cism o f  cia dam el.'^ ~~ssumption tIi;~t when partners in dialogue show tlie good wi l l  to 
understand one another, i t  beconies possible to remove tlie "otherness" o f  the other 
and achieve mt~tual  understanding. The "otliei'cannot be understood i n  any nth#-r way 
than li-om tlie woultl-he onderstander's own perspective. 

In  a footnote at the end o f  Tile P01iti1:c ffFrielld~hil~. Derrida (1988b: 644) writes: 
"Friendship. tlie relation without dependence. without episode and yet into which en- 
tern all tlie si~nplicity o f  lit$. passes by way o f  the recognition o f t l ie  comlnon slrange- 
ness that does not allow us to speak o fou r  friends. but only to speak to them ..." From 
this citation, i t  is evident that Derrirln would perceive the Garlamerinn pursuit o f  over- 
coming the other's otherness as a l i in i i  of \ . io lmce that has its roots in a ~netapliysical 
tradition that emphasises uni\rersaliry over differentiation. or consensus over alterity. 
According to Derritla. the encounter \villi the other is always already tnarketl by asym- 
metry inasmuch as the wi l l  to understand the other is suffi~scd with a wi l l  to power. 
This w i l l  a, power is evident i n  the gesture o f  receiving tlie other from one's own per- 
spective. thus rendering the understanding o f t l i e  other an exercise i n  .rcll:interest. in 
c l i ~~ng ing  !lie other to prnduce a "s;~me" that cc~incitles with one's own interest. While 
Ciadarner concedes that we encounter one another with preiudice, he ~ievertheless pns- 
tulates the possibility o f  a commensur~ihility hrnught on by mutu;~l agreement. 

Caputo ( in Michelfelder & Palmer 198s: 263) perceives o f  a deconstructiim that 
would eye with suspicion a position that purchases "deep truths by deep violence." by 
repressing tliat which disturhs the unity ot'a system oftruth. i.e. those who trouble the 
guardis~ns o f  truth with their "otherness." When Gadanier suggests at the heginning of 
his encounter with Derrid;~ tli;~t the r~niversal claim o f  hemieneutics is beyond a11 
cloubt. he has. Derrida ( i n  Micl~elfelder rPr Palmer 10x9: 54) claims. already (lismissed 
"quite a different way o f  thinking nhout texts." Gadanier ( in Michelfeldcr & Palmer 
lqXY: 57) rqioins tliat there i s  an implicit consensus hetween hermeneutics and decon- 
struction since Derrida poses questions to him and ni i~st  therefore presume that Gada- 
mer would understand the~ii. Gadamer's argument is what Ke;~mry describes as the 



charge ol'obscurantism. In  dialogue. writes Keamey (lOL)?: 4). "One milst seek to say 
what one nieans w tlie other and to try to underst;tnd what the other means to say." 
This would require. as Ijerridn hi~nsel f  points out in an already lnentioned citation, at 
least a minimal commitment to consensus. :ind the minimu111 requirement being that 
";In ethic:ll ollier must lirsl have itddrcssed the subject in a Inngoage that the subject 
can hear and (at least niininlally) understand" (Kcarney 1993: 1). 11 is interesting to 
note two different emphases in Derridn's ltse o f  tlie term "obscurantism." 

Firstly, in his text on the raison d'i-Ire o f  t l lr  i~niversi~y. Derrid;~ (19X.7: I )  suggests 
that nihilism nnd obscur;tntis~n lie in wait "when on occasion great professors 01- repre- 
scntotives of prestigious institutions lose ill1 sense o f  proponion and control: on such 
occasions they fhrgct the PI-inci le\ that tliey c l t t in~ 10 dctbn<l in ll icir work and sud- 
denly begin to heap insults ..."' If lnltst be noted that Derrid;~ himsell hils at limes 
tlrilted his critics in a "\,iolent" manner. In  tlie altercation that follo\red his pnpcr. Rrr- 
r.;slrti. Lu.sr M'r~rzl (Del'rida 1985). i1 can be argued that Derridi~ treats h i s   xit tics un- 
Ihirly. l i e  makes no effon lo liide his rescnmient and oRen employs a condescending 
and even insulting lone." Another example is Derrida's (1988~1: 1131 own admission 
i n  the Alio-11rrrr1 th;lt his writing with refards to his illtercation \vith Se;~rle "was not 
devoid ol'aggressivity." Del-rida's lirsl response to Ciadarner 11;~s a distinct ironic lone. 
wliicli i s  contrary 11) his call for a "strniglitforwi~rtl" discussion it1 the ,~l f i~rn~orul .  
Moreover. Derrida tin Miclielfelder & I'almcr I')X'): 54) himsclindmits to the "cllipti- 
cal" form o i  his response. It is i n  the -]lic,rtt,ord that Derrida (I9XXa:l I? )  asserts that 
the "\,iolence. poli t icl l  or otherwise, at work in ac:ldemic discussions or in intellcctt~al 
disct~ssions generally, must be ackno\ulcdged." Ilowever, lie denics ildvocating or al- 
lowing this violetice: instead, he pleads thrtt "we try to recognise iund nn;llyse it as best 
we cnn i n  ils variuus ibrti~s: ohvious or disguised. institutionill or individual, literal or 
metaphoric, ciundid or hypocritic;ll. i n  good or goilty conscience" ( I  11). 

Secondly, i n  the .jfierunrd, Derr i i l i~ ( 1 19) ti~cuses miire on the element o f  equivoca- 
tion associated \bit11 obsct~mntism. He writes: 

One shouldn'l complicate things for the pleasure o f  complicating. hut one 
should ;11so never simply pretend to be sure ol'such simplicity where there is 
none. H' things were simple. \vord would have gotten around, as you say in 
English. There you have one o f  my inoltos. one quite appropriate fbr u-hat I 
take to be the spirit or the type ciT'enlightentnent' granted our time. Those who 
wish to s impl ib  II~ :!I1 costs and who r:lise :I hue and cry :~hout obsc~trity he- 
cause tliey do not reco~nise ~ l l c  unclarity L I ~  t l ie old .4r!/kiiirr111l: are in my eyes 
dangerous dogmatists and tedious ohscunlntists. N o  less dangerous (Ihr in- 
stance. i n  politics) are those who u,ish ti1 purify at :III costs. 

lklis ~neaninp is clear: for tlie sake o f  clarity and the possibility o f  understnndiop, it i s  - - 
necessary to strive to write as un;~mbiguously as possible. without dell-acting Fru~n tlie 
comnlexities that sometimes chur:lcterise one's suhirc! Iniiittcr. In  conllmrison. (iail;~. 
mer' i  conlidence i n  mutunl aqeement and some ibmi o f  eventual consdnsus seriouslv - 
nndelrsti~n;ltes tlie co~nplexities that are always already part o f the interpretative expe- 
rience. Reaardless o f  the evidence that Derrida himself has not nlwnvs treated his in- - 
terlucutors in a responsible way. his "three qilestions" to Ciad;imer have demonstrated 

12 Suc, li,r inalsncc. timlnolca ninr and I I ollhc ..I/i<r>1.r8r?llt)r.rrida I Q X X a :  156-1571. 
I For n dctt~ilcd diacursiun ol'tliic lcxt atld lltc rcspt,~tri.> lo il. xi: Cill~crr 1 I'lUshl. 
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that tlie latter's concept of "good will." which fornls the hasis of l'i,r.~lrhmr could never 
pass as a "mere observation." Tlie fact that good will is not "axiomatic" seiiously 
questions the validity of Gadamer's claim to tlie universality of hernieneutics. 

Towards An Ethic nf Discussion 
Everywhere, in particul;~r in the United States and in Europe. the 
sellldeclared philosophers. theoreticians. and ideologists of communica- 
tion. dialogue, and consenstls. of univncity and transparency, those who 
claini ccaselcssly to reinstate the classical ethics of' proof, discussion. 
c~nd exchange. are most often those who excuse thelnselves rrom atten- 
ti\.ely reading ant1 listening to the other. who demonstrate precipitation 
and dognlatism, and who no longer respect the elementi~ry rules of phi- 
lology and of  interpretation. conlbnnding science and chi~tter as though 
they had not the slightest taste for communication or rather as though 
they are afraid of' i t  ... 

(Derrida 19XXa: 156-157) 
From our discussion thus f i~r it would he fair to iisserc that Derrida provides colnpel- 
ling arguments why we should question "com~iiunication" as an axiom from wh!cli de- 
cidnhle truth emerges. In questioning Gadi~mer's post~~lation of "good will" as an un- 
conditional axiolii. Derrida chilllenges the most prohleniatic aspect of Tc,.~r ~ i n d  lntpi- 
premrinn, naniely Ciadamer's clai~n to the ~lniversl~lity of hermeneutics on the basis of 
humankind's shored capacity to iinderstond. In oppositinn. Derridn ;lrgues t i ~ r  the tln- 
decirlability of meaning. His response mny cretlte the impression that deconstruction 
merely emphasises the irnpossihility of pure ulidentanding and thus tlie inip~ssihility 
of' 'commu~~icati~in'. At the lieart of such an interpretation 01' deconstruction is a l,i- 
nary logic (iinpossihilityipossihility. com~nunicationinon-co~nn~i~niuntion pure under- 

~ - 

standing;niisunderst;~ndin~ or no hnderst;~nding. etc.), which I;~ils to takeaccount of 
the "~orkines"  of difli;r.<~rnp. Meanine-;~s-di l l~~rl t i~~'r  sueeests that man ine  is eener- . . uL L, 

nted all tlie ;me. hut'tlie process by w~iich it is generated never comes to a halt. Tl111s. 
as Derrid;~ (1')RXil: 1) points out. "one must lirst of all ask oneself whether or not the 
word or signifier 'ccinununici~tion' communic;~tes a determinate content. an irlentiti- 
able meaning. or a ~lcscrihahle ualuu." Derrid;~ concedes that the act ~ ~ f a r t i c u l a t i n ~  the 
question of' what wc mean when we say we comrnunic;~te already z~nticipatcs thc 
meaning of tlie word "comni~~nic;~tion." This illustc~tes the "double writing" of 
1)errida's deconstruction: he uses the language of  metaphysics. which constrains him 
to "predetermine co~n~n~~nica t ion  as a vchicle. a means of transport or transitional me- 
dium of a rirrorri~ry. and nioreover of :I onifietl meaning" ( I  ). while sitnult:~neously 
challenging what we "mean" by - "comniunication." 

Derrida also questions Ciadamer's ilssuniptic~n of the universality of hermenei~~ics rc- 
sulting from the argumcnt of the good will as "eumeneis elenclioi." That Gcdamer 
does claini a "i~niuersality" for hernieneutics can he deduced from his claim that i t  is a 
"hermeneutic" tradition that prestructures difSerent ~lndersrandings in or~ler for them to 
be united or "fi~sed" into one dccidahle meaning. He is not quite c<~nsistent when he 
also clai~ns (in MichelSelder R. Palmer 19x9: 96) that he affirms thnt "understanding is 
always understanding-diflerently" anti that what is "dislocated when my word reaches 
another person. and especially when n text reaches its reader. can never he rixed in a 
rigid identity." According to Derrida, communicnlion is "cut 017, at a certain point. 



h i m  its 'original' desire-to-say-what-one means" ( IC)XXa: 12); meaning cannot he 
constrained by context; and "understanding" cannot he attained throng11 tlie fusion of' 
licrnieneotic horizons since these horizons assume the decidability o i  truth. Thus, Der- 
rid;? ch:tllenges the notion ol' :I dialogue that is i~nderstood to be "someone saying 
something to someone uhol~t something" tliat opens tlie possibility o f  agreement 
l t iea~ney 1093: 41. 

Tlie "third" ql~estion challenges Ciadarner's postulation of' dialogic model o f  under- 
standing tliat strives lowards consensus, which does not include a strong enough rec- 
ognition of'tlie -'otherness" of tlie other. When Derritla iisks in Tire Poliric.~ r?/./.'rirrld- 
x11ip that we respect tlie "infinite distance" in our movement towards untlerstanding the 
other (1YX8h: 644). it is not to be conii~sed \vitli tlie notion ol':~ "r:rlically other." Der- 
rida's vie\\ o r  the other does not r id the other 01' its "otherness." nor does it snc~iui-age 
an absolute otlicrness. This is illustrated hy the esample that even iliough Derrida may 
want to be onderstood. as adamer suggests, and t l i ~ ~ s  not claim absolute otherness. it 
does not fil low th:~t such ;In ~~ndcrstani l i~ ig entails that Gadamer should necessarily 
ugrw with Dcrrida's undcrst;~nding. l'liis w i l l  amount to the exclusion o f  diffcrencc. In  
this rep~rd.  Ci~pulo (l999: 187) observes tliat. l i i r  Derri1l:t. reading and writing require 
;I certain kind of  liiendship. I-lowe\,er. this fi.ientlsliip that Derrida pust~~lates "must not 
he weighed down hy tlie baggage o f  tlie classical axiomatic o f  liiendship" (187). i n  
other words. convmtiunal notions o f  frien~lship in terms o f  proximity. li~miliarity. 
unity ;~nd Shision (1x4). Instead. the Friend would be thought ol'in ternls O F  distance. ir- 
re~lucihle olterity and strangeness (1x4). 

Derrideao fi.iendsliip is an alternative to the liiendship rierived li.o~ii the "regular 
time" and "homogenous space" described i n  tlie philosophic;il tradilion (190). 
whereby the "other" is contracted to [lie same. into fratel-nity. Caputo argues that the 
liistciry of friendship. or. ti~r Ilia1 matter. any history or tradition, is not liotnogcneor~s, 
since i t  is marked by domin3nt structures tliat silence and repress others 1Iq.i). 'l'his 
 orre responds lo 1)errida's contention th:~t academic disct~ssions are interti~sed with v i w  
lence. Den- id;^ (IYRXa: 118. 139. 155) refers to, for instance, the tendency to criticise a 
dialogue partner directly or using insults and abusive :~nalogies \c l im inlerprering tents 
i11ste:rd of citing his work i n  context, not only as a means ol'criticising hy way ot'dem- 
onstration, hut also to underline the extent to which one may agree with him. I l ow-  
ever. we have shown tli:~t the reconstitution ol'context. wllich is a precundition ol' tlie 
ethics i~l'discussion, on;~uoidahly implies politics hecause i t  in\,olves exclusion. There- 
fiirc. Derridn urges an avoidance of  funliering one's own interest if tlic cost o f  doing 
so in\,olves mnking er-rors. not understanding. rcading badly. and not respecting the 
pragmatic. grnnunatical, or ~noral rules ( 151). In  short, Dsrrida a(l\,oc;ttes respect for 
itn other's ~ , o r k  in its entirely even when ~xirticular aspects ofthat work may be prob- 
lematized (140). 

Caputo suggests that for Derrida l i iendsl~ip i s  marked by ~li [ f i ' r~irrc~~: thcrcfore. the 
friend is ;tlways a l r c~dy  ~t~lr<rr i.s 10 cr,trrc. I l ius.  CLtputo writes that \rliatever refers to 
itselt'as "the friend" in ihe present is deconslructible (191). 'Tlie dekrral of Riendsliip, 
tlie distance that sep;lr;ltes one liom the "other." does not undmiiine tlie re1;ltion with 
the friend but. instead, defi~ies its peculiar nalure: Since the ti.iend escapes us in the 
moveninlt o l ' ~ / i / j i : , ~ r ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  we can iiever enclose the friend within our knowledge: there- 
Ihre. "we can only speak lr l .  but not ohorrr tlie friend" (100). Thih is w l ~ y  Derrida as- 
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sens that when stldressing oneselftu one's dialogue partner, one needs to do i t  in the 
most direct manner possible (19X8a: 114). 

The distance that marks one's relationship with the other does not signify our mutual 
isolation; instead. this space provides the opporlllnity for comnluniciltion. Derrida i s  
the first 10 admit that certain ol' liis wrilings and deconstrt~ctive practices call into 
question the ibondations of, among other things. scientilic, pl~ilosophical and literary 
theory. He explains thnt l i i s  style o f  deconstruction aims at making legible the oslensi- 
hly self-evident tn~ths. whether philosophici~l, ethical or political. that lhide beneatli the 
code of academic discussion ( 1  13). A1 the same time he is "fnr rafcguartls. for men-  
ory - the jn~ lous  conservation - of numerous traditions" ( 14 1 ). Since Derrida takes ac- 
count of traditions he is at once its "less passive. morc ;~ttentive and more 
'deconstructive' heir." and more foreign to i t  (130). This is w'hy l i i s  style of clecon- 
structive writing or double writing "must inevitably parlition itselt'along two sides o f  n 
l imit and continue (up to a certain point) to respect thc ~u les o f  th;~t which it decon- 
structs or o f  which i t  exposes the decotlstructihility" (152). Tliererore, deconstruction 
ought not to be equated with a rejection ol'the traditions associated with academic dis- 
cussion. Instead, Derrida wishes to "not close the discussion. hot to give i t  a fresh 
start'' ( 154). 

What does this "fresh start" entail'! Derrida urges us not to reduce interlocution lo  a 
comfortable a R ~ i r  betu,een "those in the know." nor to a conlmntation between adver- 
saries unwilling to make the el'lbrt to suspend their preconceptions. We have 70 con- 
front the real difliculties involved in dealing with difference. This might inearl, as in 
the case o f  lhc cliscussion with G:~damer. that the flnw o f  the conversation we have he- 
came used to. h i~s lo be tlisrupted. 
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