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Introduction

ZEYNEP DIREK AND LEONARD LAWLOR

Companions need to provide good introductions to the basic concepts and problems 
in a philosopher’s works, and Part I of  this Companion to Derrida introduces and clari-
fies concepts such as truth; the transcendental; difference; deconstruction; ethics; 
time and history; signature; and remainder. Part II aims to help the reader to see how 
Derrida’s philosophical reflection is conjoined not only to other thinkers such as 
Plato, Levinas, Merleau-Ponty, Althusser, Barthes, de Man, Heidegger, and Nancy, 
but also to other philosophical movements and ideas: psychoanalysis; cinema and 
photography; feminism; religion (Christian and Islamic); and education. Finally, Part 
III indicates areas of  investigation that Derrida’s thought has inspired or within 
which his thinking might be inserted: animal studies; forgiveness; cosmopolitanism; 
violence; and the law. Overall, we wanted to show that, by disturbing classical ways 
of  doing research and investigation, Derrida’s thinking (deconstruction) occupies 
subversive positions.

Undoubtedly, Derrida’s writing was an explosion of  revolutionary energy from 
within the formal educational machinery of  the French Academy. What made it so 
interesting in the 1960s and 1970s was that, on the one hand, it was fully immersed 
in the traditional philosophical methodology. However, on the other hand, it aimed 
to show that this approach might be missing what matters. It misses what is at stake 
in the philosophical corpus of  which the most traditional approaches and procedures 
speak. Stemming from his immersion in the traditional techniques of  reading and 
writing found in the French institutions of  philosophy, Derrida formulated his fun-
damental philosophical question as a question of  writing. Calling for a step beyond 
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the knowhow of  explanatory dissection of  texts, Derrida’s new notion of  writing 
moved towards an experience of  the trace that indicates the dynamic play of  the 
forces that constitute texts. As Sarah Kofman has said, Derrida attempted to psycho-
analyze texts by attending to their ambivalences, displacements, condensations, 
anxieties, and defense mechanisms. He aimed to show that writing in the sense of  
archi-writing has been repressed and is the repressed. Metaphysics aimed at separat-
ing the good object from the bad ones by desiring purity, integrity, original innocence. 
It fed the faith in the possibility of  having access to the totality of  real objects by way 
of  controlling the interiorized ones. As an unheimlich concept, Derridian writing 
unrelentingly repeats patricide in order to liberate logos from its subjection to the 
norms of  the metaphysics of  presence (Kofman 1984, 114).

Derrida’s statement found in Of  Grammatology “There is nothing outside the text” 
(Il n’y a pas de hors-texte) immediately produced a philosophical scandal because 
it looked to mean that “nothing exists except text”; through this interpretation, it 
looked to be an attack on realism (OGC, 158). If  it were impossible to verify (or falsify) 
the propositions presented in a philosophical discourse by consulting an extra-lin-
guistic object, then the question would have to be: how could philosophy as a concern 
with truth distinguish itself  from all sorts of  other discourses? Derrida, however, was 
making an overarching ontological claim. A text does not have an outside which 
may or may not confirm its truth claims; for everything that looks to be outside is 
an effect of  writing. In other words, all presence deemed to be fundamental for a 
correspondence theory of  truth is constituted by the play of  traces or the movement 
of  archi-writing. This ontological claim did not amount to idealism because the trace 
is irreducibly material; the sense that inhabits the world is also produced and dis-
seminated by archi-writing.

“There is nothing outside the text” then has often been interpreted as a negation 
implying that there can be no such a thing as truth. Nonetheless, it can certainly be 
read as a step taken on the way toward determining the transcendental constitution 
of  truth. The defense of  a correspondence notion of  truth – as if  Kant, Hegel, Husserl, 
Nietzsche, and Heidegger have not existed and as if  Derrida is the only philosopher 
responsible for the destruction of  this naïve faith in truth – must be seen as a distor-
tion. This volume begins by showing that it would be an oversimplification to claim 
that Derrida has given up on or has neglected the question of  truth. After all the 
deconstructive strategies which complicate the philosophical reflection on its possi-
bility, the question of  truth still prevails. Christopher Norris in his essay “Truth in 
Derrida” shows how Derrida’s notion of  “writing,” which marks “the absolute 
horizon of  intelligibility or the precondition for whatever is to count as ‘real,’ ‘true,’ 
‘factual,’ ‘self-evident,’ ‘veridical’,” has in fact been grossly misinterpreted as the 
elimination of  truth. “Writing” is, for Derrida, what enables the sense and the truth-
value of  statements or propositions to be communicated from one context to the 
next, but also, as he argues in quasi-Kantian vein, the necessary and transcenden-
tally deducible condition of  possibility for any such process to occur.
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Olivia Custer explicitly takes up Derrida’s Kantian vein; her contribution aims to 
show us how Derrida transforms the Kantian heritage. Derrida, she argues, is at once 
continuous with fundamental Kantian commitments and discontinuous with certain 
concepts indelibly associated with Kant. Her key insight revolves around a phrase 
from Derrida’s late Without Alibi, in which he says that he is working toward “the 
unconditional without sovereignty” (WA, 276). In Derrida’s later phase (starting, 
say, in the 1990s), he always speaks of  the unconditional in the most hyperbolic 
sense. Custer argues that his use – whether he mentions Kant or not – alludes to 
Kant’s radical notion of  goodness as we find it, for instance, in The Groundwork of  the 
Metaphysics of  Morals. But she also stresses that each time Derrida takes up this 
Kantian radicality – dignity beyond all market price – Derrida uses Kant’s radicality 
to set up the necessity of  being more radical than even Kant’s radical call to the 
unconditional. The result is that the unconditional Derrida wants to affirm does not 
exactly correspond to Kant’s unconditional. It is, to say this again, “unconditional 
without sovereignty.” Thus, Derrida also contests Kant’s idea of  sovereignty, which 
for Derrida is cruel. Custer, however, also shows how Derrida (or deconstruction) 
outdoes Kant’s methodical radicality when he aims to determine conditions of  pos-
sibility for what is structurally impossible. Custer’s example here is Derrida’s logic of  
the supplement (from the Rousseau reading found in Of  Grammatology), a logic that 
is itself  contradictory. But we know that with Derrida all contradictions are based in 
difference.

Claire Colebrook in her essay “Difference” addresses the priority of  difference to 
identity in Derrida’s philosophy. She argues that the concept of  difference can be 
elaborated in at least four different ways: “difference” as it functions in Derrida’s 
critique of  the structuralist account of  meaning as generated through systems; dif-
ference as it operates in Derrida’s raising of  the post-phenomenological problem of  
time; difference as it plays out in sexual difference; and the difference between human 
and non-human animals. Derrida’s position in relation to the structuralist affirma-
tion of  difference over identity is most indicative. Colebrook argues that Derrida is 
offering a critique of  structuralism by rethinking the relation of  identity and differ-
ence as différance. The structuralists take language to be a system of  relative and 
negative differences and consider the relations within such a system; they do not 
consider the positive, productive or ungrounded difference, which Derrida calls dif-
férance. This is the difference or differencing that allows any system to emerge. This 
movement allows for the iterability that produces meaning and therefore possesses 
an irreducible sense of  truth. For Derrida, concepts have strict boundaries and serve 
to identify something. But concepts have emerged because each differentiated term 
has the capacity to be used again and again, across time and space, with each 
instance itself  being different. Thus, a term is the same (or identical or recognizable) 
only if  it can be different from itself  (used again and again, differently). Thus dif-
férance relates difference and identity by means of  iterability. The role of  iterability in 
the synthesis of  time and space, retention of  retention, protention of  protention, and 
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so on, points to the function of  difference as spacing and temporalization (as found 
in phenomenology). Indeed, neither difference as space nor difference as time could 
be separated from sexual difference and animal difference. Différance therefore helps 
to deconstruct the construction of  man as self-same (and differentiated from woman) 
and it dispels human exceptionalism (from non-human animal) as these construc-
tions are found in the tradition of  Western metaphysics.

Because the term “writing” arose from the then contemporary French structural 
linguistic and literary investigations, and because the term exceeded its ordinary 
connotation, Derrida’s use of  the term “writing” (écriture) was seen to be obscure. 
But, his use of  “différance” was seen to be even more obscure. The obscurity was not 
dispelled but intensified by Derrida’s 1968 “Différance” essay. Gary Gutting’s essay 
“The Obscurity of  ‘Différance’ ” offers a close reading of  Derrida’s essay and illus-
trates in which respects it remains unclear if  this text is treated as an independent 
piece. Indeed, some of  Derrida’s statements fail to be clear if  we do not appeal to other 
texts written before it because the term “différance” is introduced as a way of  sum-
marizing earlier investigations. It is, so to speak, the conclusion drawn at the cross-
roads of  readings, and put forward as the thesis that connects a number of  
commentaries which might look like parts of  different projects. Derrida introduced 
the term by showing that Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, Saussure, and Levinas could 
be read as thinkers of  difference even though they could not go as so far as acknowl-
edging the non-teleological, origin-deferring movement that is at the heart of  both 
the production and the expenditure of  all differences. Derrida thought of  différance 
as a general economy underlying the restricted economy of  metaphysics. The move-
ment of  différance is the generosity of  giving in being; the dissemination allowing the 
potentiality of  insemination and its loss, the wasting away of  energy and sense. Thus 
a close reading of  différance would not suffice to make sense of  the term without 
taking into account the critique of  structuralism, the deconstruction of  metaphysics 
in general and of  phenomenology in particular. When Derrida insists that différance 
is not a concept, he also means it is not a Begriff whose dialectical movement unfolds 
as the identity of  identity and difference. We could reverse this formula as difference 
of  identity and difference in order to make the case that according to Derrida differ-
ence lies at the heart of  all identity.

Geoffrey Bennington in “Metaphor and Analogy in Derrida” argues that, in earlier 
remarks about metaphor found in Derrida’s 1971 essay “White Mythology” and its 
1978 follow-up “The Retrait of  Metaphor,” Derrida objects to the traditional reduc-
tion of  philosophy to rhetoric and poetic. A careful reading of  these essays shows 
that Derrida is not interested in taking up a position that could be characterized  
as sophistic. In his discussion of  the role of  metaphor in philosophy, Derrida argues 
that, even though metaphysics relies on the good metaphor which is expected  
to function in the service of  the propriety of  meaning, metaphor is capable of   
functioning in the radical absence of  the first proper term or the final proper term. 
Metaphor is irreducibly polysemic, open to overdetermination, semantic drift, and 


